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COUNTRY HOUSE ENTERTAINMENTS IN PARADISE LOST, BOOKS 5-8 

That Milton was personally familiar with traditional country house 

customs and entertainments is evinced in his Arcades and Ludlow Mask, In 

these works the poet praised the virtuous owners, the Countess Dowager of 

Derby and the Earl of Bridgewater, and their landed estates. Both Harefield 

and Ludlow Castle are presented as estates where grace has entered the natural 

world. Guarded over by transcendent powers, the Genius of the Wood and the 

Attendant Spirit, these estates are "holier ground," enclaves where the divine 

will operates. The entertainment and masque, performed by members of the 

aristocratic households, honored the courtly ideals of those who resided at 

these country estates. After the turbulent years of the 1640s and 1650s when 

Milton wrote polemical tracts against the institutions of the ruling elite, he 

returned in Paradise Lost, Books 5-8, to country house entertainments. Draw­

ing on a varied range of resources, Milton revalued the ideology expressed In 

both manorial customs and literary models, especially the country estate poems 

of Jonson, Carew, and Herrick.1 It is the purpose of this essay to examine 

Milton's revaluation of the social ideals of the country house through his 

techniques of incorporation, rejection, and modification. The reader may 

better understand the relevant episodes from Paradise Lost once social, cul­

tural, and literary sources are brought to bear on them. 

Both the country estate poem and Paradise Lost stress the theme of hos­

pitality as an expression of the benevolence, courtesy, and charity of the 

lord. This hospitality is shown In his preparation, his greeting, and the 

various entertainments for his noble guest. 

Milton contrasts Raphael's visit to the garden of Eden with the monarch's 

Progress to a nobleman's great country estate. Queen Elizabeth on her annual 
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Progresses would honor her loyal subjects by visiting their estates and 

sampling their hospitality. These visits, however, were frequently long and 

ruinously expensive. The visit of King James was also the occasion for enter­

tainments, which usually included hunting for sport, sumptuous feasts, and 

costly masques featuring spectacle, music, and dancing. These typical enter­

tainments were opportunities for the aristocrat to show his wealth, power, and 

honor, as well as to fulfill his ambition to outdo all rivals for royal 

favor. 

Milton's description of Adam's and Eve's preparation for their angelic 

guest recalls a passage in "To Penshurst." Lady Sidney reaps "the just reward 

of her high huswifery" (85) in expectation of her guests. She has "her 

linnen, plate, and all things nigh,/ When she was farre" (86-7). Similarly, 

Milton describes Eve hastening "to entertain" the expected visitor.2 As Adam 

has suggested to her, she will "bring forth and pour/ Abundance, fit to honor 

and receive" (5.314-15) the heavenly stranger. After turning "on hospitable 
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thoughts intent/ What choice to choose for delicacy best" (5.332), she plucks 

fruits, "ripe for use" (5.324). Then she heaps the board "with unsparing 

hand" and prepares her "fit vessels pure" (5.345-47). 

Awaiting the arrival of their guest, Adam sits "as in the door. . .Of 

his cool Bow'r," away from the "fervid Rays" of the hot sun, "more warmth than 

Adam needs" (5.299-302). This image suggests the biblical Abraham as "he sat 

in the tent door in the heat of the day" (Genesis 18:1) just before he greets 

his visitors, the three angels. Milton models Adam's entertainment on the 

account of Abraham's entertainment of the angels. Just as Abraham tells his 

wife Sara to make ready, and then he personally prepares for his guests, so 

Adam and Eve arrange things in readiness for their angelic guest. The poet 

explicitly contrasts the simplicity of the biblical model with the excessively 
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elaborate and showy royal entertainments at the country estate. In describing 

Adam greeting his visitor, he writes: 

Meanwhile our Primitive great Sire, to meet 

His god-like Guest, walks forth, without more train 

Accompanied than with his own complete 

Perfections; in himself was all his state, 

More solemn than the tedious pomp that waits 

On Princes, when thir rich Retinue long 

On Horses led, and Grooms besmear'd with Gold 

Dazzles the crowd, and sets them all agape (5.350-57)• 

In contrast to the "tedious pomp" of the Royal Progress in the fallen world, 

Adam meets the angel simply, naturally, with manliness and integrity, "all his 

state." The naked Adam has greater dignity than the affectation and obsequi­

ousness of the courtier with his trappings and flattery. There is courteous 

decorum, however, in Adam's greeting: 

Nearer his presence Adam though not aw'd, 

Yet with submiss approach and reverence meek, 

As to a superior Nature, bowing low (5358-60). 

Like the lord of a great estate greeting an exalted monarch, Adam ceremonially 

welcomes a far more exalted angel of God. His greeting is not awed or fear­

ful, but expressed with "native Honor clad/ In naked majesty" (4.289-90) and 

self-possessed grace. 

The traditional entertainments at the country house included civilized 

social discourse, feasting, masquing, and hunting. This last pastime is 

described by both Jonson and Carew in their country estate poems. The status 

of hunting had become elevated under the patronage of James I. Gervase Markham 

in his Country Contentment (1611) describes hunting as the pastime "which doth 
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many degrees go before and precede all others being most royal for the 

stateliness thereof."3 In "To Penshurst" Jonson writes: 

There's nothing I can wish, for which I stay. 

That found King James, when hunting late, this way, 

With his brave sonne, the Prince, they saw thy fires 

Shine bright on every harth as the desires 

Of thy Penates had beene set on flame, 

To entertayne them (75-80). 

Hunting was the traditional pursuit of kings, princes, and aristocrats, and 

therefore the accepted pleasures for the noble guests of the manorial estate. 

The sport of shooting game is described by the poets as an opportunity to 

experience the natural plenitude of the land and to enjoy, as Jonson calls it 

in "To Sir Robert Wroth," the blessing of "un-bought provision" (14). 

In this poem Jonson describes hunting as the "master's sport" (23). When 

James I visits Durrants, Wroth arranges a stag hunting expedition for him and 

turns his manor into the king's court. Manorial hunting is presented as an 

Integral part of hospitable entertainment, an expression of the lord's gener­

osity made possible by natural abundance and his good management. 

Carew in "From Wrest" likewise celebrates the sport of hunting, conclud­

ing his poem by describing "the pursuit/ Of bucks and stags." It is an 

activity of "blest peace" at Wrest Park and at the same time "th'emblem of 

war," which keeps the memory of real war alive (107-10). In chasing beasts, 

noblemen test their physical courage, exercise their skill in shooting, and 

practice military maneuvers. 

Milton's exclusion of hunting as an entertainment is an inevitable but 

significant departure from the shared norms of manorial life and country 

estate poetry. Hunting seems consistent with the familiar topos that 
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represented the generous compliance of Nature, existing for man's pleasure. 

If Nature is spontaneously giving, however, then man as hunter is being 

selfish, exploitative, greedy, and violent in taking its wealth by force. 

The relationship between Adam and Eve and Nature is a chaste one because it is 

unselfish, respectful, and loving. 

Hunting as necessity or pastime is not an activity in the prelapsarian 

world of Paradise Lost. Death has not yet invaded Nature, and innocent man­

kind lives in peaceful harmony with the beasts. By naming the animals, Adam 

has shown his domination over them but also his knowledge of their natures. 

Raphael says to him: "And thou thir Natures Know'st, and gav'st them Names" 

(7.493). No creature is ferocious or noxious, and they are all obedient to 

man. God had given Paradise to Adam and Eve "as Lords" to "Possess it, and 

all things that therein live,/ Or live in Sea, or Air, Beast, Fish, and Fowl" 

(8.339-41). Responding to Adam's request for a helpmeet, God reminds him that 

he knows the language and habits of the living creatures, and they "reason not 

contemptibly" (8.374). At Adam's command, all the animals will come to him. 

For innocent pastime, Adam and Eve watch from their rural seat "All Beasts of 

th'Earth, since wild, and of all chase" (4.341) who playfully sport and frisk 

before them. 

Milton's allusion to Nimrod "who is a mighty Hunter" (12.35) suggests the 

connection between hunting and political tyranny. Through the figure of 

Nimrod Milton traces the descent of demonic kingship into human history. 

Nimrod's hunting was given metaphorical interpretation by the exegetical com­

mentators, and Milton borrowed from the tradition. Nimrod the hunter and 

political tyrant is based on Genesis 10:8-12 and Micah 5:6. In Genesis he is 

described as "a mighty hunter before the Lord." Exegesis of this phrase was 

that "mighty" probably meant "cruel," and that "before" meant "against" God.^ 
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Moreover, Nimrod's name is from the Hebrew verb marod, 'to rebel,' hence 

Milton's line, "from Rebellion [he] shall derive his name" (12.36). Tradi­

tional Babylonian sources represent Nimrod as skilled in chase, and on monu­

ments he is depicted killing lions, bulls, and serpents. These images of 

hunting, however, are symbolic of a coronation ritual.5 An Assyrian king 

noted for his prowess in hunting, Nimrod was interpreted in the commentaries 

as a cruel tyrant. The standard exegesis was that the quarry Nimrod hunted 

was man. Michael says of him to Adam: "And Men not Beasts shall be his game" 

(12.30). Milton had compared Charles I to Nimrod in Eikonoklastes:" "And yet 

the Bishops could have told them, that Nimrod, the first that hunted after 

Faction is more properly the Kings Game; and these Hounds, which he calls the 

Vulgar, have bin oft'n hollow'd from Court"°. The political authority symbol­

ized by Nimrod derived its power from an aristocracy of warriors, and this 

authority is seen by Milton as Nimrod*s usurpation, arrogating "Dominion 

undeserv'd/ Over his brethren" (12.27-8). 

What is suggested in Milton's presentation of Nimrod in Paradise Lost is 

that his blood-lust in hunting and his political despotism are inseparable 

because both involve violence against nature, through coercion, predation, 

and bloodshed. The Nimrod allusion implicitly includes Milton's experience 

with Stuart tyranny. The tyrannical exercise of power not only violated the 

laws of nations, but desecrated the Law of Nature and transgressed the Law of 

God.7 

Therefore hunting for sport is one of the corrupting effects of the first 

sin. Irrational and warlike, it is part of the fallen world. Moreover, hunt­

ing is a privileged sport, indulged in by predatory and arbitrary monarchs and 

their courtiers. For Milton, it is associated with the ruling ideology of the 

Stuarts and the aristocrats, who having "Fame in the World, high titles, and 
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rich prey," changed their course in times of peace "to pleasure, ease, and 

sloth,/ Surfeit, and lust" (11.793-95). 

Milton in Paradise Lost includes the manorial custom of the feast for the 

noble guest. The dining scene in Book 5 shares many of the motifs of country 

estate poems, the plenitude of nature, the hospitality of the lord, and the 

relaxation of hierarchy. Scenes of feasting symbolize the inexhaustible 

bounty of the landed estate and the largesse of the lord and lady. At 

Penshurst Sir Robert Sidney's "liberall boord doth flow" (59), and all are 

welcome to partake of his natural wealth and "housekeeping." Consumption of 

his bounty in the form of food and drink express a sharing in the moral, 

social, and natural order. 

In Carew's "To Saxham," the lord's table is "blest with plenty" (13-4), 

and while GN's more humble guests at Wrest eat "at large tables fill'd with 

wholesome meat" (35), those of "better note" are "fed/ With daintier cates" 

(35-9). The aristocrats "freely sit/ At the lordfs table" (41-2), which is 

"fill'd with Meats/ Of choicest relish" (44-5). The table, Carew writes, 

cracks "Under the load of pil'd up dishes" (46). 

In the dining room of Hardwick Hall, one of the ostentatious houses to 

which Carew may be alluding in "From Wrest," the plasterer modelled a life-

size Ceres with overflowing cornucopia above the chimney-piece. This is an 

apt decorative emblem in a room where the bounty of nature is to be fully en­

joyed.8 However, Carew emphasizes "real use," and says the architect of Wrest 

"made things not fine,/ But fit for service" (55-7). Therefore Amalthea and 

her horn of plenty, Bacchus, and Ceres "with a crook'd sickle in her hand" are 

not an artist's carvings in stone or marble, mere "emblems to the eyes," but 

"useful deities" who are immanent in the wine and bread: "We press the juicy 

god and quaff his blood/ And grind the yellow goddess Into food" (57-68). 


