D. M. Rosenberg

COUNTRY HOUSE ENTERTAINMENTS IN PARADISE LOST, BOOKS 5-8

That Milton was personally familiar with traditional country house

customs and entertainments 1is evinced in his Arcades and Ludlow Mask. In

these works the poet praisad 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.l 1t 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



Progresses would honor her |oyal subjects by visiting their estates and
sanpling their hospitality. These visits, however, were frequently long and
rui nously expensive. The visit of King Janes was also the occasion for enter-
tai nments, which usually included hunting for sport, sunptuous feasts, and
costly masques featuring spectacle, music, and dancing. These typical enter-
tai nments were opportunities for the aristocrat to show his wealth, power, and
honor, as well as to fulfill his anbition to outdo all rivals for royal

favor.

Mlton's description of Adanmis and Eve's preparation for their angelic
guest recalls a passage in "To Penshurst." Lady Sidney reaps "the just reward
of her high husw fery" (85) in expectation of her guests. She has "her
linnen, plate, and all things nigh,/ Wen she was farre" (86-7). Simlarly,
M 1lton 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
thoughts intent/ Wat choice to choose for delicacy best" (5.3:%23), she pl ucks
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. . . O
his cool Bowr," away from the "fervid Rays" of the hot sun, "more warnth than
Adam needs" (5.299-302). This inage 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 nodels Adamis entertainnent on the
account of Abrahamis entertainment of the angels. Just as Abraham tells his
wife Sara to nake 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 sinplicity of the biblical nodel with the excessively



