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PARADISE LOST AND THE COUNTRY ESTATE POEM 

Milton employed many genres in Paradise Lost and used their 

characteristic themes, motifs, and topoi. Genres are defined by their subject 

matter and the conventions that have been traditionally coupled with them. 

Moreover, each genre is a literary vehicle bearing ideological meaning; it is 

a repository of deep-rooted sentiments and values. Thus genres are determined 

by social institutions. The country estate poem, for example, is an upper-

class genre, a panegyric praising the sociopolitical values embodied in the 

landed aristocracy of the early Stuart period. More specifically, the poet's 

courtly compliment idealizes the aristocratic lord, his country estate, and 

the responsibilities and perquisites of land ownership. 

It is the purpose of this essay to examine Milton's strategy of situating 

the country estate poem in the larger context of his Christian epic, Paradise 

Lost, and the significance of his radical revaluation of the recognized con­

ventions of the genre. Milton uses the conventions in order to question the 

courtly mythologizing of the lord and his estate. He revaluates the genre 

through inclusion and transformation. In measuring these conventions by a 

biblical ideal, one that varies from the genre's Ideology, he shifts the 

values away from the institutions of monarchy, court, and aristocracy in the 

fallen world. Milton displaces the genre to a superior myth of Edenic life. 

His treatment of this myth has the place of priority in that it is the story 

of man's first estate. This is a radical transformation of the genre because 

the poet is returning the country estate poem to its source, the inspired 

revelation of the Bible. 
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(I) 

In "To Penshurst" Ben Jonson had established a significant English 

tradition of poems in praise of country estates. Although he had incorporated 

and combined many earlier modes, the epigram, epistle, pastoral idyl, and 

panegyric ode, his poem inaugurated a new line. It was paradigmatic with 

respect both to the literary genre and the social ideal of the country estate 

itself.* Concerned as it is with the traditional values of hereditary dynasty 

and social cohesion, a poem praising the ancestral home of the Sidneys pro­

vided a cultural and literary ideal in which Carew and Herrick, the "Sons of 

Ben," participated. They validated their Inheritance by writing variations on 

Jonson's poem, thereby creating a sense of continuity as well as enriching the 

genre. 

The poems that best characterize the genre are royalist and aristocratic. 

They are Jonson's "To Penshurst" and "To Sir Robert Wroth," Carew's "To 

Saxham" and "To My Friend G.N. from Wrest," and Herrick's "Panegyrick to 

Sir Lewis Pemberton."^ These poems were written by poets who shared the ideal 

of social feudal relationships. That is, they were dedicated to the ancient 

rights of kings and the hereditary peerage as part of the social system. In 

several of these poems the king himself comes to visit the aristocrat's 

country estate. The poet's loyalty to the king, the church, and the laws pro­

vided the basis for the social and political values in their poetry. These 

poems celebrate and idealize the country estates of a ruling class. 

Milton was a bourgeois, revolutionary, and republican who repudiated the 

old feudal order which Jonson, Carew, and Herrick celebrated. His prose 

tracts on political liberty vigorously opposed royal absolutism, and expressed 

contempt for the institutions of the ruling elite, their titles, privilege of 

birthright, and landed property. 


