
D. M. Rosenberg 

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. 
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In the early Stuart period the main business of England still lay in 

agriculture. Old rural traditions continued, therefore, from the preceding 

centuries to the time in which the country estate poems were written. Because 

landed wealth was the basis of aristocratic honor, reputation, and power, the 

country estate poem praised the harmonious relationship between the landowner 

and the land. All varieties of life were presented as having their place 

within the natural order of the lord's estate. The social order is seen as 

part of the natural order because the providence of nature is linked to man's 

mutual obligation and dependence in social and economic relations. The landed 

estate presided over by the responsible lord is the royalist ideal of a golden 

agrarian tempus ille. Its social function reflects the harmonious relations 

and mutual support of monarchy and nobility, central and local government, 

court and country, and thus is a microcosm of the state and the monarchic 

world-order.^ 

"To Penshurst" is designed to conform to the hierarchical structure of 

the great chain of being and the traditional social order in the chain. 

Jonson organizes the poem in several sections that show the interrelation of 

the natural, humane, and supernatural orders. Jonson begins by contrasting 

other houses with the "ancient pile" of Penshurst, which is seen as an organic 

part of the landscape and the natural order. Then the poet describes the 

estate grounds. He praises the order and innate bounty of Penshurst, and 

takes us through the groves and woods, the fields and their farm animals, the 

Medway and the fish-filled ponds, and then the orchards and gardens. The next 

section, a bridge between the natural and human orders, describes the obedient 

and faithful peasants who bring the gifts of the rich, productive land to the 

lord's manor house. We are taken in the following section to the house 

itself, where we see the lord's hospitality, his "Open housekeeping," to 
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guests of every office and social class, and his "liberall boord" (59) in the 

great hall. The lord has visitors, King James and Prince Henry, the highest 

figures in the sociopolitical order, whose royalty has supernatural authority 

by divine right. The final section refers to the manorial family of which the 

lord is head, and the quality of domestic life, including the good lady's 

"high huswifery," and the gentility of the lord's children, who have been 

taught religion and virtue by their parents. 

Jonson concludes his peom by contrasting the owners of the new houses 

with the owner of Penshurst: "Their lords have built, but thy lord dwells" 

(102). Here the poet alludes specifically to Sir Robert Sidney, the exemplary 

aristocratic landowner who dwells on his country estate rather than devoting 

himself to the pleasures of London society or the affairs of Court, and ful­

fills his social and administrative duties as protector of a contented 

peasantry and dispenser of justice, charity, and hospitality. However, the 

phrase "thy lord" also implies both the king as origin and source of virtuous 

nobility, and the supreme power of God who "dwells," providentially preserving 

and regulating the hierarchically ordered universe of which Penshurst is a 

microcosm. 

The country estate poems, following the model of "To Penshurst," created 

an idealized fiction of a feudal, aristocratic order. It is an imaginative 

order that satisfies the desire for a stability in the changing society of 

seventeenth century England. The poet's idealization of the country estate 

isolates and protects the life of the estate from the contemporary social and 

economic problems of rural England. The panegyric nature of these poems 

enabled the poets to be highly selective in their treatment of reality. How­

ever, the very fact that these poems praise actual country estates and contem­

porary landowners requires, paradoxically, that the poets avoid economic 
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historical realities. Their treatment of economic fact is disingenuous, and 

thus the poems misrepresent the inherently unstable conditions of early seven­

teenth century country life. That is to say, their idealized fictions do not 

seem appropriate or adequate to a more and more commercialized rural society 

and the deterioration of labor relations. They are, therefore, symptomatic of 

the discrepancy between the feudal ideal and a changing society. The 

epideictic themes of a permanent social order, the sanctity of property, 

stable social and economic relations, charity and open housekeeping, are mani­

festations of nostalgia for a way of life that was imposed on a society whose 

growing fragmentation revealed a nation at odds with itself on the eve of a 

civil war. 

An important motif in Jonson's two country estate poems is the opposition 

between the ideal of the old manorial society and the social and economic 

forces inimical to its golden age harmony. These poems that celebrate the 

virtues of the country estate often do so partly by emphasizing the absence of 

pride, avarice, and oppression, which have become the dominant way of life 

elsewhere. In "To Penshurst" this threatening force is symbolized by the 

prodigy house; in "To Sir Robert Wroth," written in the Horatian or beatus 

illus tradition, it is represented by the city and Court. The poems continu­

ally remind the reader of the destructive forces outside the ideal country 

estate at Penshurst or Durrants. What Jonson does is project or attribute to 

the city, court, and prodigy house the ruinous commercialization that brought 

about the decay of rural England. This commercialization of the land, how­

ever, cannot be attributed soley to them. Many of the old aristocratic fami­

lies were beginning to sell or lease out their lands, participating in and 

contributing to the changes in the rural economy and way of life, by abandon­

ing the manorial custom of open housekeeping and severing their traditional 

ties with the countryside.4 
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The country estate poems were written during the rural crisis of early 

Stuart England, which involved the affairs of both the landed aristocracy and 

the tenant-farmer.-> The old aristocratic ideals regarding the social value of 

the land and of the lord's open housekeeping could no longer be maintained 

without the landowner's turning tc capitalist enterprises, which had economic 

advantage but harmful social consequences. Under Elizabeth, agricultural pro­

duction had declined. Holdings in land and incomes had eroded, and as a 

remedy against increasing fluctuation and inflation in agricultural prices, 

landowners tried to modernize, reorganize, and exploit their estates. In the 

Stuart period capitalist farming grew, and landowners used their property as a 

source of revenue by widespread selling or leasing out of lands. Conse­

quently, the paternal ethic of good lordship was subverted and supplanted by 

the growing commercialization of rural property. The landowner used many ways 

of acquiring a greater share of the rising profits of farming. In order to 

augment landed income, he had increased his tenants' rents, which earlier had 

been fixed, reduced the duration of leases, and shifted to rack-rents on the 

shorter leases. The landlord-tenant relationship became more exclusively one 

of rents, and income was redistributed in favor of the landlords and at the 

expense of the tenant-farmers. Thus the landlord lost his prestige in the 

crisis of confidence among tenant farmers. The traditional relationship of 

dependence and loyalty between landlord and tenant had been undermined. 

Moreover, the peasants had become victim of the landlord by losing their 

common rights in village fields, meadows, and wastes. Some landowners, in the 

interest of more efficient grain and wool production, were active promoters of 

enclosure and marsh drainage. Charles I himself, of course, was the greatest 

of the landlords, and having extracted higher national taxes from the farmers, 

joined the other landlords in exploiting the "wastelands," the woods, marshes, 
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and pastures. By clearing trees, draining marshes, and enclosing lands, they 

could parcel them out into large farms for lease at high rents, and thereby 

acquire new wealth. The policies of the Crown and the actions of the great 

landlords during a period of stress caused by increased population and a suc­

cession of scanty harvests and economic depression, worsened the position of 

the rural working class. 

Thus there developed a direct clash between the tenant farmers and the 

landowners who had been the instrument and beneficiary of the Crown's poli­

cies. In the decades prior to the Civil War there was considerable discon­

tent, resentment, and agitation in rural England. An angry peasantry rose in 

revolt and broke down enclosures and fences. They directed their rage against 

the taking away of their common rights. These sporadic peasant uprisings pre­

sented a threat to the political and social hierarchy, the king, courtiers, 

bishops, and great aristocrats. 

The popular radical wing of the Puritan party expressed its anger against 

the private enclosure of common land. In Certain Articles for the Good of the 

Commonwealth the Levellers advocated "That all the grounds which anciently lay 

in common for the poor, and are now. . .enclosed. . .may forthwith, in whose 

hands soever they are, be. . .laid open again to the free and common use of 

benefit for the poor." The Leveller Agitators, moreover, raised questions 

about property rights in the light of the Law of Nature. They argued that 

freedom was based on the principle that it was created by man's own labor, and 

that when the fruits of his labor were coerced or stolen from him, both his 

property and freedom were taken from him. Colonel Thomas Rainsborough asked 

in the army debates of 1647: "But I would fain know what the soldier hath 

fought for all this while? He hath fought to enslave himself, to give power 

to men of riches, men of estate, to make him a perpetual slave."6 


