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MILTON AND WORDSWORTH:
PARADISE LOST  BOOK II AND THE PRELUDE BOOK VI
The first time I read Book six of The Prelude, many years ago, I was carried away by what I saw as Wordsworth’s representation of Chaos in ‘Crossing the Alps’. Having at that time recently visited the high Alps I responded to the descriptions of space, wildness and lack of order. At that time I was not familiar with the whole of Paradise Lost. When I did read Book two of Milton’s great epic, I felt I was on a similar journey, navigating chaos, albeit on a grander scale than in The Prelude.
I would like to talk first about Wordsworth’s engagement with Milton, his approach to The Prelude, and in particular the Crossing the Alps passage; say something about his changing attitude to Milton and then look at the changes he made for the 1850 version of The Prelude.
When we look at the historical background to Milton’s epic we can see why Wordsworth looked to Milton. Both men lived through turbulent political times and both were of a Republican persuasion. Milton was caught up in the events of the English Civil War (1642-51) and responded to this great upheaval in his writings just as Wordsworth responded to the French Revolution two centuries later. Both had to negotiate the constraints of political censorship. They were both well educated in the classics and both had studied at Cambridge. They were both critical of Cambridge and mixed in Radical circles as young men. Furthermore, they both rejected the chance of a Fellowship in favour of pursuing livings as poets. 
Milton maintained his Republican convictions to the end of his life, arguing for separation of church and state and free speech. In the early 1640s he attacked the power of Bishops and in 1649, following the execution of Charles I, he published his pamphlet The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates in which he defended regicide, argued for the destruction of all tyrants and claimed that revolution was an inevitable force in history. Although he became disappointed in Cromwell he did not renege on the principles of the Commonwealth and Republicanism. He remained true to his belief in the Republican cause even after the Restoration of the Monarchy, when he was forced to go into hiding, was arrested and served a short prison sentence. 
This was the Milton Wordsworth evoked when he wrote his letter to the Bishop of Llandaff, in 1793, signing himself a Republican, and in which he denounced the privileges of the Monarchy and the aristocracy. Here he defends the recent execution of the French King, Louis XVI. Echoing Milton’s Tenure in a number of ways, he argues that revolution is needed for the establishment of liberty, that liberty can only be established through violence, and that the arms of despotism are needed to overthrow tyranny. The Letter was never published because of the fear of reprisals, but Wordsworth was nailing his colours to the Republican mast as strongly as Milton had done before him.

Nine years later (1802) Wordsworth looked to Milton again when he wrote his sonnet, ‘Milton! Thou shouldst be here at this hour | England has need of you, she is a fen | Of stagnant waters: … Thy soul was like a star, and dwelt apart’. In 1814 he invoked Milton again in his Preface to The Excursion ‘So prayed, more gaining than he asked, the Bard, | Holiest of men’. These were brave statements and ones that created a problem with some of his friends, notably F. W. Faber who claimed that ‘England has no need of Milton, or anything else unblessed by God’. Faber, speaking as a High Churchman also objected to Wordsworth’s description of Milton as ‘Holiest of men’. By 1845 Wordsworth was ready to compromise and changed these offending words to ‘In holiest Mood’.
Although Wordsworth became less politically radical in his later years, and moved closer to the Anglican Church, the influence of Milton remained strong in his poetry. Charles Lamb claimed that Wordsworth was the ‘best knower of Milton’, other scholars claim that Milton is everywhere in Wordsworth, so we are not surprised to find strong Miltonic influences in The Prelude, from the opening lines ‘The earth is all before me’ (15) in language and in structure. 
Looking first at the 1805 edition of The Prelude structural parallels are evident. In Paradise Lost Satan navigates chaos as he undergoes his voyage from Hell to earth as a fallen angel. Wordsworth’s decision to take a walking tour in France in 1790 was an act of rebellion and the start of his career as a Romantic poet. Cambridge might not have been quite Hell to him but he had intimated some dissatisfaction with it ‘I was not for that hour, | Nor for that place’ (III, l.80). Satan and the aspiring poet were both on a journey of discovery. Satan’s destination was earth and his journey precedes his visit to the Garden of Eden, where he brought about the temptation of Eve. Wordsworth’s journey across the Alps, as recounted in Book VI of The Prelude, precedes his meeting with Annette Vallon which takes place a year or so later. It ends with Wordsworth’s arrival at Como, where he meets with the kind of temptation that prefigures his fall the following year with Anette. It is significant that Book six ends at this point of the journey as in real life Wordsworth’s journey was only half accomplished at this point. It seems as though he is drawing a parallel between the Garden of Eden with its temptations and Como with its ‘dark eyed maidens’ and other sensuous pleasures. Was this Wordsworth’s first experience of enticing female company? His first experience of temptation.
Before reaching Paradise, Milton’s Satan and Wordsworth must navigate Chaos. Much has been written about the basis of Milton’s Satan: was he meant to be Cromwell? Was there something of Milton himself in him. The young man crossing the Alps in 1790 in the company of a college friend is also difficult to pin down. We cannot know how true he is to the real twenty year old Wordsworth, since it is an older Wordsworth who is creating selectively the character of this young traveller. Nonetheless, each poet undertakes the task of offering a physical description of chaos. Milton’s task is of course the more difficult for us since we cannot undertake the same journey. But we can all visit the high Alps and experience the sensation of awe at the sight of so much that is strange to us. 
Milton’s representation of Chaos is brought about by language that focuses on darkness, vastness of space and ultimately emptiness. When we look at his use of adjectives we see the word ‘dark’ at least three times and again in the image of dark pavilions. Related words include dusky, dreary, sable (as in sable-vested) and dim night. To describe space and emptiness he uses adjectives such as wide, gaping, unknown and vast. When we look at his choice of nouns we see night used four times, abyss is used four times, rock and bog are each used three times. To conjure up emptiness we have void, gulf, valley, oblivion, caves, vale (2) deep, ocean, vacuity, and emptier waste. All of this language is associated with the landscape, but Milton’s preoccupations with the Civil War may be recognized here too, in fallacious hope, bannered host, wild flag, usurpation, battle, ride the air in Whirlwind, and victorious bands. When considering the etymology of these words it comes as no surprise to find that Milton, who wrote little in English before 1641, showed a preference for words with a Latin and French origin. This and his manipulation of syntax and use of alliteration gives Paradise Lost its distinctive qualities.
Looking at Milton’s imagery we find that he uses a mixture of images for Satan’s journey. It is described as a ‘solitary flight’, but also as a ‘voyage’, a word we associate mainly with sea travel, especially as Milton also refers to fathoms, sea, coast and shore. But Satan is also depicted travelling half on foot, half flying, using head, hands, wings, feet; he swims, sinks, wades, or creeps, or flies. This is a journey of desperation, one that must be accomplished by any means. Prefiguring some of Wordsworth’s imagery, Satan must traverse the ‘dark Abyss, whose boiling Gulf | Tamely endur’d a Bridge of wondrous length’; to find at the edge of Chaos a light that ‘shoots far into the bosom of dim Night’. 
Satan’s journey is highly structured around a series of events and incidents each of which gives rise to a particular mood. It begins with departure, the gates of Hell opening wide, promoting a sense of freedom and escape. He must then cross a stretch of water. After ascending for flight he meets his first setback in which he falls ten thousand fathoms deep, but is rescued by natural forces, a tumultuous cloud which bears him aloft again. Fear is followed by desperation as he negotiates terrain composed of bog, and strait. While searching for the border between dark and light, he gets lost. Satan is now a stranger, needing help. This sense of alienation is followed by recovery when he moves on, albeit with difficulty.  Recovery is soon followed by more danger when he crosses the dark Abyss, and bridge of wondrous length. Soon after this a light appears in the shape of a glimmering dawn and he catches sight of Heaven. 
Turning now to the 1805 Prelude Wordsworth’s adventure too begins with a sense of freedom ‘the third summer brought its liberty’. Like Milton’s Satan, he must also cross a stretch of water. His reference to sequestered villages recalls sequestrations of the English Civil War. Like Milton before him, Wordsworth uses a variety of images to suggest forms of travel: he glides on the river Seine but the faster flowing Rhone becomes wings. Echoes of the war in France are present in ‘the march of military speed’, ‘banners militant’ and the Miltonic ‘usurpation’. Wordsworth, like Satan, suffers an early setback: one of disappointment: the summit of Mont Blanc appears as ‘a soulless image on the eye’ His spirits restored the following day by the Vale of Chamouny, natural forces of dumb cataracts and streams of ice’. Wordsworth, like many a traveller, and like Satan, manages to get lost, and must seek help from a stranger, in this case a peasant. Given the right directions, Wordsworth begins to recover, but again like Satan, with difficulty, ‘a journey of several hours | With slow step’. And this is where you really do feel that Wordsworth is travelling through Chaos, ‘Winds thwarting winds, bewildered and forlorn, … black drizzling crags, unfettered clouds… tumult and peace, … darkness and light, characters of the great Apocalypse’. This passage concludes with a line that is redolent of Milton in Book five of Paradise Los: ‘The types and symbols of Eternity, | Of First, and last, and midst, and without end’. (Milton: ‘ Him first, him last, him midst, and without end’.)
As Satan faces the danger of the uncertain bridge over a Gulf, so Wordsworth faces the ‘giddy prospect of the raving stream’. For both travellers this signals the end of their journey. For Wordsworth there is an abrupt change of tone, danger is replaced by joy and pleasure as he espies Locarno’s Lake and Locarno spread out like Heaven. Recalling Milton’s description of the Garden of Eden in Book four of Paradise Lost, Wordsworth describes Como as ‘a treasure by the earth | Kept to itself, a darling bosomed up | in Abyssinian privacy’.   Milton’s Garden of Eden is thickly wooded with loftiest shade and perfumes. Wordsworth speaks of chestnut woods, garden plots of Indian corn tended by dark-eyed maids. He describes cloistral avenues, colours and forms, whose power is sweet. He uses the word sweet three times in this passage to emphasize the sensuous qualities of this place: ‘sweet as love’ ‘sweet as this last herself’. Recalling Milton’s description of Satan’s voyage we find Wordsworth ‘coasting the water’s edge’ in order to behold the scene in its most deep repose. After describing the delights of Como Wordsworth introduces another abrupt change of tone, with the words ‘But here I must break off, and quit at once, | Though loth, the record of these wanderings, | A theme which may seduce me else beyond all reasonable bounds’. Como is represented here as a place of temptation, but political preoccupations intrude and he is soon crossing Brabant armies in the cause of Liberty (691).
This then has been Wordsworth’s account of Crossing the Alps in the 1805 edition. But given the pressures from Faber in 1845, and others, the question that arises is did Wordsworth make this passage less Miltonic during the years of revision to The Prelude, bearing in mind that these revisions were largely completed by 1839. On taking a close look at both editions it soon becomes clear that as well as changes to individual lines the 1850 edition is at least 70 lines longer, and these additional lines, which are introduced as the travellers make for the Convent of Chartreuse, contain some of the most overt Republican imagery in this work. Even before the new lines begin we are prepared for an alteration in tone. ‘Every spire’ is changed to ‘each uprising or receding spire’. ‘Environed’ is changed to ‘encompassed’; ‘rout’ to ‘throng’. The solitude of Chartreuse is emphasized by using the word solitude twice and putting it into italics.  This is quickly offset by war-like imagery, ‘Arms flashing, and a military glare | Of riotous men commissioned to expel | The blameless inmates, and belike subvert | That frame of social being’. The textual notes tell us that Wordsworth was mistaken here as this incident did not occur until nearly two years later in May 1792. It seems more likely that Wordsworth was indulging in poetic licence as he sought an opportunity to introduce Republican imagery, and give it centre stage. But he also opens up the old debate about the justification of force in the cause of liberty. He is caught in conflicting passions, but his heart responds ‘Honour to the patriot’s zeal! | Glory and hope to new-born Liberty’, and ‘hail to the mighty projects of the time!.’ We then have a long passage of nearly forty lines which include Miltonic diction and cadences and Republican imagery. Here Wordsworth engages in a dialogue with the demands of liberty and equality on the one hand, and the impulse to spare ‘these courts of mystery’ on the other. There is a certain amount of ambiguity in this passage; he introduces the idea of ‘equalizing in God’s pure sight | Monarch and peasant’ and then says ‘be the house redeemed | With its unworldly votaries’. ‘Redeem’ here could mean save from evil or it could mean, in the archaic sense of the word, buy the freedom of. He concludes this passage with an echo of Milton’s imagery, by noting that the Cross of Jesus has been reverenced by a thousand storms but made insecure by one state whirlwind.
During the remainder of Book six there are individual changes to the diction, too many to be discussed here, all of which heighten the sense of danger and disorientation. There are instances where some editors have noted a  move away from Miltonic language, for example line 645 ‘darkness visible’, which occurs in Paradise Lost, l. 63, becomes ‘blackness visible’. But it seems more likely that Wordsworth is here paying homage to Milton not by copying word for word but by reproducing an image.  
Most scholars claim that the 1850 edition of The Prelude shows a move towards a more decorative style of language and fewer references to revolutionary politics. Most comment on the lines that are omitted in the later edition, but less has been said about the additional passages in the revised work. 
I would like to conclude this paper by raising three questions. Why would Wordsworth introduce the old argument about revolutionary force in his revisions to The Prelude? Was he already re-thinking his orientation towards Milton, even before he upset Faber in 1845? If this is so, was Wordsworth by 1839 separating Milton the poet from Milton the man; as he himself  began to move away from his own youthful radicalism and towards political conservatism and the Anglican church?.
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