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Equal in Fate – Equal in Renown: 
Poetic Self-presentation in Homer and Milton*

“His great works were performed under discountenance, and in blindness, 
but difficulties vanished at his touch; he was born for whatever is arduous, 
and his work is not the greatest of heroic poems, only because it is not the 
first” – thus ends Samuel Johnson his “Life of Milton”,1 mixing biographical 
and critical commentary and creating the image of the blind, inspired bard 
also popularized in the iconographic tradition depicting “Milton dictating 
Paradise Lost to his daughters”.2 Johnson’s concluding remarks are, however, 
also remarkable for the covert criticism they provide of the commonplace of 
the “oldest and foremost” poet, a title generally given to Homer since antiquity. 
That Homer’s epics are the greatest, Johnson’s words imply, is partly the result 
of their temporal priority, a contingent circumstance that does not in the least 
diminish the excellence of the Greek poet, but raises Milton’s prestige a great 
deal. Within the context of Milton’s early critical heritage, this view may be 
considered a rather moderate judgment of Milton’s stature: Samuel Barrow, 
for example, concludes his Latin prefatory verses to the 1674 second edition 
of Paradise Lost evoking Propertius on the Aeneid: “Cedite Romani Scriptores, 
cedite Graii / Et quos fama recens vel celebravit anus. / Hæc quicunque leget 
tantum cecinesse putabit / Mæonidem ranas, Virgilium culices”.3 Or, to take 
another example, John Dryden, Milton’s late contemporary and poet laureate 
of Restoration England, compares Milton to both Vergil and Homer in his 
epigram prefixed to the 1688 edition of the epic:
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Three Poets, in three distant Ages born, 
Greece, Italy, and England did adorn. 
The First in loftiness of thought surpass’d, 
The Next in Majesty, in both the Last: 
The force of Nature could no farther goe; 
To make a Third she joyned the former two. 

It is one thing that Milton’s early readership was impressed by the poet’s 
achievement almost beyond measure (and several examples could be adduced 
to the above), interestingly enough, however, the text of Paradise Lost itself also 
encourages such comparisons with the ancients. In his several invocations or 
proems the epic narrator makes clear that his enterprise is “unattempted yet in 
Prose or Rhime” (PL 1.16), that he soars “Above th’Aonian Mount” (i.e. Helicon; 
PL 1.15), “Above the flight of Pegasean wing” (PL 7.4). Further, his “argument” 
is “Not less but more heroic than the wrauth / Of stern Achilles […] or rage / 
Of Turnus […] Or Neptun’s ire or Juno’s” (PL 9.13–19) that is, the themes 
of the Iliad, the Aeneid, and the Odyssey, respectively; and compared to his 
“Heav’nly Muse” (PL 1.6; i.e. “Urania”, cf. PL 7.1), the classical Muse is but “an 
empty dreame” (PL 7.39).

Not that this essentially agonistic conception of Milton’s relationship to his 
forerunners, which, in Milton’s own text, often takes on a distinctively com-
bative character,4 should entail disrespect: the choice of subject might place 
Milton and his poem above the classics; Paradise Lost, nevertheless, professes 
to remain an epic in the classical tradition, its author respectfully innovating 
on the resources, devices, and models provided by his great predecessors. 
References to Homer seem particularly intriguing in this respect, especially if 
we take into account the possible parallels between the mythically blind figure 
of the ancient Greek poet/singer and the representation of the blind English 
bard in Paradise Lost. Milton’s text itself seems to promote such parallels; in the 
invocation to Holy Light at the beginning of Book 3 the epic narrator presents 
a long digression on his blindness in which the narrator expresses his wish 
to be “equal’d in renown” (PL 3.34) with “Those other two equal’d with me in 
Fate” (PL 3.33), Homer, and the mythical blind bard, Thamyris. Critics and 
editors of Paradise Lost are also quite aware of Homer as a potential model: 
Milton still stands the surest chance as a candidate for the illustrious title of 
4 On traditional this stance, see Burrow, C.: Combative Criticism. Jonson, Milton, and Classical 

Literary Criticism in England. In Norton, G. P. (ed.): The Cambridge History of Literary 
Criticism. III: The Renaissance. Cambridge 1999, 487–499.
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the “English Homer”—in a field including such names as Chaucer, Spenser, 
or Shakespeare.

There is, thus, a well-documented attempt both in the text of Paradise Lost 
and the poem’s early critical reception to represent the epic narrator, and by 
extension often even Milton himself, as excelling the ancients and at the same 
time, becoming one of their kind. In terms of the above example we might 
risk that Milton is often perceived to be, as the narrator of his epic often tries 
to be, more Homeric than Homer. But is the desire to imitate and the promise 
to emulate Homer anything more than just a conventional early modern com-
monplace? Is the tendency in the critical reception to characterize Milton as 
overgoing or outdoing Homer more than just an instance of taking the text 
at face value and automatically submitting to its propositions? Exactly how 
Homeric is Milton’s narrator in Paradise Lost? There are a number of differ-
ent contexts in which one could deal with these questions in contemporary 
Milton Studies; my purpose in this paper is to provide only some possible 
answers to them by considering those elements in the Miltonic narrator’s self-
presentation which might meaningfully be compared to instances of poetic 
self-fashioning in the Homeric epics. In what follows, therefore, I will compare 
and contrast the Homeric and the Miltonic narrator figures from three broad 
(and interconnected) perspectives: the description of the origins of poetic 
composition, the presentation of the poet’s blindness, and the subject of the 
epic song. As far as Milton is concerned, I will mainly focus on the invocation 
to Book 3 of Paradise Lost, but other invocations and proems and even other 
works by Milton will also be drawn into the discussion. My ultimate aim is 
thus to detect and possibly explain how one of the most un-Homeric passages 
of Paradise Lost contributes to what has been called the “intangible Homeric 
quality” of Milton’s epic.5

The classical epic tradition naturally guarantees a strong link between 
Paradise Lost and the Homeric epics, but that in itself does not wash away the 
striking differences between the historical, cultural, and aesthetic backgrounds 
of early modern and ancient Greek epic poetry. It is my contention, however, 
that the often-overlooked role of dictation in the composition process of 
Paradise Lost provides ample platform to analyze both Milton and Homer 
outside the context of traditional critical commonplaces. To put my assump-
tions very simply, the fact that Paradise Lost is a dictated text had not only 

5 Harding, D. P.: The Club of Hercules. Studies in the Classical Background of Paradise Lost. 
Urbana 1962, 109.
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affected the text itself, but also the poet’s self-presentation. In recent decades 
several Miltonists have tried to call attention to the difference between Milton 
the poet and the narrator of Paradise Lost (elements of whose autobiographical 
narratives undoubtedly feature important resemblances to Milton’s life), and 
Robert McMahon has even argued that “Milton exploited in an original way 
the poetic resources in the epic convention of an oral Bard”.6 One can partly 
agree with this statement: the narrator of Paradise Lost does repeatedly and 
consistently present himself singing his “song” (cf. e.g. PL 1.13) rather than 
writing his poem. However, what McMahon calls an “epic convention” was for 
Milton the stark reality: the poet who was one of the most literate people of 
his generation (in both senses of the word) was forced in his forties to switch 
to a completely different mode of composition.7 In dictating his late master-
pieces Milton inevitably had to readjust his working methods, and while the 
new situation did not transform himself into a seventeenth century aoidos 
or the “guslar of Chalfont St. Giles”, the texts he produced got strangely and 
quite uniquely caught up between oral and written discourses. I propose that 
this fact places Paradise Lost in a different category than other “secondary” 
or literary epics, and also warrants a comparison with the Homeric poems. 
In the present paper I contend, more specifically, that the circumstances of the 
epic’s composition had significantly influenced, among other things, the way 
the narrator presents himself. The long invocations of the poem, especially the 
invocation to Book 3 with its strong narratorial presence, provide an excel-
lent field to test this hypothesis as well as to fathom the differences between 
Miltonic and Homeric self-fashioning.

The proem to Book 3 explicitly thematizes the uniqueness of the poem’s 
conception for the first time. After the invocation to Holy Light, the narrator 
enters into a long digression on his blindness:

thee [the Holy Light] I revisit safe, 
And feel thy sovran vital Lamp; but thou 
Revisit’st not these eyes, that rowle in vain 
To find thy piercing ray, and find no dawn; 
So thick a drop serene hath quencht thir Orbs, 
Or dim suffusion veild. Yet not the more 

6 McMahon, R.: The Two Poets of Paradise Lost. Baton Rouge 1998, 6.
7 See also Joseph Wittreich’s criticism of McMahon’s position: Wittreich, J.: ‘Reading’ Milton: 

The Death (and Survival) of the Author. Milton Studies 38 (2000) 10–46, 13.
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Cease I to wander where the Muses haunt 
Cleer Spring, or shadie Grove, or Sunnie Hill, 
Smit with the love of sacred Song; but chief 
Thee Sion and the flowrie Brooks beneath 
That wash thy hallowd feet, and warbling flow, 
Nightly I visit: nor somtimes forget 
Those other two equal’d with me in Fate, 
So were I equal’d with them in renown, 
Blind Thamyris and blind Mæonides, 
And Tiresias and Phineus Prophets old. 
Then feed on thoughts, that voluntarie move 
Harmonious numbers; as the wakeful Bird  
Sings darkling, and in shadiest Covert hid 
Tunes her nocturnal Note. Thus with the Year 
Seasons return, but not to me returns 
Day, or the sweet approach of Ev’n or Morn, 
Or sight of vernal bloom, or Summers Rose, 
Or flocks, or heards, or human face divine; 
But cloud in stead, and ever-during dark 
Surrounds me, from the chearful wayes of men 
Cut off, and for the Book of knowledg fair 
Presented with a Universal blanc 
Of Natures works to mee expung’d and ras’d, 
And wisdome at one entrance quite shut out. 
So much the rather thou Celestial light 
Shine inward, and the mind through all her powers 
Irradiate, there plant eyes, all mist from thence 
Purge and disperse, that I may see and tell 
Of things invisible to mortal sight. (PL 3.21–55)

This powerful section, featuring a number of different discourses from 
biographical recollection through conventional homage to lament and prayer, 
has often been branded a digression which, however, most critics “would 
not wish out of the poem” (to use Addison’s words) for its beauty.8 Indeed, 
compared to invocations in classical epic, the amount of material extraneous 

8 The Spectator Saturday, February 9 1712 In Addison, J.: Critical Essays from the Spectator. (ed.) 
Bond, D. F. Oxford 1970, 86.



248 Miklós Péti

to the plot or the prospective design of the poem seems overwhelming; the 
lines are, nevertheless, instrumental in enhancing the special character of the 
epic narrator as well as in reinterpreting the traditional problem of blindness 
and insight. Starting with the representation of the blind bard, an interesting 
duality is immediately noticeable. Milton’s narrator is keen to be presented as 
an active agent in the creation of the epic: in spite of his bereavement he does 
not “Cease […] to wander where the Muses haunt”, nightly visits “Sion and 
the flowrie Brooks beneath”, and “feed[s] on thoughts”, that is, he carries on 
studying, searching, preparing for, and pondering on his “great Argument” 
(PL 1.24). At the same time, however, he is the passive receiver of inspiration: 
like Vergil he is “Smit with the love of sacred Song”,9 his thoughts “voluntarie 
[i.e. involuntarily] move / Harmonious numbers”, and he prays to Holy Light 
to “Purge and disperse” the mist from his mind and to “plant eyes” there. 
There is, thus, in Milton’s text, a simultaneous presence of creative effort and 
supernatural assistance, which might remind one of the “unity of subjective 
purpose and divine gift” (to use Zsigmond Ritoók’s words) characteristic of 
the description of Homeric bards.10 Like Phemios who is “self-taught”, but 
“the god has planted in [his] heart lays of all sorts”, Milton’s narrator is proud, 
even boasting of his individual effort, while not forgetting about the Muse’s 
special intellectual allowance.11

In the text of Paradise Lost this “double motivation” is strongly connected to 
the circumstances of composition, especially the motif of nightly inspiration.12 
In the lines above, the narrator pays nocturnal visits to Sion (i.e. he listens 
to or meditates on the psalms), remembers his predecessors, and “feed[s] 
on thoughts”. In other parts of the epic, however, it is the Muse who nightly 
visits the “slumbring”, that is, not entirely conscious poet.13 In the invocation 
to Book 7, for example, the epic voice complains of being “fall’n on evil dayes” 
and “evil tongues” and

9 Cf. Georgics 2.475–476.
10 Ritoók, Zs.: The Views of Early Greek Epic on Poetry and Art. Mnemosyne 42 (1989) 

331–348.
11 αὐτοδίδακτος δ᾽ εἰμί, θεὸς δέ μοι ἐν φρεσὶν οἴμας / παντοίας ἐνέφυσεν. Od. 22.347–348. 

Hereafter I quote Homer and the translation of his poems from the Loeb edition (Cambridge 
1995). Following Ritoók, I emphasize  δέ by translating it “but”. See Ritoók (n. 10) 342.

12 On the “double motivation” of the Homeric singers, see also De Jong, I.: The Homeric Narrator 
and His Own Kleos. Mnemosyne 59.2 (2006) 188–207.

13 Cf. OED s.v. “slumber” 1a.
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In darkness, and with dangers compast round, 
And solitude; set not alone, while thou [i.e. Urania] 
Visit’st my slumbers Nightly, or when Morn 
Purples the East. (PL 7.26–30)

Then, in the invocation to Book 9, he is even more explicit as he pleads for 
“answerable style” from his

Celestial Patroness, who deignes 
Her nightly visitation unimplor’d, 
And dictates to me slumbring, or inspires 
Easie my unpremeditated Verse. (PL 9.21–24.)

Milton’s early biographers and critics supplied ample material for later com-
mentators to identify in these sections the very circumstances of the epic’s 
composition.14 The biographical interpretation is undoubtedly significant if 
we are interested in the actual historical process of composition, but in itself is 
not enough to account for the image of the epic narrator developing in these 
lines. Accordingly, Alastair Fowler has convincingly suggested the story of 
Caedmon’s “nightly visitations” as recited by Bede Venerabilis as a possible 
parallel to the special inspiration Milton’s narrator receives.15 The reference 
to the medieval dream-vision tradition, and especially to Caedmon who, ac-
cording to Bede, “was wont to make songs fit for religion and godliness”, seems 
especially apt if we want to emphasize pervasive themes, and even continuity 
between medieval and early modern English literature.16 From the perspective 
of Milton’s classical predecessors, however, the duality of nightly visiting Sion 
and being nightly visited by the Muse as well as the possible ambiguity of the 
poet “slumbring” while also receiving dictation from the Muse (as well as the 
underlying fact of Milton himself dictating his epic) also recalls the description 
of Demodocus by Alkinoos, to whom “above all others had the god granted 
skill in song, to give delight in whatever way his spirit prompts him to sing”.17 

14 Cf. Darbishire, H.: The Early Lives of Milton. Oxford 1932, 33, 291.
15 Milton, J.: Paradise Lost. (ed.) Fowler,  A. London 2007, note 469.
16 “carmina religioni et pietati apta facere solebat” In Baedae Opera Historica transl. J. E. King, 

Cambridge 1931, 2:140–141.
17 Od. 8.44–45. τῶι γάρ ῥα θεὸς πέρι δῶκεν ἀοιδὴν / τέρπειν, ὅππηι θυμὸς ἐποτρύνηισιν ἀείδειν. 

On the possible meanings of “dictates” in the invocation to Book 9, see my article “ ‘Dictates 
to me slumbring’: Orality, Literacy, and Inspiration in Paradise Lost” (forthcoming).
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Like early Greek poets, who, in their descriptions of poetic inspiration, put 
equal emphasis on human endeavor and divine gift18, Milton presents his epic 
narrator as consciously involved in poetic creation and involuntarily inspired 
by the Muse at the same time. What is more, as in the case of the Homeric 
singers the “gift or teaching does not preclude learning,19 [but] presupposes 
it”, so the epic voice in Paradise Lost can actually talk about the process of 
“choosing” his epic subject:

Since first this Subject for Heroic Song
Pleas’d me long choosing, and beginning late;
Not sedulous by Nature to indite
Warrs, hitherto the onely Argument
Heroic deem’d, chief maistrie to dissect
With long and tedious havoc fabl’d Knights 
In Battels feign’d; the better fortitude
Of Patience and Heroic Martyrdom
Unsung; or to describe Races and Games,
Or tilting Furniture, emblazon’d Shields,
Impreses quaint, Caparisons and Steeds;
Bases and tinsel Trappings, gorgious Knights
At Joust and Torneament; then marshal’d Feast 
Serv’d up in Hall with Sewers, and Seneshals;
The skill of Artifice or Office mean,
Not that which justly gives Heroic name
To Person or to Poem. Mee of these
Nor skilld nor studious, higher Argument
Remaines. (Cf. PL 9.25–43)

In their attempt to redefine the heroic, these lines seem to perform Milton’s 
characteristic strategy of epicrisis or adiudictio, that is, of fully reproducing 
an idea in order to pass criticism on it.20 They are, however, also significant 
because of the way they problematize the question of inspiration vs. artifice, art 
vs. craft. The narrator expressly disavows “skill” and “study” in conventional 

18 Cf. Murray, P.: Poetic Inspiration in Early Greece. JHS 101 (1981) 81–100.
19 Cf. Ritoók (n. 10) 342–343.
20 On this Miltonic strategy cf. Shore, D.: Why Milton Is Not an Iconoclast. PMLA 127.1 (2012) 

22–37.
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epic devices and themes, and he also rejects the “Office mean” of previous epic 
poets in the name of his “higher Argument”. This professed lack of interest in 
conventional epic themes, styles, and poetic roles is presented as the result of 
conscious and deliberate choice (“long choosing, and beginning late”), but also 
as the sign of being chosen (the “higher Argument” remains to the narrator): 
the voluntary rejection of earlier models is, paradoxically, both the precondi-
tion and the result of higher inspiration.

Thus, the presence of a kind of “double motivation” in the presentation of 
Milton’s epic narrator, although highly similar to what we read in Homeric 
accounts of singers, is actually one of the means of keeping distance from the 
ancients. The theodicy at the heart of Milton’s enterprise, the justification of 
“the wayes of God to men” (PL 1.26) necessitates a new epic subject and style 
as well as an epic singer with a new mode and model of inspiration. Writing 
an epic in the classical tradition, Milton cannot break with the strict thematic 
and formal conventions of the genre; instead, he thoroughly reforms them, 
endowing received forms with new content and function. This is also true of 
the motif of blindness, which will take on a different meaning in Paradise Lost 
than in Homer. Blindness is both a blessing and a curse for Milton’s narrator, 
just like for Demodocus, whom, as Homer points out “the Muse loved above 
all other men, and gave him both good and evil”. As Demodocus received “the 
gift of sweet song” for the loss of his eyesight,21 the singer in Paradise Lost has 
to exchange his disability into the ability to “see and tell / Of things invisible 
to mortal sight” (PL 3.54-55). The intellectual compensation for blindness, 
and the idea that the blind singer is in possession of “knowledge which is 
beyond the reach of ordinary human beings” are of course commonplaces 
with distinct ancient and early modern reverberations,22 and in his song about 
the love between Ares and Aphrodite Demodocus also sings about “things 
invisible to mortal sight”. But that is where similarities and common motifs 
end. The invisible things Milton presents are obviously not mere tales of 
delight, but integral parts of the cosmic drama of fall and redemption. Also, 
whereas for Demodocus blindness is the token of his equidistance and even 
aloofness from his audience, the role of Milton’s epic narrator is that of the 
paraclete or advocate of God; in fact, he is much more like those speakers and 
singers in early Greek epic whose purpose is to manipulate their audience, 
21 Od. 8.63–64. τὸν πέρι μοῦσ᾽ ἐφίλησε, δίδου δ᾽ ἀγαθόν τε κακόν τε· / ὀφθαλμῶν μὲν ἄμερσε, 

δίδου δ᾽ ἡδεῖαν ἀοιδήν. 
22 Graziosi, B.: Inventing Homer: The Early Reception of Epic. Cambridge 2002, 142; see also 

Wind, E.: Pagan Mysteries in the Renaissance. Oxford 1980, 56.



252 Miklós Péti

and whose concerns are, significantly, bound up with the present.23 Through 
Milton’s reinventing, and innovating on, the role Homer assigns to his chief 
singer-figure—whom in one of his early pieces Milton actually called “wise 
Demodocus”—the traditional motif of blindness becomes instrumental in 
Milton’s critique of traditional epic modes and themes.24

Nowhere is this more apparent in the invocation under discussion than in 
the detailed catalogue of lost spectacles (“but not to me returns”, etc.) and the 
shortlist of blind epic (and prophetic) predecessors (Thamyris, Maeonides, etc). 
As far as the former is concerned, Miltonists have consistently, and correctly, 
tried to steer interpretation away from the rather obvious vestiges of autobio-
graphical lament in the passage. Thus, Roger B. Rollin called the attention to 
the use of irony in the passage (the narrator cannot see the flowers, the flocks, 
etc. yet it is through his representation that the audience gets a glimpse of 
them), Stella Revard characterized it as “integral part of a hymnic digression”, 

and Angelica Duran argued for generic and iconographic differences between 
representations of the blind bard in the sonnets and the invocations.25 Further, 
according to Anne Ferry, Milton’s images here “are obviously intended to 
remind us of pastoral poetry”, and Franklin R. Baruch points out how these 
images “mingle the poet-figure with universal experience and frames of refer-
ence far larger than himself ” as a result of which his blindness will become 
“a pre-condition for a vision embracing the universe”.26 To these we may add 
that the detailed description of things visible may also be interpreted as lack 
of access to, and, as such, even a conscious steering away from the icono-
graphic traditions of classical epic, and especially the pictorial world of the 
Homeric similes. As already Aristarchus pointed out, Homer always makes 
his similes “from the things which are known to all”; which is, incidentally, a 

23 For this type of narrator see Scodel, R.: Bardic performance and oral tradition in Homer. 
American Journal of Philology 119.2 (1998) 171-194.

24 See Milton’s poem entitled “At a Vacation Exercise”.
25 Rollin, R. B.: Paradise Lost: “Tragical-Comical-Historical-Pastoral.” Milton Studies 5 (1973) 

3–38, 32. Revard, S.: Milton and the Progress of the Epic Proemium. Milton Studies 38 (2000) 
122–140, 129. See also Chambers, A. B.: Wisdom at one entrance quite shut out: Paradise 
Lost, III, 1-55. Philological Quarterly 44 (1965) 218–225. Chambers finds the source of Milton’s 
catalogue in Timaeus 47a-c. Duran, A.: The Blind Bard, According to John Milton and His 
Contemporaries. Mosaic: a journal for the interdisciplinary study of literature 46.3 (2013) 
141–157.

26 Ferry, A.: Milton’s epic voice: the narrator in Paradise lost. Chicago 1963, 30. Baruch, F. R.: 
Milton’s Blindness: The Conscious and Unconscious Patterns of Autobiography. ELH (1975) 
26-37, 37.
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chief source of the vividness or enargeia characterizing these images.27 Milton’s 
catalogue of spectacles focusing on universally available sights is characterized 
by a similar kind of vividness, while the actual epic similes of Paradise Lost 
usually explore a very different visuality.28 It is, then, not so much the world 
of pastoral poetry, but rather Homeric enargeia that is evoked, in order to be 
removed in these lines. 

The central section of the invocation, the crucial reference to the narrator’s 
predecessors, is similarly a mixture of homage and dissent. To the two blind 
poets sharing the epic voice’s fate the narrator adds two prophets, which is not 
so much a sign of Milton’s (or his “Editor’s”) mathematical negligence—as his 
eighteenth century critic, Richard Bentley, suggested—but rather the attempt 
to complete the new image of the poet as prophet Milton has been develop-
ing in his epic.29 Most commentators remark, however, that the four persons 
evoked do not form a homogenous group: to the emblematic figures of Homer 
Maeonides and Teiresias Milton adds lesser known names, Thamyris and 
Phineus, respectively.30 Not only are these latter two obscure, but they are also 
quite problematic: Thamyris was blinded due to his boasts against the Muses, 
while Phineus lost his eyesight because he revealed what the gods planned. 
Accordingly, their mentioning could be considered the narrator’s self-caution 
(against hubris), or, as Noam Flinker has argued, an attempt to combine (and 
“tap”) different poetic and prophetic traditions.31 From the vantage point 
of the “higher Argument” (PL 9.42) of Paradise Lost, however, the curious 
grouping of names could also be indicative of the narrator’s effort to level the 
achievements of his predecessors regardless of their nature and outcome. Not 
surprisingly, therefore, Milton’s phrasing of the wish to be “equal’d with them 
in renown” allows for not only the ambition to reach, but also the desire to 
rival the fame of old poets and prophets.32

27 ὁ γὰρ Ὅμηρος ἀπὸ τῶν γινωσκομένων πᾶσι ποιεῖται τὰς ὁμοιώσεις, quoted in and translated 
by Nünlist, R.:The Ancient Critic at Work: Terms and Concepts of Literary Criticism in Greek 
Scholia. Cambridge 2009, 296.

28 On this problem see my article: A heap of broken images or, why Milton is an iconoclast? 
Classical Receptions Journal 6.2 (2014) 270–293.

29 Bentley, R.: Milton’s Paradise Lost. A New Edition. London 1732, note 78.
30 Cf. e.g. Fowler (n. 15) note 168, and others.
31 Flinker, N.: Courting Urania: The Narrator of Paradise Lost Invokes his Muse. In Walker, 

J. M. (ed.) Milton and the Idea of Woman. Chicago 1988, 89.
32 Cf. OED s.v. “equal” 3.
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The strikingly detailed image of the epic narrator of Paradie Lost is of course 
a far cry from either the rather minimal “Homeric self-fashioning” or the 
ways in which singers (such as Demodocus or Phemios) are presented in 
the Homeric epics. As I have argued, however, Milton creates this image 
with recourse to, and through the profound transformation of, some of the 
most important structural elements in these brief Homeric poet-portraits, the 
double-motivation and the motif of blindness. Introducing a new type of epic 
enargeia in his “higher Argument”, the narrator of Paradise Lost wishes for his 
fair share of “renown” (in early modern English the word is often a translation 
of the Greek kleos), that is, he promotes himself in the similar way as Homeric 
narrators do, and even lays an implicit claim for becoming the “hero” of his 
own poem.33 Unlike “modest” Homeric epic, however, which “generally treats 
other epic traditions respectfully rather than competitively”,34 Milton’s narrator 
explicitly stakes his claim for fame against his predecessors. With this final, 
ironic twist on Homeric values Paradise Lost yet once more proposes to retain 
and at the same time replace the Homeric heritage.

33 Cf. De Jong (n. 13). For the poet as hero cf. in Milton’s case, Fish, S.: Surprised by Sin: The reader 
in Paradise Lost. Cambridge 1998, 207; in Homer’s Richardson, S. C.: The Homeric Narrator. 
Nashville 1990, 181.

34 Scodel, R.: The Modesty of Homer. In Mackie, C. J. (ed.): Oral Performance and Its Contexts. 
Leiden 2004, 1–20, esp. 1.


