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In this essay, I argue that the angel Raphael introduces a poetic sensibility into 

Paradise in order to provide Adam and Eve with “equipment for living” after the Fall. 

Unlike other critics who have interpreted Raphael as a poet, I focus on the implications of 

Raphael’s poetic teaching for postlapsarian life. I also call attention to the dangerous 

effects of Raphael’s “song,” which awakens Adam’s insatiable curiosity about forbidden 

subjects even as Raphael cautions him to practice temperance and “be lowly wise.” 

Raphael aims to both “delight and instruct” his audience through poetic discourse, but 

Milton shows him struggling as Adam’s delight interferes with the angel’s efforts to 

instruct him. I discuss Raphael’s attempts to mitigate Adam’s enthrallment at his words 

through disclaimers that remind him to remain temperate in his pursuit of knowledge and 

to resist subjection to beauty and pleasure—including the charm of  “song.”  

Through Raphael’s meditations on the challenges of poetic representation, Milton 

reflects on the double-sided nature of his own craft. My essay seeks to reconcile the 
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beneficial purpose of Raphael’s visit with its troubling effects. By reading Raphael’s 

careful efforts to temper and reorient Adam’s curiosity alongside Milton’s statements on 

the value of literature in Areopagitica, I explore Milton’s sense of how pleasure, doubt, 

and even temptation—if rightly tempered—can aid fallen humans in the cultivation of 

faithful obedience. 
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Section One: Introduction 

 

 Milton’s bard is not the only poet in Paradise Lost. The angel Raphael also 

speaks “of things invisible to mortal sight” (3.55) through creative translation of divine 

events into earthly forms. Over the course of his visit in Books 5-8, Raphael uses 

analogies to mediate between heavenly and earthly spheres, expands the creation story 

from Genesis into a detailed narrative rich with figurative language, and uses epic 

conventions to narrate the war in heaven.1 Raphael’s practice of “lik’ning spiritual to 

corporeal forms” (5.537) teaches Adam to visualize heaven and to read his world as 

invested with spiritual meaning. As he reflects upon his own use of analogies, Raphael 

reminds his listeners of the distance between heaven and earth and of the continuities that 

link them, making possible a gradual spiritual ascent through obedience and 

contemplation of the visible world.2 Raphael’s poetic sensibility is Milton’s invention. 

Popular traditions identified this angel as a healer; in the only biblical source where he 

appears, the Book of Tobit, he helps to miraculously cure a blind man.3 By recasting the 

healing angel as a poet-teacher, Milton invites us to ask: what do healing and poetry have 

in common? How might poetry aid in treating the spiritual “blindness” of fallen humans?  

My essay sheds new light on Milton’s use of the Book of Tobit by accounting for 

two elements that have gone unnoticed in critical comparisons of the two versions of 

Raphael. 4 The first is that the angel instructs humans in how to solve their own problems, 

                                                
1 On Raphael’s “likenesses” between heaven and earth, see Swaim, 52, 61, and 75. On his 
“copious lyric expansion” of the creation story from Genesis, see Swaim, 61. 
2 On the distance between heaven and earth, and the effect of Raphael’s analogies on 
Adam and Eve’s conception of place, see Andrew Mattison, passim. 
3 In The Anteroom of Divinity, Feisal Mohamed discusses Raphael’s role as a healer (117, 
119). He notes that Raphael’s healing practice was commonly associated with his use of 
logic and dialectic: he falls into the “Platonic category of the physician, who administers 
the moral benefits of logical method” (Mohamed 119). Mohamed quotes Pico della 
Mirandola’s Oration on the Dignity of Man, which summons Raphael to administer the 
“wholesome drugs” of moral philosophy and dialectic (qtd. in Mohamed, 115 and 119).  
4 Critics have noted that in both texts, Raphael attempts to ward off a seducing demon 
and protect marriage, shows a friendly “condescension” to humans (even sharing a meal), 
and works as a kind of healer in accordance with the etymology of his name, “God has 
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rather than solving them himself. He tells Tobias how to prepare a potion that drives out 

the demon Asmodeus (Tobit 6: 8-9), and although he is sometimes credited with curing 

Tobit’s blindness, he in fact teaches Tobias how to do so.5 Tobias himself makes the 

medicine and uses it to peel the films from his father’s eyes (Tobit 11:7-14). Like his 

biblical counterpart, the Raphael of Paradise Lost equips human beings to heal and help 

one another. This mission is especially urgent for Milton’s Raphael, who knows that his 

audience will soon be left to fend for themselves after their imminent Fall.6 

 A second overlooked point of comparison is that Raphael instructs his listeners to 

pass the story of his visit to posterity; his descent to earth thus becomes an outreach to 

future generations. After joining Tobias with his wife Sarah and healing Tobit’s eyes, the 

apocryphal angel gathers Tobias and Tobit “privately” (Tobit 12:6). 7 He reveals that God 

sent him to test and help the men, then exhorts them to pray and live virtuously.  Before 

ascending, he tells them, “Write down all these things that have happened to you” (Tobit 

12:20). I argue that Milton takes up this one-line injunction to write things down, makes 

it a central feature of his rendering of Raphael, and develops it into an extended discourse 

on representation. Raphael echoes the Book of Tobit when he instructs Adam to pass the 

stories of the Creation and Fall down to his descendants, "that posterity/ informed by 

[him] might know" (7.638-639). But he goes a step further than the apocryphal angel in 

that he prepares Adam to do so. He does this by cultivating Adam’s abilities to interpret, 

retell, and create narratives that will provide solace and instruction to his descendants.  

                                                                                                                                            
healed.” For analysis of Milton’s use of the Tobit story and his departures from it, see 
Mark Wollaeger and Janna Thacher Farris. Feisal Mohamed offers an original 
interpretation of Milton’s bard as the counterpart to Tobit (136-139). 
5All citations of the Book of Tobit refer to The New Oxford Annotated Bible (New 
Revised Standard Version) with the Apocrypha.  
6 I share in the general critical consensus that Raphael has foreknowledge of the Fall 
because he was present at the heavenly synod when God announced it: “all the sanctities 
of Heaven” were in attendance (3.60). In Copeland’s view, Raphael is burdened by 
foreknowledge of the Fall, and his ability to carry on in spite of that foreknowledge is a 
sign of his virtuous obedience to God (120). However, see Charles Reeves, “Lest 
Willfully Transgressing,” for a reading that disputes the angel’s foreknowledge. 
7 This private discussion anticipates the intimacy that Adam and Raphael share when Eve 
leaves them alone to talk of “studious thoughts” in Book 8. 
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In this essay, I argue that Raphael introduces a poetic sensibility into Paradise in 

order to provide Adam and Eve with “equipment for living” after the Fall.8 My 

interpretation of Raphael as a poet will elaborate upon those of Barbara Lewalski and 

Kathleen Swaim, who demonstrate that this angel is a “poet-prophet” (Lewalski 25, 27) 

and that he introduces a “poetic or inventive attitude” into Paradise (Swaim 63).  Unlike 

these authors, I focus on the implications of Raphael’s poetic teaching for postlapsarian 

life. I also complicate their generally positive view of the angel by calling attention to the 

dangerous effects of Raphael’s “song,” which awakens Adam’s insatiable curiosity about 

forbidden subjects even as Raphael cautions him to practice temperance and “be lowly 

wise” (8.173). Raphael aims to both “delight and instruct” his audience through poetic 

discourse, but Milton shows him struggling as Adam’s delight interferes with the angel’s 

efforts to instruct him. Raphael tries to mitigate Adam’s enthrallment at his words 

through disclaimers that remind him to remain temperate in his pursuit of knowledge and 

to resist subjection to beauty and pleasure—including the charm of  “song.”  

Through Raphael’s meditations on the challenges of poetic representation, Milton 

reflects on the double-sided nature of his own craft. He begins this reflection in Book 2, 

when song relieves the suffering of the fallen angels: “Their song was partial, but the 

harmony/… Suspended Hell, and took with ravishment/ The thronging audience” (2.553-

555). Song may be powerful enough to suspend Hell, but it can also be dangerously 

enchanting; intellectual conversation, too, can slip into “wand’ring mazes” of “vain 

wisdom… and false philosophy” (2.561, 565). Raphael’s poetry is more substantial and 

beneficial than that of the fallen angels, but Adam’s charmed reactions suggest that even 

celestial poetry threatens to slip into no more than “pleasing sorcery,” which can 

                                                
8 I draw the concept of “literature as equipment for living” from Kenneth Burke’s article 
by that title. Like the proverbs Burke discusses, Raphael’s narrative offers “promise, 
admonition, solace… foretelling, [and] instruction” (296), each of which has a “direct 
bearing… upon matters of welfare” (296). When Raphael teaches Adam to read the 
natural world analogically, he offers him “strategies for dealing with situations,” 
strategies Burke also calls “attitudes” (296-297). As Barbara Lewalski notes, the 
effectiveness of Raphael’s teaching depends on fostering these attitudes in his students: 
“Raphael seeks to cultivate the minds of Adam and Eve through discourse, planting and 
fostering in them attitudes that alone can enable them to act upon his warning against 
disobedience. He comes to teach them how to cultivate both their garden and themselves” 
(Lewalski 144). 
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temporarily “charm” anguish or “excite fallacious hope,” but leaves no lasting benefit 

(2.566-568). Milton reinforces this suggestion through rhetorical parallels between 

Raphael and Satan, both of whom use imaginative, appealing language with the power to 

tempt and transfix their listeners. As I will show, building upon William Empson’s 

connection between the two figures, the charming effect of Raphael’s “potent voice” 

(7.100) is at times suspiciously similar to that of Satan’s “potent tongue” (6.135). 

My essay seeks to reconcile the beneficial purpose of Raphael’s visit with the 

troubling effects I’ve sketched out above. By reading Raphael’s careful efforts to temper 

and reorient the Adam’s curiosity alongside Milton’s statements on the value of literature 

in Areopagitica, I will explore Milton’s sense of how pleasure, doubt, and even 

temptation—if rightly tempered—can aid fallen humans in the cultivation of faithful 

obedience. 
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Section Two: “For thy good this is dispens’d”: Raphael’s Mission 

 

When introducing Raphael in Book 5, Milton writes that he is sent “to render man 

inexcusable,” warning Adam and Eve against disobedience so that when they eventually 

fall, they cannot “pretend/ Surprisal, unadmonish’d, unforewarned” (5.244-245). This 

task presents a troubling picture of Milton’s God. Forewarning Adam and Eve may put 

God’s justice beyond question, but it also makes him look cold and legalistic. Raphael’s 

amiable conversation and his warnings ring hollow considering that God commissions 

them not to prevent the Fall but to minimize his own liability for it. The angel’s visit must 

have some other effect if we are to understand Milton’s God as not only just but 

benevolent towards mankind.  

Several critics have addressed this problem by arguing that Raphael prepares 

mankind for postlapsarian survival and regeneration.9 He does this most clearly by 

teaching Adam and Eve about free will and obedience, which fails to prevent their initial 

Fall but does prepare them to recognize their transgressions, repent, and serve God with 

contrite spirits afterward. According to Hideyuki Shitaka, reading Raphael’s visit as a 

preliminary outreach to fallen humanity explains why God chooses the “affable angel” 

for this mission. God doesn’t explicitly instruct Raphael to prepare Adam and Eve for 

their fallen state; rather, he dispatches an angel known for his affection for humans and 

allows Raphael’s affable nature to take its course.  The angel voluntarily becomes an 

instrument of mercy as well as justice, softening readers’ sense of a merely legalistic God 

(Shitaka 130). My essay elaborates on Shitaka’s observation that Raphael speaks in a 

“subtle” and “veiled” way, “the full significance of which will become evident once man 

has experienced the miseries attendant on the fatal transgression” (137). Raphael’s 

                                                
9 Critics vary in their accounts of how Raphael does this: he teaches Adam to cultivate 
loyalty to God, which will “sustain his faith and keep him from despair” after the Fall 
(Revard 285); he provides Abdiel as a model for voluntary moral action in the face of 
opposition, a scenario that is only relevant to a postlapsarian world (Shitaka 132); he 
engages Adam in friendly, intimate conversation, a means by which fallen humans will 
later recreate the experience of paradise (Edwards 137).  
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“veiled” way of speaking is integral to what the angel regards as his most urgent task: he 

speaks poetically, and he works to engender interpretive ability in his students.10 

When Milton writes that God sends Raphael to render man inexcusable, he recalls 

Romans 1.20: “For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly 

seen, being understood by the things that are made, even his eternal power and Godhead; 

so that they are without excuse.” Raphael renders man inexcusable in a direct way by 

advising Adam and Eve to resist temptation, but this biblical allusion leads to the 

inference that he also does so by teaching them about the relationship between “invisible” 

and created things. Indeed, Raphael devotes more of the conversation to this subject than 

to direct warnings. He never warns Adam and Eve that Satan has already entered the 

garden and disturbed Eve’s dreams. Rather, he teaches Adam how to “read the book of 

nature as a source of analogues to himself and his spiritual role” (Swaim 73)—for 

example, interpreting the garden’s fecundity as a sign of God’s favor and generosity, or 

reading the growth of a flower as a metaphor for spiritual improvement. By evoking 

Paul’s letter to the Romans, Milton implies that this reading ability should suffice to 

show men the righteousness of God. It makes Adam and Eve “sufficient to have stood”—

without the need for more explicit warnings about the danger at hand—and thus culpable 

for their Fall. By strengthening Adam and Eve’s ability to read nature metaphorically, 

Raphael fulfills his assignment to render them inexcusable, but he also fulfills the 

additional task he has taken upon himself: he prepares Adam and Eve to work toward 

spiritual regeneration after the Fall. They will need this reading ability when they become 

cut off from the contact with angels they enjoyed in Paradise, forced to seek signs of 

God’s assurance and grace in the visible things around them.  

 On a practical level, Raphael’s use of analogies is necessary to accommodate 

heaven to Adam and Eve’s understanding at all. Milton writes in Christian Doctrine that 

“God is always described or outlined not as he really is but in such a way as will make 

him conceivable to us” (CD 1147), and Raphael frequently reminds his listeners that what 

                                                
10 Although Raphael’s moral instruction and his narration of the war in heaven are 
intended for both Adam and Eve’s benefit, my project is mainly concerned with the 
angel’s relationship to Adam. As I discuss further below, Raphael’s lessons on “self-
esteem” and literary invention are directed mainly at Adam, who is expected to relay 
what he has learned to Eve and ultimately to their descendants.  
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they hear is only an imperfect outline of what “really” happened.11 Drawing on his own 

admiration for the beauty of the created world, Raphael employs images that Adam can 

readily recognize when he illustrates otherwise unimaginable heavenly events. For 

example, since Adam has never seen an earthly army, much less a celestial one, Raphael 

compares the angels’ orderly ranks to the birds who flew in lines to receive names from 

Adam (6.73-76).12 One additional reason for Raphael’s poetic strategies is that both 

Raphael and Adam experience pleasure when the angel dilates heavenly phenomena 

through “process of speech.” Raphael makes the learning process pleasurable and 

memorable, and he thereby kindles Adam’s desire to learn more. When describing why 

God dispatched him to Paradise, Raphael tells Adam he has been sent to “infer/ thee also 

happier” (7.116-117). God had instructed him to remind Adam of his “happy state,” but 

Raphael adds to God’s command when he also “infers,” or renders, Adam happier.  The 

form of his song thus reinforces his message; as he exhorts Adam to recognize his 

happiness and not to take it for granted, the sweetness of his song makes Adam feel that 

happiness as a powerful sensation.13 

 There is, however, more than practical necessity and pleasure behind Raphael’s 

comparisons. A poetic style is particularly suited to the angel’s pedagogical aims. 

Raphael tries to teach Adam three important lessons: 

(1) how to achieve a temperate balance between knowledge-seeking and the humble 

restraint God demands, 

(2) how to distinguish between outward show and inward substance (and avoid 

getting “transported” by the former), and  

(3) how to employ “self-esteem” (8.572) in recognizing and cultivating his own God-

given strengths. Unlike previous critics who have established the importance of 

self-esteem for postlapsarian life, I focus on Raphael’s efforts to engender a 

                                                
11 All quotations from Milton’s poetry and prose refer to The Complete Poetry and 
Selected Prose of John Milton, Ed. William Kerrigan, John Rumrich, and Stephen Fallon. 
12 Lewalski writes that this comparison “alludes to famous Homeric and Virgilian 
similes, and also serves Raphael’s need to accommodate an unfamiliar martial subject to 
Adam’s pastoral experience” (147). Like the plant comparison, this relates remote 
concepts “directly to the experience and observation of the addressee” (Lewalski 41). 
13 Eve takes “pleasure” and delight in Adam’s narration, as Adam does from Raphael’s; 
“Her husband the relater she preferred before the angel” (8.52-53). 
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particularly literary kind of self-esteem: the confidence to venture interpretations 

of metaphors and to tell his own stories, rather than being “subjected” or 

enthralled by what he hears from others.14 This occurs most notably in Book 8, 

when Adam—with Raphael’s encouragement—gathers the confidence to tell his 

own story of creation despite his feeling that it is “fond” compared to the angel’s. 

These lessons will become vital for Adam after the Fall, and they are all bound up with 

Raphael’s poetic medium, which requires Adam to put them into practice as he engages 

with and responds to the angel.  

 The practice of reading spiritual truths into the “book of nature” involves 

recognition of the continuity between heavenly and earthly beings, which Raphael says 

differ in degree but not in kind (5.490). The similarity between worlds enables Raphael to 

“measur[e] things in heav’n by things on earth” (6.893), sometimes through direct 

proportions: God’s heavenly palace exceeds the size of the created world as that world 

exceeds the size of Adam’s garden (5.750-753). But Raphael also tries to make Adam 

aware of the difference that separates the worlds. God made earth “like to heav’n” 

(7.328-329), but he also intentionally placed the two far apart “to remove his ways from 

human sense… that earthly sight, if it presume, might err in things too high” (8.119-122). 

This distance keeps men in their place as God’s subjects; it prevents them from learning 

too much about “his ways,” and from becoming overconfident in their knowledge. To 

communicate the joined concepts of continuity and difference between God and his 

creatures, Raphael, appropriately, uses a metaphor: 

 

O Adam, one Almighty is, from whom  

All things proceed, and up to him return… 

Endued with various forms, various degrees 

Of substance, and in things that live, of life; 

But more refined, more spirituous and pure, 

                                                
14 On Raphael’s efforts to engender self-esteem in Adam, see Shitaka (133), Swaim (74-
75), Copeland (120-124), and Mohamed (121). Copeland briefly relates self-esteem to 
literary expression when he mentions Adam’s deprecation of his own story as “fond” 
(8.206-209), but he does not elaborate on how this self-effacement is distinct from the 
other kinds of “excessive deference” he sees as Adam’s central flaw (Copeland 123). 
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As nearer to him placed or nearer tending 

Each in their several active spheres assigned, 

Till body up to spirit work, in bounds 

Proportioned to each kind. So from the root 

Springs lighter the green stalk, from thence the leaves 

More airy, last the bright consummate flow’r  

Spirits odorous breathes… (5.469-482)15   

 

 Raphael uses the plant image as a familiar, earthly illustration to make a 

wondrous notion—that men may some day raise themselves to the level of the angels 

(5.493-499)—comprehensible to Adam. Endowed with the spiritual gifts of free will and 

reason, Adam and Eve occupy a privileged place on this chain of being, but the angel 

emphasizes a crucial barrier to their ascent: they may only “turn all to spirit” if they are 

“found obedient” (5.501). Adam overlooks Raphael’s stress on obedience when he sums 

up what he has learned: “In contemplation of created things/ By steps we may ascend to 

God” (5.508-512).16 Feisal Mohamed reads this as one of many moments when “Adam 

does not quite get it” (123) and shows himself a “lackluster pupil” (118). But Milton 

doesn’t invite us to blame to Adam for this oversight. It is only natural that Adam, who 

lacks the angels’ level of intuitive intelligence as well as their experience, cannot imagine 

the possibility of disobedience to God. He asks incredulously, “But say, / What meant 

that caution joined, ‘If ye be found/ Obedient?’ Can we want obedience then/ To him, or 

possibly his love desert…?” (5.512--515). Adam cannot grasp Raphael’s metaphor 

                                                
15 For an extended discussion of Raphael’s analogies, see Swaim, 74-90 and 168-191. 
Swaim notes that “in reshaping Adam’s thinking Raphael takes as his starting point the 
immediate evidence of Adam’s world as they are in the process of sharing it” (74), which 
is why he starts with the language of plants and food. “Raphael’s speech is characterized 
by analogies” like this one, which move outward from Adam’s earthly experience to 
heavenly subjects, spanning “the gulf between things and ideas… man/earth and 
God/Heaven” (75).  
16 Clay Daniel suggests that by overlooking the need for obedience, Adam mistakes 
Raphael’s account of ascent for a Neoplatonic one. But in Daniel’s view, “Raphael says 
nothing about anyone becoming God in the way often envisioned by Neo-Platonists and 
apparently by Adam… the angel fails to cite knowledge, contemplation, or love as 
sources for ascent” (177-178).  
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because he assumes that his desires will always coincide with God’s; he can’t imagine 

being moved to contradict God’s will. He sees the continuity that links him to God and 

the angels, but he misses the discontinuity that is equally crucial to Raphael’s point.  

 When Raphael goes on to answer Adam’s question by narrating how the fallen 

angels came to “want obedience,” he foregrounds discontinuity in order to help Adam 

realize that he should not take his happiness and obedience for granted. One way he does 

so is through reminders of the difficulty of representing heavenly events. As Andrew 

Mattison has observed, Raphael, like Milton, is describing a place deeply remote from his 

audience’s experience; each thus risks being “doomed by his own project” (41). Both 

poets work against that remoteness via analogies, which make heavenly and edenic 

settings partly graspable but consistently point to their own limitations.17 The distance 

between worlds is unsurpassable by human imagination or angelic creative powers; it is 

“inexpressible/ by numbers that have name” (8.113-114). By calling earth “the shadow of 

Heav’n,” Raphael at once defends his practice of “lik’ning”—since a shadow is a close 

likeness, it signifies a direct parallel between the two worlds—and acknowledges its 

shortcomings. Like Galileo’s view of the moon, Adam’s perception of heavenly events 

must necessarily be imperfect, “less assured” (5.262) than that of the angels.18 Raphael 

shows Adam the reality of his limited perception in order to weaken another kind of 

“assurance:” Adam’s unquestioning confidence in his seamless relationship with God. 

 By attending to Raphael’s expressions of discontinuity, I differ from Kathleen 

Swaim, who writes that Raphael’s flower image provides an “analogy between vegetative 

and psychic life in order to show the unity and continuity of the whole of creation” (61). 

In Swaim’s view, the angel consistently speaks of the universe as a “unified continuum” 

(57), and his “emphasis on likeness” contrasts with Michael’s postlapsarian “emphasis on 

differentiation” (56). This understanding of Raphael reinforces Swaim’s general 

conception of how the world changes from a “fully harmonized whole” to a “disjunctive” 

state after the Fall, so that humans need faith and imagination to “bridge the gap between 

the separate units of experience” (73). Certainly the world’s unity becomes fragmented 
                                                
 
18 On the imaginative distance between heaven and earth, see Mattison, who argues that 
Milton presents the imagination of remote places as a “dangerous” act, but a necessary 
one, on which “Milton’s project itself depends” (40). 
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after the Fall, but Milton shows throughout Raphael’s visit that some sense of 

“disjunction” exists in Paradise before Eve tastes the fruit.  Analogies convey likeness, 

but the need to link two “separate units of experience” by way of analogy, as Raphael 

does, indicates precisely that those realms are not fully continuous. In this case, Adam is 

unlike a flower, which grows naturally into “spirituous” forms, in that his growth requires 

obedience. In her effort to sharply distinguish the unfallen and fallen worlds, Swaim 

overlooks Raphael’s concern with “differentiation” and presents life in Paradise as 

characterized only by harmonious unity. But Milton demands a more complicated view 

of prelapsarian experience.  As Empson reminds us, Raphael not only calls attention to 

divisions that already exist between heaven and earth; he participates in deepening them.   

I have suggested that Adam initially fails to grasp the discontinuity between 

heaven and earth, God and his creatures; he imagines an unending concord with God, in 

which obedience will always come naturally. Raphael tries to correct this 

misunderstanding by stressing that Adam is “not immutable” (5.524) and that the 

continuance of his happiness depends on his voluntary actions. The angel speaks with 

unusual directness and sharpness to get this vital point across. He commands Adam to 

“attend” and avoids comparisons, except to note that the angels hold their happy state, “as 

you yours,” only on the condition of their obedience (5.537). After this admonition, 

Adam still seems unprepared to take the possibility of his own disobedience seriously: he 

praises the angel’s delightful speech, then says, “Yet that we never shall forget to love/ 

Our Maker, and obey him whose command/ Single, is yet so just, my constant thoughts/ 

Assured me, and still assure” (5.550-553). Adam speaks of his loyalty to God in temporal 

absolutes (never, constant, still), suggesting that he continues to see his state as 

“immutable.” But in his next lines, he changes his tone, indicating that Raphael’s words 

have somewhat shaken his certainty. For a moment, at least, Adam’s “constant” flow of 

reassuring thoughts has been disrupted: “…though what thou tell’st/ Hath passed in 

Heav’n, some doubt within me move,/ But more desire to hear, if thou consent,/ The full 

relation…” (5.553-556, my emphasis). By describing Adam as “moved” to doubt his 

previously unquestioned obedience, Milton highlights the change Raphael has wrought: 

he has introduced movement and mutability into Adam’s once-static conception of his 

relationship to God.  
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 Two key transitions converge in this moment. First, Adam becomes both doubtful 

and curious; he wants to hear the full story of the fallen angels, the very subject that 

awakened his doubt. Second, Raphael becomes newly aware of his own effect on Adam, 

so that he moves away from the firm, ministerial tone of lines 520-543 and into a more 

ambivalent, self-conscious one. Milton deliberately leaves the subject of Adam’s doubt 

ambiguous here. If Raphael has led Adam to question his belief “that we never shall 

forget to love/ Our Maker, and obey him” (5.550-551), then he has awakened a kind of 

doubt that’s consistent with his purpose. Such doubt would reinforce Raphael’s effort to 

teach Adam that he must actively and vigilantly maintain his obedience, rather than 

assuming that his desires will always coincide with what God desires of him. But Milton 

suggests that Raphael has inadvertently awakened a more deeply destabilizing 

uncertainty: not just about Adam’s own obedience, but about God’s justice.  

Adam expresses doubt just after his claim that God’s single command is “so just,” 

implying that he has become uncertain whether a God who would cast his creatures into 

Hell can be considered “just.” Although Adam doesn’t overtly explain his doubt either 

way, Raphael’s “short pause” before continuing (5.562) indicates that this second 

possibility has occurred to him, making him concerned that the story he’s about to tell 

will fuel further doubts he had not intended to raise in Adam. Raphael’s pause and 

Adam’s wariness about asking for the full story (“if thou consent”) play on the additional 

definitions of “doubt” in use during the seventeenth century: to hesitate and waver, and to 

anticipate something with apprehension. Raphael’s hesitation before continuing is a kind 

of doubt in itself, and it reveals his doubt (in the sense of uncertainty) about whether his 

instruction will have the effect he intended on Adam. Meanwhile, Adam’s doubt 

(uncertainty about his obedience and, perhaps, God’s justice) reflects a sense of 

apprehension about what he will hear in the narrative of the war in heaven—but he asks 

to hear the “full relation” in spite of that fear, as curiosity gets the better of him. 

As Raphael narrates the war in heaven, Adam reacts with the same ambiguous 

pairing of desire and doubt he voiced at 5.554. Adam and Eve are “filled/ With 

admiration, and deep muse to hear/ Of things so high and strange, things to their thought/ 

So unimaginable as hate in heaven” (7.51-55). This admiration seems like the kind of 

positive response Raphael aims to elicit toward the Father’s works: reverent marveling at 
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the strangeness of these events and, perhaps, at God’s justice in expelling the fallen 

angels. Raphael uses the word “admire” in this sense when he cautions Adam not to let 

wonder cross the line into unwarranted questioning: God does not intend for “his secrets 

to be scann’d by them who ought/ rather admire” (8.74-75), that is, probed by those who 

should marvel at them and praise them instead.19 But as Mattison notes, Milton 

sometimes uses “admiration” to express questioning, rather than praise: Adam 

“admire[s]/ How nature wise and frugal could commit/ Such disproportions” (8.25-27, 

Mattison 33). In Book 3, Milton uses “admiration” to convey both of these meanings: 

wonder (as in awe, reverence, esteem) and questioning. After the Son announces his 

commitment to redeem mankind and foretells his triumph over Death, “Admiration 

seized/ All Heav’n, what this might mean, and whither tend/ Wond’ring” (3.273-275). 

The angels are struck with wonder at the Son’s shining example of “filial obedience” 

(3.269), and they also have questions: they wonder “what this might mean,” and they are 

uncertain about “whither” to direct their admiration (towards the Father or the Son?).  

These shifts of meaning reveal the slippage between the potential effects of an 

awe-inspiring discourse like Raphael’s: it can prompt admiration and praise (the reactions 

God desires from his creatures), and it can prompt uncertainty (which can in turn give 

rise to critical questions and unsanctioned curiosity). Milton makes a similar turn in his 

use of “repeal” in Book 7: Adam was bewildered at the presence of hate in Heaven, but 

after hearing that the Father drove evil out and restored heavenly peace, he “soon 

repealed/ the doubts that in his heart arose; and now led on, yet sinless, with desire to 

know/ what nearer might concern him” (7.59-62). It thus appears that Raphael’s story has 

caused Adam to revoke the “doubts” he voiced in book 5. But “repeal” could also mean 

“to recall or remember” in seventeenth-century usage, and Milton plays on this usage to 

suggest that the heavenly story has not in fact assuaged his doubts but heightened them. 

Starting from the moment in Book 5 when Adam and Raphael both become 

troubled by uncertainties and apprehensions, Raphael knows that he is leading Adam 

onto dangerous ground; he is awakening doubt and desire to learn more about “things 

                                                
19 I share Mattison’s reading of this line as a caution against probing into divine secrets 
(33), but Swaim interprets it as an exhortation to look more closely, “to admire rather 
than merely scan the Book of God” (78). 
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above his world” (5.455), thereby tainting Adam’s prelapsarian innocence. In his 

moments of self-reflection during the narrative that follows, Raphael struggles with the 

challenge of representing invisible events through likenesses. As my next section shows, 

he also struggles with the uncomfortable realization that the very medium he uses to 

impart instruction for Adam and Eve’s benefit—his captivating “song”—threatens to 

compromise their unfallen state. 
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Section Three: Charm and Subjection 

 

 One of Raphael’s most serious challenges is to discourage Adam from venturing 

past the limits of human knowledge on the one hand while encouraging him to imagine 

“things divine” on the other. Mattison (25-27) has noted the tension between Raphael’s 

admonitions to “solicit not thy thoughts with matters hid” and “dream not of other 

worlds” (8.167, 178) and the narratives he tells, which both reward and fuel Adam’s 

curiosity by revealing those “other worlds” to him. Raphael’s hesitation to describe 

things “perhaps not lawful to reveal” indicates that he is troubled by this tension:  

 

High matter thou enjoin’st me, O prime of men,  

Sad task and hard, for how shall I relate 

To human sense th’invisible exploits 

Of warring spirits…   

The secrets of another world, perhaps 

Not lawful to reveal? Yet for thy good 

This is dispensed, and what surmounts the reach 

Of human sense, I shall delineate so,  

by lik’ning spiritual to corporal forms,  

as may express them best, though what if Earth 

Be but the shadow of Heav’n, and things therein  

Each to other like, more than on Earth is thought? (5.563-576) 

 

 Here, Raphael thinks out loud about his own struggle to balance the somewhat 

conflicting agendas he has come to earth to carry out: he must reveal what God wants 

Adam to know while concealing forbidden knowledge, and he attempts to protect 

Adam’s unfallen state while teaching him what he will need to know in order to face 

postlapsarian life. By taking the time to justify himself  (“for thy good this is dispensed”), 

Raphael shows reservations about whether metaphors will suffice to bridge the divide 

between two worlds, whether he is prepared to create those metaphors, and whether this 

work will ultimately prove more beneficial than harmful for his listeners.    
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According to Mattison, scenes like this demonstrate that “both Adam and 

Raphael… are struggling with the problem of how to reconcile Adam’s overreaching 

imagination with a universe that simultaneously requires his ignorance and celebrates his 

imagination” (25). That Adam shares in this struggle is evident from his cautious way of 

addressing the angel. He uses “wary speech” (5.459), prefacing his questions with “if 

thou consent” and “if unforbid thou may’st unfold” (5.55, 7.94).  Adam’s efforts to 

restrain himself when questioning Raphael make it clear that the angel’s very presence 

incites Adam’s desire “to know / of things above this world” (5.452-555), a desire that 

grows over the course of the afternoon. In this section, I take up Mattison’s insight that 

“Raphael’s function… is to provide Adam with precisely the kind of knowledge he tells 

Adam not to want” (26) and relate it to a further tension Mattison does not address: 

between the charm of Raphael’s words and his warnings not to be taken in by beauty. 

Milton likens Adam’s desire for more of Raphael’s knowledge to the thirst of 

“one whose drouth yet scarce allayed, still eyes the current stream, whose liquid murmur 

heard new thirst excites” (7.67-8). Milton here sets up a pattern he develops through 

Books 7 and 8: Adam gets swept up by Raphael’s sound, which like this “liquid murmur 

heard” has the effect of increasing Adam’s desire for more of the angel’s words—a desire 

repeatedly expressed as hunger and thirst. Adam is captivated by Raphael’s voice 

(7.100), not the spiritual content of his narrative. The angel risks pleasing his audience to 

the point where his message gets subsumed beneath the sensory appeal of his song. He 

needs to be especially wary of this difficulty when talking to Adam, who shows a 

misguided passion for external “loveliness” in the description of Eve that elicits 

Raphael’s contracted brow and the admonition, “What transports thee so, an outside?” 

(8.561-594). In the following readings of Adam’s reactions to Raphael’s “song,” I argue 

that this admonition addresses Adam’s way of listening to Raphael as well as his passion 

for Eve, and that Raphael’s cautions about temperate pursuit of knowledge in Book 7 

provide an instructive but overlooked counterpart to the speech about Eve in Book 8. 

Raphael devotes much of his discourse to teaching Adam to keep his desire for 

knowledge “within bounds” (7.120). The angel warns that in his excessive hunger for 

knowledge, particularly of heavenly matters, Adam risks losing the uprightness Raphael 

elsewhere calls self-esteem; he devalues the knowledge that lies within his own power “to 
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search and to know” (7.125). To make this point, Raphael practices his characteristic use 

of analogy, comparing intellectual aspiration to appetite: 

 

But knowledge is as food, and needs no less 

Her temperance over appetite, to know 

In measure what the mind may well contain, 

Oppresses else with surfeit, and soon turns 

Wisdom to folly, 

As nourishment to wind. (7.126-130)20 

 

The last line contrasts with the ordered scale Raphael described in Book 5, by which 

physical nourishment became transformed into animal, intellectual, and spiritual energy; 

here, it turns to useless “wind.”  Since surfeit is unknown in heaven as well as paradise—

the angels are “secure/ of surfeit” at heavenly meals (5.638-639), and Adam and Raphael 

eat only until “they had sufficed,/ not burdened nature” (5.451-2)—these lines appear to 

be spoken with fallen humanity in mind. Raphael intends for Adam to recall this lesson 

after the Fall, so that he will be forced to confront his own forewarned responsibility and 

so that he can learn to resist intemperance in all its forms, physical and intellectual. 

Raphael’s dilemma as an instructor of unfallen humanity emerges here. Even as he 

encourages temperance, he introduces Adam to the concept of its opposite, as he has 

already introduced the previously unimaginable concepts of hate and disobedience.  

 In Book 8, Adam tries unsuccessfully to observe and apply the lesson of lines 

7.126-130; intemperance has begun to manifest itself in Paradise. After awakening from 

his reverie at the beginning of Book 8, he says Raphael has “largely… allayed/ the thirst I 

had of knowledge” (8.6-8).  The meaning of “largely” quickly shifts from “for the most 

part” to “incompletely”: “something yet of doubt remains” (8.14), and Adam goes on to 

                                                
20 Raphael’s instruction to “abstain” from intemperate questioning (7.120) recalls the way 
he urged Adam to remain content with his happy state: “enjoy / Your fill what happiness 
this happy state / can comprehend, incapable of more” (5.503-505, my emphasis). 
Raphael feels conflicted about offering Adam more than his fill, a surfeit of images and 
information beyond what he can “comprehend.” Adam repeats Raphael’s link between 
knowledge and food at 9.238, when he calls conversation “food of the mind.”  
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question the angel about the motion and arrangement of the planets.  When Raphael 

reminds him to “think only what concerns [him]” and leave heavenly matters to God 

(8.174), Adam affirms that he is fully “satisfied” and resolves to focus on “that which 

before us lies in daily life.”  Just afterward, though, this commitment to earthly 

experience dissolves as he admits, “while I sit with thee, I seem in heav’n” (8.210).  

Adam is never completely “satisfied” with the time he has spent in this heavenly state. To 

illustrate his desire to linger there, he deploys Raphael’s linkage of knowledge and food 

but disregards the angel’s cautions about temperance: he says Raphael’s discourse is 

sweeter than palm-fruits after a day’s work, but unlike the fruits, the “words with grace 

divine/ imbued, bring to their sweetness no satiety” (8.216). Raphael’s words are not only 

ineffective at curbing Adam’s desire; they have rendered it insatiable. On the other hand, 

Adam’s pattern of claiming that he has learned his lesson and then backsliding suggests 

that he is making a good-faith effort to retain and apply Raphael’s warnings. The problem 

is that Raphael’s words continue to awaken Adam’s intellectual appetite, which tends to 

resist the limitations God imposes upon it.  

Milton uses temporal language alongside the trope of appetite to explore this 

problem. As I have suggested above, Raphael introduces a sense of motion and 

mutability into Adam’s previously static conception of his relationship to God, as he tries 

to teach Adam that his happy state can come to an end. He calls Adam’s attention away 

from the present moment, opening his eyes to history (creation and the war in heaven) 

and warning him about the future, in which Adam will need to apply what he has learned 

from that history.21 Raphael’s visit is itself constrained by time limits; the angel arrives 

midday and can only stay “till evening rise” (5.376). Raphael is acutely aware that time is 

running out for Adam, but Adam resists acknowledging the passage of time as evening 

                                                
21 Milton embeds hints of the postlapsarian future into Raphael’s narration at several 
points. The angel predicts that astronomers will make laughable efforts to “model heav’n/ 
And calculate the stars” (8.79-80), and that men may “haply” recreate the explosive 
weapons Satan devised in the war in heaven (6.500-506). He also uses anachronistic 
comparisons: he refers to “The palace of great Lucifer, (so call/ That structure in the 
dialect of men/ Interpreted)” (5.760-762), but this translation into the “dialect of men” 
presents a problem since Adam has never seen a palace. He says God “sowed with stars 
the heav’n thick as a field” (7.358), a metaphor more suited to a fallen audience than to 
Adam, who has never yet had to till a field. 
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approaches. He voices a fantasy of stasis, in which time will stop or backtrack for as long 

as their conversation goes on. This wishful thinking is hinted by Adam’s first view of 

Raphael, who “seems another morn ris’n on mid-noon” (5.310).  When he first asks the 

angel for an account of the war in heaven, Adam emphasizes that they “have yet large 

day, for scarce the sun hath finished half his journey” (5.558-559).  Hours later, when 

entreating Raphael to listen to his own story, he insists that “the day is not yet spent” 

(8.206). In Book 7, he imagines that the potency of Raphael’s song is enough to fix the 

sun in place and stop time itself: 

 

And the great light of day yet wants to run 

Much of his race though steep, suspense in heav’n 

Held by thy voice, thy potent voice he hears, 

And longer will delay to hear thee tell 

His generation… 

Or if the star of evening and the moon 

Haste to thy audience, Night with her will bring 

Silence, and Sleep list’ning to thee will watch, 

Or we can bide his absence, till thy song 

End, and dismiss thee ere the morning shine. (7.98-108, my emphasis) 

 

 

These lines invert the compliment Eve paid Adam in Book 4: “With thee 

conversing I forget all time” (4.639). The more Adam talks with Raphael, the more he 

becomes preoccupied with their diminishing time together, wishing he could forget or 

deny the approach of nightfall. By confusing the appeal of Raphael’s song with the kind 

of divine potency that could halt the cycle of night and day, he treats the angel as 

“godlike” (the adjective Milton, curiously, applies to him at line 110). Adam’s praise of 

the angel anticipates some of his blasphemous-sounding statements about Eve.  The 

personified figures of sun, moon, night, and sleep gather in suspense to hear Raphael as 

authority, reason, greatness and nobleness “wait” on Eve in 8.554-560, like “a guard 
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angelic placed.”22 It is this excessive praise, tending towards subjection, that Raphael 

discourages when he warns Adam not to be “transported” by Eve’s beauty (8.567; see 

also 8.529-530).23 He warns Adam against losing his faculties of judgment and wisdom, 

becoming subjected by the “charm of beauty’s powerful glance” (8.533). These terms 

emphasize Adam’s passivity in relation to a power that enchants and disarms him; Milton 

uses remarkably similar vocabulary to describe Adam’s pleasure and awe at the charm of 

Raphael’s voice. This parallel broadens the scope of Raphael’s warning, which can apply 

not only to “carnal pleasure” (8.593) but to any kind of passion that leads Adam to weigh 

his own worth improperly against others’, compromising the “self-esteem” on which 

meaningful obedience to God is grounded. 

 By warning Adam not to become subjected to beauty or charm, Raphael tries to 

make him into a discerning listener and equip him to resist the disarming temptations of 

Satan’s followers after the Fall. He not only warns Adam about the power of charming 

speech; he makes him experience it. As Milton writes in Areopagitica, this kind of 

exposure to doubt and temptation can prepare readers to “more safely and with less 

danger scout into the regions of sin and falsity” (939). Their dialogue serves as direct 

preparation for future encounters with satanic tempters who share this angel’s smooth 

tongue but not his good will towards humans.  

 When Milton describes Adam’s fantasy of the sun “held” in place by Raphael’s 

potent voice, he links Raphael to Satan, whose voice Abdiel mockingly calls “potent.” At 

                                                
22 Adam includes several borderline-blasphemous ideas in this description.  For example, 
he echoes his own praise of the Father by calling Eve “wisest, virtuousest, discreetest, 
best” (8.550), and he imagines Eve, like the Father, at the center of an angelic guard. See 
Copeland (125) and Mohamed (127) on these “idolatrous” comparisons.  
23 Critics have disagreed as to the fairness of Raphael’s speech rebuking Adam for 
“attributing overmuch” to Eve’s “outside,” given that Adam actually praises her inner 
traits, like wisdom and nobility; see Mohamed (127) and Copeland (124-5). In my view, 
Raphael’s account of the reason for Adam’s passion—however harsh and misogynistic—
seems accurate in context. The phrasing of Adam’s lines suggests that the wisdom and 
virtue he praises are impressions produced by Eve’s outward beauty. Adam regards Eve 
as inferior, especially in her “inward” qualities, and it is only when he “approach[es] her 
loveliness” that she “seems” complete, virtuous, and wise. Lewalski reads Raphael’s 
privileging of love over passion for the “outside” as a version of the “Neoplatonic ladder 
of love” (214-215), but Daniel critiques this common view of the angel as a Neoplatonic 
figure (173-175).  
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the first assembly of fallen angels in Hell, Satan’s voice compels his listeners to obey him 

with a power Milton likens to Moses’s “potent rod” (1.337-8). The fallen angels’ 

subjection to Satan is figured as fear of his voice (2.474, 5.705), not his size or strength. 

Prefiguring Adam’s vision of stasis, Milton writes that Satan’s voice can immobilize his 

followers: “Attention held them mute” (1.618), and Satan’s “calumnious art/ of 

counterfeited truth thus held their ears” (5.770-771). When Satan overpowers his 

followers in this way, Milton generally likens him to a politician, a master of oratory. But 

it is worth noting that when Satan turns his powerful voice upon Eve, Milton makes a 

brief reference to poetry by referring to Satan’s speech as a “proem”: “So glozed the 

tempter, and his proem tuned” (9.549). By likening Raphael’s poetic discourse to Satan’s 

speech, Milton acknowledges that his own craft has the potential to corrupt as well as 

uplift and instruct.   

 I do not want to overstate the connection between these characters. Satan’s “high 

words” offer only “semblance of worth, not substance” (1.528-9), and he uses this 

deceptive rhetoric to ruin mankind, whereas Raphael’s discourse is true, substantial, 

intended to serve God and help his listeners. Nonetheless, Milton deliberately 

complicates the division between the two through the parallels I have listed above and 

through the still more incriminating one noted by William Empson: Raphael’s repetition 

of “as we” in his description of the chain of being sets Eve up to find Satan’s logic 

reasonable (Empson 112). When he tells Adam and Eve that “from these corporal 

nutriments” their bodies may turn to spirit and “wingd ascend/ Ethereal, as we…” (5.497-

499), Raphael echoes Satan’s words to Eve in her dream (5.80-85). Empson 

provocatively suggests that Eve remains able to resist Satan’s temptation until she is 

“subjected to the discourse of Raphael” (148), so that this angel’s visit not only fails to 

prevent the Fall but actually facilitates it. Unlike Empson, I do not read the angel’s logic 

as directly reinforcing Satan’s, since he stresses that ascent is contingent upon obedience.  

But while the substance of the two figures’ explanations of ascent is different, certain 

words—notably, “as we”—resonate with one another enough to fatally mislead Eve.  

We have seen how Adam, delighted to the point of distraction by the sound and 

poetic phrasing of Raphael’s song, is slow to grasp significant points in the angel’s 

message. A similar effect is at work when Eve encounters Satan in Book 9. He tells Eve 
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to “Wonder not” (9.532) that a serpent should praise her, since she is the “fairest 

resemblance of [her] Maker fair” (9.538).  He echoes Raphael, who tells Adam and Eve 

to “wonder not” (5.491) that he has taken on “proper substance” and enjoyed human 

food. In both instances, the phrase communicates Adam and Eve’s worthiness, their 

resemblance to God, and their high place on the chain of being. For Eve, this echo creates 

the false impression that Satan’s account of how to ascend to heaven is supported and 

authorized by the angel’s account. Misled by this impression, she makes the same 

mistake that Adam made in Book 5, when he imagined that “contemplation,” not 

obedience, could enable his movement up the scala natura.  

Milton further illustrates the intertwined corrupting and strengthening effects of 

Raphael’s poetry in the lines he added to the beginning of Book 8 in the 1674 edition.  

 

The angel ended, and in Adam’s ear 

So charming left his voice, that he a while 

Thought him still speaking, still stood fixed to hear, 

Then as new waked thus gratefully replied. (8.1-4) 

 

 At first glance, these lines seem to reinforce what Milton has revealed about 

Adam at 7.98-108.  In both scenes, Adam is fixated on Raphael’s voice. Like a spell or a 

dream, Raphael’s creation narrative has enchanted his listener. The very account in which 

the angel “deign[s] to descend” to earthly subjects ends up compromising Adam’s 

attention to his worldly surroundings, leaving him momentarily dazed. Adam’s initial 

response to Raphael represents that of an unguarded listener who, though “yet sinless” 

(the phrase Milton applies to Adam’s curiosity at 7.61 and Eve’s at 9.659), is susceptible 

to being charmed, and thus susceptible to satanic temptation.24 Indeed, the language of 

“fixed” stillness in these lines directly prefigures Milton’s description of Eve tempted by 

Satan: “Fixed on the fruit she gazed/…and in her ears the sound/ yet rung of his 

persuasive words…” (9.735-737). But if Milton sets up Raphael’s similarity to Satan in 

terms of charm here, he undercuts that similarity by embedding subtle distinctions into 

                                                
24 Mark Wollaeger reads the parallels between Raphael and Satan as parodic, meant to 
emphasize “the disparity of motive” between their respective visits to earth (141).  
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the parallel scenes. When Eve stands fixed with Satan’s words ringing in her ears, she has 

become fully subjected to his reasoning. She hears the sound of Satan’s already-uttered 

words reverberating in her ears, and she echoes those words while musing to herself 

afterwards, adding little insight of her own as she rehearses the same arguments Satan has 

made in favor of eating the fruit (9.745-789). Unlike Eve, Adam doesn’t hear the 

speaker’s words ringing and repeating in his head. Rather, he imagines that the angel is 

still speaking; he continues Raphael’s story within his own mind. Eve’s appetite for the 

forbidden fruit gets “waked” (9.739) by Satan’s discourse; here, Adam himself becomes 

“new waked,” and breaks out of his temporary stasis to offer Raphael a grateful response.   

 Raphael’s resemblances to Satan raise questions about Milton’s God: why would 

the Father send an angel who charms his audience into stillness to undertake Adam’s 

instruction? Can we regard Raphael’s outreach as beneficial to Adam and Eve in light of 

his speech’s tempting overtones? Milton’s Areopagitica sheds some light on these 

questions, since it is here that Milton defends the value of literature even while 

acknowledging its potentially tempting and corrupting effect. “Wherefore did [God] 

create passions within us, pleasures round about us, but that these rightly tempered are 

the very ingredients of virtue?,” Milton asks (944).25 The idea that passions and pleasures 

can be converted into elements of virtue “justifies the high providence of God, who 

though he commands us temperance, justice, continence, yet pours out before us even to 

a profuseness all desirable things and gives us minds that can wander beyond all limit and 

satiety” (944)—an apt description of Adam’s insatiable curiosity, engendered by 

Raphael’s profusion of celestial stories and images, in Books 5-8.  

The key to making beneficial use of pleasurable and “desirable things” is for them 

to be “rightly tempered.” Raphael does his best to moderate the effects of his own 

discourse, but he also tries to cultivate a tempered (and temperate) reading sensibility in 

Adam. Earlier in Areopagitica, Milton connects this work of tempering to healing, which 

is Raphael’s practice in the Apocrypha. Books can expose men to temptation and vanity, 

but “to all men such books are not temptations, nor vanities, but useful drugs and 

materials wherewith to temper and compose effective and strong medicines which man’s 

                                                
25 That this description can apply to poetry in particular is evident from “Of Education,” 
where Milton calls poetry “sensuous and passionate,” unlike rhetoric (977). 
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life cannot want” (941). Like his apocryphal counterpart, who taught Tobias how to 

“compose” medicine for his father, Milton’s Raphael teaches Adam how to figuratively 

make his own medicine: that is, how to resist subjection to the stories he hears, and how 

to treat them as materials for the improvement of his life and those of his descendants. 

While Satan works to enthrall and enchant his audience, subjecting them to his will 

through potent speech, Raphael works to engender a healthy (not overreaching) self-

esteem that will equip Adam to resist subjection and to offer his own creative and 

intellectual responses to what he hears.  

By dispatching Raphael, God gives Adam an experience of enchantment and 

temptation so that Adam might learn to temper his responses to these through mindful 

restraint. When Raphael considers that “yet for thy good this is dispensed,” he may be 

intuiting what God knows, and what the Milton of Areopagitica knows: that the service 

he performs is not in opposition to (or in spite of) his disruption of Adam and Eve’s 

innocence. Rather, his enchanting speech keeps Adam’s virtue from remaining “fugitive 

and cloistered,” and in accordance with the logic of Areopagitica, it thereby works 

toward strengthening Adam’s virtue. Even if he cannot do enough of this strengthening to 

change the course of events that leads to the Fall, Raphael can prepare Adam for the life 

that will follow. In the following section, I turn to Milton’s representation of the fallen 

world and consider the extent to which Adam is changed by his encounter with this angel. 
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Section Four: Posterity 

 

 As I have discussed above, Raphael cautions Adam against getting carried away 

by outward loveliness or permitting any kind of “subjection” to compromise his sensible 

estimation of his own worth and abilities—his “self-esteem” (8.572). God demands 

obedience grounded upon self-respect, which distinguishes “virtuous obedience” from 

“slavish submission” (Copeland 120).26 As Copeland and Swaim (74-75) point out, Adam 

and Eve seem perilously close to losing that self-respect when they are overcome by 

gratitude for God’s goodness and feel unworthy of it: they “have nothing merited, nor can 

perform / aught whereof he hath need” (4.418-419).  By considering themselves 

incapable of recompense for God’s love, they forget the service they are doing for God as 

they glorify him in hymns of praise—a service God desires from his creatures, even if he 

doesn’t “need” it.  Their sense of inferiority puts them at risk of becoming passive 

recipients of God’s gifts, neglecting their own active “participation in the divine 

dynamic” (Swaim 74). According to Mohamed, Raphael’s metaphors of ascent from 

corporeal to spiritual form—for example, those of flowering and digestion—are intended 

to work against this passivity. They instill “an awareness of the realm of spirit that is just 

slightly beyond human grasp so that Adam might embrace the highest part of himself and 

gain the self-esteem that will make him love God, imitate him, and be like him” 

(Mohamed 121). Raphael awakens the “highest part” of Adam in order to prepare him for 

his fallen state, when his spiritual regeneration will require him to continue loving and 

imitating God in the face of a grievous awareness of his own depravity.  

Adam’s sense that he cannot tell a story worthy of the angel’s attention weighs on 

him much like his feeling of unworthiness before the Father. After awakening from his 

state of awe in Book 8, he asks “What thanks sufficient, or what recompense/ equal have 

I to render thee” (5-6), imagining that the disparity between his ability and the angel’s is 

so great that he has nothing to offer. To correct this self-deprecation, Raphael encourages 

Adam to narrate his own memories, however “fond” he considers them to be.  The angel 
                                                
26 The distinction between these kinds of obedience is at issue when Satan accuses the 
angels of fawning servility. Gabriel casts the accusation back onto Satan, insisting that 
the angels’ songs of praise to the Father are sincere, while Satan himself was guilty of 
bending the servile knee (4.959-60). 
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reminds his pupil that the creation is no lowly subject, that Raphael knows less about it 

than Adam (conveniently, he was on an errand to Hell at the time), and that Adam 

shouldn’t underestimate his own gift with words. He praises the comeliness, grace, and 

eloquence of Adam’s speech (8.218-228) and concludes, “I attend, / Pleased with thy 

words no less than thou with mine” (248).  This eloquence is a divine gift: “God on thee / 

Abundantly his gifts hath also poured / Inward and outward both, his image fair” (8.219-

221). Raphael stresses that when Adam devalues or neglects the gift of eloquence, he 

denigrates the image of God in himself. This lesson will become crucial after the Fall, 

when Adam, cut off from God except through the Son’s intercession, will have to strive 

still harder to salvage and cultivate the remnants of God’s image within himself. Raphael 

thus fosters Adam’s storytelling ability by encouraging him to exercise it, in addition to 

teaching by example through his own creation of epic narratives and poetic likenesses. In 

doing so, he imparts a power that Adam can use (and will be spiritually obligated to use) 

to work toward the regeneration of his descendants. 

In addition to fostering Adam’s ability to tell stories for posterity’s sake, Raphael 

strengthens his ability to interpret both stories and natural phenomena. I have argued in 

this essay that Raphael’s analogies teach Adam to recognize the continuity between 

heavenly and earthly being (including his own).  They also teach Adam that a significant 

distance, so vast as to be “inexpressible” (8.113), separates these spheres. Even in a 

prelapsarian setting, Adam must learn to bridge that distance through comparison in order 

to understand and praise the works of a God who has intentionally “remove[d] his ways 

from human sense” (8.119).  After the Fall, God’s ways are removed still further, and 

“human sense” has become deeply impaired. This newly limited sense is signified by the 

film over Adam’s eyes, which Michael removes to reveal a series of prophetic scenes to 

him (11.412). Michael’s revelations stand in for the Scripture that mankind will later use 

to overcome the blindness and distance that separates them from apprehension of God’s 

ways. His act of clearing Adam’s sight with rue and euphrasy corresponds to the 

introduction of God’s word in the Scripture, which offers mankind’s best hope of relief 

from the condition of spiritual blindness. This act also recalls the clearing of Tobias’ 

eyesight in the Book of Tobit. Although it is Michael who offers the medicine, Raphael 

also has a preliminary role in helping Adam to cure his own (and others’) blindness: 
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Michael offers biblical prophecies, but Raphael has prepared Adam to interpret those 

prophecies. This preparation is far from complete, as Adam shows when he requires 

Michael’s help to correct his misinterpretation of the prophecy that his seed will bruise 

the serpent’s head. Raphael has not transformed Adam, but he has planted seeds of 

interpretive thinking that begin to germinate in Books 10-12.  

Mohamed regards the fallen Adam as unchanged by his conversation with 

Raphael (134), but I argue that Adam shows several signs of having learned from the 

angel. He demonstrates self-esteem when he stays resolute and “nothing sway’d” by 

Eve’s suggestion of suicide (Swaim 85).  Adam’s rejection of suicide also shows his 

awareness that God’s ways cannot be predicted by man’s limited understanding. After 

having multiple experiences of doubt about his own obedience and his grasp of God’s 

ways during his conversation with Raphael, Adam has come to realize that the Father 

may have more “vengeful ire” in store than they can imagine. He also claims to have 

learned Raphael’s lesson of temperance: he is content with his “fill/ Of knowledge, what 

this vessel can contain;/ Beyond which was my folly to aspire” (12.560). (However, 

Adam’s tendency to slip back into desires for knowledge beyond his “fill” even in an 

unfallen state gives us reason to suspect that he will face an ongoing struggle to check his 

aspirations.) 

To conclude this essay, I turn to Milton’s hints of another significant change in 

Adam: he has taken up the practice of figurative interpretation Raphael theorized in his 

discourse about “measuring things in heaven by things on earth.” Adam no longer looks 

on natural things only as visible expressions of the invisible Creator’s greatness, or as 

occasions for praising the Creator.  In light of his disobedience, he must now develop the 

capacity to read natural phenomena as signs of judgment or grace from an absent God 

who no longer communicates directly with mankind—as when he interprets the birds 

God sends as portents (11.191). He must read nature as a source of analogy, finding signs 

of God’s promised grace manifested in natural forms (Swaim 79). These signs animate 

the natural world and make it speak to Adam. Recalling Raphael’s personification of the 

earth, reeds, shrubs, and trees in his narrative of creation (7.313-324), Adam personifies 

the sky, which “with various face begins/ to show us” the seasons (10.1064-1065), as 

well as the trees with their “graceful locks” and the sun that offers “his gathered beams” 
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(10.1070). In a remarkable act of interpretation as practical “equipment for living,” Adam 

observes that lightning strikes when the clouds jostle against one another and infers that 

the “collision of two bodies” on earth might similarly produce a spark (10.1072-1075).  

This moment shows Adam’s ability to read the clouds as invested with significance for 

his physical survival. But his ability to recognize the spiritual meaning of heavenly signs 

is equally if not more crucial for postlapsarian existence.   

Adam exercises this latter faculty when he reads the rainbow in Michael’s story of 

Noah’s ark. Before Michael explains the apparition’s meaning, Adam correctly arrives at 

it through creative interpretation. He compares the smooth arc to “the brow of God 

appeased,” and its colorful streaks to a “flow’ry verge to bind/ The fluid skirts of that 

same wat’ry cloud” (10.880-883). From the rainbow’s resemblance to two familiar 

earthly sights—a human face and a border of flowers—Adam infers God’s gracious 

forgiveness of man as well as his covenant never to destroy the earth by a flood. Michael 

acknowledges his correct interpretation in a rare expression of praise: “Dextrously thou 

aim’st” (10.884). Adam’s aim is not so precise when he endeavors to interpret the 

prophecy of bruising the serpent’s head; Michael has to correct his understanding of the 

conflict as a “duel,” with “local wounds” inflicted on a literal head and heel (12.386-

388). But where Adam’s interpretive ability falters, he can still take comfort in the signs 

of assurance he has already read successfully, and in his intuition of a promise of grace 

he does not yet fully understand. Even when he is struggling to grasp the figurative 

implications of the prophecy, Adam understands it as an assurance “that the bitterness of 

death/ Is past, and we shall live” (11.157-158). By representing Adam’s interpretive skill 

as imperfect in spite of what he has learned from Raphael, Milton reminds readers that 

this faculty alone cannot sustain mankind without the additional mediation and guidance 

provided by the Son and the Holy Spirit.  

Michael’s final instructions to Adam remind him that the assurances he has 

received through revelation and interpretation are not for his benefit alone; Adam has a 

responsibility “to lead [his] offspring” (8.86). Michael takes his leave, much as the 

apocryphal Raphael did, by directing Adam to retell the stories he has learned: “Let [Eve] 

with thee partake what thou hast heard, / Chiefly what may concern her faith to know” 

(12.598-599). The act of narrating Michael’s visions to Eve, and narrating the Fall to 
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their descendants, has restorative value: it will help both storyteller and audience take 

heart from “meditation on the happy end” God has promised (12.605). But Raphael has 

also shown that it will be a “sad task and hard” (5.564). This is one part of Raphael’s 

discourse that Adam can only fully comprehend after the Fall, since the angel’s stories 

are primarily pleasurable for him. The fallen Adam is sure to experience this pain and 

difficulty, especially since passing down the story of the Fall will bring generations of 

curses on his own head (as he anticipates in his soliloquy at 10.731-736). Yet literary 

expression and interpretation have not lost their potential to uplift mankind in a 

postlapsarian world; indeed, these are among the chief ways that Adam and Eve will have 

to avoid despair and maintain hope of eventual regeneration.27  Raphael’s visit, then, 

becomes far more than an effort to render man inexcusable; although Adam could not 

have realized it at the time, his afternoon of sharing stories with the angel ultimately 

leaves him and Eve with a crucial sense of “how we may light’n / Each other’s burden in 

our share of woe.”  

                                                
27 In her comparison of Raphael to Milton’s intimate friend Charles Diodati, Karen 
Edwards writes that sweet, enlightening conversation between friends becomes a way to 
approximate the experience of paradise in the fallen world: “we can imagine the 
communion that took place in heaven by means of the communion of friends in the fallen 
world,” so that paradise is not wholly lost but “revivified in our daily experience, in the 
‘human face divine’” (137). I share Edwards’ sense that such conversation is uplifting 
and valuable, but not her conclusion that it can recapture the feeling of paradise.  
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