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This thesis examines the duality of meaning conveyed by John Milton’s use of 

language in the epic poem, Paradise Lost, specifically repetition, pairing, alliteration and 

puns. Following a long tradition of close readings, especially critics RA. Shoaf and 

Christopher Ricks, I argue that Milton conceives the Fall of Adam and Eve as a falling 

into polysemy, or multiplicity of signification. Very few critics have undertaken a close 

reading of words that signal coupling in the poem, and their relationship to pairs and 

oppositions relevant to Genesis. Shoaf identifies pairs and oppositions in the poem as 

duals and duels, and connects them to binaries in the theology. However, he overlooks a 

great deal of evidence which supports his theory of the dual and the duel, and also 

disregards many significant examples of duality in Milton’s wordplay that other critics 

identify, including alliterative pairs and words that convey ancient etymologies. 
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“Paradise Impaired” 

I. Introduction: Pairs and Dualities in the Theology Relevant to the Fall of Adam 

and Eve, and How They are Reflected in the Language of Milton’s Paradise Lost 

In the epic poem Paradise Lost, John Milton’s intention is to defend God’s 

punishment of all humankind for Adam and Eve’s disobedience, the consequence of 

which includes suffering, death, and banishment from God’s presence. Critic R.A. Shoaf 

identifies many pairs and dualities in the poem, to which he refers as duals (pairs) or 

duels (oppositions), in Milton, Poet of Duality. Duals and duels, words or paired phrases 

that imply couples, unity, and doubles, are extremely relevant to the story of Genesis. 

Shoaf points out that “Milton was [a poet] deeply concerned with human and divine 

relationships, with the couples or pairs man and woman, man (or woman) and God,” (xi). 

Milton’s very description of the poem’s intention, to “justify the ways of God to men,” 

(Milton, I, 26) contains a word that implies coupling, and, Shoaf explains, “asserts the 

strategy of difference and duality in the poem” (Shoaf, 11).  He argues, “One does not 

‘justify’ A to B unless there is some ‘distance and distaste’…and implicitly, some 

misunderstanding between them,” (11-12). My argument, like Shoaf’s, is that Milton’s 

attention to pairs and oppositions in Paradise Lost alludes to those found in Christian 

theology, typically Man/Woman, Human/God, and Good/Evil, Jesus/Satan. However, 

Shoaf overlooks many pairings that are intensely relevant to his discussion of the dual 

and the duel. Furthermore, the prominence of repetition and wordplay in the poem further 

emphasizes humanity’s need to use signs to understand God after the Fall. Shoaf also 

leaves out an analysis of the relationship between some of Milton’s wordplay, including 

Latinisms and alliterative puns that I feel should not be disregarded  
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A definition of what is meant by dual and duel is necessary, as those terms are the 

main focus of my thesis. Shoaf defines the dual in Paradise Lost as, “One + One = 

One—mating, whole, principle of human creativity, structure of the psyche and of 

language; Christ, ‘true image of the Father,’ and God are the perfect dual” (viii). Adam 

and Eve are also the “perfect dual,” both with each other, and each of them with God. 

However, at the end of the poem, they are disparate, both with each other, and each of 

them with God, because Eve has condemned Adam by getting him to eat the apple, and 

because they have both sinned against God. The duel, or opposition, in the poem is 

defined as, “[the Double,] One + One = Two—duplicity, confusion, division, reiteration, 

doubt [doub-] (fear), copying, imitation, Narcissus,” (viii). Sin is compared to doubling 

for two reasons. First, doubt in God’s right to authority damages God’s image in his 

creations. The dual (one + one = one), or perfect unity between God and the sinful 

becomes the duel (one + one = two), division from God. After the Fall, humans cannot 

talk to God anymore, or fully recognize his image or divine intention within themselves. 

Second, Satan also represents the double, or redundancy, which is a frequent metaphor 

for sin in the poem. Satan desires to make others evil like himself, to make Adam and Eve 

make his same mistake, which is copying and imitation. Also, the word doubt is related to 

the word double, as Shoaf suggests in his definition of the duel. The Oxford English 

Dictionary Online suggests that doubt is “related to dubius wavering to and fro,” which 

means the word doubt implies duality, or change from one opinion to another (OED).  

In Section II of my thesis, I examine the “related words in the lexicon of duality- 

justify, difference, contrary, pair, part, partner, [&]  impart,” (Shoaf, 1). The pairs in the 

poem are connected to the dualities in the theology, such as, “hate in 
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Heav’n…devils/deities, Hell/Heaven, Son/Satan, Eve/evil” and Son/ Sun (Forsyth, 190). 

Pairs appear in the language of the poem as words that connote pairing, opposition, or 

comparison, such as equal, pair, joined, and the title of this thesis, impaired. Dualities are 

also evident in structural pairs, such as chiasmus, in which one phrase is repeated and 

then inverted. Milton constantly affirms the pairing of Adam and Eve, Adam and God, 

and God and the Son as “united as one individual soul” (Milton, V, 610). I believe the 

frequency of pairing in Paradise Lost plays on those couples. Significantly, dualities and 

allusions to Adam and Eve’s partnership coincide frequently with the image of 

separation, which I believe suggests that while Adam and Eve have each other after the 

Fall, they are truly alone because they are divided from God. Also, the pair/sole duel, 

which means Milton is opposing words that imply pairing and separating, is repeated 

because, as Adam explains in the poem, he is unable to be alone and needs a mate. God, 

on the other hand, does not need a partner “already infinite” (VIII, 420). Milton’s 

binarisms, his frequent use of words that signal equalities and inequalities, such as equal, 

superior, inferior, and justify, and recurrent balancing and comparing of one thing with 

another, allude to the theological hierarchy involved in the narrative. For example, God 

above the Son, the Son above angels, the angels above humans, humans above the fallen 

angels. 

The third section of my thesis will be devoted to uncovering how many instances 

of Milton’s wordplay, including pun, alliteration, layered meaning of words, and words 

that convey original etymologies, reflect binarisms and hierarchy in the theology. The 

wordplay also cuts to the heart of the issues inherent in the theology, such as sin, death, 

and our relationship to each other and God, and specifically Adam and Eve’s important 
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unity dual, and at times disparity or duel. For example, I chose to name my thesis 

Paradise Impaired because the word impair occurs frequently and signifies the 

impairment of the original human pair. Adam and Eve are morally impaired, having 

disobeyed God; physically impaired, because now they and their descendents can be 

wounded and can die; and spiritually impaired, because now, though they still have one 

another, they do not have the privilege of speaking to God. The word impaired has 

additional relevance for Satan’s duel with God. Moreover, the word impaired is what 

critics, such as Christopher Ricks, define as a Latinism. Latinisms are Latinate words that 

express a double meaning, including the contemporary English meaning and the original, 

etymological Latin meaning. The etymological meaning points to a concept not conveyed 

by its contextual meaning, resulting in duality of meaning, a sign of sin; an indication that 

signs are essential to understanding a God we cannot talk to. 

Consider Eve’s description of the dream she has in which ‘an angel,’ the form 

Satan takes in her dream, tempts her to eat the apple. Eve says she dreamed “of offense 

and trouble,” and as Scott Ellege points out in his footnote, the word offense comes from 

the Latin offendere, which means to stumble or commit a fault (Ellege,V, note 34). 

Therefore, offense is a Latinism, and reveals that the dream is not only about the offense 

of the blasphemous, seductive angel in her dream, but also about Eve’s own error of 

wanting to eat the apple; she commits a fault, both in the dream and later, and the 

Latinism conveys this simultaneous meaning. Relating her dream, Eve says the offending 

angel tells her “‘O fruit divine/…Forbidden here, it seems, as only fit/ For gods, yet able 

to make gods of men:/ And why not gods of men, since good, the more/ Communicated, 

more abundant grows,/ The author not impaired, but honored more?” (Milton, V, 67-73). 

4 



Impaired comes from the Latin pejorare, which means to make worse, and in the context 

of the line, “The author not impaired, but honored more,” means injured, or diminished 

(Ellege, V, note 73). The etymological sense of impaired means the same as the 

contextual sense in this case, but both meanings nevertheless form a pair, because the 

sense of injury to God and the injury God must inflict on Adam and Eve, death and 

banishment, are paired. The word communicated in the previous quote, takes on special 

significance considering Milton narrates the impairment of Adam and Eve’s 

communication with God. The layering of meaning in a word like communicated implies 

that humans must use signs to understand what God automatically and infinitely knows, 

even before the Fall. Language exists, according to the theology, because God must use 

language to communicate the meaning of existence to his creations, including the angels. 
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II. The ‘Lexicon of Duality’: Dualities (Duals and Duels) in the Poem and Their 

Relationship to Binaries and Contraries in the Theology 

Shoaf points out that very few literary critics have closely examined pairs and 

dualities in the poem, such as the relationship between sin and sign, and as Shoaf 

continues, the other “closely related words in the lexicon of duality” (Shoaf, 1). 

Language, or signs exist before the Fall, but, after humans lose the ability to talk to God 

and angels, when Adam and Eve are sent out of Eden, signs are their only way of 

understanding reality. Therefore sin is directly related to signs. Shoaf argues,  

the sophistication of Milton’s binary oppositions- coupling 
sin and sign in the same line (pl 2.760) for example- 
suggests that such an analysis is clearly relevant and that it 
might produce a heightened appreciation of the textuality of 
Milton’s verbal repetitions (1). 

 
However, Shoaf misses many important dualities that are connected to his arguments, 

which must not be ignored when seeking a heightened “appreciation” for Milton’s 

engagement with pairs. Therefore, this section of my thesis engages in the analysis in 

which Milton criticism is lacking, a very close reading of pairs and oppositions, words 

that signal duality and multiplicity of meaning in Paradise Lost, their relationship to pairs 

and dualities in the theology, and their relevance to other interrelated concepts in the 

theology. I expand Shoaf’s groundbreaking discovery of the dual and the duel to identify 

many examples of pairing that are absent from his analysis of the poem. 

A. The “Meaning” of Duality and Multiplicity of Signification in Paradise Lost 

Duality in the poem demonstrates Milton’s attention to the inherent duality and 

multiplicity of meaning in language. Shoaf argues that “...the wordplay is a sign that 

signs are multiple in their signification, and this, as Milton clearly saw, is also a sign of 
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sin…Hence the crucial occurrences of the word sign and of resign (which is also re-sign) 

in PL” (xi-xii). He also finds, “Milton uses the word sign twenty-six times in Paradise 

Lost and the word resign…seven times” (1). Duality and multiplicity of signification is, 

for Milton, a symbol of fallen humanity’s distance from God. Pairs and dualities in the 

poem, words that have multiple meanings, and Milton’s frequent interchanging of sign 

and sin, all indicate that Milton is concerned with multiplicity of signification as a sign of 

sin; in other words, puns and layering of meaning represent the consequences of the Fall 

(xi-xii). For example, Shoaf argues: 

A pun, like twins, is a moment of confusion, and confusion 
is the prime effect of the Fall…Confusion, the inability to 
discern the prime good, is the effect of the Fall because the 
source or cause of the Fall is pride or the  
desire to know as God knows—to be God. God knows 
instantaneously and infinitely, without the labor of 
discerning, of distinguishing, of taking the steps of 
reasoning (61-62). 
 

God knows all things at all times. However, humans must use deduction. Interestingly, to 

confuse means to fuse or join with, therefore confusion literally connotes duality.  

Adam and Eve “know only discursively (PL, 5.488) and experientially, they can 

only know in time,” and, as he also points out, “Pun (and metaphor) are an overcoming of 

time” (62). Milton expresses the concept when he says, “Immediate are the acts of God, 

more swift/ Than time or motion, but to human ears/ Cannot without process of speech be 

told,/ So told as earthly notion can receive,” (Milton, VII, 176). In other words, God’s 

actions can only be comprehended with the tools of signification and metaphor, although 

not in entirety. The image of God in humanity is fractured after Adam and Eve’s 

transgression, so God and his intentions can only be partially perceived. This idea is 

closely related to duality in the poem and in the theology, because it emphasizes 
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humanity’s wholeness with God, the poem’s most important dual. Dualities, like the 

multiplicities in the poem, including words with compound meaning, puns, and words 

that contain contemporary and original etymological meanings such as Latinisms and 

Hebrewisms, suggest humans need language to understand the complexities of existence 

that God automatically knows. Language as we know it, is “polysemy,” which means, 

“one semantic space produces many intentions” (Shoaf, ix).  

However, the layering of meaning in the language of the poem does not suggest 

that fallen language is evil; it is the evil of Satan that causes language to fall. Therefore 

language itself is innocent. In fact, language exists before the Fall, and its purpose is to 

aid in communication between God and his creations. God uses language to explain 

existence to the angels in heaven, and to Adam and Eve in Eden. As Milton indicates, 

angels and God, with some exceptions, can no longer explain existence to humanity after 

Adam and Eve disobey God. After the Fall, humanity is forced to use signs to understand 

their existence, the prime good, and their maker. Signs and duality of meaning in 

language are good, because they assist in disseminating the knowledge of good and evil, 

which Adam and Eve steal, disobeying God. Furthermore, the abundance of words “in 

their original, etymological sense,” (Leonard, 233) connoting an earlier time, insinuates 

that language before the fall is pure, not perverted by humanity. For example, the word 

perversion, repeated several times in the poem, has not yet come to mean depravity, as it 

does after the “late 4th century,” according to the OED. Milton intends it to mean 

“reversal of order…inversion…change” usually for the worse, as it does in classical Latin 

(OED). Eve and Satan are both referred to as perverse for turning to disobedience. 

Therefore, the word perversion, used several times to imply change, is a word that means 
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duality by definition, and also represents it because it means the purer, etymological 

sense of change which is dualed with the competing contemporary sense of depravity, or 

immorality.  

B. Dualities and Oppositions in the Poem that Signal Binaries and Related Concepts 

From the Story of Genesis 

Some of the words that signal balance, partnership, the dual, throughout Paradise 

Lost include pair, part, partner, equal, just, like, unity, joined, handed, common, division, 

difference, mutual, and associate. Some of the words that signal separation or negation, 

the duel, include sole, single, impair, repair, despair, disparity, superior, inferior, 

change, pervert, dominion, double, doubt, and contrary. Repetition of words to create a 

double and weighing of one possibility with another also reflects the binaries in the 

theology. Raphael tells Adam and Eve about the creation of the world, explaining that 

God “conglobed / Like things to like, the rest to several place/ Disparted” (Milton, VII, 

239-41; my emphasis1) In Raphael’s description of the creation of the World, he says, 

“the eagle and the stork/…Part loosely wing the region, part more wise, In common, 

ranged in figure wedge their way,” one of many instances of dueling the image of 

solitude with partnership, depicting simultaneous differences and similarities (VII, 423-

26). Also during the creation narrative, Raphael, repeating God’s words, “’Let th’ earth 

bring forth soul living in her kind,/ Cattle and creeping things, and beast of the earth,/ 

Each in their kind,” denotes the division between species and genus, etc (VII, 451-53). 
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Also, he continues, “Among the trees in pairs they [the animals] rose,” an allusion to the 

Bible in which the animals are frequently seen in pairs. Milton’s allusion to a famous 

Biblical phrase, “For dust thou art, and shalt to dust return,” (X, 208) which God utters 

after sentencing Adam to eventual death, is another example of a theological pair, created 

by the repetition of dust, and connoting balance, a major symbol of duality.  

Duality is not to be confused with dualism, such as the mind/body dualism of the 

Enlightenment, in which the mind was considered superior to and separate from the body, 

a belief that, according to Shoaf, Milton “repudiated throughout his career,” arguing 

Man is a living being, intrinsically and properly one and 
individual. He is not double or separable: not…produced 
from and composed of two different and distinct elements, 
soul and body. On the contrary, the whole man is the soul, 
and the soul the man: a body, in other words, or individual 
substance, animated, sensitive, and rational (Shoaf, 2-3). 
  

A dualism is an ideology that suggests dichotomy, “the intelligible world and the sensible 

world are strictly incommensurate,” whereas a duality suggests that “difference is 

supplementary—the intelligible and the sensible cannot exist without each other because 

they cannot exist without the difference between them,” and difference makes their 

“meaning and meaningfulness possible,” and therefore, “meaning is the product of 

duality” (2-3).  The Fall causes duality between Man and God, because their hierarchical 

difference and their separation from one another give their relationship its meaning (3). 

However, Milton makes it clear that Adam is already created superior to Eve, “He for 

God only, she for God in him,” emphasizing Eve’s place as part of Adam, but beneath 

Adam (Milton, IV, 299). Hierarchy is a major part of the theology and is implicated in 

many of the pairings and moments of justification in the poem. Milton constantly 

balances opposites, measures equalities between A and B, reflects the Christian ideology 
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of good/evil, light/ dark, God/Man, Man/Woman, Heaven/Hell. Equality is an important 

concept because the Fall of Satan and the Fall of Humankind are results of inequity, and 

challenging hierarchy. Shoaf argues, “Duality, Milton understands perfectly, is structural 

in human life” (Shoaf, 16).  

C. Adam and Eve’s Dual and Duel with Each Other and with God 

Adam and Eve Dual 

The significance of Adam and Eve’s union to the narrative is a major reason for 

the recurrence of pair words and symbolism. Shoaf discovers Milton frequently calls 

Adam and Eve “’the loveliest pair’ (PL 4.321, 366; see also 5.227; 8.58 esp; 9.127; 

11.105). They live in Par(pair)adise” (15-16). Also, they are frequently depicted “hand in 

hand,” (Milton, IV, 321) “Handed,” (IV, 739) or “Imparadised [‘Impairadised’] in one 

another’s arms,” as Satan describes them, (IV, 506) three of the many images of 

intertwining and linkage that define Adam and Eve’s dual, or partnership. References to 

Adam and Eve as a pair are often accompanied by dualistic language structures, such as 

inversion, words that suggest comparison, and words that are repeated to create a pair, as 

in “made ease/ More easy,” (IV, 329-30) and “bliss on bliss” (IV, 508). Milton mentions 

Adam and Eve’s names in chiasmus, a rhetorical strategy in which the first and last words 

or ideas in the first clause are reversed in the second clause. Pairing the couple in the line 

structurally, Milton says, “Adam the goodliest man of men since born/ His sons, the 

fairest of her daughters Eve” (IV, 323-24). They are inverted in chiasmus again with, 

“Adam first of men/ To first of women Eve” (IV, 408-09). When Adam says to Eve, 

“needs must the Power/ That made us, and for us this ample world/ Be infinitely good, 

and of his good/ As liberal and free as infinite,” infinite and good are repeated in 
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chiasmus, and the word us is repeated (IV, 412-15). The circumstances of Adam and 

Eve’s matrimony are expressed with repetition when Eve says, “O thou for whom/ And 

from whom I was formed flesh of thy flesh,” doubling the words whom and flesh, and 

creating an alliterative pair out of for and from, which can both be paired with formed. 

The repetition and doubling reflects the duality of Eve’s creation already in the 

theology—Eve is made for Adam, and her flesh is made from Adam’s flesh (IV, 440-41).  

The repetition of the word both in “both stood,/ Both turned,” symbolizes the 

duality of the couple. The repetition of a word at the beginning of two successive phrases 

is anaphora, an ancient iterative rhetorical scheme, which, according to George Smith, 

“occurs with twice the frequency of any other placement scheme [in the poem], and it is 

used most often to link pairs of clauses,” (Smith, 9). In another case of anaphora, as 

Adam and Eve enter their “bow’r,” Milton supposes, “nor turned I ween/ Adam from his 

fair spouse, nor Eve the rites/ Mysterious of connubial love refused” (Milton, IV, 741-

743). Milton says, “Sleep on,/ Blest pair; and O yet happiest if ye seek/ No happier state, 

and know to know no more,” making a pair out of the twin happy reflexes, and the double 

no and know (IV, 773-75). As Eve’s partner, Adam says he is effected “equally” by Eve’s 

dream, in which she is tempted to eat the apple by an angel, calling her, “Best image of 

myself and dearer half,” alluding to the couple as two equal halves of one whole (V, 95). 

Milton says, after Adam tells her she has not sinned in her dream, because it isn’t real, 

“So cheered he his fair spouse, and she was cheered,” another example of the dual 

between Adam and Eve demonstrated by chiasmus (V, 129). 

 Adam and Eve are a pair, because, as the only beings with the power of reason on 

Earth, they rule over the Earth and all its creatures, because God places them in charge 
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above animals in the chain of hierarchy. God tells Adam and Eve, “’Be fruitful, multiply, 

and fill the earth,/ Subdue it, and throughout dominion hold,/ Over…/ every living thing 

that moves on the earth’” (VII, 531-34). Adam repeats “his talk with God concerning 

solitude and fit society,” (VIII, The Argument) to Raphael, describing how he needs Eve 

the way animals need their partners, “So fitly them in pairs thou hast combined” (VIII, 

394). Adam, repeating his question to God, says 

Hast thou not made me here thy substitute, 
And these inferior far beneath me set?  
Among unequals what society  
Can sort, what harmony or true delight?  
Which must be mutual, in proportion due 
Giv’n and received; but in disparity  
The one intense, the other still remiss  
Cannot well suit with either (VIII, 381-88). 
 

Adam’s argues that he is too superior to the animals to God, and too superior to the 

animals to find a fit equal, or partner, because, he explains, “My earthly [self] by his 

heav’nly [presence] overpowered” (VIII, 453).  In other words, God’s superior presence 

is too intense for Adam’s earthly soul. Adam goes on to explain that God is, “already 

infinite,” (VIII, 420) in other words, “One,” (VIII, 421) meaning his parts—everything he 

has created—total in him to create a whole. “But,” Adam says, “man by his number,” 

single, not infinite, in need of another half to make a whole, “is to manifest/ His single 

imperfection, and beget/ Like of his like, his image multiplied/ In unity defective” (VIII, 

422-25).  

Therefore the unity between Adam and Eve is not as perfect as the unity between 

God and his creations, because humans are single, not infinite, and create other beings 

that are single. Shoaf defines the single as “incomplete, unwhole” (Shoaf, viii). 

Demonstrating his supreme authority and God asks why Adam needs a mate, arguing, 

13 



“none I know/ Second to me or like, equal much less” only to test Adam’s reasoning 

(Milton, VIII, 406-07). Adam successfully reasons that God is “Best with thyself 

accompanied,” because God is, himself, his only equal (VIII, 428). God replies to Adam 

that He is “pleased” (VIII, 437) that Adam knew “not of beasts alone/…but of thyself,/ 

Expressing well the spirit within thee free,/ My image, not imparted to the brute” (VIII, 

438-41). In Adam’s reply, the words alone and imparted (a reflex of pair) form a duel, 

out of the concepts of being one part of something- alone or separate- and being 

‘imparted’ or incorporated with other parts making a whole, as in Adam’s partnership 

with Eve.  

Sole/ Pair Duel 

Frequently, Milton opposes the pair imagery pertaining to Adam and Eve with the 

image of solitude. The words pair and sole, or alone, appear in juxtaposition on several 

occasions in the poem, because Adam and Eve, and other pairs in Genesis, are a couple in 

some instances but separate or conflicting in others: To begin with, Adam and Eve are 

partners, two parts of a whole, and are therefore apart, though their unity as a couple also 

makes them a pair, one account of the sole/pair duel. Secondly, Satan seduces Eve as 

soon as Adam and Eve are apart for the first time, so separate imagery refers to that fact. 

Thirdly, though a pair, they are the only humans on Earth, and are “alone” (IV, 340). 

Fourthly, Adam and Eve are dueled by the hierarchy between them, since Adam was 

created first “for God only” (IV, 299), and Eve was made from man, for man, and “for 

God in him” (IV, 299). Also, Adam was made for “contemplation,” (IV, 297) or 

conversation, and Eve for her “softness and sweet attractive grace,” (in other words, for 

Adam’s pleasure and companionship, and not for deep thought). Fifth, the couple’s bond 
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necessitates their division, because Adam sins, and consequently blames Eve, because he 

cannot let her die without him. Also, enmity between an otherwise united couple explains 

some of the sole/pair oppositions. Finally, though Adam and Eve have one another and 

they are still a pair, they no longer have the same unity with God that they had in Eden 

because the image of God in them is fractured. They are together, yet miserably alone.  

Adam and Eve are Impaired 

Shoaf demonstrates how Adam and Eve comprise the One + One = One formula 

of the dual, or pair, when he considers  

Adam’s first words to Eve in the poem: ‘’Sole partner and 
sole part of all these joys.’ To be a partner, Eve must also 
be a part, and if a part she must also be apart, a condition 
much to the liking of Satan who eventually exploits it” 
(Shoaf, 15). 
  

When the couple divides their labor to work more efficiently, “they are no longer a pair 

but are a part,” and “they are impaired by Satan” (15). Because they are the only humans 

on Earth, some of the pair/sole duels, countering of the images of partnership and 

solitude, call attention to the concept that they are together yet alone, and also hint that 

alone, they enjoy their “Hailed wedded Love” (Milton, IV, 750) as in the suggestion “nor 

endearing smiles/ Wanted, nor youthful dalliance as beseems/ Fair couple, linked in 

happy nuptial league,/ Alone as they” (IV, 339-40) and “Thus talking hand in hand alone 

they passed/ On to their blissful bower” (IV, 689).  

The dueling of partnership and solitude imply that because Eve separates from 

Adam to work more efficiently, she and Adam will be sole because God’s image in them 

is impaired. The reality of what will happen to the couple when they sin is contrary to 

what the angel in her dream—who is really Satan—argues; that God will be “not 
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impaired, but honored more” (V, 73) to have humans strive to be equal in power to God. 

Adam disagrees that the labor is so intense that they need to separate, since “not to 

irksome toil, but to delight/ He [God] made us, and delight to reason joined./ These paths 

and bowers doubt not but our joint hands/ Will keep from wilderness with ease,” arguing 

that as joint partners, they are competent to handle the task (IX, 242-45). The word doubt 

alludes to the doubt in God’s supreme authority. Repeating the word doubt, Adam then 

says, 

But other doubt possesses me, lest harm  
Befall thee severed from me; for thou know’st  
What hath been warned us, what malicious foe 
Envying our happiness, and of his own  
Despairing, seeks to work us woe (IX, 251-55). 
 

The harm that eventually will “befall” Eve is her separation from Adam and God, since 

Satan, “despairing,” un-pair-ing from God, un-pairs Eve from God with his “sly assault” 

(IX, 256). The word despair in this context is a prime example of a pair word that is 

multi-significant to the Fall. Satan’s despair in Adam and Eve’s happiness, another 

contradiction, leads him to put the human pair in despair, by dis-pairing them from God. 

Hierarchy Between Adam and Eve 

Milton is extremely conscious of, and in agreement with, Adam’s alleged 

superiority to Eve, and man’s alleged superiority to women, as argued in Genesis, which 

is relevant to the discussion of hierarchy in the theology. Though Adam and Eve are 

referred to as equal, complementary, two parts of one whole, Eve is considered inferior to 

Adam because he was created first, and Eve was created for him. For example, Raphael 

directly refers to the hierarchical superiority of the male to the female in the theology as 

he narrates Adam and Eve’s creation to them. Raphael tells Adam, “Male [God] created 
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thee, but thy consort/ Female for race; then blessed mankind” (VII, 529-530). Notice 

how the word play in Raphael’s statement establishes the hierarchy between Adam and 

Eve. The primacy of the word male compared to the secondary status of the word female, 

which not only comes after male, but also comes after the word consort, therefore she is 

called Adam’s companion before she is even called female. The connotation of Eve as a 

companion, “for” breeding the human “race,” and the application of the word mankind to 

describe both men and women, imply Eve is inferior to Adam because she is secondary. 

They are equal only in the way that they are perfect complements of one another. They 

are both humans and not angel and human, which are unequal. Angels are more powerful 

than humans, as Milton explains several times.  

Like Satan, who ruminates about his change in appearance and emotion after 

falling from heaven, Eve notices her change after eating the apple, and change also 

denotes duality or difference. She says,  

But to Adam in what sort  
Shall I appear? Shall I to him make known  
As yet my change, and give him to partake  
Full happiness with me, or rather not, 
But keep the odds of knowledge in my power 
Without copartner? So to add what wants  
In female sex, the more to draw his love, 
And render me more equal, and perhaps, 
A thing not undesirable, sometime 
Superior, for inferior who is free? (IX, 816-25). 
 

Eve’s argument is heavy with covert intention. She sinfully desires to conceal her change 

from Adam to reverse the hierarchy between Adam and herself, thinking her knowledge 

now equal to God’s may make her Adam’s superior, un-pairing herself with her 

“copartner.” As she points out, God created the female sex to serve man, and she argues 

as an inferior, she is not free.  
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Satan notices that although Adam and Eve are superior to the beasts in the garden 

because they are created in God’s image, “erect,” (IV, 288) he observes Adam and Eve 

are 

Not equal, as their sex not equal seemed;  
For contemplation he and valor formed,  
For softness she and sweet attractive grace, 
He for God only, she for God in him:  
His fair large front and eye sublime declared 
Absolute rule” (IV, 296-301). 
 

Eve’s long, wavy, “Disheveled” locks “implied/ Subjection” in Satan’s view (IV, 306-

08). Eve is also deemed inferior because she transgresses before Adam. According to 

Adam’s argument that he is unable to be without her, she is also blamed for practically 

leaving Adam no choice but to eat the apple and join her in sin, so Eve has committed a 

greater sin than Adam. Adam argues for their inseparability, calling her “an individual 

solace dear;/ Part of my soul I seek thee, and thee claim/ My other half,” which connotes 

the separation or duel between them (IV, 486-88). At his statement, Eve realizes “How 

beauty is excelled by manly grace/ And wisdom, which alone is truly fair,” sadly 

accepting her place beneath Adam in the hierarchy (IV, 490-91).  

Adam and Eve’s Bond Causes Their Disparity 

Adam and Eve can’t really be separated because their tie is so strong. They are the 

only created beings that are equals. Consequently, Adam feels he has no choice but to eat 

the apple and risk death, rather than remaining in Paradise and losing Eve to death. 

Therefore, their bond creates enmity between them, because they blame each other for 

the Fall, and because the Fall further divides them hierarchically. Milton opposes solitude 

and partnership, because their union ultimately drives them apart. For example, Eve’s 

first words to Adam after she awakens from the dream she has, in which she is tempted 
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by an angel to eat the apple, are “O sole in whom my thoughts find all repose,” asserting 

Adam is her only true partner (V, 28). When Eve indicates to Adam that “their work 

outgrew/ The hands’ dispatch of two,” (IX, 202-03) and that they should divide their 

labor, Adam replies, “’Sole Eve, associate sole, to me beyond/ Compare above all living 

creatures dear,” (IX, 227-28) which refers to Eve’s status as his only equal, beyond 

“com-pair,” combining the words associate and sole in a duel. 

Since Adam and Eve only have each other, conveyed by their above statements, 

Adam must eat the apple. Their unwillingness to separate puts them at odds with one 

another. When he finds out Eve has sinned, Adam feels disconnected from her, indicated 

by Milton’s statement, “all his joints relaxed;/ From his slack hand the garland wreathed 

for Eve/ Down dropped,” an alliterative pair (IX, 891). Adam’s bond with Eve has 

relaxed, which is signified by the relaxing of Adam’s joints. The wreath that is woven 

together, like their two souls, which Adam down dropped—an alliterative pair that 

suggests bonding—is also a symbol of the loosening of their unity. Therefore, he can feel 

their union is momentarily broken, but their bond is too strong for them to be completely 

unhinged, so they are simultaneously linked and divided. Adam tells Eve, 

me with thee hath ruined, for with thee  
Certain my resolution is to die;  
How can I live without thee, how forgo 
Thy sweet converse and love so dearly joined 
…no no, I feel 
The link of nature draw me: flesh of flesh, 
Bone of my bone thou art, and from thy state  
Mine never shall be parted, bliss or woe (IX, 906-16). 
  

The imbedded duels of live and die, bliss and woe further attest to the antagonism 

between the couple after Eve trades their life for death and their bliss for woe, for 

knowledge equal to God’s. Yet the dual in “me with thee,” the words joined and link, and 
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the repetition of the words no, flesh, and bone, suggest Adam and Eve’s link is too strong 

for them to be parted, and therefore Adam must sin as well. Though Eve’s mistake has 

created enmity between her and Adam, they are each other’s only fit match, they are the 

only two humans, so they cannot be cleaved apart. Yet their union is dueled with their 

isolation with God.  

Adam again affirms his unwillingness to lose Eve to death when he tells her 

…if death 
Consort with thee, death is to me as life;  
So forcible within my heart I feel 
The bond of nature draw me to my own,  
My own in thee, for what thou art is mine; 
Our state cannot be severed, we are one,  
One flesh; to lose thee were to lose myself (IX, 953-59). 
 

Adam’s bond with his consort is signified by the repetition of the words death, my own, 

one, and lose. Those doubled words eerily connote the Fall, in which there is death, and 

severance, or doubling, and loss of the bond with God. Eve replies, “gladly of our union 

hear thee speak,/ One heart, one soul in both…/ Rather than death or aught than death 

more dread/ Shall separate us, linked in love so dear” (IX, 966-70). Thus Eve also attests 

that death cannot destroy their link, while doubling the word death in imitation of Adam, 

which may imply that she, like Satan, represents the double now that she is dueled with 

God.  

Later, Adam explains to God that Eve is “So fit, so acceptable, so divine/ That 

from her hand I could suspect no ill,/ And what she did, whatever in itself,/ Her doing 

seemed to justify the deed” (X, 139-42). The words hand and fit alludes to their union, 

and justify alludes to the comparison between Adam and Eve that is taking place in the 

poem, and also to Miltons’ strategy of comparison in the poem in general that Shoaf 
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identifies (Shoaf, 11). Because Eve is so closely linked with Adam, he cannot help but 

follow her even into damnation, but it causes enmity between them. First they fight over 

whose fault is their miserable state, and then God forebodes enmity between man and 

woman in the future generations. Therefore, the perfect unity of Adam and Eve is 

damaged by the Fall, though paradoxically, from a feminist perspective, they were never 

equal in the first place. 

Enmity Between Adam and Eve 

 After Adam follows Eve into sin, God, though omnisciently aware of their 

transgression, notices their absence and says,  

Where art thou Adam, wont with joy to meet 
My coming seen far off? I miss thee here,  
Not pleased, thus entertained with solitude, 
Where obvious duty erewhile appeared unsought: 
Or come I less conspicuous, or what change  
Absents thee…(Milton, X, 103-08). 

 
The solitude, change, and absence with which God charges Adam is really the separation 

he now experiences with his human pair, “discount’nanced [or lacking God’s image in 

their countenances] both, and discomposed;/ Love was not in their looks, either to God/ 

or to each other, but apparent guilt/ And shame…and despair” (X, 110-13). Not only are 

Adam and Eve in despair, but also they are dis-paired with God and each other. They 

fight over who was at fault for their Fall. “They in mutual accusation spent/ The fruitless 

hours, but neither self-condemning/ And of their vain contest appeared no end” (IX, 

1187-89). They are mutually dueled, fruitlessly, because both are at fault and neither 

accepts responsibility, and because of the fruit they have both eaten, which makes them 

“contest,” or duel, one another in “vain.”  
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God chastises Adam for obeying Eve and eating the apple, meanwhile citing 

Adam’s superiority to Eve, and His own superiority to the human couple. He replies 

 Was she thy God, that her thou didst obey  
Before his voice, or was she made thy guide, 
Superior, or but equal, that to her 
Thou didst resign thy manhood, and the place 
Wherein God set thee above her made of thee, 
And for thee, whose perfection far excelled 
Hers in real dignity: adorned 
She was indeed, and lovely to attract 
Thy love, not thy subjection, and her gifts 
…Unseemly to bear rule, which was thy part (X, 145-55). 
 

Therefore, Milton seems to argue paradoxically that although Adam and Eve are two 

equal parts of a whole, Adam’s part came first and is superior in all “real dignity,” and 

Eve’s part was made only for Adam to copulate and converse with, an extremely 

misogynistic point of view. He also suggests women are unable to “bear rule,” i.e. 

power, and interestingly, after the Fall, women will have to painfully bear children, 

because Eve sins first, another inequality between Adam and Eve. God’s sentence for 

Eve is, “’By thy conception; children thou shalt bring/ In sorrow forth, and to thy 

husband’s will/ Thine shall submit, he over thee shall rule,’” (X, 194-96). God’s 

statement reveals another paradox: how can her sentence be subjection under Adam if she 

was already in this position of inferiority compared with him?  

Furthermore, Adam tells Eve she is “all but a rib/ Crooked by nature, bent, as now 

appears,/ More to the part sinister from me drawn,/ Well if thrown out, as 

supernumerary/ To my just number found” (X, 884-88). Not only is Eve the inferior part 

of Adam, but also there is actually a myth, “well known in Milton’s time” that suggests 

she is the evil part of Adam, and notably the supernumerary or redundant part (Ellege, 

X, note 884-88). According to Ellege, this myth declares that  
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woman was morally crooked because the rib she was made 
of was defective; that the rib was taken from Adam’s left 
side (the Bible does not specify), not because that was 
nearest Adam’s heart, but because the left, or sinister, side 
is the evil side; and that Adam originally had thirteen ribs 
on his left side, so that the removal of one left him perfect 
(X, note 884-88). 
 

Therefore, Adam’s perfection is contrasted with Eve’s evil, according to this myth, 

because now his ribs are just, or equal on both sides. The words in this context that signal 

duality, including part, sinister, and just, all emphasize both Adam and Eve’s partnership 

and opposition because they are a pair, but they are apart in many aspects. Adam calls 

Eve “this fair defect,” (Milton, X, 891) and as Ellege points out, “’Aristotle had 

said…that the female is a defective male,’” (Ellege, X, note 891-92) because male bodies 

were considered the ideal, and female bodies the deviation. Significantly, to deviate 

means also to go astray, as Eve does by wandering from the right path to God.  

Adam and Eve Repaired yet Impaired 

Eve re-pairs, or reconciles, herself to Adam when she pleads, “Between us two let 

there be peace, both joining,/ As joined in injuries,” (Milton, X, 924-25) arguing for their 

connection in misery, “one enmity/ Against a foe by doom express assigned us,” (X, 925-

26) diverting their enmity for one another onto their common enemy, Satan. Eve declares 

“both have sinned, but thou/ Against God only, I against God and thee,” (X, 930-31) and 

that she is the “sole cause to [Adam] of all this woe,/ Me me only just object of his ire” 

(X, 935-36). Eve is apart (“sole” and “only”) from Adam in this sense, because she 

committed the greater sin. She sins against two, but also she commits the sin of 

reiteration and doubling, seeking to make Adam “like [her]self rebellious,” (VII, 138-39) 

which is why Milton has her double herself (“Me me”).  
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 However, Eve is Adam’s “sole delight,” (X, 940) and she is pleading “at his feet 

submissive/…reconcilement seeking,” (X, 942-43) descriptive of, first, their bond-she is 

the only one for Adam- second, their hierarchical separation, and third, their separation 

during their quarrel. For that reason, Adam tells her, “Thy frailty,” and as he says before 

of women, “perverseness,” (X, 902) “and infirmer sex forgiv’n,” denoting first her 

contrariness and change, and second her inferiority and weakness compared with him (X, 

956). He says, “let us no more contend,” (X, 958) repairing her to him, who is the “sole 

contentment of [her] heart,” (X, 973). Her argument “in Adam wrought/ Commiseration,” 

(X, 939-40) and he decides that they should “strive” to “light’n/ Ech other’s burden in our 

share of woe,” (X, 961) pointing out that they are joined in strife. My point is that Adam 

and Eve are both a dual and a duel at all times, which accounts for Milton’s frequent 

joining of the words sole and apart and their reflexes, or variations. 

 After the Fall, Adam and Eve must use reason and signification (signs) to 

perceive God’s intentions. Adam and Eve see animals leaving Eden in twos, and decide 

“this double object,” (XI, 201) “signs,” (XI, 182) “mute signs,” (XI, 194) must be related 

to their death sentence. However they are only being sent out of Paradise, where death 

does not exist, to live in the harsher world that exists after the Fall, where death will 

eventually reach them. Like the animals, Adam and Eve will leave Eden as a pair, and 

these signs are “Forerunners” (XI, 195) of the signs humanity will now have to interpret 

to understand God. Significantly, mute signs may suggest the mute, or hidden meanings 

in the language of the poem, which is likely considering the angel, Michael, who 

announces their departure says “’Lament not Eve, but patiently resign/ What justly thou 

hast lost…Thy going is not lonely, with thee goes Thy husband, him to follow thou art 
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bound” (XI, 287-91). The angel tells Eve to resign what she has lost, God, implying 

Adam and Eve will have to use signs to basically re-learn, re-sign-nify, the prime good 

without the help of God. As Michael points out, though Adam and Eve have lost God, 

they still have one another. 

Adam and Eve may be more unified after their reconcilement, but they are still 

forever divided from God, making them both paired and impaired. Adam’s words, “this 

most afflicts me, that departing hence,/ As from his face I shall be hid, deprived/ His 

blessed count’nance,” (XI, 315-17) suggest the pain of losing contact with God. Michael 

explains to Adam that “in valley and in plain/ God is as here, and will be found alike/ 

Present, and of his presence many a sign/ Still following thee,” explaining how signs 

remind us of God’s image which has been impaired, as it is now only covertly reflected 

in earth or its creatures after the Fall of humanity (XI, 349-52). Still, Adam bewails his 

state, complaining 

  …Can thus 
  Th’ image of God in man created once 

So goodly and erect, though faulty since, 
To such unsightly sufferings be debased 
Under inhuman pains? 
Why should not man, 
Retaining still divine similitude 
In part, from such deformities be free, 
And for his Maker’s image sake exempt (XI, 507-14)? 
 

Given that, Adam argues, part of him is God, he should be spared his change, but 

Michael’s answer causes Adam to “yield it just” that he is impaired (un-paired from God) 

“and submit” (XI, 526).  

Michael explains to Adam that God’s image 

Forsook them, when themselves they vilified 
To serve ungoverned appetite, and took 
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His image whom they served, a brutish vice, 
Inductive mainly to the sin of Eve. 
Therefore so abject is their punishment, 
Disfiguring not God’s likeness, but their own, 
Or if his likeness, by themselves defaced 
While they pervert pure nature’s healthful rules 
To loathsome sickness, worthily, since they  
God’s image did not reverence in themselves (XI, 516-25). 
 

Adam and Eve pervert their similarity to God, changing their spiritual health to sickness, 

when they commit the sin of pride, Satan’s sin, seeking knowledge and power equal to 

God. At the very end of the poem, Adam and Eve “hand in hand with wand’ring steps 

and slow,/ Through Eden took their solitary way,” (XII, 648-49). Adam and Eve are 

“hand in hand,” not alone. However, as the opposition between togetherness and solitude 

suggests, because they “[wander]” from the path of God, they are forced to leave Eden 

solitary, without God. 

D. Satan and the Duel, and the Redundancy of Sin 

Satan speaks of and with dualities because the evil that he tries to accomplish 

redounds back upon him as evil to himself, creating a doubling, or repetition of evil. 

Another reason for the frequent duels, or contradiction in Satan’s speeches is the fact that 

his world has changed from one polar opposite to another; down instead of up, dark 

instead of light, hideous instead of beautiful. Satan is further tied to duality when Milton 

emphasizes the opposition, or duel, between God and Satan. Satan frequently balances 

opposites, such as heaven and hell and good and evil, because Satan is God’s 

“Adversary.” Satan is envious of God’s place at the top of the hierarchy, and wishes to 

counter his goodness, and all the goodness of His Creation, with evil. The oppositions he 

chooses to weigh are unequal, just like the relationship God has with his creations, 

something Satan, in his vain pride, is unable to handle. Heaven is better than hell, good is 
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better than evil, and ultimately, God is better than his creations, so Satan counters this 

distasteful reality by prioritizing evil.  

Milton introduces Satan’s long clause filled with dualities with the word “if,” the 

first word spoken in hell, demonstrating Satan’s connection with duality, especially 

“justification, or adjustment, of one person or thing to another,” (Shoaf, 16). Satan is the 

epitome of opposition, because he opposes everyone and everything in the poem in 

contrasts and comparisons. Satan says, “If thou beest he…whom mutual league, united 

thoughts and counsels, equal hope and hazard in the glorious enterprise, joined with me 

once, now misery hath joined in equal ruin” (Milton, I, 84-91). The word “if” suggests 

comparison, because Satan’s statement is an if/then conditional statement. In other words, 

Satan is comparing his past “mutual league, united thoughts and counsels, [and] equal 

hope” joined with Beelzebub in heaven, to their present joint misery in hell.  In 

addressing Beelzebub with this comparison, Satan proclaims “how changed” the fallen 

angels are in their new state, from hopeful to miserable (I, 79-84). He also introduces the 

connection between words that signal duality, such as mutual and joined, and the binary 

nature of the concepts involved in the story of Genesis, especially good and evil. 

The Duality of Sin and Satan’s Redundancy 

Satan’s sins against God, the evil he wishes to put out into the world God has 

created because he cannot be the ruler of it, are acts of redundancy, because his desire to 

make evil out of evil is imitation and doubling, and therefore, duality. Sins, as in Satan’s 

crimes against God, first doubting him and then enticing Eve to doubt God, are copying 

and imitation, because revenge and sin cannot, as Satan believes, make evil out of good. 

Instead, the evil will come back upon the evildoer, and the good, those evil is being done 
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to, will be saved, the way Adam and Eve and all of humankind are saved by the Son as 

Jesus Christ. According to Shoaf,  

Satan duplicates: he thinks, and hopes to make “’all like himself 
rebellious’” (PL 7.138-39; emphasis added). He also “reiterate[s]” (PL 
1.214): his final justification for seducing Eve is “’others to make such/ As 
I’” (PL 9 127-28; emphasis added)…She is Satan’s duplicate and his toy. 
All this in contrast to Satan, who seeks originality without repetition and 
ends up in reiteration without originality…Who contradicts must repeat 
(Shoaf, 14). 
 

Smith discovers that Satan’s speeches contain more iteration, or repetition, than 

any of the other character’s speeches. He finds that Satan’s iteration is “slightly more 

frequent in the speeches which tempt Eve,” which may suggest that in Satan’s case, he is 

duplicating his fall by tempting Eve (Smith, 7). However, Shoaf argues Milton’s frequent 

repetition or iteration in the poem is not the same as redundancy. Shoaf says, 

“Milton…who does fear iteration and the ensuing bondage, repeats the story told in 

Genesis—duals it, and when necessary, duels it—so as to be original and therefore free” 

(Shoaf, 14). He explains, 

To repeat, however is to “seek again,” or as in re-petition, 
to “petition again” (OED R: 462, branch II, 4), and this is 
why Milton, who does not want to contradict, repeats the 
story told in Genesis. He prays again, or prays anew, in the 
re-petition which is his poem and which is in his poem, and 
he prays again or prays anew, because the only way to 
justify the ways of God to men is to repeat them” (14). 
 

Gerard Genette points out that iteration, “’identical events’ or ‘recurrence of the same 

event’ is a series of several similar events considered only in terms of their resemblance ” 

(Genette, 113). He also demonstrates that in repetition, “none of the occurrences is 

completely identical to the others, solely by virtue of their co-presence and their 

succession, which diversify these three statements into a first, a next, and a last” (114). 
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Genette’s classification of repetition explains how Milton’s language strategy in the 

poem, iteration, in which new meanings can be found, is different from Satan’s strategy, 

re-iteration, in which he attempt to make Eve exactly like his sinful self. 

The Redundancy of Sin 

Sin is compared to wandering from God’s path throughout the poem. The word 

error is repeated several times, which according to Scott Ellege, comes from the Latin, 

errare, which means to wander and “to go astray” (Ellege, IV, note 239). As a Latinism, 

the word error implies both the etymological sense of wandering, and the connotation of 

error as sin. Milton further connects sinful wandering from God’s path, to wandering in a 

maze of confusion, and therefore the image of the maze and the words error and 

wandering suggests redundancy and duality. In “The Art of the Maze,” Kathleen Swain 

argues that the maze imagery in the poem symbolizes error in reasoning caused by the 

psychological ‘amazement’ of evil (Swain, 129). Sin is considered confusion because it is 

a “darkening of that right reason, whose function it was to discern the chief good,” which 

is obedience to God (Shoaf, 61).  

Thus amazement or surprise in the poem, which evokes maze imagery, stands for 

the confusion of right reason. For example, after Satan and the rebels have fallen, Milton 

says, “Abject and lost lay these, covering the flood,/ Under amazement of their hideous 

change,” emphasizing the doubling or duality (change) of those who are in a maze of 

their own sin (Milton I, 312-13). Notably, flooding symbolizes superfluity and 

redundancy. Ellege points out that redound comes from the Latin root, “re,” which means 

back, and “undare,” which means “to rise in waves,” (Ellege, VII, note 57). Therefore, 

when Milton, referring to the fallen angels, says “the evil soon/ Driv’n back redounded as 
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a flood on those/ From whom it sprung,” (Milton, VII, 56-58) the flood of evil coming 

back is a pun on the Latinism of redound, which literally means “flowed back.” Floods 

and water consistently refer to sin because they are redundant by definition, for example, 

the flood of fire that Satan and the rebel angels are floating on, and rivers in Eden that, 

“circuit wide/ With serpent error wand’ring” (VII, 301-02). Therefore, redundancy is 

symbolized by the interconnected metaphors of error and wandering, the maze, Satan as a 

serpent, whose body and movement coil hypnotically, and the circuitous temptation 

speech that Satan makes to Eve as a serpent.  

Significantly, Milton connects error to wandering for the first time when he 

describes the fountain that waters the Garden of Eden. He explains, the fountain 

  …thence united fell 
  Down the steep glade, and met the nether flood, 
  Which from his darksome passage now appears, 

And now divided into four main streams, 
Runs diverse, wand’ring many a famous realm 
…With mazy error under pendent shades 
Ran nectar (IV, 230-40). 
 

Since at this moment, in book IV, Satan is bound towards Adam and Eve to lead them 

from the right path of God, the fountain can be compared to Adam and Eve. They are at 

first united, until they meet Satan, who is symbolized by the term, nether flood, because 

he comes from the nether region of hell, and because Satan is a flood. He is symbolized 

by redundancy, which is compared to a flood throughout the poem. Furthermore, Satan 

divides Adam and Eve from God and each other by getting them to eat the apple, and 

thus, Adam and Eve are sent down a darksome passage, wand’ring in the mazy error of 

their sin against God. Thus, Milton compares the superfluity of sin to wandering through 

a maze, and to flooding. The concepts that comprise Satan and sin’s connection to 
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redundancy and confusion are so intricately interconnected, the metaphors themselves 

almost represent confusion. However, the layering of meaning in language is not sinful 

the way confusion of reason is. Signs are multiple in their meaning because they aid in 

humanity’s understanding after the Fall. 

The Redundancy of Satan 

Satan’s evil actions, and sin in general, are directly referred to as reiteration and 

redundancy several times and in several ways. Milton declares 

That with reiterated crimes he [Satan] might  
Heap on himself damnation, while he sought 
Evil to others, and enraged might see 
How all his malice served but to bring forth 
Infinite goodness, grace and mercy shown 
On man by him seduced, but on himself  
Treble confusion, wrath and vengeance poured (I, 214-20). 
 

The Son will eventually save humanity, but Satan never will. Therefore, the evil that 

Satan commits towards Adam and Eve yields only good, contrary (I, 161) to what Satan 

believes, that he will be able “out of good still to find means of evil,” (I, 162-65). Milton 

points out that Satan’s “dire attempt,” to seduce Adam and Eve to disobey God, “boils in 

his tumultuous breast,/ And like a devilish engine back recoils/ Upon himself” (IV, 15-

18). The recoiling, or back fire of Satan’s evil connotes doubling, and significantly also 

points to the coils of Satan’s body as the serpent, which is also depicted as a redundant, 

twisting body of “mazy folds” (IX, 161).  

Similarly, according to Raphael’s testimony, when Satan’s army of rebel angels 

saw they were being defeated, they “recoiled/ O’erwearied…/ with pale fear 

surprised,/…Fled ignominious, to such evil brought/ By sin of disobedience” (VI, 391-

96). Raphael’s remark illustrates evil recoiling back upon the evildoer, and the 
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amazement [surprise or confusion] that sinning against God and war in heaven creates. 

For example, Milton states that the events of Satan’s war with God are to Adam and Eve,  

Things to their thought 
So unimaginable as hate in heav’n, 
And war so near the peace of God in bliss, 
With such confusion: but the evil soon  
Driv’n back redounded as a flood on those 
From whom it sprung, impossible to mix 
With blessedness” (VII, 54-59). 
 

In this example, Milton is dueling hate and heaven, war and peace, and evil and 

blessedness, indicative of the disorder sin involves, confusing evil for good. Sinners like 

the fallen angels cannot “mix/ With blessedness,” because they have impaired, separated 

and destroyed, the image of God within them.  

The redundancy of Satan’s sin is expressed by his remark, “Nor hope to be myself 

less miserable/ By what I seek, but others to make such/ As I, though thereby worse to me 

redound:/ For only in destroying I find ease/ To my relentless [repetitious] thoughts,” 

(IX, 126-30). Satan admits that “Revenge, at first though sweet, / Bitter ere long back on 

itself recoils,” dueling sweet and bitter, and evoking the snake metaphor with recoils (IX, 

171-72). Milton connects Satan’s redundancy to recoiling or rebounding evil, and 

recoiling to the body of the snake he becomes, therefore not only his acts, but also his 

body represents repetition, and repetition represents duality. 

Satan’s body after his fall from Heaven symbolizes redundancy, “his other parts 

besides/ Prone on the flood, extended long and large/ Lay floating many a rood,” (I, 194-

96) or a quarter of an acre (Ellege, I, note 196). His excessively large body is compared 

to a whale with a “scaly rind” (Milton, I, 206). The scales of the whale foreshadow the 

scaly body of the snake Satan later inhabits to tempt Eve. Sin is often represented by the 
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elaborate maze of not only the serpent’s body, but also Satan’s approach and circular 

temptation speech (Swain, 136). Milton describes Satan moving toward Eve, “not with 

indented wave” or zigzag movements (Ellege, IX, note 496),  

Prone on the ground, as since, but on his rear,  
Circular base of rising folds, that tow’red  
Fold above fold a surging maze… 
With burnished neck of verdant gold, erect  
Amidst his circling spires, that on the grass 
Floated redundant (Milton, IX, 496-503). 
  

The repetition of the word fold, and the description of the serpent’s body as circling and 

towering symbolize the doubling or redundancy of Satan’s crime against Eve. Satan’s 

“torturous train/ Curled many a wanton wreath in sight of Eve/ To lure her eye” 

therefore, even his circular body threatens to lead her into confusion and “amazement,” 

like his circular speech (IX, 516-18).  

Satan’s Contradiction and Change 

Since Satan’s fall from heaven to hell has drastically altered his world, his 

appearance, and his soul for the worse, Satan thinks in terms of duality, constantly 

weighing oppositions, and presenting things changing shape or form. He ruminates about 

the change that has come about in the appearance of the fallen angels and the appearance 

of his surroundings, and change from one thing to another implies duality. Satan brashly 

declares that he does not “repent or change, / Though changed in outward luster,” 

reminding us that he was once the beautiful angel, Lucifer, whose name means light (I, 

96-97). He says, “’Is this the region…this the seat/ That we must change for heav’n, this 

mournful gloom/ For that celestial light,” summoning a prime example of oppositional 

pairing in Christian theology, light and dark (I, 242-45). Seeing Adam and Eve for the 

first time, Satan thinks to himself, “ye little think how nigh/ Your change approaches…/ 
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More woe, the more your taste is now of joy” countering the happy Adam and Eve of 

Eden, with the fallen Adam and Eve, and opposing joy with woe, alluding to their change 

after tasting the apple (IV, 366-69).  

Satan wants the other fallen angels, “associates and copartners of [their] loss” 

alluding to partnership, “to try what may be yet/ Regained in heav’n, or what more lost in 

hell,” balancing heav’n and hell, along with loss and gain (I, 265, 269-70). When Satan 

reaches the Garden of Eden, Milton says, “the Fiend/ Saw undelighted all delight,” a 

negation that emphasizes Satan’s opposition to Adam and Eve’s happiness (IV, 285-86). 

Weighing positive and negative counter-opposites in an inversion, Satan believes the 

mind “Can make a heav’n of hell, a hell of heaven,” (I, 256). Satan polarizes the pleasure 

versus the pain experienced in the afterlife contingent upon obedience to God, with his 

complaint, “the more I see/ Pleasures about me, so much more I feel/ Torment within me, 

as from the hateful siege/ Of contraries; all good to me becomes/ Bane” (IX, 119-23). 

Satan’s attention to contraries emphasizes his change from his angelic condition, from 

good to evil, and also his contradiction with God. 

E. Satan’s Duel with God, and the Duality of Hierarchy 

Satan’s disgust with God’s position at the top of the hierarchy, and desire to 

counter God and good, means he is obsessed with justifying one thing to another 

constantly. Contradiction and weighing of equalities and inequalities figure highly into 

Satan’s speeches. Satan’s need to “o’erwhelm whatever stands/ Adverse,” (VI, 489-90), 

in other words, God and good, is specified by Satan’s language structures, as well as his 

words. When Satan says indignantly, “To bow and sue for grace/ With suppliant knee, 

and deify his power/ Who from the terror of this arm so late/ Doubted his empire, that 
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were low indeed,” the doubt refers also the doubt Satan has for God’s omnipotence and 

right to rule (I, 111-14). Doubt, which splits the doubter from God, makes Satan and his 

angels, according to Milton, “Irreconcilable, to [their] grand foe,/ Who now triumphs, 

and in th’excess of joy/ Sole reigning holds the tyranny of heav’n” (I, 122-24). These 

three lines are very meaning-laden, since “irreconcilable” means the fallen angels are 

unable to reunite with God. The word excess reminds the reader that Satan’s redundancy 

separates him from God. Also, the word “sole,” refers to that separation, the same way 

the word sole or variations appear next to words that point to unity to convey the message 

that though Adam and Eve have each other after the fall, they are apart from God, and 

therefore alone.  

“Sole” comes up again in Satan’s ensuing speech filled with oppositions, 

demonstrating that his duel with God makes Satan alone: 

To do aught good never will be our task, 
But ever to do ill our sole delight, 
As being the contrary to his high will 
Whom we resist. If then his providence 
Out of our evil seek to bring forth good, 
Our labor must be to pervert that end,  
And out of good still to find means of evil (I, 159-65). 
 

Satan’s resistance to God is perhaps best displayed in those lines, which are replete with 

contraries. Satan counterbalances good and evil three times, and the second and third 

times are inverted, creating a duel. He also uses an if/then conditional statement, making 

another contrast, which Milton strengthens by placing if and then next to each other, 

which is grammatically awkward and therefore conspicuous. Milton also plays on the 

division of labor that separates Eve from Adam and enables Satan to tempt her, 

perverting God’s will, which is obedience from his creations.  
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Milton’s comparison of Satan seeing the Garden of Eden to a person from the city 

gazing at the “Adjoined” (IX, 449) villages and farms of the country, is perhaps another 

insinuation that Satan cannot enjoy bliss like Eden because he is not “Adjoined” with 

God. Also, Milton states that Satan seeks both Adam and Eve, “but wished his hap might 

find/ Eve separate…/ when to his wish,/ Beyond his hope, Eve separate he spies” (IX, 

421-24). The word adjoined and the phrase Eve separate refers to the fact that at the 

moment Eve is not adjoined with Adam, making her susceptible to Satan’s trick, and that 

after she is tricked, she will not be adjoined with God either. Milton refers to this state of 

separation from God again when he says, “That space the Evil One abstracted stood/ 

From his own evil, and for the time remained/ Stupidly good, of enmity disarmed,” 

explaining that the beauty and goodness of Eden temporarily divides Satan from his evil, 

his goodness dueling his badness (IX, 463-65). Satan tells his retreating band of felon 

angels to “Abandon fear; to strength and counsel joined/ Think nothing hard, much less 

to be despaired,” alluding to the unity of the fallen angels and the despair and dis-pairing 

of separation from God (VI, 494-95). 

  Since Satan wishes he were equal in power to God, he is obsessed with equality. 

Milton points out that Satan’s, “pride/ Had cast him out from heav’n, with all his host/ Of 

rebel angels, by whose aid aspiring/ To set himself in glory above his peers,/ he trusted to 

have equaled the Most High,/ If he opposed,” demonstrating Satan’s desire to be at the 

top of the pyramid, so to speak, his desire to be equal, if not higher, than “the Most 

High,” and his opposition (I, 36-41). Satan declares that “farthest from him is best/ 

Whom reason hath equaled, force hath made supreme/ Above his equals,” arguing that 

the fallen angels should position themselves against God, who is their intellectual equal, 
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but their physical superior (I, 247-49). Desirous of being at the top of some kind of 

hierarchy, Satan argues it is “Better to reign in hell, than serve in heav’n” (I, 263). Milton 

is careful to call Satan, “the superior Fiend,” alluding to the hierarchy of hell that 

balances the hierarchy of heaven with Satan instead of God in power (I, 283).  

The superiority of even the fallen angels to Adam and Eve is emphasized when 

Milton refers to them as, “godlike shapes and forms/ Excelling human, princely 

dignities,” (I, 358-59). The fallen angels also concentrate on equality, inequality and 

hierarchy, because they are subverters of those conditions. They seek to counter the 

balance God creates with imbalance, because they falsely perceive imbalance in power 

between themselves and God. When Beelzebub comes up with a plan of revenge to 

corrupt, “some new race called Man, about this time/ To be created like to us, though 

less/ In power and excellence, but favored more/ Of him who rules above” he is weighing 

their equalities and inequalities with humans (II, 348-51). We are told the “generation” 

God is rumored to be creating, humankind, will be regarded “equal to the sons of 

heaven,” in other words, the angels (I, 653-54). Moloch believes his strength is “equal” to 

God’s, and is not afraid to fight him (II, 47). He comments on the alteration of their 

condition, explaining, “in our proper motion we ascend, / Up to our native seat: descent 

and fall/ To us is adverse” (II, 75-77).  

Belial argues the angels’ “strength is equal,” (II, 200) whether they fight or suffer 

in hell, and they are “Against so great a foe/ Contending, and so doubtful what might 

fall,” (II, 202-03) suggesting they might make matters worse by fighting, and that the 

fallen angels will in time “[conform]” (II, 217) to the “fierce heat” of hell (II, 219). The 

words equal, contending, and doubt imply duality. Belial’s notion that their “essence” (II, 
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215) might change to adjust to the heat implies duality. He believes they should not go to 

war with Heaven, arguing, “This horror will grow mild, this darkness light,” (II, 220) and 

horror/mild and darkness/ light are common oppositions in Christianity. Satan observes 

how Adam and Eve are “to heav’nly Spirits bright/ Little inferior,” but decides that Eve 

seems inferior to Adam prior to that observation (IV, 361). Milton, affirming the splendor 

of angels over humanity, says that Adam  “submiss[ively]” approaches the angel 

Raphael, because of the angel’s “superior nature” (V, 359-60). However, Satan 

demonstrates how humans are superior to angels in their privileges, as he grieves over the 

hierarchical power God has given humans, lamenting, “man he made, and for him built/ 

Magnificent this world, and earth his seat,/ Him lord pronounced, and, O indignity!/ 

Subjected to his service angel wings” (152-55).  

Though Satan hates God’s hierarchy, Milton displays how he imitates it in 

another reference to the redundancy of Satan’s prideful sin, perverting God’s image by 

worshiping his own. Milton describes Satan’s “royal seat/ High on a hill, far blazing, as a 

mount/ Raised on a mount, with pyramids and tow’rs…/ The palace of great Lucifer…/ 

Affecting,” mimicking, “all equality with God, In imitation of that mount,” (V, 756-64). 

Mount is doubled because the palace copies the mountain it occupies by being just as 

redundantly superfluous. Before erecting his equalizing kingdom of rebellion, Satan 

advises a fellow angel to command their ranks to assemble in the north, “to receive our 

King/ The great Messiah, and his new commands,/ Who speedily through all the 

hierarchies/ Intends to pass triumphant, and give laws” (V, 690-93). Satan’s lie, which is 

designed to assemble the angels in order to turn them against their new superior, the Son, 

points out that the angels are ranked in heaven. Satan expresses his resentment that the 
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angels will be ‘sur-pass-ed’ by the Son in the “great hierarchal standard [which] was to 

move,” expressing his distaste for being surpassed hierarchically (V, 701). Milton shows 

how Satan’s anger at having to now obey someone else besides God is unwarranted and 

greedy, since Satan is one of the most, if not the most powerful angel by rank, and should 

be satisfied with the power he has. Milton writes, “all obeyed/ The wonted signal, and 

superior voice/ Of their great potentate; for great indeed/ His name, and high was his 

degree in heav’n” (V, 705-07). 

Addressing the ‘injustice’ of having to bow to two powers, Satan asks the crowd,  

Will ye submit your necks, and choose to bend 
The supple knee? Ye will not, If I trust 
To know ye right, or if ye know yourselves 
Natives and sons of heav’n possessed before 
By none, and if not equal all, yet free, 
Equally free; for orders and degrees 
Jar not with liberty, but well consist. 
Who can in reason then or right assume 
Monarchy over such as live by right 
His equals, if in power and splendor less,  
In freedom equal (V, 787-97)? 
 

Satan twice inverts his phrases, dueling “Will ye” with “Ye will” and “know ye” with “ye 

know,” arguing that with God and the Son, together, reigning over a monarchy, the angels 

are not equal in freedom with God, regardless of the power hierarchies among the angels, 

from which Satan is obviously benefiting. After hearing these words of Satan, Abdiel, 

obedient to God,  “thus opposed./ ‘ O argument blasphemous, false and proud!/ Words 

which no ear ever to hear in heav’n/ Expected, least of all from thee, ingrate,/ In place 

thyself so high above thy peers” (V, 808-12).  

Abdiel’s following argument is replete with words that signal duality, as he 

contends 
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Unjust, thou says’t, 
Flatly unjust, to bind with laws the free, 
And equal over equals to let reign,  
One over all with unsucceeded power 
…shalt thou dispute 
With him the points of liberty, who made 
Thee what thou art, and formed the pow’rs of heav’n 
Such as he pleased (V, 818-25). 
 

Abdiel points out that they are “bent rather to exalt/ Our happy state under one head more 

near/ United” (V, 829-31). Then he argues, “But to grant it thee unjust/ That equal over 

equals monarch reign:/ Thyself though great and glorious dost thou count,/ Or all angelic 

nature joined in one/ Equal to him begotten Son,” implying that Satan believes only 

himself to be equal to God and the Son, not the other angels (V, 831-35). Satan wishes 

there to be hierarchy, but only if he is in charge of it all, or else equal in power to God. 

Ignoring Abdiel, the fallen angels listen again to Satan, who, unwilling to accept that he 

owes his being and power to God, declares, “Our pussiance is our own, our own right 

hand/ Shall teach us highest deeds, by proof to try/ Who is our equal” (V, 864-66). 
Therefore, Satan’s many connections to duality intensify the relevance of duality to the 

theology, and also reveal the intersections between the many different kinds of duality in 

the poem. 
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III. “Milton’s ‘Wordplay’, and its Relationship to Pairs and Dualities 

Many critics studying Paradise Lost have observed the richness of Milton’s 

language choices in the poem, including inversion of words, repetition, alliteration, and 

use of words “in their original, etymological sense,” and suggest that these choices signal 

important theological themes in the poem (Leonard, 233). In Milton’s Grand Style, 

Christopher Ricks defines “Anti-Miltonists” as critics, such as T.S. Elliot, who overlook 

the subtle yet vibrant energy of the poem’s language, and attribute some of the poem’s 

language to superfluity or “a pleasing opening and closing of the vowels” (Ricks, 3). 

Ricks points out that this Anti-Miltonic critical movement has inspired the close readings 

of the poem that defend Milton’s “Grand Style,” (2). These “Pro-Miltonists” or critics 

who argue for the relevance of Milton’s wordplay and repetition, demonstrate the poet’s 

vigorous attention to detail, ingenious knowledge of words, etymologies and meanings, 

and the sensitive yet forceful ways in which the reader’s attention is called to every layer 

of meaning and intention in the language of the poem. 

Shoaf’s observation of the relationship between duality in the poem and the 

duality in the theology ends at this juncture, curiously, given his focus on multiplicity of 

signification as a sign of sin. Though he does connect puns to the confusion of sin, he 

fails to make several associations between multiplicity of signification in the poem and 

duality in the theology. For example, Milton’s wordplay, including repetition, alliteration, 

Latinisms and Hebrewisms, puns, and multiply significant words all reflect the pairing 

that is so central to Christian theology and the Genesis story. Alliterative pairs and puns 

are duals. Similarly Hebrewisms and Latinisms are words that imply their etymological 

meaning which are dualed with contemporary English meanings, resulting in duality.  

41 



A. Alliterative Pairs 

In the scene in which Adam is naming the pairs of animals and realizes he is 

lacking a mate John Leonard discovers an interesting use of alliteration that Milton 

employs to show Adam’s encounter with pairing in the garden. Cited in The Cambridge 

Companion to Milton, Leonard’s example of alliterative pairing is a prime illustration of 

the significance of alliteration and pairing in the rest of the poem: 

‘Each with their kind, lion with lioness; so fitly them in 
pairs thou hast combined; much less can bird with beast or 
fish with fowl so well converse, nor with the ox the ape; 
worse then can man with beast, and least of all’ (8. 389-97) 
(Danielson, ed., 100). 
  

“After the perfect fit of ‘lion with lioness,’ the alliterations in ‘bird with beast, or fish 

with fowl’ reflect a less than perfect match, while the union of ‘man with beast does not 

even have alliteration to recommend it” (100). Adam’s alliteration strengthens the 

argument that Adam and Eve are each other’s only fit partners. Also, Milton points out 

that after the Fall, “Beast now with beast gan war, and fowl with fowl,/ And fish with 

fish; to graze the herb all leaving,/ Devour’d each other,” (Milton, X, 710-12) 

accentuating the devastation of death, the impairment, literally, that results, within orders 

of animals, including, mammals, birds, and fish. Alliterative pairing refers to the 

important binary relationships of the characters in Genesis, and is prominent in the poem, 

especially as puns. 

B. Alliterative Puns 

Alliterative puns that are set up as dualities include, “hate in 

Heav’n…devils/deities, Hell/Heaven, Son/Satan, Eve/evil” and Son/ Sun (Forsyth, 190). 

There is rich criticism on the definition of Eve as evil. Eve is thought to mean life 
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“Mother of all living things” according to Forsyth (208), yet Allen explains, “in Milton’s 

generation there was a considerable contention about the meaning of [Eve]” (Allen, 681). 

He points out, “in the Hebrew, says Clement, if the name of Eve is aspirated, it is the 

same as the feminine of serpent” (682). Milton seems to be playing on this discrepancy of 

the meaning of Eve by equating three meanings to her name; life, evil, and serpent. Adam 

says “Out of my sight, thou serpent, that name best/ Befits thee with him leagu’d, thyself 

as false” (Milton, X, 867-68) and earlier “’O Eve, in evil hour thou didst give eare to that 

false worm’s” (IX, 1067-68). As Forsyth states, citing Ricks, “Adam proclaims that the 

word evil is derived from Eve, and that evil derives from her” (Forsyth, 208). False is 

repeated, twinned, because her sin twins her with Satan. 

Forsyth expands on the significance of the alliterative relationship Milton saw 

between Satan, the Son, and the sun. “The rise of the Son [Jesus] means the eclipse of the 

Satan-sun, this Satan who had wanted to be the favored Son” (341). The Sun, is also a 

common symbol for Christ. Milton’s conscious comparison between the Son and the Sun, 

which is made several times in the poem, makes Satan’s hatred for the sun in Book IV 

even more meaningful than simply his hatred of the beauty of earth; “O Sun, to tell thee 

how I hate thy beams,” suggests his jealousy of the Son who is suddenly a son and 

favorite of God, and ushered into a superior position in heaven (341). 

Ricks defends Milton’s use of alliterative puns by introducing a very rich 

alliterative pun on distance and distaste in the opening lines of Book IX. 

No more of talk where God or angel guest  
With man, as with his friend, familiar used 
To sit indulgent, and with him partake  
Rural repast, permitting him the while 
Venial discourse unblam’d: I now must change 
these notes to tragic; foul distrust, and breach 
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Disloyal on the part of Man, revolt  
And disobedience on the part of Heav’n  
Now alienated, distance and distaste (Milton, IX, 1-9). 
  

The alliteration of distance and distaste has several layered meanings in this context. The 

distance is a comment on the spiritual distance between God and man, who once could 

partake in communicating with the being he is most perfectly paired with, God. Also, the 

physical distance of Heaven, which was once “familiar,” and is now “alienated” from 

man. Distaste reminds the reader of the reason for this distance—disobedience, 

disloyalty, and distrust in God’s right to authority. Ricks concludes, “at this point one 

sees how important it is to take distance and distaste as a unit, since only then can we 

appreciate how horrifyingly far we have come from the bliss of Paradise” (Ricks, 69-71; 

my emphasis). Furthermore, Milton uses an immense amount of alliteration of words that 

begin with ‘d,’ because the ultimate consequence of disobedience, besides the despair of 

being dis-paired from God, is death. In the poem, Milton alliterates at least twenty ‘d’ 

words that are related to death. Significantly, The distance between God and humanity is 

the reason for duality and multiplicity of meaning that enables words to mean so much at 

once. 

C. Hebrewisms and Latinisms  

 Milton is famous for using “words in their proper and primary signification,” so 

that the word is read in its modern usage, while simultaneously, the word’s original and 

etymological meanings are implied, resulting in duality of meaning (Leonard, 233). 

Peggy Samuels argues that much of Milton’s repetition of concepts and words and his use 

of English words that recall their original Hebrew meanings, creating additional 

meanings that are relevant to the context, is similar to word usage in the Bible written in 
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Hebrew. The use of both original and usual meanings adhering in one word have also 

been associated with man’s language before the fall, since his suggestion of original 

meanings in modern English words “can thereby recreate something of the pre-lapsarian 

state of language,” according to Leonard (233). Original meanings are achieved in 

different ways, such as suggestion of original Latinate and Hebrew meanings, by using 

English words that stem from Latin or Hebrew words, which provide additional relevant 

meanings. In some cases, Milton suggests additional meanings inherent in English words 

that are derived from other languages, in which the meaning of the foreign root word 

suggests an appropriate alternative that can be added to the English meaning. Milton’s 

multiply significant words reflect the richness of concepts in Christian theology, and are 

useful in emphasizing those concepts, despite the criticism that “there is no pressure 

behind the words” in the poem (Ricks, 3). Ricks, citing Arnold Williams, identifies the 

tradition from which Milton’s “word-play” derives as, “stemming from Plato’s Cratylus, 

according to which the etymology of the word gives a glimpse into the true nature of the 

thing” (68).  

Hebrewisms 

Peggy Samuels suggests that Milton is drawing upon the Bible written in Hebrew 

for a model of his loaded words that carry multiple meanings. Her examples of Hebrew 

words which can be translated into alternative and interrelated English words show that 

Milton saw an etymological connection between, for example “serpent” and “searching 

over-curiously,” which are both translations of the Hebrew word ‘nachash’ (Samuels, 

164). Satan disguises himself as a serpent and is curiously searching for Eve to bring 

about her fall, and is therefore associated with two concepts that stem from the same 
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Hebrew root. Another example of two themes stemming from the same root word in 

Hebrew, actually explain the aporia the reader experiences with Eve’s frustration over the 

amount of labor required to tame the garden.  

The verbs ‘to place’ and ‘to rest’ are actually different 
forms of the same root (noach). In Paradise Lost, Satan 
cannot have found a true place for himself because he is 
unable to rest. Adam and Eve lose their place as they lose 
their ability to find repose…these thematic links…[have a 
theological and etymological]…relationship to one another 
in the verbal system of the Hebrew language…So as God 
‘places’ man in the Garden of Eden to work it…the idea of 
‘rest’ is inside, or resonates within the verb ‘to place,’ 
intensifying the sense that one can be at work (placed there 
to serve and to watch over) while simultaneously being at 
rest (166). 
 

Ellege points out, “The King James version reads (Gen. 1.2) ‘moved,’ but the original 

Hebrew word means ‘hovered’ or ‘brooded,’” therefore using the Hebrew etymology to 

add to the imagery of a brooding bird sitting on a nest (Ellege, VIII, note 17-22). Ellege 

and Samuels’ observation of an English word recalling its original Hebrew associations 

proves that Milton’s loaded words do more than provide elitist entertainment, another 

criticism of Milton’s word play. Milton’s layered meanings actually function here to 

resolve or address a paradox in the theology, and elsewhere make a word come alive with 

an original meaning that is relevant to the theology. Additionally, a dual is created 

between the covert and overt meanings competing for the same space. 

Latinisms  

Christopher Ricks attributes the abundance of Latinisms in Paradise Lost to 

Milton’s “observance of decorum,” but fails to emphasize the pairing that occurs when 

covert and overt meanings compete, and how Latinisms fit into the abundant pairing in 

the poem (Ricks, 58).  He argues, “[Milton’s] temperament and his respect for literary 
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decorum impelled Milton to choose to bring ancient metaphors back to life” (57). In other 

words, Latinisms are appropriate to the epic style of the poem, and are used as a device to 

call attention to the origin of meanings, to represent prelapsarian language, and to call 

attention to the richness and interconnectedness of the poem’s themes and subjects. For 

example, John Leonard connects Latinisms to “Adamic language,” citing an example 

from Ricks (Danielson, 102). Leonard points out that “In Book 7 Adam asks Raphael: 

‘what cause moved the Creator in his holy rest through all eternity so late to build in 

Chaos, and the work begun, how soon absolved’” (102). Ricks explains, “before sin was, 

absolution was no more than completion” (Ricks, 115). Milton’s use of the original Latin 

sense of absolution, reminds the reader “there were no infected words because there were 

no infected actions” (110).  

 The two reflexes of pair that appear in the following address by Satan, which 

accentuate Satan’s affiliation with duality, are strengthened by the other pairs that are 

hidden in the language, including the Latinism of “offend” (I, 183-91). 

Thither let us tend 
From off the tossing of these fiery waves, 
There rest, if any rest can harbor there, 
And reassembling our afflicted powers, 
Consult how we may henceforth most offend  
Our enemy, our own loss how repair… 
What reinforcement may we gain from hope, 
 If not what resolution from despair, 
 

 “There rest, if any rest can harbor there,” is a chiasmus, produced by the inversion of rest 

and there, resulting in a dual. Loss and gain are dueled, (I, 188, 190) and hope and 

despair are dueled in two dualed phrases, “What reinforcement we may gain from hope,/ 

If not what resolution from despair” (I, 190-91). “Offend,” according to Ellege, comes 

from the Latin “offendere,” which means “to hit, strike, dash against,” therefore Milton 
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intends offense to mean specifically contradict, or literally “butt heads,” rather than insult 

(Ellege, I, note 187).  

Interestingly, both descriptions of Satan’s two different bodies, the huge, whale-

like one in hell and the serpent body on Earth, use the word prone, although, the second 

description says his body is not prone, flat, like a normal snake, but constantly twisting 

and spiraling upward superfluously above his rear. Prone comes from the Latin, 

“pronus,” which according to Ellege means “sinking; also flying swiftly,” (IV, note 353). 

Both connotations are an appropriate portrayal of what Satan does at this moment, which 

is “Lay floating” (Milton, I, 196) on the fiery flood, although that is the opposite of 

sinking, and “Then with expanded wings he steers his flight,” out of the fire (I, 225). 

 In Milton’s description of Satan becoming a serpent, “his armes clung to his ribs, 

his leggs entwining each other, till supplanted down he fell (X, 512-13)” supplanted, 

“from the Latin supplanto, to trip up one’s heels or overthrow” suggests Satan’s physical 

fall from his feet and echoes his original fall from heaven (Ricks, 64). In addition, Milton 

reminds us that Satan supplants, or overthrows Adam and Eve, and has been supplanted 

or overthrown. The description of Hell as “ever-during dark,” recalls the Latin, durare, 

meaning hard (Milton, III, 45). Therefore, not only is the dark ‘ever’ enduring, echoing 

the duration, the eternity of darkness in the absence of God, the dark is hard to endure. 

 Milton describes how “Him [Satan] the Almighty Power hurled headlong flaming 

from th’ ethereal sky with hideous ruin and combustion down to bottomless perdition,” 

and, as Ellege demonstrates, ruin implies not only “rubble” and “destruction,” but also 

implies the Latin, ruere, which means “to fall violently” (Ellege, IX, note 46). The 

description of the fallen angels “rolling in the fiery gulf Confounded,” (Milton, I, 52-53) 
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suggests the defeat of the angels, since confounding someone is synonymous with 

thwarting them. Confounded also suggests the confusion of Chaos and sin, since 

confounded comes from the Latin “con.,” meaning “together,” and “fundere,” meaning 

“to pour,” and therefore means “to mix up, confuse” (Ellege, X, note 53). Also the 

connotation of pouring implies a further connection between water (floods) and 

confusion. The word ‘event’ in Satan’s line, “too well I see and rue the dire event,” is a 

Latinism that stems from “e” meaning “out,” and “venire” meaning “come,” therefore 

event here suggests outcome as well as incident (XII, note 134). When the fallen angel 

Moloch says, “When the fierce foe hung on our broken rear/ Insulting, and pursued us 

through the deep,” insulting, which means “scorning” has a double meaning created by 

its Latin etymology, “insultare” which means “to spring upon” (II, note 79). The dual 

meaning provided by the Latinism insinuates that while the Son is insulting the angels by 

driving them into hell, he may also be about to spring upon them at any moment. The 

Latinate meaning implies that the Son’s power and strength is superior to the fallen band 

of angels, and points as well to hierarchy, and thus more duality.  

When the fallen angels call Adam and Eve, “the puny habitants,” Ricks suggests 

that Milton is using the original French derivative for puny to describe Adam and Eve in 

addition to the obvious reason that humans are less powerful than the angels (Milton, II, 

l.367). Ricks cites Newton to explain, 

’if we reflect how frequently [Milton] uses words in their 
proper and primary signification, it seems probably that he 
might include likewise the sense of the French (from 
whence it is deriv’d) puis ne, born since, created long after 
us’…That man was born since the fallen angels is precisely 
the great reason why they hate him (Ricks, 65). 
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The word passed is iterated numerous times in the poem and symbolizes the 

passing through a maze of confusion that is one’s sin. For example, the word passed 

comes up on Satan’s journey to the Garden of Eden, he gets tangled in a maze of his own 

sin, since Milton says, “so thick entwined,/ …the undergrowth/ Of shrubs and tangling 

bushes had perplexed/ All path of man or beast that passed that way,” an allusion to the 

perplexity, or amazement of sin, which bewilders the reason and wandering, or being led 

away, from the right path to God (IV, 174-77). Ellege points out that perplexed is a 

Latinism, and comes from the Latin “plectare,” which means, “to plait or braid,” and 

braids and entwine-ing and tangling imply not only Adam and Eve as a “linked” couple, 

(IV, 339) but also twisting and redundancy, as in a maze (Ellege, IV, note 176). For 

example, Milton says, “close the serpent sly/ Insinuating, wove with Gordian twine/ His 

braided train,” (Milton, IV, 347-49). Ellege explains that “Insinuating” comes from the 

Latin, “insinuare,” which means “to bend, curve” like a maze, and that “Gordian twine” 

means “a twining twisting motion as intricate and subtle as the Gordian knot” therefore 

braiding is closely related to the maze and occurs several times. Furthermore, the flowers 

surrounding the rivers outside of the Garden are in “curious knots” (IV, 242). Ellege 

defines knots as “patterned flower beds,” but the knots may also allude to the knots of the 

body of the serpent (Ellege, IV, 242). Therefore the Latinisms that Ellege identifies 

multiply the meanings Milton applies to the concept of sin—and significantly, according 

to Milton, sin is the reason humans use signs. 
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IV. Conclusion 

 Milton’s attention to pairs in Paradise Lost masterfully captures the already 

binary nature of Christian theology, such as the important partnerships between 

characters in the story of Genesis, and the hierarchal divisions between those partnerships 

(and oppositions). Milton also evokes hidden binarisms such as the link between 

language, or signs, and sin. R.A Shoaf’s identification of the dual and the duel as typical 

of duality in the poem provides an excellent framework from which view the connection 

between duality of meaning and fallen language, but falls short in identifying much of the 

evidence supporting it. However, his work informed my many discoveries of duality in 

the poem, especially his argument that words in, what he calls, Milton’s “lexicon of 

duality” are repeated often and connote pairing, com[pair]ing, and justification. Also, his, 

and other critics’ arguments that duality of meaning signifies the use of language to 

understand God’s ways led me to associate the moments of layering of meaning to re-

pairing with God, and to the impairment of humanity. The theological concepts that 

reflect duality, including unity and separation, redundancy of sin, and hierarchy, weave in 

and out of each other, and suggest one another, until the poem itself threatens to be a 

maze of meaning, with more intricate connections than the fountains of Paradise. Milton 

sees language’s ability to convey diverse, interconnected meanings as a sign that we have 

come so far from knowing God our language must be complex enough to aid in 

discourse, our only tool for coming back to God. Therefore, duality and multiplicity of 

signification signify humanity’s impairment- un-paired from God- but language also 

repairs humanity to God. 
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