
© qr-qa.cbsnorthstar.com Life Of Milton By Samuel Johnson 1

Life Of Milton By Samuel Johnson

life of milton by samuel johnson is a profound biography that offers an in-depth exploration of the
life, works, and legacy of one of England’s greatest poets, John Milton. Written by Samuel Johnson, a
renowned 18th-century literary critic and biographer, this work remains a cornerstone in literary
history and biographical literature. Johnson’s detailed and insightful portrayal of Milton not only sheds
light on the poet’s personal struggles and triumphs but also provides a contextual understanding of his
major works, especially "Paradise Lost." This article aims to delve into the key aspects of Johnson’s
biography of Milton, exploring its themes, structure, significance, and enduring influence in literary
studies.

Overview of "Life of Milton" by Samuel Johnson

"Life of Milton" is part of Johnson's larger series of biographies, which collectively serve as a valuable
record of Britain’s literary figures. Published in the 18th century, Johnson’s biography is distinguished
by its analytical approach, combining biographical detail with critical assessment. Johnson’s portrayal
of Milton emphasizes both his creative genius and his moral character, presenting a balanced view that
has influenced subsequent interpretations of Milton’s life and work.

Context and Background

To appreciate Johnson’s "Life of Milton," it is essential to understand the historical and literary context
in which it was written: - 18th-century biographical tradition: Johnson’s approach reflects
Enlightenment ideals emphasizing reason, moral virtue, and detailed documentation. - Milton’s
significance: As a poet of the English Renaissance, Milton’s works, especially "Paradise Lost," are seen
as monumental achievements that shaped English literature. - Johnson’s personal perspective: As a
literary critic and thinker, Johnson’s admiration for Milton’s intellect and moral stance informs his
biographical narrative.

Structure and Content of Johnson’s Biography of Milton

Johnson’s "Life of Milton" is structured to provide a chronological account of Milton’s life, interwoven
with critical commentary on his literary achievements and personal character.

Early Life and Education

The biography begins by tracing Milton’s origins: - Birth in 1608 in London into a wealthy Puritan
family. - His education at St. Paul’s School and Christ’s College, Cambridge. - Early signs of poetic
talent and intellectual curiosity. Johnson emphasizes Milton’s early literary influences and his rigorous



academic discipline.

Milton’s Personal and Political Life

Johnson explores Milton’s adult years, highlighting: - His marriage to Mary Powell and subsequent
family life. - His political involvement during the English Civil War, including his support for the
Parliamentarians. - His role as a public servant, including his position as Secretary of the Council of
State. Johnson examines how Milton’s political commitments and religious beliefs shaped his poetry
and personal decisions.

Milton’s Later Years and Challenges

Johnson discusses the difficulties Milton faced: - His blindness, which began around 1652, and how it
affected his work and personal life. - The tumult of the English Restoration and Milton’s political exile. -
His retirement to Chalfont St. Giles and his continued literary pursuits despite adversity.

Major Works and Literary Achievements

Johnson gives an analytical overview of Milton’s key works: - "Paradise Lost": Johnson considers it
Milton’s masterpiece, emphasizing its grandeur, theological depth, and poetic innovation. - Other
works: "Paradise Regained," "Samson Agonistes," and his numerous sonnets. - Johnson evaluates
Milton’s style, diction, and thematic concerns, asserting his place among the greatest poets.

Themes and Critical Insights in Johnson’s "Life of Milton"

Johnson’s biography is notable for its exploration of several recurring themes:

Milton’s Moral Character and Virtue

- Johnson portrays Milton as a moral and intellectual hero, emphasizing his integrity, patriotism, and
unwavering principles. - The biography underscores Milton’s dedication to truth and justice, which
Johnson sees as integral to his poetic vision.

Poetry as a Reflection of Personal Convictions

- Johnson discusses how Milton’s poetry embodies his religious and political beliefs. - The tension
between artistic creativity and moral responsibility is a central concern.

Milton’s Resilience and Endurance

- Johnson highlights Milton’s perseverance in the face of blindness and political upheaval. - His
resilience becomes a symbol of moral strength and dedication to his ideals.
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Significance and Legacy of Johnson’s "Life of Milton"

Samuel Johnson’s biography of Milton has had a lasting impact on literary criticism and biographical
writing: - It set a standard for detailed, analytical biographical narratives. - It helped shape the modern
understanding of Milton as both a poet and a moral figure. - Johnson’s insights continue to influence
Milton scholarship and literary studies.

Enduring Influence in Literary Studies

- The biography remains a key reference for students and scholars. - It inspires critical appreciation of
Milton’s works within a moral and historical framework.

Contribution to Biographical Literature

- Johnson’s approach combines biography with literary criticism, creating a comprehensive portrait. -
His emphasis on character, morals, and contextual understanding remains influential.

Critical Reception and Modern Perspectives

While Johnson’s biography is highly regarded, modern critics have offered diverse interpretations: -
Some praise its detailed analysis and moral focus. - Others critique it for its sometimes idealized view
of Milton’s character. - Contemporary scholarship often incorporates Johnson’s insights but also offers
new perspectives based on recent historical and literary research.

Conclusion: The Lasting Impact of "Life of Milton" by Samuel
Johnson

"Life of Milton" by Samuel Johnson is a masterful biography that combines critical insight, moral
admiration, and scholarly rigor. It provides a comprehensive portrait of Milton, illuminating his complex
personality, artistic genius, and moral convictions. This biography not only deepens the reader’s
understanding of Milton’s life and works but also exemplifies the biographical genre’s potential to
explore the human condition through the lens of literary achievement. Its enduring influence continues
to inspire readers, critics, and scholars, affirming Milton’s place as a towering figure in English
literature and Johnson’s reputation as a biographer and critic. Keywords: Life of Milton by Samuel
Johnson, Samuel Johnson Milton biography, Milton’s life and works, Milton biography analysis, Milton’s
poetry, biography of John Milton, literary biography, English literature classics, historical literary figures

Life of Milton by Samuel Johnson stands as a towering example of 18th-century literary biography,
blending Johnson’s characteristic wit, moral insight, and meticulous scholarship. This work not only
chronicles the life of one of England’s greatest poets, John Milton, but also offers a profound reflection



on the nature of genius, virtue, and the moral responsibilities of writers. Johnson’s biography is more
than a simple recounting of Milton’s life; it is an exploration of his character, his struggles, and his
enduring influence on literature and society. In this review, we will delve into the structure, themes,
style, and significance of Johnson’s “Life of Milton,” analyzing its strengths and limitations.

Introduction: The Significance of Johnson’s Biography

Samuel Johnson’s “Life of Milton” is part of his larger series of biographies, which aim to present the
lives of eminent writers with moral clarity and literary insight. Published in 1781 as part of the Lives of
the Poets, Johnson’s biography of Milton is often regarded as the most comprehensive and nuanced
account of the poet’s life. Its importance lies not only in the details it provides but also in Johnson’s
interpretative approach, which reflects his moral philosophy and literary standards. Johnson’s careful
examination of Milton’s life helps readers understand the complex interplay between personal virtues,
political convictions, and artistic achievement.

Biographical Overview and Structure

Johnson’s “Life of Milton” is structured as a chronological narrative, beginning with Milton’s early years
and education, moving through his literary career, political engagements, personal struggles, and
culminating in his later years and death. The biography is divided into sections that focus on key
periods of Milton’s life, interwoven with Johnson’s reflections on the poet’s character and work. Early
Life and Education Johnson portrays Milton’s childhood and education with a sense of admiration for his
intellectual precocity. Milton’s early exposure to classical literature, his rigorous schooling, and his
early poetic efforts are described as laying the foundation for his later greatness. Johnson emphasizes
Milton’s early dedication to learning and his moral earnestness. Political and Literary Career The
biography highlights Milton’s engagement in the political upheavals of his time, especially his support
for the Parliament during the English Civil War and his role in the writing of the Areopagitica and other
political tracts. Johnson underscores how Milton’s political principles influenced his poetry and his
unwavering commitment to liberty and virtue. Personal Struggles and Challenges Johnson is
particularly attentive to Milton’s personal hardships, including his blindness, the loss of family
members, and the political conflicts that led to his exile and subsequent return. These struggles are
depicted as tests of Milton’s resilience and moral strength. Later Years and Death The latter part of the
biography discusses Milton’s retirement, his continued literary activity, and his death. Johnson reflects
on Milton’s enduring legacy and the moral qualities that distinguished him as a poet and a citizen.

Major Themes and Johnson’s Insights

Johnson’s biography is rich with themes that resonate beyond Milton’s life, offering insights into
morality, intellectual integrity, and the role of the poet. Virtue and Moral Integrity Johnson admires
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Milton’s unwavering commitment to virtue. Throughout the biography, he portrays Milton as a model of
moral uprightness, driven by conscience and a sense of duty. Johnson emphasizes that Milton’s
greatness was rooted in his moral character, which sustained him through personal and political
upheavals. Artistic Genius and Moral Purpose Johnson does not separate Milton’s poetic talent from his
moral convictions. He believes that true genius is intertwined with moral purpose, and Milton’s epic
Paradise Lost exemplifies this unity. Johnson suggests that Milton’s poetry was not merely artistic
expression but also a moral act. Political Engagement and Personal Convictions Johnson discusses
Milton’s active participation in political life, emphasizing that his convictions often led to personal
sacrifice. Johnson respects Milton’s integrity, even when his political stance proved controversial or
costly. Resilience and Endurance The biography highlights Milton’s physical and emotional endurance,
especially during his blindness. Johnson admires Milton’s perseverance and views his suffering as a
testament to his moral strength and dedication to his craft.

Stylistic Features and Literary Approach

Johnson’s prose in “Life of Milton” is characterized by clarity, moral seriousness, and a touch of humor.
His style reflects his broader literary philosophy — emphasizing the importance of moral virtue, the
value of critical judgment, and the importance of character over superficial qualities. Use of Anecdotes
and Personal Traits Johnson enriches the biography with anecdotes that reveal Milton’s personality,
such as his quick wit, his piety, and his stubbornness. These personal traits add depth to the portrait,
making Milton a relatable and multidimensional figure. Critical and Moral Judgment Johnson’s approach
is both critical and admiring. He evaluates Milton’s works with a discerning eye, acknowledging his
flaws while celebrating his virtues. His moral judgment is evident in his emphasis on integrity and
perseverance. Contextual Analysis Johnson situates Milton within the political and religious context of
his time, providing readers with an understanding of how external circumstances influenced his life
and work.

Strengths of Johnson’s “Life of Milton”

- Comprehensive Coverage: Johnson offers an extensive account of Milton’s life, covering personal,
political, and literary aspects. - Moral and Philosophical Depth: The biography reflects Johnson’s moral
philosophy, emphasizing virtue, integrity, and resilience. - Literary Criticism: Johnson’s insights into
Milton’s poetry enrich the reader’s understanding of his works. - Engaging Prose Style: Johnson’s clear
and elegant writing makes the biography accessible and compelling. - Balanced Judgment: Johnson
presents a fair assessment, acknowledging both strengths and weaknesses.

Limitations and Criticisms

- Subjectivity: Johnson’s moral judgments sometimes color his portrayal, potentially overshadowing



objective facts. - Limited Personal Detail: Compared to modern biographies, Johnson’s account offers
less insight into Milton’s inner emotional life. - Historical Perspective: Some critics argue that Johnson’s
interpretation is influenced by 18th-century values, which may differ from contemporary views. - Focus
on Virtue: The emphasis on moral virtue might neglect other aspects of Milton’s personality, such as
his intellectual controversies or personal flaws.

Conclusion: The Enduring Value of Johnson’s Biography

Samuel Johnson’s “Life of Milton” remains a landmark in literary biography, celebrated for its moral
insight, scholarly rigor, and literary elegance. It captures the complexity of Milton’s character and his
monumental achievements, emphasizing that true greatness combines intellectual talent with moral
virtue. Despite some limitations, Johnson’s work continues to be a vital resource for those interested in
Milton, 18th-century biography, or the philosophy of moral character. This biography exemplifies
Johnson’s belief that the moral purpose of the writer is as important as the craft itself. It reminds
readers that behind every great work of art lies a life marked by struggle, perseverance, and moral
conviction — qualities that Johnson boldly highlights in his portrayal of Milton. For anyone seeking a
profound understanding of Milton’s life and the qualities that make a poet truly great, Johnson’s “Life of
Milton” remains an essential and inspiring read.

Questions & Answers About life of milton by samuel johnson

No Question Answer

1 What is the main focus of Samuel
Johnson's biography 'Life of
Milton'?

The biography explores the life, works, and character of
John Milton, emphasizing his literary achievements and
personal struggles.

2 How does Johnson portray
Milton's political and religious
beliefs in his biography?

Johnson presents Milton as a complex figure whose political
and religious views deeply influenced his writings and life
choices, highlighting his unwavering principles.

3 What insights does 'Life of Milton'
offer about Milton's poetry,
especially 'Paradise Lost'?

Johnson provides detailed analysis and contextual
background, illustrating how Milton's personal experiences
and beliefs shaped his epic poetry.

4 How does Samuel Johnson depict
Milton’s personal life and
character traits?

Johnson depicts Milton as a passionate, resilient, and
morally upright individual, acknowledging his struggles with
blindness and political exile.

5 What impact did Johnson's
biography have on the perception
of Milton in the 18th century?

Johnson’s detailed and sympathetic portrayal elevated
Milton’s status as a literary and moral icon, influencing
subsequent biographical and critical works.

6 Are there any significant
criticisms of Johnson's 'Life of
Milton'?

Some critics argue that Johnson's interpretation is
somewhat hagiographic, possibly overlooking Milton's flaws
or controversial aspects of his life.
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7 Why is 'Life of Milton' considered
an important work in literary
biography?

It is regarded as a masterful blend of literary analysis,
historical context, and personal reflection, setting a
standard for biographical writing on literary figures.

Milton, Samuel Johnson, biography, literary criticism, 18th century, poetry, Paradise Lost, English
literature, biographical essay, literary analysis
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