
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=nest20

English Studies

ISSN: 0013-838X (Print) 1744-4217 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/nest20

Meditations on Mediation: John Milton and the
Muslim Jesus

David Currell

To cite this article: David Currell (2015) Meditations on Mediation: John Milton and the Muslim
Jesus, English Studies, 96:1, 44-64, DOI: 10.1080/0013838X.2014.964563

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/0013838X.2014.964563

Published online: 17 Nov 2014.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 426

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=nest20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/nest20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/0013838X.2014.964563
https://doi.org/10.1080/0013838X.2014.964563
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=nest20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=nest20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/0013838X.2014.964563?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/0013838X.2014.964563?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/0013838X.2014.964563&domain=pdf&date_stamp=17 Nov 2014
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/0013838X.2014.964563&domain=pdf&date_stamp=17 Nov 2014


Meditations onMediation: JohnMilton
and the Muslim Jesus
David Currell

This paper explores theological and textual confluences between John Milton and Islamic
theology. Rather than argue for the direct influence of Islamic sources on Milton, a series of
historical and intellectual contexts are adduced which mediated contact between English
and Islamic (especially Ottoman) cultures: the Mediterranean trade conducted by the
Levant Company, the seventeenth-century acceleration and institutionalization of
Arabic scholarship, and theological currents including anti-Trinitarianism and the
discourse of monotheism. These contexts furnish a perspective from which to read
Milton’s Paradise Regained as part of a global tradition of literary elaborations upon
the life of Jesus that also includes accounts of the sayings and stories of Jesus in Arabic
sources, a corpus collectively termed “The Muslim Jesus” by Tarif Khalidi. While
Milton’s theology takes account of Jesus’s Sonship and role as mediator, his poetics
displace these dimensions in favour of human ones consonant with Islamic tradition.

In his sonnet to Cyriack Skinner, John Milton expresses pride at having written a text
(Pro Populo Anglicano Defensio) “of which all Europe talks from side to side”, though it
cost him his eyesight.1 The Atlantic defined the nearer limit of “all Europe”, but the
other, Eastern boundary was a more complex political and cultural construct,
however sharply Milton conceived the Ottoman frontier as representing the definitive
terminus of Latinity and liberty alike. While the Defensio may never be destined to
trend on modern social media, Milton’s major verse has enjoyed a significant reception
in Islamic letters, both in the original language and in translation.2 The mediation of
Milton into the Arabic language has opened new avenues of interpretation, not

David Currell is affiliated with the Department of English, American University of Beirut, Lebanon. Email: dc13@
aub.edu.lb
1Sonnet 22, l.12. Where not otherwise specified, Milton’s works are cited from John Milton, Complete Poems and
Major Prose, edited by Merritt Y. Hughes. Paradise Lost is cited as PL.
2For Milton’s reception in the Arab and wider Islamic world, see Dahiyat, 95–132. The extent of sympathetic read-
ings and appropriations leads Gerald MacLean to identify a “desire for Milton” in the Arab world in “Milton,
Islam and the Ottomans,” 293. Islam Issa offers a comprehensive overview of Arabic translations of Milton in
“Fragmentation, Censorship and an Islamic Journal.”
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infrequently of a theological cast, to which I aim to contribute in part through a con-
sideration of the scope and complexity of the concept of mediation itself.3 The proto-
cols of historicist scholarship that serve Milton studies so well potentially militate
against reading conjunctions in the absence of historical mediations in the form of
reputable chains of intellectual custody. MacLean notes that “Milton’s references to
Islam and the Ottomans tend to be oblique, learned, illustrative, polemical, incidental
and surprisingly stereotyping”—they are also few in number, and are almost certainly
made without the benefit of Arabic or serious engagement with the Qur’an̄.4 Creating
the kinds of dialogic or destabilizing readings of Milton possible through the use of the
lens of Islam requires a degree of indirection that therefore calls for some weaving of
contextual strands into a historicist safety net. In this article, trade, scholarship and
theology will mediate towards a meditation on Jesus in Islam and Paradise Regained.
Consider one modest example of how even in the absence of linguistic mediation the

addition of an Islamic perspective potentially “grafts an additional layer of significance”
to even the most sophisticated critical analysis of Milton.5 Stevie Davies surveys the
constellation of images and allusions in Paradise Lost that figure the Ottoman
Empire and the East more broadly as a space of tyrannous rule and military aggression
of great utility to the poetic illustration of Satan’s despotic politics and destructive
energies.6 Significant pressure is felt in Davies’ analysis, however, as she grapples
with the perplexing valence borne by the rod of Moses at this juncture in book 1:

As when the potent Rod

Of Amram’s Son in Egypt’s evil day

Wav’d round the Coast, up call’d a pitchy cloud

Of Locusts, warping on the Eastern Wind,

That o’er the Realm of impious Pharaoh hung

Like Night, and darken’d all the Land of Nile:

So numberless were those bad Angels seen

Hovering on wing under the Cope of Hell

’Twixt upper, nether, and surrounding Fires;

Till, as a signal giv’n, th’ uplifted Spear

Of thir great Sultan waving to direct

Thir course[.] (1.338–49)

The insects of a biblical plague and a mass of Ottoman soldiers: the badness of the
bad angels appears to parse easily. The passage also presents two archetypal “Eastern”
tyrants, Sultan and Pharaoh. The difficulty arises because Satan wielding the spear
corresponds to the roles of Sultan and Moses. Davies is compelled to call this

3In addition to the readings mentioned or advanced in Dahiyat, MacLean, and Issa, see Einboden and the other
contributions to this issue of English Studies.
4MacLean, 290.
5Einboden, 186.
6Davies, 51–88.
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surface alignment “apparent but unreal”: the reader must, as it were, reverse the
polarity of the metaphoric vehicle and realize that Satan is “impious Pharaoh”.7 One
facet of the continuity between the Qur’an̄ and prior Judaic and Christian scripture,
however, is that Moses (Mūsa)̄ remains in Islam a major prophet whose defeat of
Pharaoh (and subsequent deeds) is frequently adduced; for example:

We sent Moses, with Our revelations and with manifest proof, to Pharaoh and his
grandees, but they followed the command of Pharaoh, and Pharaoh’s command
was not guided aright. He shall be at the head of his people on the Day of Resurrec-
tion, for he has led them into the Fire—wretched the place he placed them in!8

The identification of Satan and Pharaoh, that is, gains strength from an Islamic con-
textualization. What loses coherence—despite being typically taken for granted—is the
metaphorical identification of (pagan/polytheistic) Pharaoh and (Islamic) Sultan. The
interpretive violence is indubitably inflicted by Milton’s poetics, but in Milton’s age
intellectual orientations capable of apprehending the complexity of these issues were
advancing.
Thanks to the initiative of a number of figures, especially in London and Oxford, and

pre-eminently Oxford’s inaugural Laudian Professor of Arabic, Edward Pococke (1604–
91), Arabic scholarship experienced its first flourishing in England during Milton’s life-
time. This advancement of learningwas crucially facilitated by the activities of the Levant
Company, in which Pococke himself served for a time as a chaplain. Support for such
scholarship derived from a great variety of motives, from the missionary to the mercan-
tile, but one consequence was a direct engagement with the holy book of Islam, recog-
nized as the sine qua non for the study of Arabic. Although in the English context the
Qur’an̄waswardedby a rhetoric of “knowing your enemy”—which governs the paratext
to Alexander Ross’s translation (fromDuRyer’s French), thatmade available an English
version, however bad, from 1649—there was always the potential that knowledge could
get the upper hand of enmity. At once increasing the fascination and raising the polem-
ical pitch surrounding Islam in England was the rise of two further significantly influen-
tial theological currents: an anti-Trinitarianism that demoted or denied the role of the
preincarnate Son of God; and a monotheistic discourse, forerunner of deism, that in its
more developed forms could not logically hierarchize Christian and Islamic revelation,
but rather subordinated both to natural principles. Of supreme importance to Protes-
tants feeling the pull of emergent comparative approaches to religion was the role of
the Son as humanity’s mediator with the divine.
Having explored these modes or facets of mediation, then, this essay concludes by

placing in juxtaposition the Jesus of Paradise Regained (1671) with the brief account
of the temptation in the wilderness that forms part of what Tarif Khalidi has termed
“The Muslim Jesus”: the 303 sayings and stories concerning Jesus in Arabic Islamic

7Ibid., 63.
8Khalidi, trans., Qur’an, 11:95–7. All Qur’an̄ic citations are from Khalidi’s English version.
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tradition which together form “the largest body of texts relating to Jesus in any non-
Christian literature.”9 In relying on but in a sense over-going critical endeavours that
have read Milton in light of various formulae of radical anti-Trinitarianism, this
method interrogates the text from a perspective in which Jesus assumes major prophet-
hood but not divine personhood. In labelling the fruits “meditations on mediation” I
hardly mean to evoke the “holy Meditations” of Milton’s Jesus on the nature of his
mediatorial mission, but nonetheless hope they may stimulate some re-evaluation
and re-perception of the stakes and contours of this generically and theologically chal-
lenging poem.10 The method might best be termed “speculative”: exploratory, but, in
addition, especially attuned to mirrorings and reflections. Such a study will hold in
view the Near Eastern geography that Adam is given to see in closest focus from the
“top / Of Speculation”,11 and which Jesus will behold again from the “specular
Mount”.12 Perhaps even more emblematic would be the words of Eve’s relation of
encountering her reflection in the speculum or mirror of the Edenic pool, capturing
the symmetry of real movement and imaged answer in the water’s surface by the
phrase “started back” mirrored across the line break.13 Reading Milton through
Islam one “starts back” (experiences unexpected recognition) and “starts back”
(returns to the source to begin anew).

1.

The Mediterranean Sea was the medium for the significant trade between England and
Ottoman domains under the auspices of the Levant Company, which Elizabeth I char-
tered in 1581. The function of the Company was more than simply commercial: its
overseas agents (the “factors” who constituted the various local “factories”, known col-
lectively as the “nations” of England in the Levant and North Africa) were headed by an
“ambassador” in Istanbul and “consuls” in Aleppo and Izmir (Smyrna), who, while
their mandate and allegiance pertained principally to English mercantile interests,
were also important diplomatic liaisons between Ottoman authorities and crown or
parliament.14 Traffic was not in goods alone: the movement of individuals between
England and the EasternMediterraneanmade for political, religious, cultural and intel-
lectual exchange as well. The Levant Company and its ships were the medium for
transmitting various knowledges between the two English “nations”: knowledge of
the fact itself of contact and traffic; ethnographic and travel narratives; and, of pre-
eminent importance in the present context, actual Arabic texts flowed into the

9Khalidi, ed. and trans., Muslim Jesus, 3.
10Paradise Regained 1.195. This poem is cited (as PR) from The 1671 Poems: Paradise Regain’d and Samson Ago-
nistes, edited by Laura Lunger Knoppers.
11PL, 12.588–9.
12PR, 4.236.
13PL, 4.462–3.
14On the milieu of the European trading companies in the Levant, see Goffman, Britons, and Goffman, Ottoman
Empire.
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British Isles, while the religious and political rifts roiling England were refracted, and at
times even triangulated, via the microcosms of the Turkish factories.
The major study of Milton in the context of the English merchant companies, Blair

Hoxby’sMammon’s Music, focuses on the Atlantic and the East Indies—the significant
contexts for incipient British imperialism—somewhat at the expense of the Levant.
The treatment of the following passage from Paradise Lost is representative:

Whatever Earth all-bearing Mother yields

In India East or West, or middle shore

In Pontus or the Punic Coast, or where

Alcinoüs reign’d, fruit of all kinds, in coat,

Rough, or smooth rin’d, or bearded husk, or shell

She gathers, Tribute large[.] (5.338–43)

Hoxby ventures that “Milton’s first readers would have been incapable of reading such
descriptions without noticing the incongruous indebtedness to the Restoration
language of trade empire, with its celebration of the tribute brought to London
from both the Indies, East and West.”15 Hoxby records Alistair Fowler’s learned cita-
tion of Plutarch on Carthaginian figs, but the overall form of attention, overlooking the
contemporary Mediterranean and Milton’s references to it, might be called “excluded
middle”. “Punic” is not so much a classical reference as an alliterative synonym evoking
contemporary North Africa, and even the allusion to the king of the Odyssey’s Phaia-
kians, while shifting to the register of fable, underscores the Mediterranean as source of
trade and tribute. Istanbul, Algiers and Morea matter as much here as “India East or
West”.
Did Milton have much traffic with “Pontus or the Punic Coast”? Among documents

ascribed to Milton are a number of diplomatic missives from Cromwell to Italian states
dealing with shipping and alliance in the context of shifting Ottoman policies, as well as
a number directly to the governor of Algiers on behalf of English mercantile interests.16

These are presumed to have come from Milton’s hand in his capacity as Secretary for
Foreign Tongues and are preserved in the Columbia MS of his state papers. Nabil
Matar detects a familiarity with the Qur’an̄ in one such letter of June 1656 from Crom-
well (but quite possibly from Milton’s hand) that characterizes Islam correctly on its
own terms as “a religion that advocates righteousness and repudiates wrongdoing”.17

The textual connection to the Qur’an̄ is gossamer-thin, but probably as strong a piece
of evidence as the state papers can yield.
Of additional interest among the state papers is one letter to Thomas Bendysh. It is

likely not Milton’s work; rather, as the Yale editor puts it, “The presence of this letter in
English in the Columbia MS indicates that Milton was somehow connected with it or

15Hoxby, 157.
16For letters to Algiers, see Milton, State Papers, 13:495, 500–1, 503.
17Matar, 82.
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made some use of it, possibly in connection with letters to Algiers.”18 It nevertheless
places within Milton’s orbit the leading figure negotiating the complex political
relations between England and the Ottoman Empire, and among various local and
distant English factions and interests throughout the interregnum. The letter, dated
19 April 1656, opens:

Petition hath bin made to his Highness by Captaine Joh. Casse commander of the
ship Stamboline for himselfe, the owners & Interested therein, shewing that he
the foresaid Captain being on his returne in the said ship from Smyrna to
England, was on the 8th of Aug:1653 near the Isles of Siphano and Serfo surprized
by the Captain Basha of the Grand Signiors fleet, & both himselfe, ship &
men brought back to Skio, there barbarously used & pillag’d, till by meanes of
the Consull & other merchants coming from Smyrna they were at length for a
summ of money released, notwithstanding that they had neither done any thing
irregular nor ommitted ought of respect or ceremony requir’d in these seas by
capitulation[.]19

Bendysh is directed in closing “by his Highnesse & the Councell” to insist on repara-
tions for Captain Casse from the sultan or a relevant minister. The Ottoman state
afforded non-Muslim communities (“millets”) religious autonomy and some
limited forms of independence from legal and administrative systems, while exacting
additional taxes and limiting some other rights.20 The factories and international
trade were additionally covered by the terms of “capitulations” (treaties) signed
with European trading partners, such as the one with England mentioned in the
quoted passage. For the entire period of Milton’s Commonwealth service, Bendysh
was ambassador. The implication of the Levant Company in English revolutionary
politics is well documented in Goffman’s account of how Bendysh came to assume
his post, bringing to an end a period during which conflict in the factories of Istanbul
and Izmir “hauntingly mirrored the English civil war.”21 He was a compromise can-
didate for the ambassadorship, able to attract the support of both king and parlia-
ment (but only at his second nomination) to replace a loyal royalist, Sackville
Crow, whose position became untenable after an ultimately thwarted scheme to
seize English merchandise and trade assets on behalf of the beleaguered Charles in
1646. Charles himself instigated this plot, recommending that his agent solicit
cover from the sultan with the argument that the English revolution was a threat
to monarchy everywhere. Crow’s successful suppression of the king’s personal entan-
glement and such overtures to the Ottoman monarch saved Charles from what would

18Milton, Miltonic State Papers, 5:876. Robert Thomas Fallon does not mark Columbia’s implicit attribution to
Milton as doubtful in his tabulation of the letters of state, but nor does he mention this letter in his text. See
Fallon, 258, 267.
19Milton, State Papers, 13:499.
20Guarding against the static character of abstract definitions, Goffman stresses that relations between millets and
the Ottoman state were perhaps marked more by fluidity and intersection than predictability and separation. See
Britons, 19–20.
21Ibid., 73.
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have surely been much damaging embarrassment.22 Crow’s drawn-out dismissal and
deportation left him impoverished but alive; less fortunate was his chief abettor,
Henry Hyde, executed for treason at Cornhill on 4 March 1651 after the Levant
Company and Council of State cooperated upon the prosecution. Might an incident
like this have augmented an association in Milton’s mind between the East and mon-
archist backsliding?
While hardly a Commonwealth man, Bendysh repaired relations with Company,

Council and factories alike. He arrived, moreover, with a mandate to encourage the
devoutness of his “nation” that fitted the religious temperature at home, implementing
a scheme of required church attendances and fines for transgressors. Goffman inter-
prets these measures as “hedges more against Islam than against Catholicism or sec-
taries,” suggesting that moral panic over “turning Turk” that had so exercised
previous generations remained uppermost in the Company’s mind.23 The spiritual
welfare of factors was in the hands of Company chaplains, and it was by employing
him as chaplain to the English factory in Aleppo from 1630 that the Levant
Company advanced the illustrious career of Edward Pococke. It thereby imported
(as it were), in its highest scholarly form, openness to a religiously diverse Eastern
Mediterranean via the very institution by which such diversity was presumed to be
policed.
The first English university to have a chair in Arabic was Cambridge, where

Abraham Wheelock became Adams Professor in 1632.24 Arabic scholarship had
earlier been pursued to an advanced degree by individuals—notably Londoner
William Bedwell, who translated a spurious “rebuttal” of Islam, Mohammedis Impos-
turae (1615, 1624), but also prepared Arabic editions of scriptural texts as well as
serious efforts towards a grammar and dictionary—but lagged behind Dutch Univer-
sities such as Leiden, where oriental language instruction and manuscript collection
were promoted. Archbishop William Laud, Chancellor of Oxford, was assiduous in
matching this activity and created Oxford’s professorship, recalling Pococke from
Aleppo to fill the position, which he assumed on 10 August 1636. Within a year of
his appointment, however, Pococke had a deputy fulfilling his lecturing obligations
and was in Istanbul pursuing more manuscripts, seen as a priority not only at
Oxford, but also at Cambridge, on whose ultimate behalf the Duke of Buckingham
had purchased the oriental manuscripts from the estate of a former professor at
Leiden in 1624 (they were bequeathed to the library by Buckingham’s widow in
1632 as Wheelock—also University Librarian and instrumental to the original

22Ibid., 68–87. See 98–120 for Goffman’s fascinating narrative of Bendysh’s arrival at Istanbul via Izmir and his
adept campaign actually to assume Crow’s authority among factors and Ottoman officials.
23Ibid., 109; Vitkus.
24Many details in the following account are from Toomer, Eastern Wisedome, a magisterial survey of the events,
personages and publications from the generation of Bedwell to the declining interest in Arabic studies around the
turn of the eighteenth century. That the field lends itself to a biographical approach does in turn indicate its com-
paratively narrow compass even during the heyday.
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buying scheme—was about to assume his position). Laud, Pococke and the Bodleian
were particularly astute and successful in this regard. Trade made manuscript acqui-
sition on a significant scale possible in general, and was directly mobilized by Laud
in specific initiatives, as when he “launched a scheme… to assess a sort of manuscript
toll on the ships of the Levant Company”.25 Every returning ship was to bring one
Arabic or Persian manuscript, which the Company Master would pass on directly to
Laud. The rationale of the advancement of learning was set out in a letter in the
king’s name to the Company, dated 15 February 1634:

There is a great deale of Learning and that very fitt and necessary to be knowne, that
is written in Arabicke, and there is a great defect in both our Vniversityes…Which
Wee impute not soe much to the fault of the Students there, as partly to the great
scarcity and want of Arabicke and Persian Bookes[.]26

Trade, scholarship and religious and political influence were mutually imbricated.
Milton was incorporated Master of Arts at Oxford in 1635. Gordon Campbell

and Thomas N. Corns suggest that, in the absence of an obvious reason to seek
this incorporation (Milton was awarded his Cambridge MA without difficulty
and had not been elected a fellow at Oxford), Milton may well have been motivated
by the desire to access Oxford’s library—a day’s journey from Horton, where he
had moved with his father at the end of the year.27 The minor ferment of activity
around Arabic there and at his alma mater may have registered in the years before
his European travels—or it may not. What does emerge powerfully from Toomer’s
history is the centrality of material culture, and especially the acquisition and cir-
culation of manuscripts facilitated by the European trading factories, to the possi-
bility of advanced Arabic studies in seventeenth-century England. Of concomitant
importance was Arabic type-founding: Bedwell bought in Holland a type later
bequeathed to Cambridge, where, though in practically unusable condition, it
may have spurred Laud’s initiative in acquiring type for Oxford, where it was put
to extensive use.28 The ships of the Levant Company; manuscript buyers such as
Bedwell, John Selden, Laud and their Dutch counterparts; and academic travellers
and researchers such as Jacobus Golius and Pococke effected a modern translatio
studii. This translatio reprised the direction of travel usually denoted by this
phrase, but rather than implying a longue durée march of classical scholarship west-
ward leaving an intellectual penumbra in its wake, this transfer of learning created
the conditions for the possibility of a Renaissance oriented towards the languages
and learning of the East.

25Ibid., 108.
26Ibid.
27Campbell and Corns, 86–8. See also Dahiyat’s discussion of Milton’s possible contacts and correspondences with
librarians known to have handled significant Arabic collections, 44–8.
28Toomer, 60–1, 92, 114–15.
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2.

There is yet behind of what I purposed to lay open, the incredible loss and detriment
that this plot of licensing puts us to. More than if some enemy at sea should stop up
all our havens and ports and creeks, it hinders and retards the importation of our
richest merchandize, truth. Nay, it was first established and put in practice by
Antichristian malice and mystery, on set purpose to extinguish, if it were possible,
the light of reformation, and to settle falshood; little differing from that policy
wherewith the Turk upholds his Alcoran, by the prohibition of printing.29

Milton’s brusque allusion to technologies of writing in the Ottoman context would
seem to deny the utility, perhaps even the possibility, of mediation with Islamic culture.
It is conceivable that from his position within the Commonwealth he continued to
view English traffic with the Mediterranean as essentially a series of problems of
piracy and apostasy, of ports illegitimately closed and minds illegitimately open. Yet
his mature works show occasional use of Arabic sources, or at least use of sources
themselves dependent upon Arabic material. An example is the Biblia Sacra Polyglotta
(six volumes, 1654–57), the work of several scholars including Wheelock (who com-
posed Latin translations of the scriptures in Arabic and other languages) and Pococke
(who wrote a preface to the notes for this section) overseen by Brian Walton (later
Bishop of Chester). This was one of the two principal editions of the Bible that
Milton relied upon in composing De Doctrina Christiana. In the monumental
chapter of De Doctrina Christiana, “On the Son of God” (De Filio Dei), Milton
rejects on textual critical grounds the authenticity of 1 John 5:7, the most apparently
unambiguous scriptural warrant for Trinitarianism, on the basis that:

et in Syro et duabus reliquis Orientalium versionibus, Arabica nimirum et Aethio-
pica, et in plerisque Graecis codicibus antiquis non reperiatur hic versus[.]

in the Syriac and the two remaining versions of the Orientals (the Arabic and Ethio-
pic of course), and in most ancient Greek codices, this verse is not to be found[.]30

The recondite and narrow application to securing the biblical text was one (and, by
the decades in question, an increasingly unfashionable) justification advanced by seven-
teenth-century advocates of the academic study of Arabic.31 Additionally, the growth in
scholarshipmultiplied opportunities for the recognition of diverse Arabic contributions
to mathematics, astronomy, history and literature. A missionary agenda was frequently
advanced as a rationale, at times complemented by the defensive converse: inoculation
against the baits of Islam through secure knowledge. There were in the seventeenth
century two principal discourses bringing a historically and doctrinally grounded

29Milton, Areopagitica, 741.
30De Doctrina Christiana, 148–9. This text is cited (hereafter asDDC) from the edition with facing-page translation
of John K. Hale and J. Donald Cullington.
31Toomer, 85.

52 D. Currell



engagement with Islam into English theological contexts: the discourse of monotheism
and the discourse of anti-Trinitarianism. One discourse is apparently ecumenical and
the other apparently sectarian, although the difference may at times be a matter of per-
spective, as both challenged the orthodox view of Jesus as the coequal and coeternal Son
of God whose mediation is essential to human salvation, and were therefore at the
centre of a polemical environment in which Milton was an important participant.
In the topic-title on the Son’s mediation in DDC, Milton admits the orthodox view

of the passion: “Ipsum opus mediatorium vel potius passionis” (His very work as
mediator, or rather that of his passion).32 The heading appears to take the role of
the passion for granted, although Milton’s immediate point is the non-identity of
the essence suffering on the cross and the Father whom the crucified Jesus implores.
A well-known ayah of the Qur’an̄, of course, appears to deny that Jesus (‘Is̄a)̄ even
died on the cross (4:157), and while Jesus is given many epithets in common with
Christian discourse (including “Christ”, “Messiah” and “Word”), “Son of God” is
strictly interdicted. Representative is the language of Sūrat al-Ikhlās:̣

Say: ‘He is God, Unique,

God, Lord Supreme!

Neither begetting nor begotten,

And none can be His peer.’ (112:1–4)

Christian exegetes such as Geoffrey Parrinder stress a primary reference here to
Meccan polytheism and a non-absolutist application to Christianity.33 As Reza Aslan
observes, “this verse, and the many others like it in the Quran, is in no way a condem-
nation of Christianity per se but of Imperial Byzantine (Trinitarian) Orthodoxy”, and
the acknowledgement of Peoples of the Book and the importance of Jesus as prophet
suffuses the text, but the verses against coequality as strongly rule out Miltonic formu-
lations of a created Son or theanthōpos.34 The validity of the appellation is the core issue
of Paradise Regained, where it may be tempting to identify Satan with the Islamic
stance, especially in the sceptical speech where repetition cooperates with argument
to demystify and deflate the term:

[I] by voice from Heav’n

Heard thee pronounc’d the Son of God belov’d.

Thenceforth I thought thee worth my nearer view

And narrower Scrutiny, that I might learn

In what degree or meaning thou art call’d

The Son of God, which bears no single sence;

32DDC, 212–13.
33Parrinder, 126–8.
34Aslan, 102–3. See Sūrat al-Baqara 2:115: “They say: ‘God hath fathered a child.’ Glory be to Him! To Him,
rather, belongs all that is in the heavens and on earth”; compare similar locutions accompanied by yet stronger
abjurations at e.g. 10:68, 19:35, 19:88–92.
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The Son of God I also am, or was,

And if I was, I am; relation stands;

All men are Sons of God[.] (4.512–19)

Islam rejects the term outright, however, whereas Satan (furnished with an amusing
incipient consciousness that he is part of a sequel) acknowledges God’s “first begot”
(1.89).35 As we shall see below, moreover, Islamic tradition rewrites the temptation
scene so that Jesus cooperates with the scepticism, and it is possible to read Milton’s
poetics as bleeding doubt and reticence from adversary alone to protagonist and poem.
Such doubts constitute a ubiquitous dynamic in monotheistic religion and in the

problematic around “monotheistic narrative” explored by Abraham Stoll. His study
establishes two key theoretical reference points: Sigmund Freud’s speculative postulate
that Mosaic religion emerged from the cultural competition between the abstract god
“Aton” and the personal volcano-god “Jahve”, and Jan Assmann’s concept of the
“Mosaic distinction”—the definitional internal opposition within monotheism
between monotheism itself and its other (paganism, polytheism, etc.). A poetics of
monotheism finds itself perpetually transgressing such a line: the commitment to
the principle of an absolute deity cannot find expression except through word and
image, both of which risk limiting or multiplying the perfect unity of the godhead.
The poet worships Aton but writes Jahve. The closer to the monotheistic ideal, there-
fore, the more “aniconic”—without image or narrative—the poetics, but at risk of
leaving the divinity inenarrable and therefore uncommunicated.
Protestantism and Islam alike evince the aniconic impulse. Nevertheless, Islam is

nearly invisible in Stoll’s treatment, largely for perspicuous reasons. When the Cam-
bridge Platonist Henry More in his An Explanation of the Grand Mystery of Godliness
(1660) coins the term “monotheism” in analogy with the already widely current
words “atheism” and “polytheism” it is to denote and demarcate a discourse firmly
embedded in mid-seventeenth-century Protestant theological and English ecclesiastical
debates. The term’s function was to draw the Mosaic distinction between Christian
revelation and the world of pagan polytheism newly approachable through John
Selden’s De diis Syris syntagmata (1617, 1629), and similar texts that relied significantly
on Arabic sources. The etymology highlights the genealogy Stoll pursues of the chal-
lenge posed to Christian revelation by theories of natural religion advanced by
authors such as Edward Herbert, Lord Cherbury.36 “Monotheistic narrative” is never-
theless a very enabling rubric through which to encounter a text such as Paradise
Regained in the light of Islam, which rules Jesus decisively to the far side of the
Mosaic distinction. This is not Milton’s object, but the degree to which his Jesus is

35On the phrase “Son of God” cf. Sūrah al-Anbiyā’ 21:26: “Yet they say that the All-Merciful has taken to Himself a
son! Exalted is He! Rather, they are honored servants.”
36
“More insists on mystery and the miraculous external economy in response to occult monotheism and the threat

of the totally abstract godhead. More’s monotheism can be characterized as both recognizing and attempting to
move back from the skeptical extreme of Cherbury’s monotheism” (Stoll, 93).
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cut off from both the Son of Paradise Lost and the divine scaffolding of Paradise
Regained—the heavenly and diabolic councils, but even the angelic cheerleaders—is
thrown thereby into high relief.
Stoll, too, stresses this aspect of the poem, and further connects his reading to the

narrower of the two principal theological challenges of the seventeenth century: “In
narrating a Son who is almost entirely human, Paradise Regained draws Milton even
closer to Socinian Christology.”37 Many critics have explored the influence of anti-Tri-
nitarianism’s “new theology of the Son of God” and “consequent denial of an atone-
ment occasioned by his Crucifixion” upon Milton’s “extravagant avoidance of the
subject of Crucifixion” as the indispensable satisfaction for sin required by God,
with particular reference to Socinianism.38 Both the challenge to the orthodox theology
of Sonship and the de-emphasis upon crucifixion and satisfaction in evaluating Jesus’
importance to humanity constitute homologies between Socinianism and Islam, and
some scholarship has pressed beyond homology to explore the historical influence
between the Qur’an̄, Islamic thought and the development of Socinianism. In particu-
lar, Martin Mulsow posits the geographical proximity of Poland and Hungary to the
Ottoman empire as a factor in the rise of anti-Trinitarianism there, albeit versions
of this heresy spanned Europe from side to side.
Although anti-Trinitarian heresies had been revived in Spain by Servetus, the specific

teachings associated with Fausto Sozzini (Socinus) followed a westward itinerary—
from the Turkish “side” of Europe. “In Transylvania”, where religious toleration,
public debate and even a Unitarian church were supported by John II Sigismund,
“Peter Melius already warned in 1568 that anti-Trinitarians preached a ‘Turkish
Christ’ ”, drawing a rebuttal of the charge and nomenclature the same year from
Giorgio Biandrata and Ferenc Dávid.39 Socinus himself came to Transylvania from
Basel at Biandrata’s initiative, in the hope (ultimately disappointed) that he might
repair a rift with his erstwhile collaborator. Socinus ultimately settled in Poland, and
the city of Rakow gives its name to the principal Socinian document, the Racovian
Catechism. More than the small number of brief allusions to the movement in his
prose writings, it is Milton’s licensing of the Latin publication of the Catechism as Sec-
retary for Foreign Tongues (it appeared in March 1651) that has aroused debate over
whether this could constitute evidence of doctrinal sympathy.40

Anti-Trinitarianism, then, was another vector along which Islam entered Protestant
discourse, and not always with a negative valence. Socinus himself shunned any com-
parison, but there were anti-Trinitarian writers who went as far as to underline, in this
sphere at least, a potential doctrinal alliance and interpreted Islam as “a corrective to,
not an aberration from, Christianity”.41 On the whole, however, the magnitude of

37Ibid., 233.
38Rogers, 190. This approach has been challenged at length by Hillier.
39Mulsow, 559.
40On the Racovian Catechism and Socinianism more generally as part of Milton’s milieu, see Lieb, 217–25.
41Matar, 108.
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polemical animus towards Islam (evident in the quotation from Areopagitica that
opened this section) militated against explicit overture or embrace. Lieb cites the Chris-
tus Deus (1692) of Bernard Skelton, which brands Socinus as “the founder of a new
religion” like “that grand Imposter Mahomet”.42 The unnamed author of Historical
and Critical Reflections upon Mahometanism and Socinianism (1712) argues the identity
between the two religions with the aim of scaring the latter group back into confor-
mity.43 Such texts tend to support the conclusion that “Islam provides the most devel-
oped illustration of the thesis that the treatment of other religions in the theological
works of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is orientated by internal apologetic
concerns.”44

In mounting his historical argument, Mulsow makes an attractive conceptual dis-
tinction between “necessity of the influence” and “contingency of the transmission”.45

That is to say, an intellectual confluence may exist of sufficient significance that its
impact is sure to be generative, while the character, and indeed the very possibility,
of the point of contact and subsequent development are (necessarily) dependent
upon historical factors. Michael Lieb’s genealogy of the critical association between
Milton and Socinianism may be viewed through a “contingency of the transmission”
paradigm, as the discovery and publication of DDC in 1825 resuscitated the consider-
ation of Milton’s anti-Trinitarianism that editors and commentators had registered in
the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.46 In the final section of this article I
propose to pursue, through a contingent textual juxtaposition, a final mediation from
the polemical bugbear of a “Turkish Christ” to the theological and narrative actuality of
a “Muslim Jesus”.

3.

In opening a chapter on Paradise Regained, Gordon Teskey points to how a Virgilian
echo beneath the Father’s phrase “the rudiments / Of his great warfare” (1.157–8) and
the likening of Satan’s fall to the defeated Sphinx (4.572–5) make Jesus—with maximal
incongruity—“briefly a Roman general and a polluted Greek tyrant.” “Moments such
as these”, Teskey continues, “in their very discordancy, suggest a completeness that the
work has not yet achieved”, while in turn the later work lends to the pagan mythogra-
phy its own uncanny completion across cultural, religious and temporal gulfs.47 From
the Christian perspective, the Greek New Testament “completes” the Hebrew scrip-
tures, but the felt need further to “complete” scriptural narratives of Jesus has been,
and remains, enormously generative in religion, literature and scholarship. Both

42Lieb, 224.
43See Pailin, 269–73.
44Ibid., 104.
45Mulsow, 577.
46Lieb, 248–60.
47Teskey, 148.
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Islamic theology and Milton’s poetry can be seen to participate in this movement, their
very discordancy suggesting not a potential completeness so much as a method of
probing the tension established by the very structure of monotheistic narrative.
Productive conjunctions betweenMilton and theQur’an̄ are possible even at a textual

level. The episodes of Satan’s rebellion and the war in Heaven and their causal associ-
ation with the begetting of the Son are largely untethered to scriptural authority, and
Milton’s licence here takes him very close to the motifs, if not the precise narrative, of
the fall of Iblis in the Qur’an̄.48 When God publicizes the begetting of the Son and the
appointing of him as the angels’ “Head”, he specifies further: “And by my Self have
sworn to him shall bow / All knees inHeav’n” (PL 5.607–8). Interpreting a required gen-
uflection as servility, Satan deplores “Knee-tribute… prostration vile” to his followers
and assimilates the action of those who would “bend / The supple knee” to placing
one’s neck under a yoke (5.782, 787–8). Knee-tribute is, of course, explicitly defended
at 5.813–8 by a true “servant of God”, Abdiel, whose name etymologically means just
that (cf. Arabic ‘Abdallah̄), as the text registers at 6.29. Moreover, it is Abdiel who is per-
mitted to reduce Satan to the posture of “bended knee” during their preliminary con-
frontation before the mass war breaks out (6.194).
Iblıs̄’s refusal to obey God’s command to bow is frequently alluded to in the

Qur’an̄.49 It is not (of course) the Son of God whom Iblıs̄ refuses to honour, but
the other major object of Satanic envy, the human being, Adam. Yet in the sūrahs con-
taining the more expansive accounts of Iblis’s career (e.g. Sūrat Ṭā Hā), the narrative
elements (and their sequencing) correspond closely to Paradise Lost: God introduces
the new being among the angels with an instruction to bow (“Remember when We
said to the angels: ‘Bow down to Adam,’ and they bowed down”, 20:116); Iblıs̄
refuses and is banished from Heaven; Adam is warned of his adversary (“We said:
‘O Adam, this person is an enemy to you and your wife’ ”, 20.117); nevertheless the
adversary (now referred to as Shaytạn̄/Satan) does induce Adam and Eve to eat of
the forbidden tree and be punished.50

A demand to bow recurs in Paradise Regained, when, as a bathetic codicil to the
temptation of empire, Satan insists “On this condition, if thou wilt fall down, / And
worship me as thy superior Lord” (4.166–7). This play for the “knee-tribute” withheld
by Iblıs̄ in the Qur’an̄ and Satan in Paradise Lost elicits from Jesus a restatement of the
fundamental tenet of monotheism and a citation of its fundamental text (Ex. 20:3;
Deut. 6:13):

It is written

The first of all Commandments, Thou shalt worship

48MacLean, 293–8.
49See 2:34, 7:11, 15:31, 17:61, 18:50, 20:116, 38:74; there are only two occurrences of the name “Iblıs̄” where it is
not directly associated with the refusal of prostration.
50The change of name may add another analogy to the Miltonic Satan’s loss of his original heavenly appellation,
noted by Raphael (5.658–9). See Rippin, “Devil.”
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The Lord thy God, and only him shall serve;

And dar’st thou to the Son of God propound

To worship thee accurst, now more accurst

For this attempt bolder than that on Eve,

And more blasphemous? (4.175–81)

Jesus’s “citational” speech (a common element in all three temptations), with its refer-
ence to the written Book, its displacement and deferral of authority from speaker both
to Book and to God, mediates between the finite human speaker and divine absolutes,
but also sustains their distinction. This tension holds throughout the poem, including
the ending where others speak to and for Jesus, as at the beginning.51

It is fascinating at this point to compare one of the few early accounts of the tempta-
tion in Islamic literature. Immediately striking is the omission of this monotheistic
citation:

Satan said to Jesus when he placed him in Jerusalem, “You claim to raise the dead. If
you can truly do so, ask God to turn this mountain to bread.” Jesus said, “Do all
people live from bread?” Satan said, “If you are what you claim to be, jump from
this place, for the angels will receive you.” Jesus said, “God ordered me not to put
myself to the test, for I do not know whether he will save me or not.”52

This story appears in this form in the Kitāb al-Zuhd [Book of Renunciation] of
Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal (164–241 AH/780–855 CE), founder of the eponymous Hanbali
school of Islamic jurisprudence and responsible for a compendious oeuvre including
a major collection of hạdıt̄h (traditions concerning Muḥammad). Kitāb al-Zuhd
collects biographical anecdotes surrounding ancient exemplars of renunciation and
abstention, a list largely coinciding with significant Biblical and pre-Islamic leaders
and prophets adduced singly or in lists throughout the Qur’an̄ and including
Muḥammad, Adam, Noah, Abraham, Joseph, Job, Jonah, David, Solomon,
Luqman̄ and Jesus. As Khalidi notes, the story extracted above is in its original
context ascribed to “ ‘a monk,’ conceivably to lend it authenticity”; Khalidi charac-
terizes it overall as

yet another instance of a story with a Gospel core—the tale of the temptation in the
desert—but with an Islamic ‘twist’ thanks to the final phrase, “for I do not know
whether he will save me or not.” This appears to be the work of the Muslim
editor, who once again intervenes to underline the human helplessness of Jesus.53

51Stoll compares this “frame” structure to the Book of Job, suggesting that Milton may even have been inviting an
analogy with the textual critical suspicion that the frame is grafted around an original kernel that lacked the
redemptive resolution: “In imitating the Book of Job, Paradise Regained reproduces the sense of a disjunction
between the human and the divine. And, what is even more interesting, it reproduces the textual sense that the
disjunction has been forcibly bridged” (233).
52Khalidi, ed., Muslim Jesus, 72.
53Ibid.
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That core is, of course, the temptation in the wilderness, mentioned in Mark 1:12–13,
and narrated more expansively, and with slight variations, in Matthew 4:1–11 and Luke
4:1–13. For Paradise Regained, Milton selects among the gospel sources (the sequen-
cing is Luke’s, the angels Matthew’s); the Kitāb al-Zuhd turns three temptations into
two, collapsing the political dimensions (the kingly and priestly aspects of the Messia-
nic mission) to focus on miracle and pride. Is this because in the Islamic context Jesus’
identity is simply not a threat to monotheism? The term “Son of God” itself is sup-
pressed—Satan tactfully, perhaps programmatically, goads Jesus with “If you are
what you claim to be”.54 In Khalidi’s composite account, the Muslim Jesus is at
times a miracle-worker, scourge of Satan or the subject of fabulous biography. Most
often, however, he appears as a moralist and exemplary speaker, as here in his defer-
ence and refusal of presumption towards God in all matters. These are qualities shared
with the Jesus of Paradise Regained beyond this specific anecdote, yet it must be con-
ceded that for all the supple and simultaneous handling of mythological, biblical, nar-
rative-bound and contemporary geographies in Milton’s three late poems, Milton
subjects actually existing Muslims living in the Near East to a persistent erasure. Para-
dise Regained constitutes at best a partial exception.
The temptation to empire includes one of the very few references in Paradise

Regained to geography and literature more recent than the time period of the
poem’s action. The vision of the Parthian power that Satan grants Jesus features a
display of military resources so spectacular that the poem slips back into a rhetorical
figure familiar from several Satan-focalized passages of Paradise Lost:

Such forces met not, nor so wide a camp

When Agrican with all his Northern powers

Besieg’d Albracca, as Romances tell;

The City of Gallaphrone, from thence to win

The fairest of her Sex Angelica

His daughter, sought by many Prowest Knights,

Both Paynim, and the Peers of Charlemane. (PR 3.337–43)

The allusion is to Boiardo’s Orlando Inamorata 1.10.64, and recalls citations of chivalric
romance in Paradise Lost (e.g. 1.582–7, 1.763–6, 9.33–38), echoing the earlier epic
further in the rhetorical tic of denying of the comparison (“Such forces met not, nor so
wide a camp”) and rejection of crusade. Benedict S. Robinson detects beneath these
lines’ forceful disavowal of “the promise of crusade romance” the possible persistence
of a hope for interfaith union (or assimilation), “a return to the fold, a realignment of
God’s armies and God’s enemies”.55 The construction of the preceding section of the
poem lends some credence to this suggestion, or at least to the idea thatMilton deliberately

54As Khalidi notes, Jesus is “the only prophet in the Qur’an who is deliberately made to distance himself from the
doctrines that his community is said to hold of him” (12).
55B. S. Robinson, 161.
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figures the Parthian empire as proleptically Islamic. The “half moons” (PR 3.309) of the
Parthian muster suggest the “Turkish crescent” formation in the briefer snapshot of
Easternmilitary prowess in Paradise Lost (10.434).More significantly, the long geographi-
cal survey of the ancient Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian, Emathian and Parthian empires,
from “Indus East, EuphratesWest… to South the Persian Bay” and a host of major cities
tracks closely the extent of contemporary Islamic empires, Ottoman, Persian andMughal
(3.269–93). One might note especially the recap of a part of this geography among the
nations making embassies to Rome when Jesus takes in the view to the West:

some from farthest South,

Syene, and where the shadow both way falls,

Meroe Nilotic Isle, and more to West,

The Realm of Bocchus to the Black-Moor Sea;

From the Asian Kings and Parthian among these,

From India and the golden Chersoness,

And utmost Indian Isle Taprobane,

Dusk faces with white silken Turbants wreath’d[.] (4.69–76)

Perhaps union under one head is, at least at this moment, less germane than the image,
familiar from contemporary polemic but here rather more geographically precise, of
trueProtestantantismcaught as in a vice betweenprolepticallyCatholic and Islamic powers.
Parsing such geopolitics is now comparatively familiar in early modern studies. A

different moment and another Qur’an̄ic citation may help blur the easy contours.
As the temptation to terrestrial power is doubled across books 3 and 4, so the tempta-
tion of food is doubled across books 1 and 2. The version of Matthew, Luke and
Aḥmad b. Ḥanbal—the temptation to “Command” stones into bread—is dealt with
at 1.342–56, but Satan soon returns, along with some props from the Ludlow masque:

A Table richly spred, in regal mode,

With dishes pil’d, and meats of noblest sort

And savour, Beasts of chase, or Fowl of game,

In pastry built, or from the spit, or boyl’d,

Gris-amber-steam’d; all Fish from Sea or Shore,

Freshet, or purling Brook, of shell or fin,

And exquisitest name, for which was drain’d

Pontus and Lucrine Bay, and Afric Coast. (PR 2.340–7)

Classically beautiful serving boys and girls and “Arabian odors” complement this
Mediterranean feast (2.364). Commentators note the antecedents for such a scene
in classical and Christian literature.56 Unnoted, and of special interest here, is Sūrat

56Laura Lunger Knoppers adduces Cleopatra’s feast in Lucan’s Bellum Civile 10.107–68; William Kerrigan, John
Rumrich and Stephen M. Fallon mention Lucan along with Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 884–94 and Tasso,
Gerusalemme Liberata 10.64 in Complete Poetry and Essential Prose of John Milton, 659.
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al-Mā’ida “The Table”. While ranging across several matters, the sūrah contains a con-
centration of statements rejecting the Trinity and the locution “Son of God”. It also
records some of Jesus’ miracles, including the eponymous episode of the “table”:

When the disciples said: “O Jesus son of Mary, can your God

Send down upon us a table from heaven?”

He said: “Fear God if you are true believers.”

They said: “We wish to eat from it so that our hearts are at peace, and we know
that you have spoken the truth to us, and we be witnesses thereof”; said Jesus son of
Mary: “O God our Lord, send down upon us a table from heaven, and it shall be a
feast-day for first and last among us, and a miracle from You, and grant us Your
bounty—You are the best of providers.” (Qur’an̄, 5:112–4)

The episode in Paradise Regained appears closer to this than to any gospel material,
although commentators note the proximity of these ayat to biblical passages treating the
Last Supper or Jesus’ miracle of the loaves and fishes.57 Milton’s Jesus asserts that he
could duplicate the Qur’an̄ic scene: “I can at will, doubt not, as soon as thou, /
Command a Table in this Wilderness” (PR 2.383–4), although given Milton’s stripping
of emphasis from the miraculous in Jesus’ conduct his Messiah is perhaps relieved there
is no Hotspur to interject “But will they come when you do call for them?”58

The quip is somewhat moot: in the poetics of Paradise Regained speech is action, just as
“sayings” (Greek ker̄ygmata or logia) feature in the gospel accounts of Jesus’ life and dom-
inate the corpus of the Muslim Jesus. That this last circumstance should obtain is unsur-
prising: “Say” (Qul) is one of themost characteristic locutions of the Qur’an̄. In the case of
Paradise Regained it may be conditioned in part by a genericmetamorphosis: Annabel Pat-
terson has recently revived the hypothesis of a dramatic structure as the basis of Milton’s
first conception and composition of the work.59 If Patterson is right, andmany of the see-
mingly perfunctory lines introducing speeches are edits, they nevertheless at times intro-
duce an interesting interplay between a sceptical or provocative Satanic use of “SonofGod”
and the impression of an impersonal correction (e.g. 1.329–30 and 335; 1.342 and 346).
“Son of God”, the interdicted concept and phrase in Islam, is of course at the heart of
the poem’s identity plot, and it is introduced by speech. With reference to Mark 1:11,
Milton begins his plot with the words spoken over Jesus at his baptism:

nor was long

His witness unconfirm’d: on him baptiz’d

Heav’n open’d, and in likeness of a Dove

The Spirit descended, while the Fathers voice

From Heav’n pronounc’d him his beloved Son.
(PR 1.28–32)

57N. Robinson, 189.
58Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part 1, 3.1.55.
59Patterson, 140–5.
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This initial declaration is recalled atmanymoments in the poem, throughmany characters
and focalizations.60 That Milton shows this voice as initiating rather than resolving the
drama chimes with his irony in the preface to the chapter De filio dei in DDC:

Quod si cum iis controversia haec esset, qui voce ipsa divina explicatam sibi coelitus
quam tuentur doctrinam praestare nobis possent, impius plane sit, qui contra vel
mutire nedum obstrepere ausit[.]

If indeed I were conducting this controversy with people who could show forth that
the doctrine which they uphold was directly unfolded from heaven by a veritable
voice divine, he would manifestly be impious who dared to murmur against
them, let alone protest.61

That this is not to be expected is a sentiment consonant with the Qur’an̄, wherein
people’s insatiable demand for miracle and direct divine manifestation is frequently
deplored; nightly visitations unimplored to prophets are never enough. More radical
still was to take this condition and represent Jesus’ character in its light, his laconic
and citational speech patterns potentially readable as cautious reticence or even perfor-
mative overconfidence symptomatic of a lack of confidence. A far cry from the Son of
Paradise Lost, although perhaps even there lies a hint anticipating this human Jesus:

Though now to Death I yield, and am his due

All that of me can die, yet that debt paid,

Thou wilt not leave me in the loathsome grave

His prey, nor suffer my unspotted Soul

For ever with corruption there to dwell[.]

(PL 3.245–9)

As David Quint comments: “Milton invites the reader of book 3 to hear a quiet question
and appeal lurking beneath the Son’s confidence: surely God will not leave him in the
loathsome grave, will he?… The confident Son shares his faith directly with the Father,
but it is still the same act of faith in which every Christian partakes against doubt before
the physical fact of death.”62 It is that question, amplified and focused thanks to Jesus’
humanity, that lends Paradise Regained its poignancy and drama. For many readers, the
narrative frame or a personal or projected orthodoxy militate against these qualities, but
reading through Islam it is plausible to hear Milton’s Jesus echoing his Muslim counter-
part: “I do not know whether he will save me or not.” The disconnect between the
fanfare of the angelic chorus and Jesus’ modest subjectivity sharply sets off the poem’s
famously muted conclusion: “hee unobserv’d / Home to his Mothers house private
return’d” (4.638–9). As the angels laud Jesus as victor and exhort him to “begin to save
mankind” (4.635), he has already started back.

60Including the narrator, Father, Satan, Mary and Jesus himself. See 1.32, 85, 173, 176, 285, 385; 2.4, 85; 4.513.
61DDC, 126–7.
62Quint, 104–5.

62 D. Currell



References

Aslan, Reza. No god but God: The Origins, Evolution, and Future of Islam. Rev. ed. London: Arrow,
2011.

Campbell, Gordon, and Thomas N. Corns. John Milton: Life, Work, and Thought. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2008.

Dahiyat, Eid Abdallah. Once upon the Orient Wave: Milton and the Arab Muslim World. London:
Hesperus, 2012.

Davies, Stevie. Images of Kingship in Paradise Lost: Milton’s Politics and Christian Liberty. Columbia:
University of Missouri Press, 1983.

Einboden, Jeffrey. “A Qur’an̄ic Milton: From Paradise to al-Firdaws." Milton Quarterly 43, no. 3
(2009): 183–94.

Fallon, Robert Thomas. Milton in Government. University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press,
1993.

Goffman, Daniel. Britons in the Ottoman Empire 1642–1660. Seattle: University of Washington Press,
1998.

———. The Ottoman Empire and Early Modern Europe. New York: Cambridge University Press,
2002.

Hillier, Russell M. Milton’s Messiah: The Son of God in the Works of John Milton. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011.

Hoxby, Blair. Mammon’s Music: Literature and Economics in the Age of Milton. New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 2002.

Issa, Islam. “Fragmentation, Censorship and an Islamic Journal: A History of the Translations of
Milton into Arabic." Milton Quarterly 46, no. 4 (2012): 219–32.

Khalidi, Tarif, ed. and trans. The Muslim Jesus: Sayings and Stories in Islamic Literature. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2001.

Khalidi, Tarif, trans. The Qur’an. London: Penguin, 2008.
Lieb, Michael. Theological Milton: Deity, Discourse and Heresy in the Miltonic Canon. Pittsburgh:

Duquesne University Press, 2006.
MacLean, Gerald. “Milton, Islam and the Ottomans.” In Milton and Toleration, edited by Sharon

Achinstein and Elizabeth Sauer. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007.
Matar, Nabil. Islam in Britain 1558–1685. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998.
Milton, John. The 1671 Poems: Paradise Regain’d and Samson Agonistes. Edited by Laura Lunger

Knoppers. Vol. 2 of The Complete Works of John Milton, edited by Thomas N. Corns and
Gordon Campbell. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008.

———. Complete Poems and Major Prose. Edited by Merritt Y. Hughes. 1957. Reprint, Indianapolis:
Hackett, 2003.

———. Complete Poetry and Essential Prose of John Milton. Edited by William Kerrigan, John
Rumrich, and Stephen M. Fallon. New York: Modern Library, 2007.

———. De Doctrina Christiana. Edited by John K. Hale and J. Donald Cullington. Vol. 8 of The
Complete Works of John Milton, edited by Thomas N. Corns and Gordon Campbell.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012.

———. The Miltonic State Papers. Edited by J. Max Patrick. Vol. 5, part 2 of Complete Prose Works of
John Milton, edited by Don M. Wolfe et al. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1971.

———. The State Papers of John Milton. Edited by Thomas Ollive Mabbott and J. Milton French. Vol.
13 of The Works of John Milton, edited by Frank Allen Patterson. New York: Columbia
University Press, 1937.

Mulsow, Martin. “Socinianism, Islam and the Radical Uses of Arabic Scholarship.” Al-Qantạra 31,
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