JOAD RAYMOND

MILTON'S ANGELS

The Early-Modern Imagination




MILTON’S ANGELS



This page intentionally left blank



MILTON’S
ANGELS

The Early Modern

Imagination

JOAD RAYMOND

OXTFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS



OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS
Great Clarendon Street, Oxford ox2 6pP
Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.
It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship,
and education by publishing worldwide in
Oxford New York
Auckland Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi
Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Nairobi
New Delhi Shanghai Taipei Toronto
With offices in
Argentina Austria Brazil Chile Czech Republic France Greece
Guatemala Hungary Italy Japan Poland Portugal Singapore
South Korea Switzerland Thailand Turkey Ukraine Vietnam

Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University Press
in the UK and in certain other countries

Published in the United States
by Oxford University Press Inc., New York

© Joad Raymond 2010

The moral rights of the author have been asserted
Database right Oxford University Press (maker)

First published 2010

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press,
or as expressly permitted by law, or under terms agreed with the appropriate
reprographics rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction
outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department,
Oxford University Press, at the address above

You must not circulate this book in any other binding or cover
and you must impose the same condition on any acquirer

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

Data available

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Library of Congress Control Number: 2009939951

Typeset by SPI Publisher Services, Pondicherry, India
Printed in Great Britain by
the MPG Books Group, Bodmin and King’s Lynn
ISBN 978-0-19-956050-9

13579108642



For Nicola, Marchamont,
and Elias



This page intentionally left blank



Tell her that sheds

Such treasure in the air,

Recking naught else but that her graces give
Life to the moment,

I would bid them live

As roses might, in magic amber laid,

Red overwrought with orange and all made
One substance and one color

Braving time.
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I

Introduction

Protestant Angels, Poets, the Imagination

Actions with Angels

On 10 September 1672 Thomas Wale brought his wife to see the
antiquary Elias Ashmole, and she told him the following story:

That her former Husband was one M:" Jones a Confectioner, who formerly
dwelt at the Plow in Lombardstreet London, & who, shortly after they were
married, tooke her with him into Alde Streete among the Joyners, to buy
some Houshold stuff, where (at the Corner house) they saw a Chest of Cedar
wood, about a yard & halfe long, whose Lock & Hinges, being of extraor
dinary neate worke, invited them to buy it. The Master of the shop told
them it had ben parcel of the Goods of M:" John Woodall Chirurgeon (father
to M:" Tho: Woodall late Sergant Chirurgeon to his now Ma:" King Charles
the 2% ... My intimate friend) and ts very probable he bought it after D:"
Dee’s death, when his goods were exposed to Sale.

Twenty yeares after this (& about 4 yeares before the fatall Fire of London)
she & her s husband occasionally removing this Chest out of its usuall place,
thought they heard some loose thing ratle in it, toward the right hand end,
under the Box or Till thereof, & by shaking it, were fully satisfied it was so:
Hereupon her Husband thrust a piece of Iron into a small Crevice at the
bottome of the Chest, & thereupon appeared a private drawer, w™ being
drawne out, therein were found divers Bookes in Manuscript, & Papers,
together with a litle Box, & therein a Chaplet of Olive Beades, & a Cross of
the same wood, hanging at the end of them.

They made no great matter of these Bookes &c: because they understood them
not; w occasioned their Servant Maide to wast about one halfe of them under
Pyes & other like uses, w when they discovered, they kept the rest more safe.

About two yeares after these discovery of these Bookes, M:" Jones died, &
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carried with the rest of M:" Jones her goods into Moorefields, & being safely
back, she tooke care to preserve them; and after marrying with the fores® M:"
Wale, he came to the knowledge of them, & thereupon, with her consent,
sent them to me. ..

The remainder of the story was Ashmole’s. His servant brought him
the books, and he identified them as having belonged to John Dee, the
celebrated magician and astrologer of Elizabethan England and
Europe. They included Dee’s manuscript of his ‘Conference with
Angells’, which took place in 1581—3, together with

the 48 Claves Angelice, also Liber Scientia Terrestris—Auxilyj & Victoria
(These two being those very individuall Bookes, w™ the Angells commanded
to be Burnt, and af were after restored by them as appears by the printed
Relation of D:" Dee’s Actions with Spirits pag: 418. & 419.) The Booke
intituled De Heptarchia Mystica Collectaneorum Lib: primus, and a Booke
of Invocations or Calls.

These four works of occult philosophy and ritual magic were used in
the summoning of angels. The string of beads and cross were for the
same purpose. Mr Wale, to Ashmole’s glee, agreed to exchange these
books for a book about the Order of the Garter. Ashmole later sent
him an additional gift for his kindness."

There are two stories in Mrs Wale’s narrative. The first is a literal
minded story of marriage and trade. She and her first husband buy a chest
because they admire the workmanship. They discover the manuscripts
through detective work. The maid economically reuses irreplaceable
manuscripts as pie wrapping (though ‘like uses’ may also suggest the
privy). Mrs Wale rescues the movables from fire. Her husband dies, she
remarries, her goods become her second husband’s. He sees their value
and trades them for a coffee table book. Ashmole puts them in his library.

The second story inhabits the first, and it is a tale of magic and
providence. The newly married couple buy a chest and it sits in the
corner. It makes a mysterious noise when moved. On investigating, they
discover a secret compartment with magical books and objects, but do
not understand them. They are preserved from fire several times: from
the oven, two are resurrected from conflagration after angels demand
their burning, and they survive the Great Fire of London, though there
seems little reason to save them. Then the widow marries a warder in the
Tower of London, educated enough to recognize something in these
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books—magical symbols, pictures of angels—that causes him to bring
them into the hands of the man uniquely qualified to appreciate and
preserve them. The books seem to be alive, speak to humans, and cause
them to follow their own purposes. The books are enchanted, and
survive by their wits. This spiritual story is not only compatible with
the mundane story, it is the same story seen in a different way.

Other stories can be told around these books. This first volume
recording a ‘Conference with Angells’ is separated from a manuscript of
later conversations, which finds its way to the library of Robert Cotton,
where it is consulted by scholars, and from which a dark reputation
irradiates. In the late 1650s this manuscript is edited by Meric Casaubon,
son of the great Huguenot scholar Isaac. Meric wants to challenge
scepticism concerning the existence of the spirit world, which he fears
has spread in Cromwellian England, by publishing an edition; but he is
convinced that the angels that spoke with Dee were fallen, and that Dee
had unwittingly but credulously practised necromancy in summoning
demons (many Protestants contended that the age of angels appearing to
humans was over). Archbishop William Ussher encouraged Casaubon,
because he wished to discourage the worship of angels, an idolatrous
Roman Catholic practice. This is a story of scholarly gullibility and the
pervasiveness of angels of darkness disguised as angels of light.?

The Council of State sought to suppress Casaubon’s edition in the
summer of 1658, but was thrown into disarray by the death of Oliver
Cromwell, and it was published in 1659. It seemed at this stage to be an
implicit attack on religious enthusiasm; so thought a clergyman, who
remembered the attempted suppression and who annotated the vol
ume in 1683. William Shippen was sympathetic to Casaubon’s reli
gious outlook, but he deplored the scholarly inaccuracies in the
edition. Religious affiliation, politics, and scholarly principles con
verged on the same object. None of the players here expressed doubts
about the credibility of the reported conversations, though they sought
to do different things with them. And finally, Robert Hooke, curator
of experiments at the Royal Society, doubted the interpretation of
these manuscripts. In a lecture to the Royal Society in 1690 he argued
that a learned man like Dee could not have believed in such manifest
nonsense, and that the texts must in fact be a mode of secret writing.
Yet Hooke numbered among his friends and colleagues natural philo
sophers who were interested in alchemy and angel magic, and firmly
believed that the supernatural world was intervolved in the natural
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world even if it could not be experimented on. Growing knowledge of
the natural world and promotion of this knowledge was not incom
patible with the study of angels. Here a story might be told about
different ways of giving order to nature (though there are no grounds,
it must be emphasized, for a story of secularization).?

These are just a few aspects of the movement of books of angelic
conversations and magic, and their interpretation within a nexus of
knowledge or beliefs about religion, natural philosophy, politics. There
is an imposing validity and flexibility of beliefs in angels. While Dee’s
conversations with angels have become, to modern scholars, the most
notorious example of committed beliefin the immediate reality of angels,
they were in early modern Britain meaningful as only one of a range of
encounters with angels. The ways of describing angelic—human relations,
the place of knowledge of angels in broader intellectual concerns, and the
stories that can be told about them, are manifold, develop, and multiply.
Angels were very much alive and nearby in Protestant Britain.

The Reformation, Continuity, and Change

Around 1500 most beliefs about angels, most representations of them,
most of the ways in which angels figured in culture, broadly under

stood, were not founded on Scripture. Angel imagery and doctrine
were absorbed from pre Judaic as well as pre Christian culture, from
patristic sources, from the fifth or sixth century writings attributed to
Dionysius, from scholastic writings that strayed far from Scripture and,
probably, from popular culture. Reformers confronted a corpus of
writing and belief that was diverse and lively, but had little authority
as they saw it. The Protestant injunction that true faith lay in the
authority of Scripture alone, and that the rest was at best adiaphora (or
things indifferent), or, at worst, popish and idolatrous invention, might
have removed almost all knowledge of or interactions with angels.
Given the prevailing understanding of Protestant theology, and judg

ing by the near or total silence on angels in substantial studies of the
Reformation, one would be forgiven for assuming that this happened,
that angels were swept away with the tide of anti Catholicism. The
Reformation, however, did not do that. As I show in Part I of this
book, Protestants were very interested in angels, despite the reserva

tions expressed by Calvin, Luther, and others. This book, for reasons
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that will become apparent, focuses on Britain, though it has cause
thoroughly to examine the exchange between Britain and the rest of
Europe, where doctrine was formed and reformed. In Britain angels
did disappear from the stage, and their place in the fine arts was very
marginal. Much medieval architecture that represented angels was
destroyed in acts of iconoclasm, initially in the 1530s, and subsequently
in the 1640s.* In 1643, prompted by a parliamentary order, William
Dowsing entered Peterhouse, Cambridge, where, according to his
diary, “We pulled down two mighty great angels, with wings, and
divers other angels . . . and about a hundred chirubims and angels, and
divers superstitious letters in gold.”® British Protestants did little to
create and circulate an alternative visual iconography of angels. They
did, however, write about angels. Angels appear in systematic the
ology, practical divinity, sermons, scriptural annotations, devotional
writings, catechisms, prayers, and a small number of expository works
dedicated to elaborating the theology of angels; but also in secular
genres, including commonplace books, political treatises, newsbooks,
political pamphlets, and poetry. The language of angels and spirits, as
metaphors or rhetorical devices, spreads into all modes of writings.
Angels are ubiquitous in early modern texts.

The Roman Catholic and Protestant theology concerning angels is less
polarized than might at first appear in the polemics of early modern
British divines (and in modern scholarship). As I demonstrate in Part I,
many Protestants allowed of angelic hierarchies, and some even accepted
the schematizations of Pseudo Dionysius or Gregory. Most Protestants
accepted the idea of guardian angels assigned to a particular place or
community, and some the notion of individual guardian angels (espe
cially for the elect). Prayer to, and worship of, angels was universally
rejected, though angels persist in Protestant liturgy, and the Feast of
St Michael was sometimes observed. And angels survived in churches:
many fifteenth century church roofs, especially in East Anglia but also in
Yorkshire and the North, are still decorated with ornate flocks of angels,
with feathered wings, carrying scrolls and musical instruments. The most
common is St Michael, pictured trampling a Satanic dragon or weighing
human souls, and he frequently occupied a symbolic place in church
architecture, ornamenting the doorways between nave and sanctuary,
the boundary between the profane world and the sacred.® While
Protestant divines certainly insisted that angel devotion and credulity
concerning doctrine distinguished the Roman Catholic from the true
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Church, in practice the distinction was less clear. Within Protestantism
there was a diversity of beliefs, and clear boundaries cannot always be
drawn on doctrinal issues.

Angels were increasingly removed from immediate experience, in
worship and of the everyday world, and there was a weakening of
specific ideological associations and of specific theological engage
ments with angels. There was also, however, much work undertaken
renewing and redrawing beliefs in and knowledge about angels. Angels
were reworked in the context of natural philosophy, and this power
fully shaped their place in British culture. Epistemological and pro
cedural differences between natural philosophy in Britain and many
places in Roman Catholic Europe meant that angels were handled
differently in these cultures in ways that only indirectly relate to
confessional difference. The development of angel doctrine in Britain
after 1500 was probably shaped more by internal intellectual and
religious dynamics than by responses to Roman Catholic angel doc
trine. Protestant angels should not be understood as largely reactive;
nor as a residuum from pre Reformation theology. Angels were too
alive in the culture, too powerfully connected to other, dynamic
concerns, to be reduced to confessional politics.

There was, then, in Britain, no decline in interest in angels, or clear
shift away from traditional theological concerns. Instead there was a
developing and enlarged understanding of the role of angels in nature
and theology that interacted with developments in other areas of
theology, politics, and culture. Angels were part of the intellectual
furniture, and they were a particularly creative part. One arena of
angelic fermentation was poetry. English poets wrote about angels a
great deal, not least because angels were part of the spiritual vocabu
lary, and useful metaphors; but several ambitious English poets wrote
epic poems in which angels figure prominently, as characters or central
devices. Among these are Thomas Heywood’s extraordinary and
baroque Hierarchy of the Blessed Angells (163s), Samuel Pordage’s
visionary Mundorum Explicatio (1661), Lucy Hutchinson’s defiant
Order and Disorder (1660—79), and, most ambitious of all, Milton’s
Paradise Lost (1667). This is a diverse group of poems, but, I would
argue, together they should constitute (independently of Milton’s
personal greatness) an essential feature of any literary history of early
modern Britain. Angels captured the Protestant imagination, and
Protestants chose to write epic poems about them.
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How can we write truthfully about things we do not understand?
How can a Protestant forge a vision of heaven from her imagination,
and how can she tell stories about sacred creatures of whom she knows
little? Is this not to risk misrepresentation, slurring of sempiternal
beings, even blasphemy? Narrative, it turns out, is one aspect of this
theological conundrum. Inspiration is another. Narrative can be used
as a heuristic device for learning truth, just as natural philosophy and
the study of Scripture can be complementary. I argue in Chapters 6
and 7 that the doctrine of accommodation—Dby which ineffable truths
are lowered and the human mind lifted so that they converge without
misrepresentation—is an essential component of the aesthetics of reli
gious poetry. This is especially important because accommodation
offers a mode of representation that complicates the conventional
dichotomy between truth and fiction; it is not a form of metaphor or
allegory, but a means of representing truths in figurative manner.
There are different accounts of accommodation, and different views
of the role of human agency, especially over whether accommodation
is attributable to God alone, or whether it can be performed by
inspired humans; I argue that Milton, who has long been recognized
as citing an account of accommodation through his narrator Raphael,
himself makes a claim to participate in a strong version of the process.
The kinds of truth that poetry can reach for are extended for those
who believe in prophecy as an active, living force; coupled with my
analysis of accommodation is an investigation into prophecy and its
theological underpinnings. Prophecy is a literary mode, but, even in
the hands of ambitious poets, it is not only a literary mode.

One of the subordinate themes of this book is the close association
between angels and Protestant theories of representation. This is not
opportunism on my part: when theologians sought to explain or
explore notions of representing the invisible, from the thirteenth
century to the seventeenth, they turned to the question of how angels,
immaterial spirits, made themselves visible to humans. The association
between angels and representation is a strong one, and it operates on
several levels: I bring them together here because they were connected
in the minds of many theologians and poets, and that connection was
fundamental to thought and writing. Angelic apparitions became the
dominant analogy for accurate representation, including accommoda
tion, and this in part explains their attractiveness to epic poets. Angels
not only are characters and plot devices, a superior form of deus ex
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machina, but are intimately connected to the literary medium. This
does not mean that the religious materials are only displacements of
literary intentions and effects, as some types of criticism are disposed to
suggest; for these poets, and many others, the literature has a religious
purpose. Milton’s medium is narrative poetry, but the vision that
drives him concerns grace and salvation. It is for these reasons—the
vitality of Protestant angelology, the convergence of epic poems
around angels, the importance of accommodation to theology and
poetics, and the association between angels and representation, in
doctrinal as well as literary writings—that I describe this as a book
about the early modern imagination.

The imagination, with the gift of the spirit—which is not to say
the inspiration of the Romantic poet so much as that of the religious
enthusiast—enables the author to write truthfully of heavenly things. It is
this faith that gave interest in angels such life in early modern Britain, and
especially in the mid seventeenth century. This faith shapes not only
poetry, but also theological prose and the experience of everyday life; it
is essential to this book that these three are part of the same lived and
understood reality. The imagination can also be, as John Pordage and
others saw, a wilful devotion to merely earthly things, a darkness that
overshadows the gift of spiritual grace and light. It is the former imagin
ation that concerns me in this book, just as I write, almost exclusively,
about good angels, unfallen angels, and it is these that I mean when I write
of ‘angels’ without a qualifier. The few exceptions to this are clear in
context. There has been a great deal of scholarship on early modern devils,
demons, and witchcraft in recent decades, and I have little to add about
them herein. Very little has been written about early modern angels,
especially in a Protestant context, and the first part of this book seeks to
rectify this, by offering an overview of writing about, beliefs in, and
knowledge about angels.” It is a foolish but necessary assay.

What Words or Tongue of Seraph Can Suffice?

This intellectual context is essential to understanding Milton’s epic, the
most eloquent, most intellectually daring, most learned, and most
sublime poem in the English language. The chronological, geograph

ical, and emotional ambition of Paradise Lost is almost without bounds.
It begins before Creation, describes the history of the universe, and
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concludes with the end of time. It extends from heaven through created
space and the earth to hell and the void beyond. It is the grandest poem
in the Renaissance epic tradition, and puts an end to that tradition. Yet
its focus is domestic, turning on a single human relationship: it tells a
story of love, intimacy, betrayal, heartbreak, and wounded reconcili
ation. Adam and Eve’s actions and feelings seem heroic because they are
situated and given significance within Creation in a way that no other
poem, pagan or Christian, has achieved. Milton accomplished this by
introducing a machinery both expansive and theologically daring. This
machinery is angelic. Angels are fundamental to the execution of
Milton’s design in Paradise Lost. They are necessary because without
them the story does not work. He uses angels to narrate swaths of
history, to interact with, protect, and converse with humans, to fight
with rebel angels. He uses them to make mistakes, to sin, to argue, to
bind together the celestial narratives with the terrestrial. The story of
Paradise Lost is told by and of angels; it relies upon their conflicts,
communications, and miscommunications. They are the creatures of
God but also the creatures of Milton’s narrative. Milton makes the Fall
morally ponderous, tragic, and part of the fabric of the universe by
surrounding it with the actions and interactions of angels. Take away
the angels from Paradise Lost, and you would be left with a linear,
expository narrative. So although its concern is with, and its focus
upon, humankind, angels are central to its design.

This book 1s not a study of a narrow aspect or theme of Paradise Lost,
and [ am not merely contending that angels are important. Rather, I argue
that in terms of its imaginative drive and aesthetic architecture, Paradise
Lost is a poem about angels, and that Milton’s understanding of poetic
representation is inseparable from his understanding of Creation in gen
eral and angels in particular. There is a case to be made here for Milton’s
uniqueness and for his typicality, and in making it I offer a reading of
Paradise Lost. He 1is typical in that his concerns with angels are common.
Angels were part of his intellectual background, and they were an essential
formal element of any systematic theology (they form a transitional
section between the description of God and of material Creation);
when he wrote De Doctrina Christiana, he incorporated discussions of
them out of necessity, though they are less central to it than to his epic
because it is not a work of narrative and imagination, nor an inspired text.
In the late 1630s, when Milton was planning to write a tragedy, angels
repeatedly figured in his plans. For the following two decades, the
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revolutionary years—during which he mainly devoted himself to writing
prose—there was a surge of interest in angels. More people wrote about
and spoke with them. Anxieties about religious and social fragmentation,
political conflict, widespread apocalypticism, the breakdown of the
Church, interest in the occult, and the growth in antinomian theology
created a culture in which angels seemed to be more immediately present.
When Milton returned to poetry, and began to write his epic, angels
carried not only a venerable theological tradition, but an electric contem
porary valence as a means of describing and interacting with the world. In
this respect Milton can be said to be typical.

Milton is unique because of his greatness. But he is also distinct in the
intensity of his interests, and in the way, I shall argue, that he binds
together narrative and doctrine. This is not unconnected to his great
ness. Milton’s angels are peculiarly intense creations. Like humans, they
eat, digest, make love for pleasure, suffer pain, and feel isolated. Their
vision is subject to the laws of optics. They engage in more intimate
relations with humanity than in any other early modern text. Their
representation engenders conceptual problems: as the poet John Dryden
complained, their numerousness is perplexing; as Paradise Lost’s first
annotator, Patrick Hume, complained, though invulnerable they wear
armour. In these lie precisely their strengths. They are learned repre
sentations, focused in their relations with scholastic and Hebraic tradi
tions. They engage, with near weightless delicacy, with a vast corpus of
exegetical scholarship and practical divinity. They perform many func
tions, imaginative, narratological, religious, natural philosophical, and
political. They bear messages from their author about the ways of God.
As I argue in Part II, Milton’s angels are a mix of literal representation,
extensive learning, unusually theology, and inspired storytelling, all
subordinated to a narrative that is at once descriptive and heuristic.
Milton, while insisting that he is guided by the spirit, uses narrative to
discover as well as explicate truths. Does his unusual theology make his
poetry more interesting or beautiful? This is a potentially embarrassing
question in the twenty first century, butitis worth asking. It may be that
the close ties between his narratives and his heterodoxies generate his
creative verve, and that his faith in his vision and in truth give vitality to
his imagination. Few poets write with such commitment to a vision of
the nature of the world, and with the conviction that this vision can be
communicated through narrative poetry, and so perhaps the beauty that
Milton ofters is inseparable from his theology and faith.
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In the Printer’s Note he added to the 1668 edition of Paradise Lost,
Samuel Simmons stated that the prose ‘Arguments’ to the poem had
been procured ‘for the satisfaction of many that have desired it’. It is
easy enough to assume that readers desired them because they had
‘stumbled’ not only on the unrhymed form of the poem but also on the
narrative folded into its long and complex verse paragraphs. These
arguments gloss the action of the poem, creating and resolving ambi
guities; they also provide an element of exegetical self justification that
is absent from the poem itself. In the argument to book 1 Milton
explains the location of his hell: ‘described here, not in the centre (for
heaven and earth may be supposed as not yet made, certainly not yet
accursed) but in a place of utter darkness, fitliest called chaos’. It is a
logical necessity that hell is not placed within earth, as many assumed,
which is yet uncreated. Humans will not be created until after the fall
of angels, as they were made to supply their place. Is this merely an
effect of the way Milton tells his story, or is the story as it must have
been given the circumstances that we know? Here narrative can lead us
to the truth: hell cannot be within earth. And later in the argument:
‘that angels were long before this visible creation, was the opinion of
many ancient Fathers’.® This conforms to the descriptions in De
Doctrina Christiana, but it is also a logical necessity from the former
deduction. Milton is not only describing his narrative here, but also
defending its principles according to exegesis (and, uncharacteristic
ally, citing patristic sources in order to appear less unconventional).
This is not fiction, the argument tells us. I show this in a series of
readings that deliberate on the properties and actions of angels within
Paradise Lost. But I also argue that Milton saw Paradise Lost as a
prophetic work, in the strongest sense of the word: that it was based
on inspiration beyond that associated with the vatic poet tradition.
Our modern, reified opposition between truth and fiction, once again,
is an anachronism that misconstrues Protestant theology and Milton.
Inspiration and narrative work together.

Strange as Angels

There is a residual narrative that angels disappeared from Britain
because of embarrassment, lack of interest, reformed theology, or
because of their incompatibility with modern science. It would
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certainly be possible to assume this on the basis of some statements
made about them in the later seventeenth century. For example, the
only reference to angels in the Philosophical Transactions in the whole of
the seventeenth century is by Robert Hooke, writing in 1668. He
describes an optical trick, a magic lantern, that can be used to deceive
‘Spectators, not well versed in Opticks’ into seeing ‘Apparitions of
Angels, or Devils, Inscriptions and Oracles on Walls; the Prospect of
Countryes, Cities, Houses, Navies, Armies...&c.”. Angels are the
matter of illusion. ‘And had the Heathen Priest of old been acquainted’
with the device he describes, ‘their Oracles and Temples would have
been much more famous for the Miracles of their Imaginary Deities’.
This is not an invitation to consider priests mere jugglers; Hooke
believed in the reality of angels, but they held a complex place in his
natural philosophy.” Margaret Cavendish, in The Blazing World
(1667), uses the same trick: her fictional Empress uses illusion to
deceive her countrymen into thinking her an angel, upon which her
authority is founded.' In his Essay Concerning Humane Understanding
(1690) John Locke repeatedly turns to comparisons between angels
and humans, and repeatedly dismisses them as inutile on the grounds
that such knowledge is obtained only through revelation. For ex
ample:

Whether Angels and Spirits have any Analogy to this, in respect of Expansion, is
beyond my comprehension: and, perhaps, for us, who have Understanding and
Comprehension, suited to our own Preservation, and the ends of our own Being,
but not to the reality and extent of all other Beings, ’tis near as hard to conceive
any Existence, or to have an Idea of any reall Being, with a perfect Negation of all
manner of Expansion; as it is, to have the Idea of any real Existence, with a perfect
Negation of all manner of Duration: And therefore what Spirits have to do with
Space, or how the communicate in it, we know not."*

Locke is vexed that angels cannot be discovered and contribute to his
argument. He makes the same rhetorical manoeuvre repeatedly: if only
we knew how angels fitted in here, the matter might be resolved, but
this we cannot know. They occupy a difterent realm of knowledge. A
final example: by the 1690s the Athenian Mercury was publishing
tongue in cheek responses to familiar questions about angels, such as
the doctrine of guardianship.'? These late seventeenth century writ
ings do not indicate a process of secularization, however: at this period
it seemed much easier to effect a separation between different kinds of
knowledge.
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I discuss some versions of the narrative of the disappearance of angels
in my final chapter, and contest it throughout the book. I do not,
however, offer an alternative narrative of transition. Part III looks at
literary representations more generally, examining Dryden at length,
Shakespeare, Donne, and others more briefly. Although I present
Dryden and Milton as embodying antithetical attitudes to theology
and representation, I am not suggesting that one displaces another;
rather, there is a reconfiguration of writing and knowledge and a
multiplication of the languages in which angels are described.

While much of this book is a recovery of the substantial and often
attractive body of knowledge, belief, and writing about angels in early
modern Britain, and much a reading of Paradise Lost, it also presents a
number of arguments, some focused on particular chapters, others
subtending throughout the book. They can be summarized thus:

1. Protestants in Britain and elsewhere were interested in angels,
and re created angel doctrine in ways that responded to and fitted
within their religious, political, and intellectual culture more broadly;
their beliefs about angels were neither residual nor reactive.

2. Protestant theories of representation were shaped by the doctrine
of accommodation. This provided a means of legitimizing depictions
of the invisible, sacred world, and did so by identifying a mode of
figuratively representing truths without fiction, metaphor, or allegory.

3. Angels are intimately associated with notions of representation,
and there was in Protestant Britain no antipathy between theology and
poetry. Theology could be a creative force.

4. Paradise Lost is a poem shaped by prophecy and accommodation;
it is, in powerful ways, literal. It is also a poem about and told by angels,
and these two facts are connected.

5. In Paradise Lost Milton powerfully integrates story and doctrine;
theology is the basis for his narrative elaborations, and he confines
himself within what he understands to be true, but storytelling is also a
means of developing theology, and extends what is known. Belief and
imagination cross fertilize.

6. During the course of the seventeenth century the ways of repre
senting and using angels in religion, natural philosophy, and literature
multiply. The languages of ‘spirit’ in natural philosophy dilate,
and accounts of angels become complementary to the discourse of
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experiment; after the enthusiastic conversations with angels in the
1640s and 1650s quieten, a plurality of theological views concerning
angels settle, and they are less immediately controversial; the relation
ships between representation and the sacred world, and the place of
angels in imaginative writing, proliferate, opening different claims
upon truth and inspiration.

These are the various arguments of Milton’s Angels: The Early Modern
Imagination.

I do not personally believe in angels, God, or the Devil. This is a
question I have had repeatedly to answer over the past few years.'?
There is clear room for a dialogue between the present and the past on
this topic, as there has been a surge of interest in angels in both popular
belief and international literature over recent years: including Tony
Kushner’s Angels in America (1990—2, 2003), Elizabeth Knox’s The
Vintner’s Luck (1998), Philip Pullman’s The Amber Spyglass (2000),
Helon Habila’s Waiting for an Angel (2002); and Wim Wenders’s film
Wings of Desire (1987) should be mentioned also. Works such as these,
and the environment that produced them, are part of the motivation
behind my writing this book. If it had a point of origin, beyond
reading Milton, it was some years ago when I rode the escalator up
from the platform at 3oth Street Station in Philadelphia. As I emerged
into the main hall I saw towering over me a bronze angel, wings erect,
holding the limp body of a man. For an inexplicable moment it was
real, and the words of the German poet Rainer Maria Rilke came into
my mind:

Who, if I cried out, would hear me among the angels’
hierarchies? and even if one of them pressed me

suddenly against his heart: I would be consumed

in that overwhelming existence. For beauty is nothing

but the beginning of terror, which we still are just able to endure,
and we are so awed because it serenely disdains

to annihilate us. Every angel is terrifying.'

I could not breathe, and knew that terror. Later I learned that this was a
statue made by Walker Hancock (1901-98) in 1952 to commemorate
Pennsylvania Railroad workers who laid down their lives in the Sec

ond World War. In retrospect that moment of intimate familiarity may
have prompted more rational interests. This book, however, concerns
early modern angels, and these are, or should be, strange to us. I try to
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sympathize with my subjects and imaginatively identify with their
beliefs. I reconstruct and operate with their categories and their lan
guage.” I have an old fashioned commitment to the recovery of the
past, and believe that much of it can be understood, especially those
things that pertain to being human, while I recognize that elements of
experience, such as emotion and faith, which lie close to my subject,
cannot be recovered, though they can be accounted for in an interro
gation of thought and action. For this reason I search for coherence
and consistency in the perceptions and writings not only of Milton, but
also of other writers, who might be regarded as more temperamental
or idiosyncratic, including the enthusiast and visionary John Pordage.
At times the book may seem to validate the cognitive processes and
perceptions of my subjects, even their values. I seek to make Pordage
familiar in all his strangeness. I do not seek to sympathize with angels,
who are another species (each a species to itself, according to Thomas
Aquinas), and while this is a contribution to post human studies, it
claims no special insight into what is beyond or more than human.
Nonetheless, in order to understand Milton as he would be under
stood, I argue, we must both allow that he believed he had such insight
and imagine that his insight might be true. I seek to make Milton
stranger, despite his familiarity.
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Angelographia
Writing about Angels

How many volumnes have been writ about Angels, about immaculate
conception, about originall sin, when that all that is solid reason or
clear Revelation, in all three Articles, may be reasonably enough
comprized in fourty lines!

Jeremy Taylor, Discourse of the Liberty of Prophesying (1647)

Angelology

‘Angelology’ was not a word in common use in the early modern
period. In modern usage a word referring to the study of angels, and to
that branch of theology concerned with angel doctrine, seems emi

nently practical. This was not so 400 years ago. Various words were
coined in English in the seventeenth century, derived directly from the
Greek, to denote angel related matters. Thomas Heywood invented
‘angelomachy’ in 1635 to describe a war between angels. John Prideaux
coined ‘Angelographies’ (to pair it with ‘Pneumatologies’) in a sermon
published in 1636; it was a direct appropriation from the Latin, and
perhaps he had heard of Otto Casman’s Angelographia (Frankfurt,
1597). The word did not catch: Richard Saunders followed Prideaux,
with Aggelographia . . . or, A Discourse of Angels (written before 1675s;
published posthumously in 1701), then Richard Blome, in a translation
from Latin in 1694; and Increase Mather published Angelographia, or, A
Discourse Concerning the Nature and Power of the Holy Angels in 1696."
Robert Gell’s Aggelokratia Theon, or, A Sermon Touching Gods Govern

ment of the World by Angels (1650) was followed by John Scott’s use of



20 UNDERSTANDING ANGELS

‘angelocracy’ in 1685 to describe government by guardian angels. The
earliest use of the word ‘angelology’ I have found in English is in
Gideon Harvey’s Archelogia Philosophica Nova, or, New Principles of
Philosophy (1663), where he writes that ‘Pneumatology’ can be divided
into three parts ‘aptly denoted by Theology, Angelology and Psychology’ 2
However, the term was not taken up for some decades. The language
did not need a general term to describe the study of angels or know
ledge of them.

This is for a simple, but important, reason. There were compara
tively few books written specifically about angels as angels in the two
centuries following the Reformation. This is not a sign of lack of
interest, however, or of embarrassment. Early modern Protestants
wrote a great deal about angels, but usually when discussing other
things. They wrote about angels in many contexts: sermons, systematic
theology, devotional works, scriptural commentaries and annotations,
religious polemics, treatises on doctrinal issues, volumes on and of
ritual magic, spiritual autobiographies, books on witchcraft and de
mons, and also in less immediately religious works, including political
treatises, news reports, diaries, sensational pamphlets, treatises of nat
ural philosophy, and works of ‘imaginative’ writing. Angels penetrate
all kinds of writing in sixteenth and seventeenth century Britain.
Angels were part of a common substratum of thought and belief; but
were not a simple, well defined idea; they could be used intellectually
in a variety of ways. In this chapter I consider traditions of writing
about angels, the impact of the Reformation, and the forms and genres
of angelography; in the next I outline what Protestant knowledge and
beliefs were.

I shall follow seventeenth century precedent, and use the words
‘angelology’ and ‘angelography’ sparingly. To use either too casually
would be to risk implying that this was a conceptually defined body of
knowledge and writing, rather than a range of approaches to an aspect
of Creation that shaped and were shaped by genre and context. I will
also be guarded in writing of ‘beliefs’ concerning angels. First, there is a
spectrum of kinds of belief, from an intuitive apprehension of the
spirits that surround us, through a faith in the existence of personal
guardian angels, to the conscious rationalizations that generate answers
to questions about angelic bodies and movement. To homogenize
these risks simplifying the dynamics of conviction, persuasion, and
reasoning. Secondly, there was no coherent set of mental furniture
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that was equally solid and fitted in the same room. By objectifying a
belief system we distance it from our own in form as well as content.
For this reason I use ‘belief’ tentatively, and often prefer the defami
liarizing term ‘knowledge’. Beliefs about angels were a form of know
ledge, intersecting with and supporting other forms of knowledge,
including the political and natural philosophical.

Histories of Angels

Beliefs in immaterial spirits that are deities in a polytheistic system, or
that serve deities, antedate Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The ancient
Mesopotamians worshipped winged protective genii. Ancient Egyptians
believed that with each human was born an invisible and indivisible
double that protected him or her. Ancient Near Eastern art shows genii,
protective spirits with feathered wings, that shaped later Christian rep

resentations of angels. The Assyrians carved protective spirits with
wings; Roman Victories were winged; both influenced later iconog

raphy. The Greeks had good and evil daemons, beings between humans
and gods, and the writings of Aristotle and Plato shaped the develop

ment of the Jewish religion. Early Judaic angelology recognized super

natural beings, and as Judaism developed into a monotheistic religion,
and God became more ontologically distant from man, these intermedi

aries became more significant. During the Babylonian exile (597-537
BCE) Judaism was influenced by Zoroastrianism, and its angelology
became increasingly elaborate. Yahweh’s works were assigned to beings,
and some of these beings were given individual names as well as titles
suggestive of ranks. Early Judaism preferred the notion of a leader
among these angels, and Mal’akh Yahweh, the Angel of the Lord,
became a distinct being as opposed to a manifestation of God. Early
Christianity also absorbed Gnostic beliefs—which included angel

worship and the idea that angels participated in the creation of the
world—and arose from and contributed to a rich array of religious
writings, not all of which became part of the biblical canon. Yet these
texts influenced the Church Fathers and shaped their understanding of
canonical Scripture. Early Christian angels were a synthesis of and
elaboration upon the stories, images, and theology of earlier religions,
which remained embedded in later theology. Nevertheless, for the
purposes of this chapter it is necessary to focus on Judaeo Christian
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writing, and particularly the accounts of angels in Scripture, which form
the main foundations of subsequent doctrine.?

There are almost 300 references to angels in the Protestant Bible;
more in Catholic Bibles that accept the canonical authority of twelve
books (Tobit, Judith, Rest of Esther, Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus, Baruch,
with Jeremiah, Song of the Three Children, Susanna, Bel and the
Dragon, and 1 and 2 Maccabees) which the Protestants classified as
apocrypha, holy books that were not the inspired word of God. Angels
are variously referred to: in Hebrew as mal’ach, in Greek as aggelos, both
meaning ‘messenger’. But, subject to interpretation, references to bene
’Elohim (sons of God), seraphim, cherubim, and watchers also denote
angels. In addition to these canonical and deuterocanonical (secondary)
books, angels figure prominently in some ‘inter Testamental’ writing,
that is, in texts written after most of the Old Testament books, and
before New Testament times. The Christian Bible was only standard
ized into its modern form between the second and fifth centuries, and to
the Church Fathers some of these inter Testamental books had a status
equal to now canonical Scripture. Among the most interesting of these
are the book of Enoch, written around the second century BCE, which
tells, in the voice of the prophet Enoch, the stories of the fall of the rebel
angels and of Enoch’s travels through earth and hell (sheol). Enoch is a
source for much occult angel lore, and for elaborations on the story,
toreshadowed in Genesis 6, that the fall of angels involved lust for
human women. The book of Enoch was suppressed by the Church,
and the text was missing from early modern Europe, but it left fragments
and traces that shaped Bible culture. Jubilees, another pseudepigraphal
work (in the Christian tradition: it is considered canonical by the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church), is a commentary on Creation presented
as a vision to Moses and written down by an Angel of the Presence.*

Little specific angel doctrine appears in the Bible, hence the attract
iveness of the pseudepigrapha to those who wanted more. The Bible
does not tell directly of the creation or fall of angels. No account is given
of Satan as head of the fallen angels or the metaphysical embodiment of
evil. Satan was the invention of the Church Fathers, Justin Martyr,
Tertullian, Cyprian, Irenaeus, though they were influenced by the
Zoroastrian account of a powerful figure of evil who operated inde
pendently of God.> Nowhere do we read in Scripture that an evil angel
entered the serpent that tempted Eve, nor that individual guardian
angels watch over humans, nor that angels will act on our behalf as
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intercessors with God. Instead we find stories of angelic interaction with
humans that raise questions rather than answer them: how do angels
communicate, do they eat, do they have bodies, how do they move? A
reference to ‘the seven holy angels, which present the prayers of the
saints, and which go in and out before the glory of the Holy One’
(Tobit 12: 15) invites speculation about the organization of the angels in
heaven that the rest of Scripture cannot support or negate. References to
thrones, principalities (or princedoms), and seraphim suggest distinc
tions among the angels, but the nature of those distinctions is unex
plained. The very reticence of Scripture invites readers to elaborate.
Incomplete allusions and silences ask readers to fill the gaps with
narrative. Early Christian exegesis grew out of rabbinical Midrash,
which glosses Scripture through retelling its stories. The fourth century
Vita Adae et Evae (‘The Life of Adam and Eve’, also known as Apocalypsis
Moses) tells the now familiar story of the fall of angels and the temptation
of Adam and Eve by the Devil in the guise of a serpent. This is included
among the Old Testament pseudepigrapha, but its late date makes this
misleading: it is a retrospective gloss oftering a point of view that did not
exist in Old Testament or even early Christian times.® But it is a good
story, and it stuck, influencing Muhammad, who repeatedly tells in the
Qur’an the story of Iblis (from the Greek Diabolos), who refuses to
worship Adam, and becomes man’s adversary and tempter. The history
of angels is not, then, told in either the Protestant or Catholic Bible, but
in the accumulated stories that prophets and pseudo prophets and
believers told about angels.

Anatomizing Angels: Dionysius, Lombard,
Bonaventure, Aquinas, Neoplatonism

The visions of Dionysius, who saw heaven and had revealed to him the
celestial hierarchy, had a profound and lasting impact on devotional,
technical, and fictional writings about angels. His writings in Greek only
indirectly influenced Christian scholarship, but the translation of the
Celestial Hierarchy into Latin by John Scotus Eriugena in ¢.860, and the
production of commentaries in the twelfth century, gave them great
impetus.” They proceeded to inform the basis of the detailed angelolo

gical dogma of the Catholic Church to the present day. They are,
however, an elaborate fiction. The author presents himself as Dionysius
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the Areopagite, converted by St Paul of Athens in the first century, and
thus effectively the earliest of the Church Fathers. Lorenzo Valla and
others demonstrated in the mid fifteenth century that the Dionysian
treatises were written later, in the fifth or sixth centuries. Dionysius thus
writes under a pseudonym. The addressee of his treatises, “Timothy the
Fellow Elder’, is also fictional, a literary device to establish auctoritas.
The teacher whom he names, and the other works to which he refers,
may also be fictitious.® In assuming the authority and voice of an
identifiable figure from Scripture, Pseudo Dionysius was following
the conventions of pseudepigrapha, written in the personae of biblical
prophets, though he was later even than these. His fiction was sustained
for about a thousand years. When the deception was uncovered, the
Church was reluctant to dispense with the foundations of so much of its
devotional writing, and sought to ignore the scholarly arguments or
preserve the visionary integrity of the writing on the grounds that they
had been accepted for centuries.

Pseudo Dionysius claimed to have seen into the celestial hierarchy,
and described its internal organization and the roles of ranks within it.
According to Pseudo Dionysius the angels were formed into three
ternions: the first hierarchy, consisting of the seraphim, cherubim, and
thrones, are beings that are supremely pure and have a close relation
ship to God; the middle hierarchy, consisting of Dominions, Virtues,
and Authorities (or Powers), show conformity to God and reflect ‘the
ordered nature of celestial and intellectual authority’; the lower hier
archy of Principalities, Archangels, and Angels is concerned with
revelation and proximity to the human world.” The hierarchy is not
a flexible one. The positions of angels are fixed. Illumination and
understanding, perfection and purification, are mediated down the
hierarchy: enlightenment descends from God not directly to the
lower angels but through the hierarchy. Other schema were available.
Gregory the Great (c.540—604) challenged the Dionysian ranking,
translating the positions of Virtues and Principalities, so that the latter
were promoted to the second ternion, and the former demoted to the
lower ranks; in this he was followed by St Bernard.'® Dante sided, like
most, with the seeming apostolic authority of Pseudo Dionysius:

E quella che vedea i pensier dubi
nella mia mente, disse: ‘I cerchi primi
t’hanno mostrati Serafi ¢ Cherubi.
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Cosl veloci seguono 1 suoi vimi,
per somigliarsi al punto quanto ponno;
e posson quanto a veder son soblimi.

Quelli altri amor che dintorno li vonno,
si chiaman Troni del divino aspetto,
per che ’1 primo ternaro terminonno.

E dei saper che tutti hanno diletto
quanto la sua veduta si profonda
nel vero in che si queta ogne intelletto.

Quinci si puo veder come si fonda
L’esser beato nell’atto che vede,
non in quel ch’ama, che poscia seconda;

e del vedere ¢ misura mercede,
che grazia partorisce e buona voglia:
cost di grado in grado si procede.

L’altro ternaro, che cosi germoglia
in questa primavera sempiterna
che notturno Ariete non dispoglia,

perpetualemente “‘Osanna’ sberna
con tre melode, che suonano in tree
ordini di letizia onde s’interna.

In essa gerarcia son 'altre dee:
prima Dominazioni, e poi Virtudi;
l'ordine terzo di Podestadi ée.

Poscia ne’ due penultimi tripudi
Principati e Arcangeli si girano;
L’ultimo ¢ tutto d’Angelici ludi.

Questi ordini di su tutti sammirano,

e di giu vincon si, che verso Dio
tutti tirati sono, e tutti tirano.

E Dionisio con tanto disio
a contemplar questi ordini si mise,
che li nomo e distinse com’ io.

Ma Gregorio da lui poi si divise;
onde, si tosto come li occhi aperse
in questo ciel, di se’ medesmo rise.

E se tanto secreto ver proferse
mortale in terra, non voglio ch’ammiri;
che chi ’1 vide qua su gliel discoperse

con altro assai del ver di questi giri.’

(And she who saw the uncertain thoughts in my mind, said: “The first circles
have shown thee Seraphim and Cherubim. They follow their bonds thus swiftly
to gain all they may of likeness to the point, and in this they may in so far as they
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are exalted in vision. These next loving spirits that circle round them are called
Thrones of the divine aspect, and with them the first triad is completed. And
thou must know that all have delight in the measure of the depth to which their
sight penetrates the truth in which every intellect finds rest; from which it may
be seen that the state of blessedness rests on the act of vision, not on that of love,
which follows after, and the measure of their vision is merit, which grace begets
and right will. Such is the process from step to step. The second triad that
flowers thus in this eternal spring which no nightly Ram despoils sings continual
hosannas, the threefold strain resounding in the three ranks that form the triad.
In this hierarchy are the next divine orders: first Dominions, then Virtues, and
the third are Powers. Then, last but one of the festal throngs, wheel Principal
ities and Archangels, and the last is all of Angels making sport. These orders all
gaze above and so prevail below that all are drawn and all draw to God. And
Dionysius set himself with such zeal to contemplate these orders that he named
and distributed them as I do; but later Gregory differed from him, so that as soon
as he opened his eyes in this heaven he smiled at himself. And if a mortal on
earth set forth truth or secret thou needst no marvel, for he that saw it here
above revealed it to him, with much more of the truth of these circles.’")

Pseudo Dionysius offers a great many more insights, explaining how it
was possible for humans to understand beyond the limited powers of
their faculties and describing the communication, agency, and emo
tions of angels. Thomas Aquinas (c.1225—74) cited Dionysius more
than any other author, and Dionysian hierarchies profoundly shaped
Aquinas’ vision of heaven.'? This Neoplatonism influenced concept of
hierarchy provided a framework for comprehending and explaining all
of Creation."

An account of Protestant writing about angels must take its cues
from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, when Peter Lombard
(c.1100—-60), Bonaventure (c.1217—74), and Aquinas systematized
Christian knowledge of angels. Their intellectual development is
closely related to their modes of exposition. The second book of
Peter Lombard’s Sentences dealt with Creation, angels, humans, and
the Fall. These were closely associated topics, linked not only because
the understanding of each derived in considerable part from interpret
ing Genesis, but because the answers to the central questions about
each were intervolved. Lombard inherited a position of broad con
sensus about angels from his Scholastic predecessors, but in system
atizing and developing this body of knowledge his Sentences provided
the basis for subsequent commentaries on angels. Lombard asks
questions about angels that result in a series of propositions. His topics
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are as influential as his answers (here teased from his not entirely
persuasive ten divisions):

1.

For what reason have rational creatures, humans or angels, been
made? (because God is good, and his Creation is good)

2. When were angels made? (at the same time as the created world)

3. Where were angels made? (in heaven or the empyrean)

4. What kinds of angels were made, and were they all equal? (several,

10.

11.
12.

13.
14.

equal in some respects and not others; there are gradations within
the angels’ substance, and their use of it)

. Were they created good or evil, and was there was any interval between

their creation and fall? (all were created good; they fell immediately)

Were they created perfect and blessed, or miserable and flawed?
(the former)

Did they fall of their own freewill and how was that possible?
(they did, though those that did not fall were supported by grace)

. Who were the fallen angels, what was the cause of their fall, and

what are their subsequent actions among humans? (Lucifer and the
other rebels fell from envy; some live in hell and some in the air;
they have limited power to tempt men)

Is it possible for good angels to sin, or bad angels to live uprightly?
(no: those who turned to God were supported by fuller wisdom and
grace confirming them in their choice; those who turned away have
no access to grace because of their hatred and envy; hence their
choices are not reversible)

How do evil angels know about temporal things? (though
weakened in nature they can still learn through experience)

Are all angels corporeal? (no)

What are the orders; were they instigated from the first creation of
angels; are angels within orders equal? (there were gradations of
angelic substance before the fall, though the orders, as outlined by
Dionysius, were only subsequently introduced; there are grad
ations within each order)

Are all angels sent on missions? (yes)
Are Michael, Gabriel, Raphael names of orders or spirits? (they are
spirits)
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Lombard answers other questions in passing: his is a coherent and
sustained account of angels, that resolves questions about them by
fitting them into the larger pattern of Creation and trying to create a
coherent account of freewill and grace while preserving the sense that
they are creatures. Lombard’s Sentences became a textbook, establishing
the questions and terms of argument for subsequent commentators.**

Bonaventure’s influential Commentaries on Lombard’s Sentences syn
thesized it not only with Pseudo Dionysius but also with Aristotle,
whose writings were then being disseminated in Western Christendom.
Thirteenth century angelologists sought to integrate natural philoso
phy with theology, and the bodies and agency of angels were an area
where the interfaces of knowledge could be explored. Angelology
became a formal topic in Paris in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries, facilitated by interest in logic and the quaestio form, and
discussions of angels became thoroughly dialectical. Bonaventure be
gins with a question, outlines the case for one answer, states the
opposed arguments, then presents his own arguments and conclusion
before finally dismissing the counter arguments to this.'®> Aquinas’
method was different and more artful: he began with a question,
followed it with a series of propositions (which turn out to be false),
responded to this with a counter proposition (itself inadequate),
offered his own reply, or responsio, then responded to objections
while furthering his own conclusions. Though intricately structured,
the effect 1s a dizzying tumble of arguments, revealing how argumen
tum pro et contra can generate new and not always fully conceived
perspectives.'®

Bonaventure deals with the question ‘whether several Angels are
together in the same place?’ first by stating that it seems to be so:
because angels inhabit a place spiritually rather than corporeally, be
cause it 1s possible for two points to be together (simul), because two
souls can inhabit the same body, and more besides. However, heaven
was filled with holy angels, so they have distinct places; they have
natural termini, as Augustine (whose fragmentary discussions of angels
lie behind much medieval commentary) says; because angels are
understood to be in place, and as the objects placed multiply so
must the places, so each angel has a place; and also because one
thing cannot be in more than one place. ‘Respondeo’ (I respond),
writes Bonaventure, angels are not limited by place, and space is not
used up by angels:



ANGELOGRAPHIA 29

But since the order of the universe thus is taken away through omnimodal
indistance [omnimodam indistantiam], just as through infinite distance: just as
the order of the universe does not suffer, that an Angel be infinitely distant
from an Angel, nay all are enclosed within the one circumference of the
ultimate Heaven [caeli ultimi]; so it does not suffer, that an Angel be in the same
prime place with an Angel. And from these (considerations) the objections are
clear."

And he clears up the remaining objections.

Debates such as this led to the Protestant mockery of angels
on a pinhead Scholasticism; however, they reveal both Bonaventure’s
engagement with Aristotelian natural philosophy, and the momentum
that such arguments can carry. If truths like this are to be applied to
angels, if we assume that they are bound by the conventions of logic
and the laws of the universe, if we think that they are creatures, then
much can be learned about them that lies beyond the text of Scripture
and the stories of the Apocrypha.

Angels are in many ways at the heart of Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae.
There are four quaestiones concerning angels in the treatise on divine
government: on angelic illumination; the speech of angels; the array,
or hierarchy, of angels; and the array of devils. Angels are used to
explain the communicative networks of heaven and the structure of
Creation. In addition there is a discrete treatise on angels within the
Summa. As with Lombard and Bonaventure, questions about angels fit
into a logical structure. The Summa begins with God, proceeds to the
Trinity, thence to Creation as a principle, then to angels, and then to
the six days before proceeding to man. Angels are a logical step in a
chain. Aquinas divides the topic into fifteen questions, each subdivided
into a series of articles (my numbering follows the Summay:

50. the angelic nature

51. angels and bodies

52. angels and position in space

53. the movement of angels in space

54. angelic knowledge (or power of knowing)
55. the medium of angelic knowledge

56. the angels’ knowledge of spiritual beings
57. the angels’ knowledge of material things
58. how an angel’s mind functions

59. the will of the angels

oy eyeysysyeyeyeyeye
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Q. 60. angelic love

Q. 61. the creation of the angels

Q. 62. the raising of the angels to the state of grace and glory
Q. 63. sin in the angels

Q. 64. the devils’ punishment

Quaestio s4 is divided into five articles. The first asks: ‘is an angel’s
actual understanding identical with his substance?” The answer is no: an
angel’s act of understanding is not the same as his substance. This is only
so for God. Consequently, there are degrees of more and less perfect
understanding. Article 2 asks: ‘is an angel’s actual understanding iden
tical with his existence?” No: activity and existence are distinct in all
creatures. Article 3 asks: ‘is an angel’s power to understand one thing
with his essence?” No: in every created being existence and essence are
different. He adds: ‘The reason for calling angels “intellects” or
“minds” is that their knowledge is wholly intellectual: whereas that
of the human soul is partly intellectual and partly in the senses.” Article 4
asks: ‘is the diftference between agent and potential intellects found in
angels?” No. Humans understand some things only in potentia, and
hence need the imagination; angels comprehend even immaterial
things directly or passively. ‘Now there is no imagination in angels;
hence no reason to divide their intellects in this way.” Article § asks:
‘have the angels only intellectual knowledge?” They have. Men have
faculties in their souls, such as memory and hearing, that are tied to the
senses. As they have no bodies, their only faculties are intelligence and
volition. They only have memory in the Augustinian sense of an
intellectual faculty, not as an aspect of their soul.'® The shape of
Aquinas’ logic shows both the relentless systematization of knowledge
and an interpretation that, rather than interpreting existing evidence,
interrogates the properties of the creature.

Aquinas needed to write about angels, as they were a means of
understanding God. God was ineftable, and Christ’s nature, despite the
Incarnation, lay beyond the human intellect, since he had been made
co eternal. Angels, however, were created beings, and were therefore
an indispensable mediating concept, halfway between man and God.
Their structural position in the Summa, between heaven and earth,
reflects their intellectual position in Aquinas’ system. Without them
the Summa does not work. Whatever their role in the liturgy, or as
figures of comfort and protection in the popular imagination, angels
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were intellectually necessary as a way of grasping the divine. They
could be used to describe hierarchies in Creation, the enchantment of
the universe, the government of the earth. Angels present useful,
constructive ways of thinking.

Aquinas builds on Lombard and Bonaventure to present an extra
ordinary synthesis of patristic and pagan beliefs. He represents the final
stage in a shift in emphasis in medieval angelology, which began with
John Scotus Eriugena’s translation of Pseudo Dionysius, developed
with Anselm’s Cur Deus Homo (late 1090s), which relegated the
Devil from this world into hell, and culminated with Aquinas’ con
templative angels. Angels became less important as agents in this world,
and more significant as intellectual beings, made androgynous, and
celestialized, moved up into the heavens.' Nevertheless Aquinas’
questions, together with the silences of Scripture, invite further inter
rogation of the nature and actions of angels. It is a short step to a
narrative account that wonders whether angels can make mistakes,
whether they can sympathize with a human perspective on desire, or
how an angel could effectively convey a message to a human without
bungling it. Aquinas’ synthesis and systematization of knowledge
opens up a world of unknown things.

The most significant British writer about angels contemporary with
Bonaventure and Aquinas was Robert Grosseteste, Bishop of Lincoln
(c.1170—1253). His interests unite many of the themes of this book, and
anticipate the several intersections of post Reformation angel writing.
He wrote a treatise on optics, a commentary on Genesis, in which he
states that angels are made of light, a translation of pseudepigrapha,
a translation (from Greek to Latin) of and commentary on Pseudo
Dionysius’ Hierarchy, and a hexameron. He criticized the papacy, was
interested in apocalypticism, and sought to associate magic with natural
philosophy (hence his association with Roger Bacon and the legend,
recorded by John Gower, that he forged a brazen head that could
foretell the future). Dee’s understanding of light and astrology were
influenced by Grosseteste. This range of concerns—optics, papal cri
tique (especially in reputation), Genesis, hexamera, angelic hierarchies,
matter, magic, the Apocalypse—might have made him a central figure
in early modern debates about angels. He was, however, seldom men
tioned in Britain, and the key writings all but unknown, though Edward
Browne apologized in the 1690s for Grosseteste’s popish doctrine of
angels. Grosseteste was, perhaps, a lost tradition or opportunity.?
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On the eve of the Reformation the greatest interest in the doctrine
of angels, at least beyond the immediately practical side, was expressed
by humanists interested in Neoplatonism. Thus, Marsilio Ficino
devised a schema of the universe in which magic drew upon the
music of the spheres and the planetary angels (though he was sceptical
about it); Francesco Giorgi, an account of spiritual magic that relied on
the cooperation of one’s guardian angel and the angels that moved the
celestial spheres; and Tomasso Campanella, a description of natural
magic in which the stars were angels with whom he believed he had
communicated.?’ Renaissance Neoplatonists reiterated in new con
texts traditional beliefs about the government of the world by angels,
and added confused interest in daemons and in cabbalistic angels’
names and in Gnostic myths. They identified associations rather than
developed angel doctrine, however, and their philosophy in some
ways diminished the significance of angels as creatures participating
in the world.?? Protestants associated Neoplatonism with two tenden
cies in thinking about angels. First, a contribution to theories of angelic
names and cosmic intervention. Secondly, Neoplatonism was associ
ated with the corruption of upright religion, and thus could be po
lemically conflated with Catholic elaboration on angels. Calvin
instructed believers to ‘forsake that Platonicall philosophie, to seeke
the way to God by Angels’ which was pure superstition.?? And, in a
later English context, John Biddle condemned those Christian cabbal
ists who privilege Plato over Scripture, and thereby ‘pervert the
Worship of the true God’.?*

Reformed Angels

Reformers vocally attacked Scholastic angel doctrine as overly curious,
over confident, vainly speculative, and thus susceptible to the temp

tations of the fleshly mind, superstitious, idolatrous, fictitious, and
ungrounded in Scripture. That monks debated how many angels
might dance on a pinhead was a Protestant slur. William Chilling

worth alluded to this in 1638, defending reformed learning against the
Catholic Edward Knott, who had sneered that Protestants had some
superficial talent in preaching and languages, but no deep grasp of
philosophy nor metaphysics. Chillingworth mockingly replied that
Protestants do not debate “Whether a Million of Angels may not sit
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upon a needles point? ... they fill not their brains with notions that
signify nothing’.?> He treats it as a commonplace. The motif was then
echoed by Henry More in 1659. More, however, was defending a
discussion of whether the soul has dimensions independent of the
body.

And it is a seasonable contemplation here (where we consider the Soul as
having left this Terrestrial Body) that she hath as ample, if not more ample,
Dimensions of her own, then are visible in the Body she has left. Which
I think worth taking notice of, that it may stop the mouths of them that, not
without reason, laugh at those unconceivable and ridiculous fancies of the
Schools; that first rashly take away all Extension from Spirits, whether Soules or
Angels, and then dispute how many of them booted and spur’d may dance on
a needles point at once. Fooleries much derogatory to the Truth, and that
pinch our perception into such an intolerable streightness and evanidness, that
we cannot imagine any thing of our own Being; and if we doe, are prone to
fall into despair, or contempt of our selves, by fancying our selves such
unconsiderable Motes of the Sun.?

More objects to the foolishness of the question being handled by those
who have already adjudicated that spirits have no dimension. After all,
it is a question that pertains to the relationship between spirits and
space and matter. Only if one believes that spirits have dimensions is it
a reasonable philosophical question. He is himself dealing with equally
abstract questions. It is a very fine line he treads, and he only remains
steady because of the mockery in ‘booted and spur’d’. While the topic
may not be entirely unlike those taken seriously by medieval scholars,
the famous phrase appears in Protestant polemic, and in contexts
where Protestant learning is being defined.

The Protestant emphasis on sola scriptura, the letter of Scripture as
the basis of true doctrine, suggested that accumulations of Catholic
visions and revelation concerning angels must be disregarded. In his
Institution of the Christian Religion Calvin raises the subject of angels and
immediately proceeds to what should not be believed:

That the Angels, for as much as they are the ministers of God ordeined to
execute his commaundements, are also his creatures, it ought to be certainly
out of all question. To move doubt of the time and order that they were
created in, should it not rather be a busie waiwardnes than diligence? . . . if we
will be rightly wise, we must leave those vanities that idle men have taught
without warrant of the word of God, concerning the nature, degree, and
multitude of Angels.
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Pseudo Dionysius (Calvin knows of his debunking) receives particular
scorn:

No man can deny, that the same Denyse, whatsoever man he was, hath
disputed many things both subtlely and wittily in his Hierarchie of Heaven:
but if a man examine it more neerely, he shall finde that for the most part it is
but meere babbling. . .. If one should read that booke, he would thinke that
the man were slipped downe from heaven, and did tell of things not that he
had learned by hearesay, but that he had seene with his eyes.?’

Paul, who really had been ravished above the third heaven, did not
utter such things. Over a century later an English preacher, while
discussing creatures’ knowledge of God, echoed him: ‘y® School
DD. [Doctors] put up many nice Interrogatories, & as confidently
resolv ym as if y. had been in Heav'.2® In 1630 the Church of England
clergyman John Bayly preached at Oxford a sermon on guardian angels
that, despite his usually moderate tone, mocked scholastic attempts to
rank the diverse names of angels ‘as if they had come downe from
heaven to tell men upon earth what order was kept there’.?* Bayly
nonetheless reproduced a deal of traditional angelology, and unlike
many Protestants he maintained that guardian angels ministered to the
elect. Another mid seventeenth century clergyman, William Jenkyn,
writing a commentary on the epistle of Jude, scorned ‘popish School
men’ for their audacity,

Nor do they only shew their boldnesse in ranking and dividing them thus into
these three Hierarchies and nine orders.. . . but they presume to tell us the reasons
of all these severall appellations, and to set down the severall properties and
offices which are allotted to all these orders of Angels, whereby they are
distinguished among themselves.

Implausibly he proceeds to outline them in detail; like others, the
condemnatory rhetoric is stronger than his ability to place clear
water between confessions.*® Another preacher, John Patrick, outlines
Catholic doctrine, contrasting ‘the useful plainness of Holy Writ’ with
‘the impertinent curiosity, and trifling subtilty of the Schools’. His
lengthy Reflexions upon the Devotions of the Roman Church (1674) relates
these beliefs, with derogatory asides instead of counter argument, so
that ‘every one may know that the School divinity about Angels, is
very peremptory and presuming in this kind; telling us in what place
they were created, resolving whether the number that stood was equal
to those that fell; the way thereby they understand, and the way they
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communicate their thoughts one to another’.*' The volume concludes
with angels, as if these represent the utmost excess.

Protestant polemic simplified Catholic perspectives on angels,
making them seem homogeneous, and parodying the tenuously
complex justifying logic. There is no denying, however, that doc
trine around 1500 included a great deal that was not founded upon
Scripture, and embarrassed loyal members of the Church (Erasmus
was among those who recognized the forcefulness of some reformed
critiques). Protestants initially effected a clearing out of much medi
eval doctrine.

Luther was mildly interested in angels. Though they appear in his
writings frequently, and throughout his life, he offers no sustained
discussion of them. They are incidental to more important topics.
Consequently, his doctrine of angels is less distant from Catholic
orthodoxy than that of other reformers. In his early commentary on
the Psalms he refers to the ten ranks of angels (a Franciscan tradition);
in his later commentary on Genesis he rejects this tradition, citing it as
evidence of spurious angelology.*? In the Psalm commentary he can
sound like Aquinas:

the knowledge by which an angel knows God in another angel, and the
knowledge by which he knows God face to face, are as different as the
knowledge of the sun in a cloud and the knowledge by which it is seen in
its own brightness, since the creature is not pure light but rather full of light
from the light.»

His writings implicitly accept the doctrine of individual guardian
angels, and that Michael is the protecting angel of the Jews.** He
condemned the worship of angels, but accepted that it was possible
to call upon them in extremis.*® He expressed opinions on how they
made sounds, and on the curbing of their freedom following their
rebellion.*® He voiced the Augustinian understanding, fundamental to
the way early modern writers thought and wrote about angels, that
man was ‘intermediate between angels and beasts’.*” This is one
perspective on the scale of nature that extends, in Samuel Ward’s
phrase, ‘from the Mushrome to the Angels’; it is also a way of
understanding the immortal part or soul of man, and a way of coming
to terms with an unintelligible God.*® Nevertheless, Luther’s emphasis
was on faith, and more general questions about angelic physics were
irrelevant to him, though not in themselves dangerous.
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Calvin’s antagonism to excessive interest in angels was clear, and his
influence on English angelology profound. He shifted the emphasis on
their role from intercession to mediation, and emphasized the obstacle
of ignorance. Explorations beyond the text of Scripture were unprof
itable and potentially perilous. He rejects the doctrine of individual
guardian angels, condemns praying to angels or asking for assistance,
denies that humans can know about hierarchies, and insists that it is
wrong to enquire when they were made; though he does affirm that
they have no shapes, and that they are ministering spirits (reminding
us, very much in character, that such ministration can include minis
tering God’s wrath as well as his grace).** Calvin’s aversion is some
thing deeper than these doctrinal positions suggest. Thoughts about
angels, like 1mages, are likely only to distract or deceive. Curiosity
leads to vain speculations, and these in turn lead us to fashioning our
own ideas about God, rather than those he offers to us. Proud and
superstitious men ‘in the seeking of God do not climbe above them
selves as they ought to have done, but measure him according to the
proportion of their owne fleshly dulnesse, and also neglecting the
sound manner of searching for him, do curiously flie to vaine specu
lations’.*® They forge rash presumptions and then worship not God but
their dream of him. God is comprehended through the Incarnation,
and understanding angels does not for Calvin, as it did for Augustine,
Aquinas, and even Luther, bring us any closer to knowing God. Angels
perform God’s offices, but do so more as efficient secretaries than as
mysterious and benign witnesses of human drama.

Luther’s position on angels is much like his position on art: they
have a non essential role to play in worship, and as long as they do not
become the focus of undue attention it is not impossible that contem
plating them will lead the faithful man closer to true faith. Moreover,
he retains much of pre Reformation angel doctrine as adiaphora (things
indifferent, not essential to salvation, and upon which the Church had
given no decision). The presence of this position within Protestantism
means that doctrines were not polarized along confessional lines.
Calvin adopts a more extreme ‘minimalist’ position. Angels are an
unimportant area of doctrine, defined more by the dangers of excessive
fervour than by their contribution to theodicy, and the body of solid
theology exploring them is very slight.

There are competing positions about the role of angels in salvation.
Substantial elements of angel doctrine survive the Reformation purge
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of credulity. These two facts meant that angels played a role in
establishing differences within Protestantism. This often centres on
the breadth of an opponent’s beliefs in angels, and his vulnerability
to charges of popery. Attacks on Laudian innovations in the 1620s and
1630s implicitly and explicitly associated angels with Romanism.
However, the antitheses within which angels marked out doctrinal
differences were not always concerned with the distance from Rome.
Thus Joseph Wright, attacking Quakers in 1661 for their emphasis on
humility, the efficacy of the will, and on the inner spirit:

And is not the Worship of those that call themselves followers of the Light
within, the Worship of Angels? That is, of Devils, while they disobey that which
God hath shewed them in the Scriptures of Truth, and intrude into such things which
are not to be found there; Where is there such a thing to be found in all the Record,
that God hath given of his Son, that all men ought not to look into, and be
guided by the Scriptures of Truth; but that all men ought to look into, and be
guided by the so called Light, which is within them? Oh the vanity of that fleshly
and puffed up Mind, that hath been the Author of this Intrusion and Doctrine of
Devils; so directly contrary to the Doctrine of the Holy Prophets, Apostles,
and of Christ Himself . .. *!

The indirection of the argument is itself revealing: Quakers intrude
into the unknown and place great weight upon the inner light which
has no justification in Scripture, therefore they worship angels. They
worship angels, and because this is sinful, the angels must be devils.
Angel worship is thematically relevant not only as a symbol of irreli
gion, but also because when Paul warns the fleshly mind against
intruding into things unseen, it is the ‘voluntary humility and wor
shipping of angels’ that concerns him. Angels are a rhetorical figure for
idolatry and for forcing meanings upon Scripture.

An association with angels was not always a slur within a
Protestant rhetorical context. In the 1630s Laudians associated
them with the beauty of holiness, reintroducing them within
funerary monuments, church architecture, and liturgy.** Puritan
clergymen stressed their confraternity with angels, defining a right
eous community by its conversation, metaphorically understood,
with angels.*® Some religious radicals claimed to have less meta
phorical conversations, summoning, hearing, or speaking with
angels, witnessing the invisible world, receiving revelation or
prophecy. The association of angels with medieval excesses of
fervour and invention did not prevent them from occupying a
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central place in Protestant theology, or from being used positively
to demarcate positions within Protestantism.

Britain witnessed a strain of anxiety about angels that was an inher
itance from Calvinist minimalism.* However, this ambivalence is only
part of the wider Protestant response in Britain and elsewhere. Angels
were integral to Protestant biblical exegesis, they played a role in
systematic theology, they offered comfort (though perhaps less than
to Catholics), and, crucially, they established the Protestant Church as
the true Catholic Church, and enabled verification of the workings of
providence. It is easy to exaggerate the contrast between Protestant
and Catholic angel doctrine, and to overstress the anxiety or ambiva
lence Protestants felt about angels in the contemporary world. The
Protestant view of angels remained thoroughly rooted in Aquinas. Its
iconoclasm was presented as a restoration of the teachings of the true
Church. Prayers to angels dwindled, but the new view was supported
not by silence but by publishing. Between 1530 and 1700 angels were
adapted into religious life in Protestant Britain by a process of icono
clasm and readjustment, and angelic visions continued in the eight
eenth century, though they were more symbolic and pious than
febrile and theologically charged, and the visionaries risked slighter
persecution.*® A story of an appearance of a healing angel in Stamford
told in a 1659 pamphlet was retold in an early eighteenth century
commonplace book; it was still an angel, though it spoke to the
community in a different way.** Angels were a canvas where faith
and the rationalized understanding of the universe met with a reposi
tory of collective memories.

Writing about Angels

Most writing about angels does not appear in books about angels.
A handful of these appeared in sixteenth and seventeenth century
Britain, notably John Salkeld’s A Treatise of Angels (1613), Henry
Lawrence’s Of our Communion and Warre with Angels (1646, reissued
in 1649 as An History of Angells), and Benjamin Camfield’s A Theological
Discourse of Angels and their Ministries (1678); to these might be added
Heywood’s The Hierarchie of the Blessed Angells (1635), a thorough and
focused engagement with the topic that breaks the conventions of
systematic study and transgressed genres. Angels appeared in a broad
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array of works, from sermons to polemics to poems, and these writings
did not simply reflect a pre existing body of thought. Genre shaped the
questions writers asked about angels, and how they resolved and
presented their answers. Modes of writing interacted with notions of
angelic being and action. It 1s in the nature of scriptural commentaries
that they address certain issues (when God made the lights in the
firmament in Gen. 1: 14—18 did he make angels at the same time?).
Sermons are more selective about their texts, and more oriented
towards the application and matters of practical divinity (angelic
guardianship is a more interesting theme for preachers than angelic
freewill). The genres of books, their scope and shape, their publishing
and distribution contexts, encroach upon the ideas presented in them.

The doctrinal statements about angels most familiar to English men
and women appear in the Elizabethan homilies, sermons stating official
Church doctrine regularly read in churches throughout the country.
The homilies are diffident. The sermon ‘Concerning Good Order and
Obedience’ (1563) begins: ‘Almightie God hath created and appointed
al thinges, in heaven earth and waters, in a mooste excellente and
perfecte order. In heaven, he hath appointed distincte or severall
orders and states of Archaungelles and Aungelles.” Angels—their
good order rather than any particular hierarchy—are presented as
proof of the necessity of hierarchy and obedience to governors on
earth. This homily does not mention them again, though, obedient to
symmetry, they reappear in the homily against disobedience (1570),
which reasserts the premiss that human obedience mirrored angelic
obedience, and the diabolical nature of disobedience: ‘So heere
appeareth the originall kyngdome of God over angels and man, and
universallie over all thinges, and of man over earthly creatures whiche
God had made subject unto him, and withall the felicitie and blessed
state which angels, man, and all creatures had remayned in, had they
continued in due obedience unto God their King.*” This does not
represent a significant departure from the opening credo of the Fourth
Lateran Council of 1215.* The homilies on idolatry and prayer cau
tion against worshipping angels; the Homily on the Passion dwells on
the fact that God sent his Son and not an angel to redeem mankind,;
and angels are mentioned in retellings of the stories of Tobias and
Lazarus in the homilies on fasting and on death. Otherwise the hom
ilies are strikingly silent. There was very little an English Protestant
needed to believe about angels.
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The Book of Common Prayer was the other rubric for the everyday
experience of angels in worship, and it too was reserved. The West
minster Assembly was formed in 1643 in part to purge the Church of
innovations; when it reported on the Book of Common Prayer, its list
of doubtful matters began with the Prayer Book’s affirmation ‘that
there be Archangels and that Michael is a created Angel’.** Presbyter
ians in the 1640s had already suggested that the Laudian Church had
edged towards Rome in its angel doctrine. Yet the Feast of St Michael
and All Angels (29 September) had been in the Prayer Book since the
first Edwardian edition of 1549, when the collect began: ‘Everlasting
God which hast ordeyned & constituted, the services of al angels &
men in a wonderfull ordre’.®® The Assembly exaggerated in order
to emphasize its own minimalist position; its own catechism barely
mentioned angels. John Boughton’s 1623 catechism said a little more:

j[acos] .. . tell mee what are Angels?

B[ENJAMIN]| They are immortall Spirits, or spirituall substances, free from bodies, or
exceeding power, wisedome, and agilitie, created after the image of God, to minister
to him, and men his children.

J[acoB] How many sorts of Angels are there?

B[ENJAMIN]| Two. Good and bad.

J[acoB] What are the good Angels?

B[ENJAMIN]| The good Angels are those Elect spirits in heaven, which by the grace of
God continued in the truth and integritie, in which they were created; and by the
same grace are so confirmed in that estate, as that now they cannot fall from it, but are
for ever blessed.>!

The sum of the necessary creed was minimal.

A very different picture emerges from scriptural annotations and
commentary. Detailed statements about angels can be found, some
times scattered through different notes, sometimes synthesized in a
digression, in such works as Gervase Babington’s Certaine Plaine, Briefe,
and Comfortable Notes upon Everie Chapter of Genesis (1592), Andrew
Willet’s Hexapla in Genesin: That is, A Sixfold Commentarie upon Genesis
(1605), John Trapp’s A Commentary or Exposition upon all the Epistles
(1647) and his A Clavis to the Bible (1650), the Westminster Assembly’s
monumental Annotations upon all the Books of the Old and New Testament
(1645, 1651) and a series of associated scholarly works from the 1640s
and 1650, including John Richardson’s Choice Observations and Explan
ations upon the Old Testament (1655), and, finally, George Hughes’s An
Analytical Exposition of the Whole First Book of Moses (1672). These
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represent a domestication and popularization of, and a considerable
elaboration on, the annotations of Augustine, Luther, and Calvin,
which were available to educated readers. Scriptural annotations
address particular places and cruxes. If an angel dines with Abraham,
how does it eat? When the Lord ‘opened the mouth’ of Balaam’s ass, did
the angel itself vocalize, or did it use the mouth of the ass? The questions
coincide with many of Lombard’s and Aquinas’. Here Protestants show
no resistance to enquiry, because making sense of the biblical stories,
which is to say, resolving the literal meaning, requires it.>?

To take the first of these examples, Gervase Babington comments
on Genesis 18: 8, ‘he took butter, and milk, and the calf...and they
did eat’: “‘How the Angells did eate.’

For their eating, we know it was but by dispensation for the time, not for any
necessitie of nature. And if you aske what became of the meate which they did
eate, the Schoolemen will readily answere you that it did vanish in the
chawing, as water doth in boyling. Wiser men aske no such questions, and
therefore neede no such answere. In the extraordinary dealings of God what
neede wee to sift his secrets, and to bee wise above sobrietie?’>?

In contrast, Andrew Willet spells out the various positions on this text,
then resolves,

it is the sounder opinion, that these angels, as they were endued with true bodies
for the time, so they did verily eate, as they did walke and speake and doe other
actions of the bodie truly: yet did they not eate of any necessitie: but like as these
bodies by the power of God assumed for the present, were againe dissolved and
turned to their first nature, so was the meat which they did eate.>*

The annotations of the Westminster Assembly repeat Willet’s position;
George Hughes paraphrases a little confusingly: ‘If question be, how
those bodies could eat? Or whether nourished? It is answered, doubt
less they did truely eat, and the bodies were refreshed for the time that
God made use of them, and after both [i.e. body and food] were
resolved into their principles by the hand of God.”*® In Babington’s
response we find a minimalist answer, coupled with a warning against
insobriety; while those who came after him essentially agreed they felt
a need to spell out alternative positions before stating theirs. Annota
tions are accumulative texts. Once asked and explored, a question
tends to linger around the relevant place in Scripture. It is possible to
ignore the question of angelic digestion (and excretion), but to do so
would not be scholarly.
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The same process surrounds the question of when angels were
created. The date of angelic creation does not depend upon the gloss
of any single verse; rather, it is a silence in the narrative. An attentive
reader will ask it, and once opened it proves a can of worms. Where
the annotator deals with it depends on his opinion. Babington adds a
note on this at the end of his commentaries on Genesis 1: “When the
Angells were created, it is not precisely named, but that they were
created, both by this place it is knowne, and Coloss. 1. 16. By Jude also
and Peter: the usuall opinion is, the first day, reade Junius.’>® Willet also
deals with this topic at the end of chapter 1, but he adds to this question
another: Why did Moses omit the creation of angels? He answers at
some length, offering three possibilities before concluding that ‘Moses
applieth himself to the simple capacity of the people, and describeth
onely the creation of visible and sensible things, leaving to speake of
the spirituall, which they could not understand.”®” The Westminster
annotators, also at the end of Genesis 1, dilate at length on the original
questions and on Willet’s broadening of it; they follow Willet but
withhold final judgement.*® Their verdict excludes only the opinion of
those, including Milton, who thought that angels were created before
the visible universe.*® Here again we see a process of accumulation and
a shift in emphasis. While Protestants may have commended restraint
in comparison to Scholastic theology, they covered much of the same
ground, while presenting Scripture as the sole basis of their analysis.
Genesis received more annotation than any other text, perhaps in part
because of reformed interest in the doctrines of sin, predestination, and
atonement,* and Genesis raised many of the most curious angelolo
gical questions.

Systematic theology, in the tradition of Aquinas’ Summa, handled
the same issues: where, when, why, what do they do, what are we to
understand by them, what do we need to know?°! The most influential
models were from the Reformation on the Continent: especially
Calvin’s Institutes, Peter Martyr Vermigli’s Common Places, William
Bucanus’ Institutions, but also Johannes Wollebius” Compendium Theolo
giae Christianae (1626, partly translated in 1650). The Medulla Theologiae
(1623, 1627) of William Ames, an Englishman by birth who spent much
of his life in exile in the Netherlands, was also widely read (and partially
translated as The Marrow of Sacred Divinity in 1643). A later work, and
further evidence of a popularization of the formerly Latin genre, was
Henry Hibbert’s Syntagma Theologicum, or, A Treatise wherein is concisely
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comprehended, the body of divinity, and the fundamentals of religion (1662).
Milton’s unfinished De Doctrina Christiana belongs to this genre. These
works begin with God and work their way down through Creation. In
them questions about the timing of the creation of the angels fit into a
broader interpretative framework, and are usually followed by a discus
sion of what angels are and what they do. There is no necessity for
discussions of angelic digestion in this context: the focus is not on
biblical narratives but on the system of beliefs, and the coherence of an
account of Creation and salvation. Whereas an account of angels is
necessary to understand certain scriptural narratives, a subtly different
analysis of angels is useful in an exploration of soteriology, and it is this
that we find in systematic theologies (as well as some sermons). While
angels are not essential to salvation, they help humans understand it.
Systematic theologies purposively descend from God through angels to
humans as part of the hermeneutic of knowing God, and this is as true
for Protestants as for Catholics.

A process of accumulation shapes these works. Once an issue has
been discussed, and placed in a systematic development, it becomes
part of a standard repertoire, a topos of analysis or argument. These are
highly generic texts: their particularities are worked out through the
many things they share with their antecedents. Bucanus’ Institutions
(sometimes referred to as ‘the commonplaces’, because of the topical
way they are organized) is a digest of patristic and Scholastic and
Reformation commentary, which in turn influenced Ames, for
example, and Willet borrows and cites from him, sometimes rejecting
his arguments, especially in the 1633 expanded edition of Hexapla in
Genesin. Bucanus was quoted approvingly by William Prynne and
Samuel Rutherford (for equating presbyters and bishops), and com
mended in Richard Baxter’s Christian Directory as particularly useful to
those who could not afford many books; this sentiment is reversed in
Richard Montagu’s controversial Appello Caesarum, which dismisses
‘moderne Epitomizers’ in favour of more ancient authorities.®> Buca
nus’ Institutions is organized in transparent and accessible chapters, on
themes from God and the Trinity, through angels or original right
eousness; the manner is remote from the systematic interrogation of
Aquinas, but the issues derive directly from Scholastic theology.

A similar hybridity can be found in An Exposition on the Fourteene
First Chapters of Genesis (1626), by Alexander Ross (who translated
Wollebius into English), a dialogue interpreting Scripture. Ross
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comments on angels in detail because he is concerned about the
popishness of much angel doctrine.®® Ames’s treatment is more con
cise, and presents a series of propositions concerning the ‘special
Gubernation about intelligent Creatures’ (Milton has a corresponding
chapter in De Doctrina), in which he identifies the similarities and
differences between angels and humans. Perhaps what is most signifi
cant about this chapter is that a digest of angel doctrine could be so
concise: it assumes that the reader was familiar with many of the
touchstones of the discussion. Readers of works such as these assem
bled their own credos, much as one would a commonplace book.**
Henry Fairfax, Dean of Norwich and cousin of the parliamentarian
general, prepared a commonplace book with headings about angels,
their creation, relationship with man, their fall, ‘Permissione peccati’
and ‘Determinatione peccati’. These were perhaps intended for use in
preaching: the good intentions failed, as most of the pages remain
empty, a fact that is perhaps related to his parishioners’ complaints
about his dereliction of duties.®® On 1 January 1655 the parishioners of
Stortford began to compile at the house of one Mr Paine a collective
systematic theology ‘about those fundamentall truths that are necessary
to bee knowne and practiced by every one that would bee saved’.®
Cornelius Burgess and John Milton compiled similar notes from their
reading, perhaps with the view to publishing a systematic theology.®
‘What binds these texts together, then, is the interest in placing know
ledge of angels into a coherent framework that is focused not so much
on interpreting Scripture or practical divinity as on assembling a
meaningful picture of the visible and invisible world.

Sermons were an important genre for Scripture centred Protestant
ism, used to analyse biblical texts and to disseminate doctrine. Sermons
constitute a significant proportion of press output, and printed versions
suggest their wider role in aural experience.®® Angels figured in ser
mons in two ways. First, within a commentary on Scripture, in which
they could play an incidental or a substantial role. Hundreds of ser
mons touch upon angels, exegetically or imaginatively, in passing.®’
A 1616 sermon by Nathaniel Cannon mentions angels only in order to
emphasize human dependence on divine assistance.”® Others offered
more extended exploration, including John Gumbleden’s sermon ‘An
Angel, in a Vision’, which examines an angel appearing to the soldier
Cornelius in Acts 10: 3.7" Gumbleden discusses angelic apparitions and
the assumptions of bodies, guardians, the ministry of angels, angelic
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communication, and angelic knowledge. Similarly, John Everard’s
‘Militia Caelestis’ begins with Psalm 68: 17 (‘The Chariots of God
are twenty thousand thousands of Angels’), and develops a general
survey of angel doctrine. Both provide an angelology in miniature. All
of these examples formally resemble scriptural commentary, and some
scriptural commentaries, including Luther’s lectures on Genesis, Cal
vin’s on Job, and Joseph Caryl’s multi volume Exposition . . . of the Book
of Job (1647—66), began life as extended series of sermons.

Secondly, a few sermons focus on an aspect of angel doctrine, and
draw more directly upon systematic theology. One of the most widely
cited Reformation works on angels was Urbanus Rhegius’ sermon on
good and evil angels, which outlined a broadly acceptable Protestant
doctrine. Sermons by Bayly and Prideaux follow this pattern. Robert
Gell’s Aggelokratia Theon, or, A Sermon (1650) is only in the most indirect
sense a commentary on Deuteronomy 32: 8, 9, and more extensively a
statement of angel doctrine in support of astrology (it was preached
before the Society of Astrologers).” Following the execution of the
minister Christopher Love for treason in 1656, a group of fellow
Presbyterians published a treatise of his entitled “The Ministry of An
gels’, which had grown out of one or more sermons. His editors warned
that it was ‘not intended for a Philosophical, but for a Christian auditory;
the...subject is high, and there is room enough for speculation’, and
thereby distanced it from Thomistic writing, but it is in fact one of the
more extended writings on angels from the 1650s.”> Sermons that focus
on a particular theme often adopt an essayistic or meditational form.
William Austin’s meditation entitled “Tutelar Angels’ probably began
life as a sermon for 29 September, the feast of St Michael the Archan
gel.”* These sermons focus on a topic that bridges abstract theology with
practical divinity, such as the existence of guardian angels. They are
generically similar to short treatises on angels, such as Robert Dingley’s
The Deputation of Angels (1654), a defence of angelic guardianship, Arise
Evans’s The Voice of Michael the Archangel (1654), and A Modest Enquiry
into the Opinion Concerning a Guardian Angel (1702). These pamphlets are
topical, seeking to mount an argument that is sensitive to an immediate
political or religious context. Angels were more persuasive when per
ipheral, not central, to arguments.

The angelology, a systematic examination of angel doctrine (written
in isolation from a full theological system), is a rare genre. Prior to the
Reformation there was little need for the form, as it constituted a
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fragment of a larger examination of Creation or salvation. It is because of
Protestant concern about the popishness of much writing about angels,
and perhaps out of fear of lingering popular beliefs, that the form
discovers a rationale. The concern about justifiable angel doctrine,
and the extent to which Thomistic arguments could be perpetuated in
a reformed context, resulted in early modern Britain in a handful of
works, including John Salkeld’s A Treatise of Angels (1613), Henry Law
rence’s Of our Communion and Warre with Angels (1646), and Benjamin
Camfield’s A Theological Discourse of Angels and their Ministries (1678).
Isaac Ambrose’s ‘Ministration of, and Communion with Angels’ per
haps belongs with this group, but it was published, in 1662, as part of a
larger work on divinity. Later in the century Increase Mather and his son
Cotton wrote several treatises about angelology that were, despite
Cotton’s visions of an angel, largely reiterations of commonplaces.”™
While deriving their topics and organization from systematic theology,
these works share a distinct premiss: they endeavour to sketch the extent
of Protestant angel doctrine, and to describe the ministry of angels
within the reformed Church. Their concerns are therefore at once
expansive, in that they define a body of knowledge, and restrictive, in
that they take to heart Calvin’s admonitions about curiosity and, at least
polemically, repudiate excessive speculation. The Jesuit educated Sal
keld offers a digest of Scholastic knowledge for a Jacobean Protestant
audience; the godly Lawrence surveys knowledge of angels to consider
them as patterns for human behaviour. Camfield’s angelology is a
defence of the existence of the spirit world against what he perceived
as creeping Sadducism and scepticism.

Poems about angels are the concern of much of this book. They are,
like all of the forms discussed above, inclined to certain kinds of topic
and not others. Some that interest me are atypical of their time. Samuel
Pordage’s Mundorum Explicatio is based on prophetic visionary insights;
Heywood offers a compendium of learning; Hutchinson’s Order and
Disorder is equally influenced by scriptural commentary and Guillaume
de Salluste du Bartas; Milton’s Paradise Lost binds doctrine and narrative;
Donne offers momentary elucidation, rather than sustained insight, from
systematic study. In many other poems, however, from Spenser’s
‘Hymne of Heavenly Love’ (1596) to Cowley’s A Vision (1661), angels
speak or are seen, in ways that resemble, borrow from, and develop the
insights in non fictional prose, imaginatively illuminating the sacred, or
using sacred images to make political points. Poetic writing about angels
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tends towards narratives of Creation, or reflections on symbolism: the
symbolism of angels” wings, for example. In contrast, angels appear in
strikingly few dramas in the early modern period.”

Finally, it is worth reflecting on a genre of writings about angels that
scarcely exists in early modern Britain. Glossing biblical metaphors,
logically deducing the nature of angelic bodies, inferring the lacunae
in scriptural narratives, none of these involves reflecting on angels as
creatures like us. Angels are models for humans, but few writers reflected
upon what it would be like to be an angel. Angelic emotions (angels
weep and sing praises in Scripture) are metaphors, not grounds for
speculation. Yet sometimes this consideration erupts in writing.

Henry More, whose writing about angels is profound and imagina
tive, both mystical and natural philosophical, maintaining the unob
jectionable proposition that there are two polities of light and darkness
among both angels and men, asserts: ‘every Angel, Good or Bad, is as truly
a Person as a man, being endued also with Life, Sense, and Understanding;
when they are likewise capable of Joy and Pain, and therefore coercible
by Laws’.”” This goes beyond the imaginative sympathy customarily
offered to spirits. Jan Amos Comenius, the Moravian theologian and
educationalist, pushes these issues harder: “There is in Angels a sense of
things, as well as in our spirits. . . . Also they have a sense of pleasure and
griefe: for as much as joyes are said to be prepared for the Angels, and
fire for the divells, (into which wicked men are also to be cast.)’”® The
link that Comenius makes between sense perception and emotion is
suggestive: cognition and sensation are associated with feelings, par
ticipation in Creation with emotions, spiritual being with limitations.
His exploratory approach anticipates Milton’s angels, who are, more
than Aquinas’ or Dante’s or perhaps anyone’s, subject to the imper
fections and difficulties of being a creature.

This chapter has explored the Christian traditions of writing about
angels, the way questions about angels emerge from scriptural narrative
and are developed and extended, the impact of the Reformation on the
body of knowledge concerning angels, the various genres in which
British Protestants wrote about angels, the way genre shapes the
expression of beliefs and ideas, and some of the rhetoric used to
characterize confessional difference. The following chapter outlines
the actual differences between Roman Catholics and Protestants, and
presents a brief catechism of reformed doctrine.
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Angelology
Knowledge of Angels

Catholic and Protestant Differences

Protestant angelology was shaped by the emphasis on sola scriptura and
by a reaction against Catholicism. Angels were commonly mentioned
in complaints against popish inventiveness: “What distinctions, orders,
degrees and offices doe they make of Angels? what curious questions
doe they raise?”* But Protestants were not merely anxious about angels.
They did not allow angels to creep in by the back door: rather, they
explored angels afresh as a useful element of theology. Just as angels had
been a powerful testing ground for Aristotelian natural philosophy in
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, so in the sixteenth and seven
teenth centuries they offered a way of examining the world in the light
of reformed theology and developments in natural philosophy.

The difterences between Protestants and Catholics on the theology
of angels can be reduced to a series of headings, though doing so risks
making the doctrines on both sides seem more undifterentiated than
in reality it was. A useful overview, however, and one that is as
prescriptive as descriptive, can be found in Andrew Willet’s Synopsis
Papismi, That is, A Generall Viewe of Papisty: wherein the whole mysterie of
iniquitie and summe of Antichristian doctrine is set downe, which is main
tained this day by the Synagogue of Rome, against the Church of Christ,
published in six swelling editions between 1592 and 1634. A sequel
entitled Tetrastylon Papisticum, That is, The Foure Principal Pillers of
Papistrie appeared in 1593, with two further editions that decade.
Willet was a Calvinist supporter of the established Church who pub
lished anti Arminian opinions; he was independently minded,
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though fiercely anti Catholic. Willet identified three Catholic—Protestant
controversies: concerning the hierarchies and degrees of angels, their
ministry and office, and the worship and invocation of angels. However,
as he deals with each topic, he multiplies the differences and shifts the focus.

Hierarchies

Concerning the hierarchies of angels, Willet writes that the papists (he
is hostilely characterizing their position, so I will retain this term)
‘boldely aftirme’, on the basis of the diverse names given to them in
Scripture, ‘that there are nine orders of Angelles’, while Protestants
accept that there are ‘diverse orders’ but judge that to ‘enquire of them
more subtilly’ is not only ‘foolish curiositie’, but also ‘ungodly and
dangerous rashness’. A second, and consequent, question under this
heading is whether Michael is the prince of angels. The papists say that
Revelation reveals that he is, and the position was formerly held by
Lucifer. The Protestants say that ‘Michael’ in Revelation signifies
Christ. Willet claims (and it is not clear whether he believes himself
to be describing a universal Protestant position or merely forwarding
his own arguments) that there is no reason to believe that there is
necessarily a prince among fallen or unfallen angels. ‘Sathan’ is a name
given to all evil spirits, and they are all princes.?

Most Protestants did believe in a heavenly hierarchy without commit
ting themselves to specific orders: such detail lay beyond human know
ledge. The influential Institutions of Christian Religion, by the French born
Swiss theologian William Bucanus, stated one Protestant position, that
there is order, but the names ascribed to ranks in fact describe offices:

No man that is conversant in the Scriptures can deny, but that there is some
order among the Angels, because order and distinction in all things is an
excellent and divine thing: for some are called Cherubins, others Seraphims;
some Angels, other Archangels. But this order is not from the dignitie and
excellencie of the nature of the Angels, as though some were more excellent
by nature: but rather from their diverse kinds of offices. . .. But that there be
Hierarchies, and degrees of Hierarchies among the Angels, as the Papists
imagine, it cannot be proved by any testimonie of Scripture.?

Similarly, William Perkins wrote in A Golden Chaine, or, The Descrip
tion of Theologie, a lucid and weighty tome published in nine editions
between 1591 and 1621:
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Figure 1. Thomas Heywood, Hierarchie of the Blessed Angells (163 ), title page
engraving

That there are degrees of Angels, it is most plaine. ... But it is not for us to
search, who, or how any been in each order, neither ought we curiously to
enquire howe they are distinguished, whether in essence, or qualities.*

The fact that the Dionysian treatises were not written by a disciple of
Paul’s was widely known and recited in attacks on Scholastic angel

doctrine.® Many Protestants overlooked this, however, and Catholic
propagandists repudiated or ignored the humanist disproof.¢ However,
to reject Dionysius was by no means to reject hierarchies. In a section
entitled “The Degrees and Orders of Angels’ in The Great Mysterie of
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Godliness (1652), Joseph Hall argues that heavenly hierarchies of
perfection show that equality has no place in Creation, and that ‘He
that was rapt into the third heaven can tell us of thrones, dominions,
principalities, Angels and Arch angels in that region of blessednesse.”
We do not know, however, the various employments of these angels,
and Hall devotes several pages to summarizing the presumptuous
conceits of those who schematize the properties and relative powers
of the hierarchies, as if, though wrong, the knowledge is nonetheless
not redundant.® In a 1639 sermon John Blenkow accepted the notion of
hierarchies, but without the ‘too curious’ inferences of the Scholastics;
he favoured the opinions of the learned, ‘who though they hold some
kinde of order and subordination amongst the Angels, yet they are not
so bold as to assign in particular their degrees and orders: and to affirme
a thing so remote from our understanding, were necessary eyther some
evident reason, or more firme authority then can be alleadged’. He
accepts that Michael was ‘chiefe patron of the Jewes” and a type of
Christ, though without allowing him to be head of the angels.’

Others declared with Richard Sibbes that ‘we must not rashly presume
to looke into these things’, but nonetheless accepted the notion of
hierarchies, summarized traditional Roman Catholic accounts of them,
and made use of the significance of hidden orders.’® Such dismissals
are half hearted. John Salkeld’s Treatise of Angels describes the various
approaches to hierarchies in considerable detail while explicitly not com
mitting himself to them; his interest in these details, and his non
judgemental exposition, suggest that he had sympathy with the Scholastic
position.” Joseph Glanvill insisted that “tis not absurd to believe, that
there is a Government that runs from Highest to Lowest . . . So that some one
would fancy that perhaps the Angels may manage us, as we do the Creatures
that God and Nature have placed under our Empire and Dominion’. This
accepts much of the Pseudo Dionysian doctrine of hierarchy, without the
specific names and properties.’ Still others insisted that names corre
sponded to a hierarchy of duties.?® Brian Duppa performs a very slippery
movement in rejecting certain knowledge of hierarchies:

Nor shall we offend to inlarge this meditation further, to conceive as some of
the Fathers did, that as the Angels fell from severall Hierarchies, some from
being Seraphins, some Cherubins, some Thrones, some out of higher Seats,
some out of lower: so on this great Day, when God shall distribute his glory
among us, we may opine at least, that into those severall Hierarchies we shall
be assumed. ..
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Duppa nonetheless knows that one day humans will be above the
angels."* Much Laudian angel doctrine adopts this double movement,
and appears closer to Catholic than Nonconformist doctrine.

Some Protestants, Willet notwithstanding, explicitly accepted
the usefulness of the hierarchies. Heywood uses them to structure
his meditative poem Hierarchie of the Blessed Angells. He associates
rejection of hierarchies with rejection of the spirit world
altogether. His taxonomy merits quoting at length, because it is
compact and reveals a Protestant’s imaginative engagement with
the idea:

In three most blessed Hierarchies th’are guided, Angeli in quot Choros
And each into three Companies divided: dividuntur.

The first is that in which the Seraphims bee, The first Chorus.
Cherubims, Thrones; distinct in their degree.

The Seraphim doth in the word imply, The Seraphim and
A Fervent Love and Zeale to the Most High. his office.

And these are they, incessantly each houre
In contemplation are of Gods great Power.
The Cherubim denotes to us the Fulnesse The Cherubim.
Of absolute Knowledge, free from Humane dulnesse;
Or else Wisedomes infusion. These desire
Nothing, but Gods great Goodnesse to admire.
The name of Thrones, his glorious Seat displaies; The Thrones.
His Equitie and Justice these still praise.
The second Ternion, as the Schoole relates,
Are Dominations, Vertues, Potestates.

Dominions, th’ Angels Offices dispose; Dominions.
The Vertues (in the second place) are those Vertues.
That execute his high and holy Will:

The Potestates, they are assistant still, Potestates.

The malice of the Divell to withstand:

For God hath given it to their powerfull hand.
In the third order Principates are plac’t;

Next them, Arch Angels; Angels are the last.

The Principates, of Princes take the charge, Principates.
Their power on earth to curbe, or to enlarge;

And these worke Miracles. Th’Arch Angels are Arch Angels.
Embassadors, great matters to declare.

Th’Angels Commission hath not that extent, Angels.

They only have us Men in government.
‘God’s in the first of these, a Prince of Might:
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‘He in the second doth reveale, as Light:
‘Is in the last, his Graces still inspiring.
To know what’s to their Offices requiring;
The formost Ternion hath a reference The Offices of
To contemplate Gods Divine Providence: the three Ternions.
Prescribing what by others should be don.
The office of the second Ternion
Doth his concurring Influence disperse
Unto the guidance of the Universe;
And sometimes hath a working. Now we know,
The third descends to’have care of things below;
Assisting good men, and withstanding those
That shall the rules of Divine Lawes oppose.'*

Potestates are synonymous with Powers; Principates with Principal

ities. The description is conventionally Pseudo Dionysian, and it
parallels Dante’s Paradiso, canto XXVIII. Heywood emphasizes the
importance of providence more than a Catholic might, though he also
suggests that miracles are ongoing, despite Protestant reservations
about this. Principates perform miracles, and Heywood is thoroughly
committed to their contemporary relevance: the frontispiece to
book 7, on the Principates, shows a conventional angel with a sword
hovering over a wicked kingdom (its denizens have diabolical faces)
with the banner ‘Protero’ (‘I trample’); on the upper left a godly court
hovers in the clouds, with the banner ‘Protago’ (presumably protego,
‘I protect’). The family are clearly discernible as King Charles, Henrietta
Maria, and their three children. The image suggests that Principates
govern the earth, protecting good kings and punishing bad, but it also
compares the royal family to angels, forming a little kingdom in the
clouds.'® Hierarchies had clear political uses.

There was a close affiliation, as James VI and I observed, between
monarchy and episcopacy, and the interpretation of the angels of the
seven Asian Churches, addressed in Revelation, was central to argu
ments about the proper government of the Church.'” Heavenly hier
archies were frequently paralleled to earthly, and those who challenged
them compared to rebellious angels.'® John Taylor argued that heredi
tary monarchy was the best form of government, just as there was one
sun in the sky and ‘Amongst the Angels there are distinctions, as
Principalities, Powers, Thrones, Dominions, and Michael an Archangel.’*®
George Lawson described the government of heaven in distinctively
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Figure 2. Thomas Heywood, Hierarchie of the Blessed Angells (1635), engrav
ing of “The Principat’

earthly terms, and presented the divine order as the proper basis for
humane government, though, oddly, he suggested that while the
government of the fallen angels was monarchical, he was not so sure
about the unfallen.® Even Protestants reluctant to identify the hier
archy in detail were confident that it contained lessons for the proper
order of human society and the conduct of politics.?!

The distinction between the Catholic and Protestant positions was
not a simple one, then, and despite claims that titles reflected offices or
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duties rather than nature, Protestants did not challenge the assumption
that the various scriptural names for angels reflected an organization
that was hierarchical in nature. Milton’s vision of a meritocratic
Creation brings him close to total rejection. In Reason of Church
Government he writes: “Yea, the Angels themselves, in whom no
disorder is fear’d, as the Apostle that saw them in his rapture describes,
are distinguisht and quaterniond into their celestiall Princedomes, and
Satrapies, according as God himselfe hath writ his imperiall decrees
through the great provinces of heav’n.”? ‘Quaterniond’ implies rejec

tion of the Pseudo Dionysian three ternions, and is not rooted in
conventional exegesis of angelic hierarchy. Instead it suggests the
four angels who govern the four corners of the world, and the four
winds that blow therefrom, which appear in Revelation 7: 1—2. It
anticipates Henry More’s gloss on Daniel 7, where he writes:

ruchot is the very same word that is in Psal. 104. 4. These are the Four Winds of
Heaven, The Quaternio of the Angelical Ministers of Divine Providence.
Something like that Apoc. 7. where there is mention of the Four Angels at
the Four Corners of the Earth, holding the Four Winds of the Earth that they
should not blow on the Earth, nor on the Sea. And that the great things in the
vicissitude of Kingdoms and Empires are done by the Angels, is an Hypothesis
that both Daniel and the Apocalypse plainly supposes, the latter indeed incul
cates to awaken this dull Sadducean Age.?

None of this Milton would have objected to. Milton uses the scriptural
names without hierarchy, and in Paradise Lost ranks conventionally
placed low in the hierarchy demonstrate greater abilities than the
higher ranks. They are names of duties, words used to describe and
praise rather than assert status. It is the fallen angels, and particularly
Satan, who are most concerned with hierarchy:

Thrones, dominations, princedoms, virtues, powers,

If these magnific titles yet remain

Not merely titular, since by decree

Another now hath to himself engrossed

All power, and us eclipsed under the name

Of king anointed. . . (PL's. 772 7)

Milton is neither inconsistent nor satirical, but, rather, committed to
individual merit as the basis of salvation.?* His belief that Creation’s
hierarchies should be flexible, mobile, and founded upon communi

cation prevented any commitment to hierarchies as the Scholastics and
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some Protestant contemporaries would have understood them. The
Pseudo Dionysian hierarchy as modified by Scholastic theology was
rigid and unyielding.?® Milton’s vision is anything but uncommitted,
though it is less a satire of Roman Catholic doctrine than an image of
his own interpretation of Scripture, supported by his understanding of
nature; its inconsistency reflects the fluidity of Creation.

Willet’s minor point under this heading is easier to address, though
he is also misleading here. He states that Protestants (and not Catholics)
identify Michael in Revelation as Christ and not a created angel. In fact
Protestants were divided on this. The Geneva annotators, David
Pareus, Arthur Dent, Joseph Mede, Johannes Wollebius, and others,
accepted that Michael in Revelation was Christ, but others state that he
was an angel, or even a prefiguration of the emperor Constantine.?®
The Westminster Annotations prefers this first reading, but acknow
ledges that some take Michael to be a ‘chief created angel’. The
interpretation of Jude and Daniel also made the reading ambiguous.
Thomas Heywood, William Jenkyn, and Milton insist that the iden
tification with Christ makes no sense of Scripture.?’

Ministry and Offices of Angels

The second Catholic—Protestant division Willet identifies is on the
question of the ministry of angels, which also falls into two parts,
protection and offices. The papists erroneously say that Michael ‘is
the protector and keeper of the whole Church of Christ’, and that
kingdoms and churches ‘have their speciall angels for their protectors’.
Protestants know that Christ and all angels protect the whole Church
‘without anye limitation of place’, and that it cannot be proved out of
Scripture that angels are assigned to kingdoms. Willet subordinates under
this another error: papists believe that ‘Everie one hath from his nativitie
an Angell for his custodie and patronage against the wicked, before the
face of God.” This causes Willet some concern, as he stops to repudiate the
textual proofs for the doctrine, before asserting the Protestant belief that
the doctrine of individual guardian angels cannot be proved. Moreover,
we are carried to heaven at death by a choir or company of angels.?*
Protestants were more divided on these issues than Willet cared to
admit. Many, including Calvin, Peter Martyr, and Milton, accepted
Daniel 10, which refers to Michael as the prince of the Jewish people,
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and also to the princes of Greece and Persia, as proof of the existence of
local guardian angels. I discuss some of the extensive Protestant uses of
this doctrine in Chapters 9 and 13.%° Willet’s subordination of the
question of individual guardian angels to the notion of guardians
assigned to a place is odd, as the former was a more controversial and
doctrinally significant issue. Belief in dual guardian angels, one good
and one bad, developed in the early days of the Christian Church
(based on Acts 12: 15). One influential non canonical text, which
reflects this belief, is the second century work The Shepherd by Hermas,
a supposed disciple of Paul’s. John Pringle translated this in 1661,
disseminating apocryphal writings to a wider audience. Hermas relates
how the doctrine is communicated to him by an angel (disguised, as
many later angels, as an old man in a white cloak):

3 Hear now saith he, first of FAITH, there are two SPIRITS with man, one of
equity, and one of iniquity; And I said to him, how Lord shall I know that there
are two SPIRITS with a man? Hear saith he, and understand; The spirit of
righteousnesse is tender, gentle and bashfull, affable and quiet, when therefore
it shall ascend into thine heart, immediately it speaketh with thee of right
eousnesse, of pardon, of charity, of piety; All these when they shall ascend into
thine heart, know that the spirit of equity is with thee; to this GENIUS
therefore, and to its works give thou credit.

4 Take now also the works of the Spirit of iniquity, first it is bitter,
wrathful, and foolish, and its works are pernitious and overthrow the servants
of God; when therefore these things shall ascend into thine heart, thou shalt
understand from its works this to be the spirit of INIQUITY.

s How Lord shall T understand? Hear quoth he, and understand, when
wrath shall happen to thee or bitternesse, understand that to be 1IN THEE; After
that the desire of many works, and of the daintiest meats, and of drunken
nesses, and the desirings of many strange things, and pride and much speaking,
and ambition, and whatsoever things are like these; Thou therefore when
thou shalt know its works, depart from them all, & believe it in nothing,
because its works are evil, and do not agree to the servants of God.

6 Thou hast therefore the works of both the Spirits, understand now and
believe the Genius, of Righteousnesse, because its TEACHING is good . . . *°

The doctrine, which is developed in the Qur’an (the good angel sits on
the right shoulder, the evil on the left), became a commonplace in
medieval theology, a literal belief as well as a means of exploring
human motivation. The doctrine received qualified support from the
earlier reformers, including Luther, Urbanus Rhegius, and Johannes
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Rivius, plus some later writers.>' In his Institution, however, Calvin
dismissed it as uncertain, adding that ‘not one Angell onely hath care of
every one of us, but that they all by one consent doe watch for our
safetie’. In his later commentary on Genesis he was more emphatic:
‘they doe wickedly disgrace the goodness of God, whiche thinke
everie one of us is defended by one Angel. And there is no doubt
but y* the divel by this subtilty, hath gon about in some point to weken
our faith.”*® Gervase Babington placed a similar interpretation upon
this passage in 1592; and the Westminster Assembly’s Annotations agree
in phrasing so careful that it may prevaricate: ‘no Angel is restrained
from a particular ministration to any of the elect; nor any of the elect so
allotted to the custody of any Angel that he may not expect the
protection of many’.** Belief in guardian angels thereby became firmly
associated with popery. Willet was supported by Thomas Cartwright,
William Fulke, and Christopher Love (who insisted that only the elect
received any ministration from angels).>*

Not all English Protestants agreed. Salkeld reported that Protestants
were unsure about guardian angels, but he presented a great deal of
evidence for the belief, from the Greek and Roman churches, which,
he suggested, was enough to persuade some. The tenor of his summary
suggests either a reluctance to admit his own faith, or a genuine
uncertainty inclining towards accepting the doctrine.®® The ancient
nature of the belief was an argument in its favour. While Thomas
Browne was sceptical of proofs based on Acts 12, he was nonetheless
inclined to take it on trust because it was not the fabrication of the
Church of Rome but as old as Pythagoras and Plato (philosophy and
theology persuasively coincided).** Henry Lawrence approves the
doctrine in a diffident fashion. He set a precedent for Robert Dingley’s
treatise and for others of widely differing theological positions later in
the century.?” In fact the doctrine of the guardian angel was sufficiently
malleable to Protestant belief that it could be used to distinguish
differences within Protestantism. Dingley ridicules the papist account
of tutelary spirits: ‘The Pontificians hold that each man hath two
Angels allotted him by God, one to vex and punish him, the other
to guard and comfort him: But this is absurd, God appoints not an evil
Angel constantly to attend his Elect, and if Satan Depute him, the Elect
Angel set by God will continually expel and vanquish him.”*® Dingley
nonetheless is a fervent advocate of the doctrine of protecting spirits for
the elect. This distinction could be found in Bucanus’ Institutions, which
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supports guardian angels for the elect, while emphatically denying any
scriptural grounds for individual evil angels.** Lawrence too makes this
distinction: the reprobate do not have a guardian angel. Thus, the
doctrine has an additional value within Calvinist circles, despite Cal
vin, of being conformable to the doctrine of predestination.*® It was
not a remnant of popery, but had its own life in inter Protestant
conflicts. It was, moreover, useful for poets: the pagan genius had
deep literary roots, invited prosopopoeia, enabled the externalization
and dramatization of hidden impulses, and set human internal conflict
into a heavenly context. In his 1648 poem Prosopopoeia Britannica,
George Wither’s own guardian angel explains to him:

A GENIUS, is an incorporeall creature,

Consisting of an intellectuall nature;

Which at the self same time, a being had,

With that, for whose well being it was made.

And, may be cal’d, that Angell, which designeth,

Adviseth, moveth, draweth, and inclineth

To happinesse; and, naturally restraineth

From harme, that creature, whereto it pertaineth:
And, this am I to you."

His genius inspires him, and gives him poetry.

Some Protestants reported conversations with or visions of their
guardian angels, sometimes summoned by magic. Guardians were not
the only angels sought by supplication or rituals, but they were
particular targets because of their relationship with the conversant,
and because they were immediately present. The interest in angelic
communication cut against the grain of the Protestant insistence that
the age of miracles and angelic apparitions was over.** Jean Bodin’s
account of a friend who felt the presence of, and on one occasion saw,
his guardian angel was known in seventeenth century Britain. Bodin
writes:

Every morning at three or four o’clock the spirit knocked at his door, and
sometime he rose, opening the door, and saw no one, and every morning the
spirit kept it up and if he did not rise, the spirit knocked again, and went on
waking him until he rose. Then he began to be afraid, thinking, as he said, that
this was some evil spirit. And he therefore went on praying to God, without
missing a single day, asking God to send him his good angel, and he often sang
the Psalms, almost all of which he knew by heart. Well, he has assured me that
the spirit has accompanied him ever since, giving him palpable signs: touching
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him, for example, on the right ear, if he did something that was not good, and
on the left ear, if he did well.*®

The friend is now generally assumed to be Bodin himself. In his
reflections on guardians, Henry More mentions both Bodin and
Girolamo Cardano, who left accounts of his own experience of his
guardian angel in The Book of my Life, of his father’s conversation with
angels in On Subtlety, and of the spirit world in general in On Variety.**
There was a surge of interest in summoning and conversing with
angels in the late Elizabethan period. Numerous manuscripts of ritual
magic from the period survive (many of them copies of medieval
manuscripts), and John Dee, Simon Forman, and Richard Napier left
accounts of angelic conversations and the search for the name of their
guardian (a cabbalistic interest).* Lilly’s autobiography reveals a suc
cession of angel summoners in the decades following Dee. Others who
spoke with their guardians include Socrates (with his daimon), Athan
asius Kircher (with Cosmiel), Tomasso Campanella (he thought they
were guardians; they proved to be evil spirits), an anonymous Hugue
not friend of Pierre Le Loier, and, later, Robert Browne.*® The
German mystic Jacob Boehme, contrary to the conventions of Prot
estant ars moriendi, saw his on his deathbed.*” In 1663 John Heydon
published the name of his guardian, Malhitiriel.** Reginald Scott, Dee
and Forman’s contemporary, was suspicious of interest in guardians
and condemned curiosity into guardians and attempts to converse with
the spirit world. Ironically a posthumous 1665 edition of his famously
sceptical Discoverie of Witcheraft (1584) added materials directly contrary
to his own views, including guidelines on conjuring ‘the Genius or
Good Angel’. The magic makes a nonsense of the Pseudo Dionysian
hierarchies as well as of Scott’s disbelief.* Perhaps this shift between
the 1584 and 1665 editions reflects broader changes in the position of
angels, including the loosening grip of the traditional systematization,
and a broader willingness to use angel doctrine in experimental and
occult ways.

The second part of Willet’s discussion of angelic ministry concerns
angels and human prayers. The papists erroneously believe ‘that the
Angelles do offer up our prayers unto God’. The troublesome text is,
again, from Revelation. Willet, true to form, brings Augustine to his
defence, argues that the text denotes Christ, and that, in any case, ‘If this
place might be understood of Angels, that they have some ministerie
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about our prayers, it maketh nothing notwithstanding for popish
invocation of Angels.” Protestants, he says, follow Scripture, which
makes Christ the only mediator.>® Willet’s true concern is mediation;
carrying prayers was a minor issue compared to prayers fo angels, which
Willet treats under a separate heading. However, there are exceptions:
John Pordage thought it possible to communicate with the spirit world
with prayer, and his disciples believed that their guardian angels carried
their prayers up to another protecting angel, who then represented
these prayers to the Father and Son.>!

An ‘appendix’ to this discussion of guardian angels and prayers
concerns whether angels or saints ‘know our heartes’. Catholics be
lieve, writes Willet, that angels can see true repentance within a sinner.
They see through their own power of perception, as ‘all things done in
the worlde may be seene in God, as in a glasse’ by the angels, an image
used by Dante among others, which belief Willet labels a ‘prophane
speculation’. Protestants believe that the angels know only what God
chooses to reveal to them: ‘the spirite of God may reveale the secrets of
the heart of man, not by giving them a generall gift them selves to
looke into the heart, as into a glasse, but by revealing such thinges,
when the Lord seeth it expedient’.>? Protestant theologians did place
much greater restrictions on angelic knowledge and perception, as
appropriate to a doctrinal system in which humans and angels are
isolated creatures, worshipping their maker directly. Protestants none
theless continued to dispute angelic eyesight and knowledge through
the seventeenth century. In times when understanding of human
perception, and the nature of the material universe, were changing,
such debate was a means of further probing the mysteries of Creation.

The Worship and Invocation of Angels

Willet’s third controversial question concerns the worship and espe

cially the invocation of angels. He acknowledges here, without wishing
to acknowledge the niceties of his enemies’ theology, that Catholics
distinguish between the adoration of God and the ‘religious reverence,
honour and adoration’ of angels and saints. This echoes the distinction,
drawn in the Council of Nicaea’s decrees of 787, between latria, that
worship due to God alone, and dulia, a reverence that could properly be
paid to lesser creatures; a distinction that was subsequently complicated
by hyperdulia, a special reverence for creatures with an extraordinary
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relationship with God.** Willet contends that Protestants revere angels,
but all ‘religious worship or service’ is due only to God.>* Again, the
crux here lies in Revelation (19: 10 and 22: 9), where John falls down to
worship an angel, and is rebuked by that angel; each side finds their own
position in the text.>® In practice the two positions can be mistaken for
each other, as the distinctions are rooted in precise terminology.

The proximity between reverence and worship can be seen in
Edward Leigh’s Annotations upon all the New Testament (1650), where
he paraphrases the angel’s warning to John: ‘thou owest not to mee
religious but sociall worship’.*® Wollebius states that it is admissible to
adore saints (and therefore angels) when they appear to us, but notin a
religious way.*” Joseph Hall compares the distinction to that between
praise and flattery.®® And Henry Lawrence reminds his readers that
angels help raise humans to God’s ordinances, and ‘therefore wee
should love them and reverence them, therefore wee converse with
them, and study to know them, and finde them out, even the least
peeces & circumstances of them’. It is ambiguous whether the in
tended subject of the clause is God’s ordinances or angels, and the
matter is further confused by Lawrence’s subsequent comparison of
these dear objects to ‘our Elixurs, and our Philosophers stone, turning
all they touch into gold; therefore let us value the knowledge of them
as things necessary for us, and which have a great influence upon our
holy walking’.>* Lawrence by no means intends to commend worship
of angels, but in describing due praise he steers close to prayers and
metaphors associated with the occult. Arise Evans, the Fifth Monarch
ist, appears to cross the line when he denies being ‘popishly aftected in
worshipping of angels’, on the grounds that while it is clearly wrong to
worship men, ‘the Holy Angels are of another nature, so that we
cannot err in that worship we do unto them’, and they do not reject
worship; we should ‘fall down flat before a Holy Angel’ in case it is an
Angel of the Presence.® Evans and Fifth Monarchists often had elastic
readings of Revelation.

The secondary question concerns prayers directed to angels as
intercessors. Catholics permit this practice, while Protestants believe
‘That angels are not to be worshipped, nor invocated as mediatours,
intercessors, or advocates, the scripture speaketh evidently.” Christ is
our only intercessor, and God the true object of our worship.®* Sixty
years later Robert Dingley half heartedly commended the thorough
ness of Willet’s Synopsis Papismi, and its rejection of adoration of
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guardians, while doubting the wisdom of denying the existence of
guardians altogether.®® Protestants did universally reject praying to
angels, though some drew finer distinctions. Luther suggested that it
was appropriate to call on one’s guardian in extremis, though not to
pray or invoke angels; Calvin thought even this limited calling risked
idolatry.®

In the 1620s invocations to angels, and what constituted prayer and
worship, emerged as a marker of difference between Protestant com
munities. The Arminian Richard Montagu was forced in 1624 to
defend himself from an accusation that he had preached, and before
the king, “That there was no cause why every man might not turne himselfe
unto his Angell keeper, and say, Holy Angell keeper, Pray for me.” He argued
against the Catholic practice of praying to saints and angels (and he was
impeccably orthodox in stressing the distinction between the two)
while maintaining the legitimacy of the doctrine of guardian angels
and insisting that some form of conversation was permissible. Montagu
rejects Catholic readings of Jacob’s deathbed prayer to an angel (Gen.
48: 16), and claims that Jacob expresses a wish, and that the angel is
Christ, but then backtracks: ‘to suppose and grant Hee was an Angel,
he could then be no other but his Guardian Angel...in this present
question touching Invocation, the Case of Angels Guardians is perad
venture different, much and many wayes, from the condition, and
employments of them at large’. He acknowledges Calvin’s rejection
but argues that calling on guardians differs from calling on saints,
because they are ‘ever in procinctu, nigh at hand unto us, continually,
and never abandoning us all our dayes’. The matter comes down to
distance and the fact that our voices cannot carry to the spiritual ears of
the saints in heaven. Montagu insists that belief is not an essential tenet
of faith, though there are sufficient grounds for it, and so it should not
‘bee taxed with point of Poperie or Superstition’.** In another work
published the same year, however, he lists rejecting the doctrine as an
error, and the prohibition of prayers to angels as another. Montagu was
a fierce polemicist who knew when to conceal his own controversial
doctrines. High Anglican policy seemed, from the 1610s onwards, but
particularly under Laud, to be drifting towards Rome in services and
doctrine and church decoration, and angels were one measure of this.
In churches and funerary monuments angels began to reappear. William
Austin joined Montagu in endeavouring to reincorporate them into
worship; some churches sang the ‘angelic hymn’, the words of an
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angel at the Nativity; prayers were offered to angels; all of which gave rise
to complaints and petitions by the godly in 1641—2.%

Protestants from other theological traditions held that various
addresses to angels were legitimate. Some tried to speak with angels
through ritual magic, though hostile commentators thought that only
tallen angels would participate in these communications.®® Some of these
magicians and enthusiasts are discussed in the following two chapters.
Richard Baxter thought that the case of John Pordage showed the danger
of seeking out angels, but he also thought that the Protestant reaction
against popery meant that people did not thank angels enough, and
showed little sense ‘of the great Benefits that we receive by Angels’.¢”

Under these three headings, then, Willet in fact describes eight distinct
papist ‘errors’ or ‘heresies’: (i) the existence of a specific hierarchy of
angels; (11) that Michael is the prince of angels; (iii) the existence of angels
assigned to churches or kingdoms; (iv) that individuals are assigned
guardian angels; (v) that angels carry our prayers to God; (vi) that angels
see into our hidden thoughts and feelings; (vii) that we can worship
angels in a limited fashion; and (viii) that we can pray to angels as
intercessors. He might have added a ninth doctrinal difference: the
continuing appearance of angels to humans, sometimes bringing miracles
or prophecies. Protestants declared that the age of miracles was over.
Miracles and prophecies had ceased with the coming of Christ and the
gospel, when the conviction of the spirit took priority over external
performance and proofs. Though Augustine had declared as much, this
point constituted a distinction from Roman Catholic doctrine, and angels
were intricately associated with both miracles and prophecies. When
miracles ceased, so did angelic apparitions. Angels bring humans proph
ecies or prophetic books, and they prepare humans to receive the spirit of
prophecy (angels are, metaphorically, the spirit of prophecy).®® Many
Protestants did, however, believe that both miracles and prophecies
could still occur in principle, and that under extraordinary circumstances
God would raise them.® The doctrine divided Catholics and Protestants,
but also formed a frontier of debate within Protestantism.

Angelology: A Catechism

In 1647 John Trapp, in a brief essay of commonplaces on angels within
his voluminous commentary on the Johannine epistles, warned: ‘if the
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Theology for Angels were written, we should need another Bible: the
creation and government of Angels containing as great variety of matter,
as doth the religion of mankinde’.”° It is necessary here to move away
from drawing distinctions between modes of writing, historical periods,
and inter and intra confessional conflicts, and instead offer a more
synthetic survey of widely held beliefs and knowledge. To avoid biblical
proportions, they are presented here in an undifferentiated manner, over
looking discontinuities, textures of writing, and confessional conflict;
some of the topics are developed more fully later in this book.

When Were Angels Created?

On the first day of Creation: Augustine interpreted the ‘Heavens’ in
Genesis 1: 1 (also known as the empyrean heaven, to distinguish it
from the visible heavens of the terrestrial universe) to include the
angels; Lombard, Aquinas, and most Protestants agreed. A few pre

ferred the fourth day, when the ‘visible heavens’ were created. Almost
everyone in the early modern period thought that angels were made
within the material creation described in Genesis. Calvin insisted that
it was culpable curiosity to ask the question, though he also disliked
this interpretation of Genesis I: I on the grounds that that the empyr

ean heaven was God’s dwelling place and therefore already existed.”
Salkeld, though he himself opted for the first day, listed the many
Church Fathers who thought that angels preceded the corporeal
world, including Origen, Gregory, Chrysostom, Ambrose, Jerome.
Milton also inclined to this account.”

The Westminster Annotations reminded its reader that the date lay
among adiaphora. Though the annotations upon Genesis 1: 1 and Job
38: 7 indicate disagreement among the annotators, the (unusually) long
note concluding Genesis 1 was clear:

In all this History of the Creation, there is no mention of the creation of
Angels; whence some have supposed them to be eternal; but against that may
be alleadged, Col. 1. 16, 17. Some, that though they had a beginning, yet it
was long before the Creation recorded in this Chapter; but in the same place
of the Apostle, all things in heaven and in earth, visible and invisible, are wrapped
up in one original, and that distinguished from the eternal duration of the
Creator, who was before all things, and by whom all things consist; and this
according to the judgement of the soundest Divines in all ages. For the time
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of their making, this is certain, they were made before man fell; but on what
day, whether the first day with the highest heaven, (as some conceive. ..)
when the Firmament was made, by which they understand all the three
Heavens, whereof one is the habitation of Angels; or the fourth day, when
some hold, that as the visible heavens were garnished with stars, so the
invisible were furnished with Angels; which might be the more probable,
but that it seems the Angels were made before the stars; for the sons of God, by
which are meant the Angels, are said to shout for joy at the first appearing of
the morning stars, Job 38. 7. In this diversity of opinions for the time of the
creation, we conceive that in the six dayes space, and before the last day, there
is no errour of danger which way soever we take it.

This left the question of why Moses did not mention their creation.
The annotators continued:

If it be asked why their creation was not more punctually expressed, the
answer may be, not as commonly it is, that the Jews were too dull to be
informed of spiritual beings, for the mystery of the Trinity is divers times
insinuated in this Book of Genesis, and Cherubims are mentioned, Chap.
3. 24. and afterwards we read of Angels, Gen. 19.1, 15. & Chap. 28.12. & 32.1.
but because this first History was purposely and principally for information
concerning the visible world, the invisible, whereof we know but in part,
being reserved for the knowledge of a better life, 1 Cor. 13. 9.7

The two most common explanations were that Genesis is exclusively
concerned with material creation; and that Moses was speaking down
to the Jews, and did not mention them lest it tempt the Jews idola
trously to worship angels. A third proposed reason was that the Jews
would simply not understand the nature of angels, and so he omitted
them.” Willet’s answer merits quotation at length:

For the first: 1. Moses neither passed over the creation of angels in silence, for
feare least the Israelites should have committed idolatrie in worshipping of
them, as Chrisostome, and Theodoret thinke: for the Israelites could not be
ignorant that the angels had diverse times appeared to their fathers the
Patriarkes, and so could not be ignorant of them. 2. Neither are they omitted,
because Moses onely treateth of those things, which had their beginning with
this materiall world, but the angels were created long before the visible world,
as Basil and Damascene thinke, for it shall even now appeare, that this is a false
supposition, that the angels were created so long before. 3. Neither yet is the
creation of the angels comprehended under the making of heaven and the
lights, as Augustine & Beda thinke, for this were to leave the literall sense
which is to be followed in the historie of the creation. 4. But the onely reason
is this, because Moses applieth himself to the simple capacity of the people,
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and describeth onely the creation of visible and sensible things, leaving to
speake of the spirituall, which they could not understand: and this seemeth to
be Hieroms opinion, epist. 1 39. Ad Cyprian.

Another explanation was that Jews or Christians might be led to
suspect that such powerful beings had a hand in Creation.” John
Lightfoot, biblical scholar, Hebraist, and member of the Westminster
Assembly, writes:

For if their day of their Creation (which was in most likelihood the first) had
beene named, wicked men would have bene ready to have taken them for
actors in this worke, which were onely spectators. Therefore as God hides
Moses after his death, so Moses hides the Creation of them, lest they should be
deified, and the honour due to the Creator given to the creature.”®

Behind this lay the spectre of the heresy of Simon Magus, according to
whom angels created the world.” Calvin proposes a fifth alternative:
God spoke on a need to know basis. John White thought so: ‘their
creation be not described, or pointed at in particular, as not so needful
to be known by us, whom it concerns most, to understand the state and
conditions of those visible things, with which we have most to do’.”®

How Do Angels Know Things, and How Much Do They Know?

There are two kinds of answer to this question. The knowledge of
angels is static: once the angels had chosen to stand, their knowledge
was fixed (the knowledge of the fallen angels was diminished). Or the
knowledge of angels changes through experience. Both answers can be
further subdivided into those who explore the limitations of angelic
knowledge, and those who stress their near omniscience.

Salkeld follows Aquinas in his Aristotelian reasoning: angels have
forms and species infused in their consciousness at creation. They do
not need to learn through experience. Their knowledge is purely
intellectual (hence they are called ‘minds’ or ‘intelligences’). They
have ‘no imagination’. This does not mean that angels cannot conjec
ture, but it does mean that this knowledge is fixed according to their
hierarchies. Cherubim, Principalities, and Powers were associated
with knowledge, and hence, according to Aquinas, it was these who
tell.”” John Colet’s treatise summarizing Dionysius suggests that love is
superior to knowledge; hence in the higher orders knowledge pro
ceeds from love, and in the lower, love proceeds from knowledge.®
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Lawrence presents a different, less Aristotelian account. There are four
grounds of angelic knowledge: (i) natural; (ii) revelation; (iii) experience;
(iv) supernatural. Having no senses, angels know by species infused into
them, but they also know by reasoning, which they perform with speed
and accuracy beyond human comprehension. Thus, their mode of
knowing is more like humans’ than Aquinas and Salkeld suggest. They
know everything about someone committed to their charge, though not
about others, and so they are almost all knowing.®! Wollebius, specifically
discussing the more limited knowledge of fallen angels, includes another:
astrology.® The suggestion that angels know through observation of the
position and movements of the stars derives from the special relationship
angels have with the spheres, and their powers of observation. Not all
scriptural commentators allow the validity of astrology (Milton did).
Wollebius may include it only as a compensation for the impairment of
natural knowledge among fallen angels.

Some commentators emphasize the superiority of angelic knowledge
to human, exploring the latter through the former.** Comenius thought
their knowledge more sublime than human, ‘1 because of the clearnesse
of their understanding, which nothing obumbrates. 2 by reason of their
power to penetrate any whither, and see things plainly. 3 because of their
long experience for so many ages’. He adds: ‘and yet they are not
omniscious’.®* Roman Catholic writers describe guardian angels seeing
into the minds of their charges, and seeing through God as if a giant
mirror. Protestants were emphatic that angels did not see into humans’
thoughts. They were more likely to admit the possibility of ‘experi
mentall’ knowledge in angels (distinguished from natural and supernat
ural).®® Regarded as ‘creatures’, finite, independent beings, angels are
more likely to be seen as limited in power and resources. Thus, John
Gumbleden writes: ‘how comes the Angel here to understand that? surely,
not by any naturall knowledge of his own; no, for, Angels are creatures; and
Creatures (how eminent soever) know no more of the secret mind of God,
then what is revealed immediately unto them by the mouth of God'.
Angels, like humans, are students of some divine mysteries.*® Milton
writes: “The good angels do not look into all the secret things of God,
as the Papists pretend; some things indeed they know by revelation, and
others by means of the excellent intelligence with which they are gifted
[per eminentem quondam ratiocinationem]; there is much, however, of
which they are ignorant.’® Through insight and ratiocination angels
(and devils) hypothesize about human thoughts and conjecture the
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future.®® For Cornelius Burgess, ‘most divines speake confusedly’ on
angelic knowledge, some identifying threefold, some fourfold knowledge
(i.e. natural, supernatural, revelation, experimental). He nonetheless
claims that when they were first created, their knowledge was exclusively
natural, and that after the angelic fall good angels acquired other forms.
However, he then takes a step back: ‘now if any desire to know <b.t> by
wt means they know, whether by their essence as god doth or by species
or ideas abstracted from things as wee do, is not much material or
profitable & more philosophical then Theological’.®

Do Angels Have Bodies?

Aquinas, synthesizing theology with Aristotelian natural philosophy,
stated that angels were incorporeal and non material. Until the seven

teenth century most writers tacitly agreed with him. Angels did not have
bodies, though they sometimes adopted bodies of air in order to appear
to and communicate with humans. Angels are not material, though,
for the sake of logical consistency, Aquinas states that they have some
form of substance—ethereal, fiery, or purely intelligential—that tran

scends human understanding, and so, according to how humans under

stand things, they are not material.*® Sixteenth century reformers usually
reiterated that angels were ‘spiritual beings’. For Calvin these issues were
irrelevant. Peter Martyr writes that the ‘substance and nature’ of spirits
‘cannot be expressed’.’! Divergent approaches developed in the seven

teenth century in response to shifts in natural philosophy. Angelic
corporeality was discussed in relation to visibility and to eating. Having
no bodies, angels have no need to eat. Unlike humans, they are preserved
‘by immediate Influence’ from God.”? The tradition of the ‘Food of
Angels’ was in most exegesis a metaphor, though the description of
Manna in Exodus 16: 31 led some spiritual enthusiasts and alchemists to
seek the actual substance through purification and communion with
spirits. The corporeality and substance of angels are discussed below.”

How Do Spirits Speak to and Interact with Humans?

To be seen by humans angels are given temporary bodies by God or
condense bodies of air in order to create a visual simulacrum. These
bodies do not deceive humans as they represent the true nature of the
angels. In order to communicate, angels either speak directly to human
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minds, impressing or imprinting their thoughts, while moving the virtual
body to mimic speaking, or they themselves speak audibly while
manipulating the virtual body, or they speak using the organs of the
virtual body to generate the sound. Reflections on these topics appear
throughout commentaries on Genesis as well as discussions in system
atic theology.

When angels speak to each other, they use hardware free instant
messaging:

Properly speech belongs not to any thing but to man, who onely hath the
instruments of speech, yet there is an internall and mental speech in spirits,
which is nothing but the reasoning and discoursing of the minde; and this
speech is imperfect in respect of man; for none understands what is in the
minde of man but himselfe; in Angels it is more perfect, for they understand
one another by this mentall speech; but in God it is most perfect, for after an
incomprehensible manner, he speakes to himselfe, and the three persons in the
glorious Trinity doe understand one another after that manner which we
cannot conceive, much lesse expresse. Then as our minds internally and
spiritually can speake to God although our tongues do not moove, so can
the Angels speake to one another, so can God both to them and us.**

Angels can see into each others’ thoughts, while human bodies ob
struct communication. Aquinas suggests that their exchanges involve
only the desire for, and the conveyance of, enlightenment, which does
not imply the need for language in inter angelic conversation, though
when they speak to humans they have a full range of tongues. Others
suggest that they speak in Hebrew, the uncorrupted language of
Paradise. Assumed bodies and the tongues of angels are discussed in
Chapter 12.%°

Do Angels Have Senses?

According to Aquinas, angels do not have senses. How do they hear?
Mentally: ‘as the sense is moved by a sensible object, so the intellect is
moved by an intelligible object; hence as the sense is stimulated by
some sign of a sensory kind, so too the angel’s mind can be aroused to
attention through some power of a mental kind’.*® This is what some
commentators refer to as ‘inward senses’ among men.”” Those who
assign to angels substantiality, among them Milton, find some more
material equivalent of the senses: senses and bodies are connected, and
are discussed together below. Comenius associates angelic senses with
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emotions, and concludes, ‘they are not unlike to our spirit which
perceiveth by organs’.”®

Do Angels Have Freewill?

Early Christian communities developed stories of the fall of angels.
Explanations of the existence of evil exploited angelic freewill to
blame Satan for his fall and for the existence of evil in the world.
Medieval commentators agreed that angels had freewill; the problem
for them was then explaining why once angels had fallen they were
unable to redeem themselves, and why all angels who did not initially
fall managed to remain unfallen (Origen had argued that backsliding
was possible for all). Essential to these discussions was Augustine’s
argument that angels exercised their freewill with the assistance of
grace. This helped clear God of responsibility for sin, but in so doing it
risked impairing the exercise of freewill, especially among the fallen
angels denied grace. Peter Lombard developed an elegant solution to
this conundrum. Angels were perfect in innocence before their fall.
Some angels fell, those assisted by grace did not, in both cases ex

pressing their freewill. Those that turned to God (conversio) were
granted grace that enabled them to develop wisdom, merit, and
therefore glorification. Those who turned from God (aversio) were
confirmed in envy and hatred. Both retain freewill, but in order to
will towards good, the fallen angels would need the grace that had
been withdrawn from them. As God chooses not to change things,
they cannot reform. Meanwhile, the good angels are capable of
improving, and will not fall because of their further realization of
wisdom and glory.*”

Aquinas reiterates much of this account, yet also diverges from it.
Though constitutive of intellect, freewill exists in gradations corre
sponding to angelic hierarchies: ‘In the higher angels free will exists
more nobly than in the lower, as does the power of intelligent
judgement.” He repeats Lombard’s account of merited bliss and
glory, but places conversio and aversio in the first act of each angel:
they perform an act either of charity or of sin. Once they have chosen
charity, they cannot turn back. In their superior natures this revelation
of bliss freezes their state, and to choose to act against true order would
be to turn against their capacity for freedom, which is a logical
impossibility. Hence, the unfallen angels, unlike humans, cannot



72 UNDERSTANDING ANGELS

backslide. ‘Freedom of choice, then, is greater in the angels who
cannot sin than in us who can.” Yet this greater freedom leads to a
single, unalterable consequence. The same is true for the fallen angels,
for, unlike humans, “When an angel chooses freely he cannot go back
on his choice once it is made.” Angels have freewill, but only actually
use it once, and even then there seems to be a precedent cause.'®

Among Protestants there is a greater variety of positions, not least
because they explore the doctrine of predestination in relation to
angels, linking human and angelic freewill. In some hands, where
the subject is less delicately treated than in Lombard’s or Aquinas’,
angels do not seem to have freewill. Willet, for example, discusses
angelic freewill alongside human, and states that God chose not to
give grace to Adam to prevent transgression just as he chose not to
give it to the angels. Yet he gave it to some of the angels, and in a
predestinarian system this gift of grace to the elect that prevents the
otherwise unavoidable consequences of freewill does not look like
freewill at all.’* Salkeld says something very similar: he accepts the
Thomistic account, and adds that unfallen angels are so ravished by the
sight of God that they are irresistibly attracted to good.'®® Freewill is
nonetheless necessary as a means of explaining the existence of evil.
Joseph Hall agrees that angels have freewill, but crosses Aquinas when
he declares that creatures can choose against the primary order: angels
‘suffered their will to dwell in an end of their own; and by this means
did put themselves into the place of God’.'® Henry More argues that
astrology must be false because it disallows the freewill of men and
angels.'%*

Comparisons between human and angelic freewill generate prob
lems. Wollebius restates a common Protestant view, but brings a
dilemma into focus:

Predestination is either of Angels, or of men.

The Predestination of Angels is that, by which God appointed to save eternally
some of them in their first happiness, and that in Christ their head: but to leave
others to themselves, and to punish them eternally for deserting their station
voluntarily; & this for the manifestation of the glory of his grace & justice.

The Predestination of men is that by which God appointed, out of the race
of mankinde created to his Image, but falling into sin voluntarily, to save some
through Christ eternally, but others being left to themselves in their own
misery, to damn eternally; and that for the manifestation of the glory of his
mercy and Justice.'%®
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Wollebius is a sublapsarian: humans fall, and subsequently God offers
grace and redeems them. Predestination follows sin. However, in
accepting Aquinas’ and Lombard’s account of grace assigned to some
angels, Wollebius implicitly adopts a supralapsarian account in relation
to angels. They are predestined before their fall. Freewill looks even
more tenuous. Free angels are consistent while free humans are not;
this is evident to, though not directly discussed by any of, these writers.
Humans experience freewill in their actions, which are a mixture of
good and bad, whether they are elect or reprobate. Elect angels,
however, can only do good, and fallen angels can only do evil. It is
not simply that the ends are foregone, but the means are uniform with
the ends. The Protestant version of angelic freewill looks even less free
than the Scholastic view.

After this fast footwork it is a relief to read Robert Boyle stating that
angels do not have freewill; and Lawrence, whose Calvinism allows
him to admit that the fallen angels ‘have not the liberty of acting,
which the good Angells have’; and the anonymous Calvinist preacher
who describes angels as instruments that are ‘ordered and directed by a
higher cause’.’® Or Milton, who rejects predestination and in prose
avoids the question:

Some are of the opinion that the good angels are now upheld, not so much by
their own strength, as by the grace of God....It seems, however, more
agreeable to reason, to suppose that the good angels are upheld by their
own strength no less than man himself was before his fall; that they are called

‘elect,” in the sense of beloved, or excellent . .. %7

Why Did the Angels Fall?

The angels fell through pride or envy or lust."® Explanations developed
through narrative elaborations on Scripture and pseudepigrapha. The
story of a fall through pride, antedating the creation of the world, came
from Origen via Augustine, based on interpretations of Isaiah 14: 12—15:'%

How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! how art thou
cut down to the ground, which didst weaken the nations!

For thou hast said in thine heart, I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt my
throne above the stars of God: I will sit also upon the mount of the congre
gation, in the sides of the north:

I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will be like the most High.

Yet thou shalt be brought down to hell, to the sides of the pit.
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St Jerome equated this Lucifer with Satan, the Hebrew common noun
for ‘adversary’. Once Satan had hypostasized into the embodiment of
evil (the Satan rather than a satan), a story became clear. An angel
rebelled against his maker through pride, and was punished in the pit.
Justin Martyr had already identified this Satan with the serpent who
tempted Adam and Eve. Reading the Bible with these identifications
in place, a story emerged of the fall of the angels, who subsequently
assisted humankind’s fall."*® Other passages in Scripture could be read
in the light of this story. The inferred narrative became the source of
religious truth.

Aquinas argued that angels only sin by pride and envy (he is reject
ing Augustine, who includes carnality in this list). The Devil’s sin was
not submitting to God, and instead desiring to exceed the limits of his
own nature and be like God, thinking he could claim this by justice
and through force. This desire of godlikeness is ambiguously pride
and/or envy.'"" In Heywood’s poetic narrative of the war in heaven
pride is Lucifer’s sin, though it accompanies other sins, including envy:

In this puft Insolence and timp’anous Pride,

He many Angels drew unto his side,

(Swell’d with the like thoughts.) Joyntly these prepare
To raise in Heav’n a most seditious Warre.

He will be the Trines Equall, and maintaine,

Over the Hierarchies (at least) to raigne.!'?

We might hear an echo of this in the beginning of Paradise Lost:

his pride
Had cast him out from heaven, with all his host
Of rebel angels, by whose aid aspiring
To set himself in glory above his peers,
He trusted to have equalled the most high. .. (PL 1. 36 40)

Salkeld puzzled over Augustine’s account, because he thought it
unlikely that angels should aspire to be equal to God, but he deduced
the following: ‘that the particular pride of the Angels consisted, in that
they being exalted with the contemplation of their beautie and per

fection, they would be exempt from all service, command, and sub

jection unto their Creator’. They desired therefore to be subject to
none in actual service and obedience, and their first sin was this
pride.'® In this reading, which grows out of Aquinas, pride and envy
of God are much the same thing. Wollebius will not commit himself
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on the sin of the angels, though he states that it must have been
committed with pride.'**

Richard Hooker describes the angels’ sin with compelling logic and
prose, independent of these scriptural elaborations: the sinning angels
must have thought of something other than God, and it could not have
been anything below them, which would have been evidently subor

dinate to God.

It seemeth therefore that there was no other way for Angels to sinne, but by
reflex of their understanding upon themselves; when being held with admir
ation of their owne sublimitie and honor, the memorie of their subordination
unto God and their dependencie on him was drowned in this conceipt;
whereupon their adoration, love, and imitation of God, could not choose
but be also interrupted. The fall of Angels therefore was pride.!'s

William Ames also thought that ‘it is most like’ that their first sin ‘was
pride’ (superbiam); and Willet, that it was ‘pride, in desiring to be like
unto God’."¢

In most accounts, the sin of pride is associated with envy of God. In
another exegetical tradition, envy of humankind is the primal angelic sin.
In the fourth century pseudepigraphal text Vita Adae et Evae, Satan himself
speaks and gives his own motivation for his fall. He merits quoting:

The devil replied, ‘Adam, what dost thou tell me? It is for thy sake that I have
been hurled from that place. When thou wast formed[,] I was hurled out of
the presence of God and banished from the company of the angels. When
God blew into thee the breath of life and thy face and likeness was made in the
image of God, Michael also brought thee and made (us) worship thee in the
sight of God; and God the Lord spake: Here is Adam. I have made thee in our
image and likeness.’

And Michael went out and called all the angels saying: “Worship the image
of God as the Lord God hath commanded.” And Michael himself worshipped
first; then he called me and said: “Worship the image of God the Lord.” And
I answered, ‘I have no (need) to worship Adam.” And since Michael kept
urging me to worship, I said to him, “Why dost thou urge me? I will not
worship an inferior and younger being (than I). I am his senior in the Creation,
before he was made was I already made. It is his duty to worship me.’

‘When the angels, who were under me, heard this, they refused to worship
him. And Michael saith, “Worship the image of God, but if thou wilt not worship
him, the Lord God will be wrath with thee.” And I said, ‘If He be wrath with me,
I will set my seat above the stars of heaven and will be like the Highest.

And God the Lord was wrath with me and banished me and my angels from
our glory; and on thy account were we expelled from our abodes into this
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world and hurled on the earth. And straightway we were overcome with grief,
since we had been spoiled of so great glory. And we were grieved when we
saw thee in such joy and luxury. And with guile I cheated thy wife and caused
thee to be expelled through her (doing) from thy joy and luxury, as I have
been driven out of my glory.[']'"”

This story requires that the angelic fall took place after the creation of
man, on the sixth day or later, but before the human fall. It was not
widely held in seventeenth century Britain, but among those who
espoused it was the notable Hebraist John Lightfoot:

Now fell the Angels: for they seeing the honour and happinesse in which man
was created and set, and the Lord giving the Angels themselves a charge
concerning him to keep him in his wayes, and to be ministring spirits to
him for his good; some of them spited this his honour and happinesse, and
dispised this their charge and ingagement, and so through pride against the
command of God, and for envie at the felicity of man, they fell."®

The story makes Satan a more complex figure. The poet Thomas Peyton
also narrated it this way, telling how Lucifer ‘thought himselfe to equall
God on high, | Envies [humankind’s] fortune’, and seduces them.'"

The third main tradition was the story of the watcher angels who
lusted after human women and thereby fell, a story based on Genesis 6:
1—4 and the book of Enoch. This interpretation depends upon the
identification of the ‘sons of God’ (bene ha’elohim) with angels (the
Septuagint translates this as aggeloi):

And it came to pass, when men began to multiply on the face of the earth, and
daughters were born unto them,

That the sons of God saw the daughters of men that they were fair; and they
took them wives of all which they chose. . ..

There were giants in the earth in those days; and also after that, when the
sons of God came in unto the daughters of men, and they bare children to
them, the same became mighty men which were of old, men of renown.

These giants, or nephilim, were the offspring of this illicit union
between angels and women. The story helps explain human evil in
the form of these giants. This text, supported by the epistle of Jude and
2 Peter, was in turn elaborated in the book of Enoch, Jubilees, the
pseudepigraphal Testament of Ruben, and in exegesis, to provide a
full blown account of the fall in which angels are driven by lust for
women. While Enoch was not available in early modern Europe, the
tradition was extant in other texts and was widely known.'?
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The Enoch story was incompatible with Satan’s involvement in the
expulsion from Eden, and with the notion that angels were incorporeal
spirits, and for these and other reasons it was rejected in most Scholastic
and reformed theology.'?! Instead, most commentators glossed ‘sons
of God’ as the children of the godly or the sons of Seth, and the
daughters of men as wicked women or the descendants of Cain;
though they acknowledged that elsewhere in Scripture ‘sons of God’
did indeed indicate angels. The giants were men ‘mightier then the usuall
sort’.'?2 In Paradise Lost Milton identifies the sons of God as godly men,
though in Paradise Regained Satan tells Belial the Enoch story.'? Willet
denounced the watcher angel mythology, associating it with Michael
Psellus” unorthodox belief that angels had bodies and reproduced.'?* The
tradition was frequently acknowledged, though usually to be dismissed.

Others devised more detailed accounts of the angelic rebellion. The
Protestant theologian Jerome Zanchius, for example, oftered a variant
of the pride story, writing that the angels rebelled when the Incarna
tion was, perhaps incompletely, revealed to them.'® The Incarnation
distinguishes man, as Christ takes on human rather than angelic form
(some Protestants used this to argue that humans were above angels in
dignity). Resenting this slight to their status, some angels refused to
acknowledge Christ; this is a variation of the Vita Adae et Evae story, in
which envy of humans prompts sin. This version had some circulation
in seventeenth century Britain. John Bayly agreed that their sin was
pride, through which they refused ‘to adore the man Christ Jesus, when
that decree of the Incarnation was divulged, And let all the Angells of God
adore him’.*?¢ Henry Lawrence also states something much like this: the
angels’ sin was opposition to Christ being made man, ‘that all standing,
all restauration was to be by God man, in which the Angelicall nature
was left out’.’?” Milton’s Satan rebels out of resentment at the Son’s
promotion: though drawing on Zanchius and Lawrence, this is pecu
liar to Milton and pertains to his Arianism.

Many Protestants simply refused to resolve the question of the
angels’ first sin, which not only depended upon elaborate interpret
ation of Scripture or the authority of pseudepigrapha, and was un
necessary to salvation, but also relied on a curiosity into narrative
patterns. Thus Joseph Hall: “What were the particular grounds of
their detection and ruine, what was their first sin, it is neither needfull,
not possible to know’. Hall also recriminated the ancients for making
Lucifer into a devil, beyond what the texts would bear.'?®
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Are Angels Differentiated in Sex and Do they Reproduce?

The giants of Genesis prompt these questions, to both of which the
answer is a clear negative. A distressed Adam asks in Paradise Lost: “why
did God...not fill the world at once | With men as angels without
feminine’ (10. 892—3). The number of angels is fixed, and they are
created and not begotten. They are spirits, and spirits do not multiply.
As one commonplace book compiler noted, ‘the Angell nature is not
nor can be multiplyed by propagation’."® Ross infers that angels cannot
feel lust, because they have no bodies, and cannot beget, ‘for they have
no seede fit for procreation, because they feede not; for seede is a part of
our foode. Againe, if they could procreate children, they should be
distinguished in male and female; for both these must concurre in
procreation.’'*® After the twelfth and thirteenth centuries angels were
consistently represented as androgynous in church decorations.'!
White noted that angels had sometimes resembled young men with
wings ‘to note their incorruptible nature and agility in service’.'3?

Medieval theologians imaginatively described how incubi and suc
cubi could appear to reproduce with human witches by using virtual
bodies to transport human seed. These explanations assumed that
spirits were sexless and disembodied."** There was, however, an occult
interest in angelic reproduction and seed. Heywood had read some
where that ‘Rabbi Avot Nathan a learned Jew, affirmeth, That Spirits
have three things in common with men, namely Procreation, Food,
and Death.’*** The said text only became available in Latin in 1654,
and it is unlikely that Heywood found a Hebrew copy.'** Those who
search could find the grotesque and prurient writings, or reports of
them, by Michael Psellus. To Agrippa the nephilim of Genesis were
strong and mighty men ‘procreated from the secret seed of the super
iors, whom they think were begotten by the mixture of Gods or
Angels with men’. After various classical examples of interspecies
miscegenation he notes that ‘more over Psellus is the Author, that
Spirits sometimes cast forth seed, from the which certain little creatures
arise’.”®® The orthodox answer was, however, negative.

Do Angels Have Names?

The names given to angels in Scripture—seraphim, cherubim, arch
angels—were usually understood by Protestants, following Augustine,
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to be names of offices. They are called ‘angels’ because they are
messengers; ‘shining stars’, because of their pure shining nature; ‘god’
because of their dignity and power; ‘watchers’ because of their sleep
less vigilance; and so on.'®” They are a ‘host’, a common scriptural term
that emphasizes their numerousness and orderly character. Even
Calvin elaborated upon the metaphoric implications of these descrip
tors: he writes, ‘“They are named armies, because they doe like a Gard
environ their Prince, and doe adorne and set foorth the honorable
shew of his majestie, and like souldiers they are always attending upon
the ensigne of their Captaine, and are ever so prepared and in readiness
to doe his commandements.”**® Milton’s heaven and his angels appear
at times to be organized along military lines.’*® Meric Casaubon
complained of fantastical books in which castles were built in the air,
and ‘the heavens battered with great guns’; Milton would be very
culpable here.'*® However, far from being heterodox, this picks out
and elaborates a prevalent theme in theology: as ministering spirits they
resemble an army, and like an army they pitch their tents in their
watchfulness. Hence, ‘they rejoice at our conversion, are Ministring
Spirits for our good, pitch their tents about us’.'*! They are all called
mal’ach and aggelos, and hence angels, because they are messengers.
Colet writes: ‘Although the lowest spirits are, by a special name, called
Angels, yet inasmuch as their offices can be discharged by all the higher
ones (since a higher power can do all that a lower can) the names of the
lower are suitable to the higher, though those of the higher are by no
means so for the lower.”**? The names are only upwardly mobile. For
Heywood: ‘The name of Angell is a word of Office, not of nature,” and
‘they are then onely to be stiled Angels, when any message is delivered
them to be published abroad’. ‘Arch Angeli’ are ‘Cheife Messengers.
And therefore they are character’d by particular names, as Michael,
Gabriel, Raphael, &c’'* Individual names, according to Gumbleden,
are imposed only when they undertake ‘extraordinary business’.'**
Scripture gives few ‘extraordinary’ names to angels. The canonical
books provide only Michael and Gabriel. Uriel appears in the apoc
ryphal 2 Esdras, and in the apocryphal book of Tobit, Raphael is named;
these are both second century BCE texts, and the names are embedded in
other, pre Christian religious writings. Uriel, who figures prominently
with these more famous three in Paradise Lost, was thought to be one of
the seven Angels of the Presence, discussed below.'* Some would add
Lucifer to this list.’** Many other names appear in Hebrew writings,
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especially the Zohar, and in Midrash. Seventy angels’ names were
commonly borrowed from The Book of the Angel Raziel. According to
the fifteenth century Hebrew Sefer ha Heshek, Metatron, who appears
in the Talmud and in pseudepigrapha, and is in some Midrashim the
greatest of the angels, has seventy six various names. Metatron is some
times identified with Michael or the prophet Enoch. Robert Gell refers
to Metatron in the feminine, and associates her with Michael and
Christ.'*” More angels are named in Enoch and in the Testament of
Solomon, among Christian Gnostics and Church Fathers, including
Gregory, and in Pseudo Dionysius.'*® Names were adopted and multi
plied in Christian cabbalistic traditions, which interested early modern
occult writers. Robert Fludd, for example, gives the names of the angels
who rule each of the nine orders, beginning with Metatron, who
governs the seraphim, through Zophiel, Zabkiel, Zadkiel, Samael,
Michael, Anael, and Raphael, down to Gabriel, who governs the angels.
Agrippa provides tables for calculating the names of the seventy two
angels. Gematria, a cabbalistic method of numerically interpreting the
Torah, gave power to these names. Later ritual magic ascribed special
potency to particular names.'*® Perhaps both ultimately derived from the
Zoroastrian belief that to escape from this world by passing through the
spheres one had to recite the names of the angels that governed those
spheres. John Aubrey describes the ‘Berill’ or showstone of a Norfolk
minister, who, notwithstanding his vocation, called and conversed with
angels in it, which had the names Michael, Gabriel, Raphael, and Uriel
inscribed around it. Other contemporary astrologers summoned these
same angels: perhaps their origins in Scripture provided them with a
veneer of religious orthodoxy as well as power.'*® This occult tradition
fascinated Heywood, who names the angels governing the world
according to the regions of the zodiac: Raphael, Gabriel, Chamuel,
Michael, Adahiel, Haniel, Zaphiel, Malthidiel, Corona, Varchiel, and
many more. Belatedly he adds:

But since of these the Scriptures make no mention,
Far be it that the least of mine intention
Should be to create Angels.'s!

Most orthodox commentators resisted the urge to investigate names.
In Genesis 32: 29, after Jacob wrestles with an angel, he asks its name,
and is rebuked. This was understood as a general warning. The
Westminster annotators infer that the angel will not serve Jacob’s
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curiosity. While Gabriel identifies himself to Zacharias (Luke 1: 19,
26), and ‘the Angel of the Covenant, Christ Jesus, had also a name
before his Incarnation . . . where he is named Michael’, it is not known
‘whether all the Angels have particular names, (which may be so if God
please, for he may call both Angels, and Starres by their names, Psal.
147. 4. in a literal sense)’.'® Names were given to the angels collect

ively, reflecting office, and individually, though these names were not
revealed, hence their power as occult knowledge.!s

Why do God’s functionaries need names? While Michael is a
warrior, and Raphael a healer, and their names are used to identify
their attributes, the other angels of Scripture, and of exegesis, are
without personality or individuality. Hobbes altogether denied that
Old Testament angels were real beings.’®* For most commentators
the undistinguished mass of angels were nonetheless individuals. The
reasoning came from Aquinas, who wrote that each species in the
material world is constituted by its form and its matter; in the imma
terial world, however, ‘each being of and by itself constitutes and
occupies a distinct degree in the scale of being’, so each angel is a
species unto itself.'>®> The English Catholic priest Matthew Kellison, in
a treatise on ecclesiastical hierarchy that commences with the premiss
of angelic hierarchies, puts it succinctly: ‘the Angelles are so difterent
in nature and perfection that there are not twoe of one sort and kind (as
there are of men and other creatures) but that everie one is distin
guished in nature and office from everie one, even from the highest to
the lowest’.'s¢ This uniqueness is double edged: they are individuals,
but, lacking the shared characteristics of a species, they also lack the
elements of social and intellectual differentiation within a community
that would give them a quality approximating a human personality.
They are so entirely dividuated that they seem homogeneous.

Angels have personal names, though they may not matter a great
deal except to ritual magicians and Gnostics, but seldom have person
ality. Angels do not need to call each other by name as their commu
nication is direct and soundless. John Blenkow preached in 1639, ‘that
they have names in Heaven, may seeme improbable, in this respect,
that whilest they were on Earth, they should have names, in regard of
the weake capacity of humane Nature, who cannot otherwise or well
distinguish things but by their names’.**” Names, then, are a conse
quence of accommodation, fitted for human understanding, and not a
property of heaven. Nonetheless, humans use names to understand the
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nature of heaven, seeking to identify by name angels that perform
specific duties.

For example: according to the pseudepigraphal book of Jubilees,
there is a group of angels known as ‘Angels of the Presence’. Jubilees
is a rewriting of Genesis and Exodus, partly narrated by one of these
Angels of the Presence. These were sometimes identified with the
‘seven holy angels, which present the prayers of the saints, and which
go in and out before the glory of the Holy One’, in the apocryphal
Tobit (12: 15), in which case they are seven in number. This revela
tion is given to Tobit by Raphael, who identifies himself as one of
these angels. They also appear to be identical with ‘the seven Spirits
which are before his throne’ in Revelation (1: 4; also 8: 2). There are
seven throne angels according to The Book of the Angel Raziel; and
twelve Angels of the Presence in another rabbinical tradition. Paul
also refers to those who stand in His Presence (2 Cor. 2: 17). In a
rabbinical tradition, however, there are four angels, and they are
equated with the animalistic angels of Ezekiel 1. The numbers four
and seven invite correspondences with other passages in holy writings:
there are either seven or four archangels, and lists of names of
archangels and the Angels of the Presence overlap. Having established
the existence of this group, Jewish and Christian commentators
sought to establish their duties. Why they were distinct? Was it simply
a matter of hierarchy? According to the Testament of Levi, one of the
Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, they lived in the sixth heaven.
What are their names? Gabriel and Michael were usually added to
Raphael; Uriel was a possible fourth. Metatron was another candi
date.'™® Arise Evans rhetorically asked, ‘who can tell which is the
Angel of Gods presence?’, but his scepticism was not universal even
among early modern Protestants.’® In the chapter on the special
government of angels in De Doctrina Christiana, Milton notes the
existence of seven particular angels ‘described as traversing the earth
in the execution on their ministry’, who are the eyes of God.’ In
Paradise Lost Uriel is:

One of the seven
Who in God’s presence, nearest to his throne
Stand ready at command, and are his eyes
That run through all the heavens, or down to the earth
Bear his swift errands over moist and dry,
O’ersea and land.. .. (3. 648 53)
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He does not identify the other six. Milton names nine angels in the epic,

and gives special status to the four in rabbinical tradition.

! Pordage’s
angels have no names. The interest in the Angels of the Presence is

orthodox, though associated with rabbinical traditions and the occult.

Are Humans Superior to Angels?

Angels are messengers; some take this to mean servants both to God
and to humans.'® They are nonetheless superior in nature to humans,
in respect of their being pure spirit. Augustine adds that they are
superior ‘in merit of life and in the weakness of our infirmity, because
we are miserably unlike them in will’.?®® This account of human
inferiority shifted over the next twelve centuries. Scholastic theolo
glans suggested a more complex relationship in spiritual terms: Bona
venture writes that angels support humans, and that humans, through
their redemption, make amends for the fall of the angels, and that they
are thus in a sense equal.'®* Aquinas argues that the distinction between
angels and humans in terms of the dignity of their natures is unbridge
able; however, it 1s possible for humans to merit equality with angels
through meriting great glory. In this sense, humans are ‘taken up’ into
the angelic orders, implicitly restoring their depletion by the angelic
fall.’*> Humans are in several ways privileged: humans are given an
atonement; the angelic fall was irreversible because grace was forfeited,;
Christ adopted human nature and not angelic. For some, particularly
in the seventeenth century, this raised humans above angels.’*® The
German mystic Jacob Boehme insisted that ‘Man is higher dignified
than the Angels, if he continue in God.**’

Though the emphasis on human superiority had mystical and anti
nomian associations, some Calvinists and orthodox churchmen shared it.
Alexander Ross insisted that the angels are closer to the image of God in
nature, and humans closer than angels to the image of God in respect of
dignity; moreover, angels are ‘created for the use of man’.'*® And Richard
Sibbes in 1638: ‘we are in Christ above Angels, advanced higher then
Angels . . . he did not take upon him the nature of Angels, but of men; and
as he hath advanced us above Angels, so his dispensation is, that those
glorious creatures should be our attendants for our good; and they distaste
not this attendance’.'® This elevation of humans was used to explain
the rebellion of angels. John Trapp oftered a series of grounds on which
the saints were ‘above the Angels’, hedged with a cursory ‘some say’,
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including the superiority of human nature and righteousness, and the
privileging of the saints in and through Christ. For Trapp angels are ‘meer
creatures’, things made for a limited purpose, whereas humans are the
centre of Creation."” There is something unpleasantly triumphalist in
Trapp’s writing, as he exults in human superiority over a species of
spiritual creatures. Henry More characteristically tackles, without resolv
ing, the paradox that Christ should be both human and head of the angels,
when it would have been ‘more reasonable for God to have united
himself Hypostatically (as they call it) with some Angel then with Humane
nature’ ' He proceeds to wonder, humanely, if angels do not suffer too.
Lawson notes that the Incarnation exalts humans, though inferior, above
angels; yet he also recognizes that consorting with angels is a great
privilege:

They are above us, and we are a great Distance from them in respect of our
present Estate, yet some of them are very near us, though we do not see them,
nor speak unto them, nor familiarly converse with them; and they love us,
have a special care for us, and all of them are ministring Spirits for us, who shall
be Heirs of Salvation.

Though this is not human triumphalism, it suggests the extraordinary
arrogance that can be embedded in imagining a whole species and
society of beings made to serve humans, over whom Christ preferred
humans, and who will continue to serve humans despite a nominal
equality.'”

There was a shift in the seventeenth century towards stressing the
superiority, through grace, of humans to angels. This may be a con
sequence of a greater theological emphasis on grace, and a reduced
emphasis on nature, or matter, as a measure of moral values. One effect
is to reduce the status of angels as superior beings sharing Creation with
man; they are humbled as humans become more central to providence.

‘What Do Angels Do?

Angels are God’s messengers and agents in the world. But what do
they actually do? Katherine Austen, who compiled a commonplace
book in 1664 with several pages on angels, identifies three purposes:
they serve and assist man, they bear messages, and they stand in God’s
presence.'” Most descriptions of angels briefly summarize their duties.



ANGELOLOGY 853

Calvin states simply that God uses them to execute his decrees,
proceeding to identify their labours according to their names in Scrip
ture.'”* Gervase Babington suggests that angels have a work ethic: ‘hee
would not his Angels to wante what to doe, but made them minister
ing Spirites’.'”® According to Joseph Hall, they praise God, order
Creation, especially protect humans, guarding, cheering, and healing
the elect.'””® Though their name means ‘messengers’, their most im
portant function, in the history of Christianity, is to contemplate God,
and secondarily to support human prayer and devotion and to convey
illumination to humans. In the medieval period interactions with
humans began to eclipse divine contemplation.'”” Later writing about
angels greatly diversifies their agency, assigning numerous activities.

First angels praise God: ‘it is the ministerie, office and work of
Angels’, wrote Urbanus Rhegius, ‘without ceasing, perpetually to
praise the Majestie of Gop, to preach his worde, and glorifie this our
God therein’.'”® This praise is figured as singing, emphasizing its
aesthetic properties, and perhaps suggesting its continuous, ritualized
nature. When angels sing, they are praising God, and this is, like
angelic speech, a model for human praise of God. Their singing is a
model for the liturgy: ‘they begin the Antiphone, and teach us how to
sing’, preached John Wall in a sermon entitled ‘Angelorum Antipho
nia: The Angels Antheme’.'”?

Secondly, they are messengers and ambassadors. Rhegius writes,
‘They are also the Ambassadors of God in cheefe and most speciall
causes and affayres betweene God and men, to reveale and manifest the
ready good will and clemencie of God towardes men,” citing the
appearance of Gabriel to Mary."® The discernible bearing of messages
to humans was understood to be a thing of the past, as the age of
visitation by angels, together with miracles and prophecy, was over.
Nonetheless, angels continued to work, albeit invisibly, among hu
mans. They do not, in Protestant accounts, bear messages back to God.
As Willet writes, ‘the Angels doe report unto God the aftaires of the
world, and the acts and gests of men, and so their supplications in
generall: but this they doe as messengers, not as mediators’.'%!

Thirdly, they are ‘ministering spirits’, working God’s business on
earth. Calvin writes that this is one of the few things known for certain.'®?
These ministrations comprehend a variety of business, intervening in
human aftairs, guiding and protecting humans. Rhegius implies a high
degree of direct intervention and communication among them:
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they have even amongst us & within us, their ministry and function, with
great faith and diligence doe they guide, direct, governe, and defende us: they
are present with us, helpe us every where, providently take care of us, and doe
obtaine for us, all things tending to the glorie of Christ, and even reconcile
him unto us, doo instill and beate into our minds his holie will, yea, doo call us
away, and plucke us backe from all those sinnes and vices which God hath

forbidden us, and which he abhorreth.!®?

Other Protestants would be more cautious about the extent of free
agency and intervention. Such ministrations exalt humans: in Paradise
Lost, Satan mocks those who would prefer to be ‘Ministering spirits’
than free beings, and proudly rejects service (6. 167—8).'%* Christopher
Love asks why God uses angels to ministrate in this world when he
could do so without them, and answers: to show the reconciliation of
angels and humans after they fell out through sin and were reconciled
through the atonement; to declare his love to his people; because the
saints will repair the orders of angels, angels are willing to serve humans
on earth; and because evil angels tempt humans, good angels assist the
elect.” Among these ministrations is providing succour. Protestants
removed angels from deathbed scenes, but most agreed that angels
could invisibly provide comfort, at least to the elect.’® Angelic min
istration is not only comforting, however. The angels that raze Sodom
(Gen. 19: 13) and the destroying angel sent to Jerusalem (1 Chr. 21: 15)
reminded commentators that the judgements of God that angels exe
cute are not only supportive. They are ministers of wrath as well as of
grace. Angels devastate.'®”

Fourthly, angels are witnesses. They watch human tragedies: hence
the fears of angels.'® They are also the ‘benign eyes of God’, hence
perhaps they are called watchers, watching humans, and watching God
in preparation for his commands.'® Milton describes angels watching
over Adam and Eve in Paradise Lost books 4 and 9. Henry Ainsworth
writes that angels are ‘beholders of our wayes & conversation, and
affected (after their spiritual manner) with the things they see in us’.'*
Human actions have an audience, inspire emotions, and so are given
significance within a cosmic framework.

Fifthly, angels heal. The angel that annually touches the pool at
Bethesda (John s: 4) endows it with healing powers. Fallen angels
spread disease, and angels bring cures. Angel magic sought to harness
this faculty.’! The angelic spells used to find cures in popular medi
cine, however, lay outside the limits of orthodoxy. John Patrick even
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mocked the credence that Catholics gave to Raphael as a medicinal
angel."*?

The question can be asked another way: What use are angels? or What
do humans do with angels? There is a functionalist perspective on what
angels do: it suggests that they help humans understand God and
understand themselves. They are a means of conceiving of order, and
a means, through analogy and differentiation, of conceiving of what it
is to be human. They are a way of shaping social behaviour. Joseph
Hall writes that ‘the life of Angels is politicall, full of intercourse with
themselves and with us’.'® It forms a pattern for imitation, and both
social commentators and theologians stressed that humans should be
more like angels. Though early modern Protestants would not have
described this role of angels in functionalist terms, they articulated it
through the language of imitation and of fellowship between humans
and angels. Ainsworth writes that, because angels are spirits, ‘the
tellowship between them and us is spiritual, to be learned out of the
scriptures, and discerned by faith not by eie sight’.’** Although there
could be no direct interaction between humans and angels in post
Incarnation times, saints (meaning here the elect or godly humans) and
angels were part of a real community.'®® Cornelius Burgess, in his
systematic notes on angels, observed there were three uses for angels:
(1) to provide patterns of imitation, (2) to instruct men, and (3) to
provide humans with consolation.'®®

Conclusion

Despite the caution that Protestants expressed about going beyond the
immediate authority of Scripture, reformed writers wrote extensively
and imaginatively about angels. Modern emphasis on the visual im
agination, where Protestant artists were certainly less creative than
their Catholic counterparts, perhaps occludes this. Protestants ad
dressed many of the issues traditionally examined in writing about
angels, adapting them to their own soteriology and to transformations
in the understanding of natural philosophy. The impact of natural
philosophy on views of angels, and the ways in which angels consti
tuted thought experiments in natural philosophy, are discussed in
Chapter 11. Other topics outlined above are further developed
in other chapters. Some of the radical uses of angels are discussed in
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Chapters 4 and 5. The relevance of angels to theories of representing
God is discussed in Chapter 6, while Chapter 7 considers the place of
angels in prophecy. Theological views of angelic communication and
virtual embodiment are explored in Chapter 12. The doctrine of
guardianship, and local guardians, are further explored in Chapters 9
and 13. The place of angels in the Protestant imagination are the
subject of much of the rest of this book. There was no single, unified
Protestant angelology, and angels were an area of conflict between
Protestants, but angelology did not disappear in the two centuries after
the Reformation.'”” They were an extensively useful element in Prot
estant theology: a matter of doctrine, necessitated by fragments of
Scripture, a realm of immediate spiritual experience, a means of
rationally understanding the visible world, and an archive of social
memories.
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A Stronger Existence

Angels, Polemic, and Radical Speculation,
1640—1660

Too many in these dayes have been wantonly busie to converse with Angels,
out of pride and curiosity, but the good Angels wil not be spoken with upon
those terms; or if they do speak, to be sure it will be no comfort to those
persons: for the Apostle by laying down a supposition, hath given us a
certainty, that the Angels will speak no other doctrine then he did. Therefore
such spirits as are intruders into things not seen, are vainly puft in their fleshly
mind, Col. 2. 18. how spiritual soever they seem to be.!

hus wrote a group of Presbyterians headed by Edmund Calamy

in 1657. Over the preceding two decades, angels had seemed
increasingly present, and angel doctrine had been re examined and
rewritten. Angels furnished some with a means of articulating radical
politics and theology, while fear of Sadducism led others to restate the
commonplaces of Thomist angelology. Calamy felt surrounded by
those who claimed to converse with angels, those who were too
interested in the niceties of doctrine, and those who denied the spirit
world altogether.

If the Reformation had made angels seem more remote from every
day experience, this was reversed in the revolutionary decades. The
surge of interest in and writing about angels that took place around
1641 was the effect of several related trends: apocalypticism, an influx
of mystical theology, anxieties about the civil war and social and
political fragmentation, the challenge to ecclesiastical hierarchies, the
spread of radical theologies, and an increase in witch persecution.
These created an intellectual and soteriological environment in
which angels had a powerful valence, as metaphors and a means of
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analysing and redescribing society. They also became a theme for
imaginative speculation, and poems by Andrew Marvell, Samuel Por
dage, Milton, Lucy Hutchinson, and John Dryden need to be read
against this background.

Four things underpin this interest. First, angels are understood to be
immediate, our contemporaries, part of the experienced present, despite
Protestant warnings that angelic apparitions ended with the age of
miracles and prophecy. Secondly, a rise in millenarianism. Angels are
harbingers of the apocalypse: ‘And I saw an angel coming down out of
heaven, having the key to the Abyss and holding in his hand a great
chain. He seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the devil, or
Satan, and bound him for a thousand years’ (Rev. 20: 1—2). Hence, a
mid seventeenth century English manuscript commentary on Revela
tion is richly illustrated with angels; such illustrations are uncommon in
Reformation England, but here angels fit the subject.? Angels widely
figure in 1640s writing with apocalyptic tendencies, ranging from con
cerns about social disorder to belief that the thousand year rule of the
saints was imminent. These first two points concern knowledge and
understanding; the second two concern language and representation.
Thirdly, angels are traditionally a means of interpreting and charting
hierarchies. In a period when hierarchies are being challenged, they
provide an evidentiary language to re establish or reconfigure order.
Fourthly, angels can be used to redraw the heavens, to model man’s
place in the cosmos. The political and religious turmoil of the 1640s and
1650s invited writers to use angels to explain and intervene in social
turmoil. Angels are intermediate interlocutors and shapers of human
history, but they also furnish the language of politics and social order.

The outbreak of civil unrest and war in Britain witnessed the
increased permeability of angels into disparate realms of political and
religious knowledge. Angels appear in many varieties of writing in the
revolutionary years. For the purposes of mapping some of these shifts I
here suggest four modes: rhetorical or figurative angels, exegetical
angels, creaturely angels, and the angels of radical writing.?

Rhetorical Angels

Angels became polemically charged in 1641. The Root and Branch
movement against episcopacy provoked an extended debate on the



RADICAL SPECULATION 91

identity of the seven angels in Revelation. Though the use of angels
was topical and polemical, it was shaped by scholarship in theology and
natural philosophy. In Episcopacy by Divine Right Asserted (1640) and
Humble Remonstrance (1641), Joseph Hall used John’s epistles to the
seven angels of the Asian Churches to justify church government by
bishops. Others agreed that the ‘angels’ to whom John addressed his
letters were the bishops who led the Churches, thereby distinguished
from the many presbyters in a church.*

This account was challenged by Smectymnuus (the pseudonym of
five Presbyterian divines), who argued that the term ‘angel’ was meant
collectively, not individually: ‘by Angell is meant not one singular
person, but the whole company of Presbyters’; the very name reveals
that it ‘doth not import any particular jurisdiction or preheminence,
but is a common name to all Ministers’, because all ministers are God’s
messengers.” The word ‘angel’ is to be understood ‘not properly, but
figuratively . . . this phrase of speech, Angell for Angels, is common to all
types and visions’, and ‘one angel in the singular number’ sometimes
conceals ‘a multitude of Heavenly angels’.® What is at stake is Church
hierarchy, but the Smectymnuans stray into a more general account of
angels: this is characteristic of the rhetoric surrounding angels in 1641
and after.

Milton, who would become the most famous English angelogra
pher, took up writing polemic during this debate. In Animadversions
upon the Remonstrant’s Defence Against Smectymnuus (1641) Milton
argues that angels are not unique offices in the Church but actions
performed by true pastors. He attributes to them a creative, evangelic
power: ‘there is no imployment more honourable, more worthy, then
to be the messenger, and Herald of heavenly truth from god to man,
and by the faithfull worke of holy doctrine, to procreate a number of
faithfull men, making a kind of creation like to Gods, by infusing his
spirit and likenesse into them, to their salvation’.” In The Reason of
Church Government (1642) Milton argues that the seven angels are
antithetical to prelates, as they perform God’s work. Angels convey
true messages while prelates create false idols.® In this role they also
inspire: he looks forward to his promised great literary work, which is
not to be a quick labour, ‘nor to be obtain’d by the invocation of
Dame Memory and her Siren Daughters, but by devout prayer to that
eternall Spirit who can enrich will all utterance and knowledge, and
sends out his Seraphim with the hallow’d fire of his Altar to touch and
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purify the lips of whom he pleases’.® The eternal spirit, the echo of
Isaiah 6: 1—7 suggests, is God, the true muse and inspirer of Milton’s
poem; the seraphim are figures for divine inspiration, but also inde
pendent beings. Unlike the figure of Phoebus, who touches the
doubting poet’s trembling ears in ‘Lycidas’, their role is consonant
with the theology of angels outlined in De Doctrina Christiana. They are
simultaneously figurative and real.’® Milton’s early writing about
angels concerns representation, iconoclasm, and the restorative
power of true ministry, and he thought of them in both poetic and
political terms, while rejecting their appropriation as a basis of Church
hierarchy.

Many others intervened in the debate. John White picked up the
theme in a parliamentary speech on the future of episcopacy, arguing
that ‘Angel is a name common to all Presbyters who are Christs
Messengers and Ambassadors.”'’ The same argument was made in
1641 by an anonymous author who cited Joseph Mede’s Clavis Apoc
alyptica (1627) in support his case, and republished John Rainold’s 1588
pamphlet that challenged Richard Bancroft and queried the antiquity
of church government by bishops.'? Hence, the debate over episcop
acy is conferred with an account of the nature of angels, and both are
brought within the context of an apocalyptic reading of Revelation.'?
There is only a short step to identifying bishops as associated with the
fallen angels of the popish Antichrist.

The late 1630s and 1640s were rife with apocalyptic sentiment. The
Scottish divine and mathematician John Napier, like Mede, thought
that Revelation described future history: he predicted in 1593 that the
year 1639 would see the Fall of the Roman Antichrist. The conclusion
of the Second Bishops’ War that year appeared to be a victory for
Presbyterianism over the attempted imposition of episcopacy on Scotland.
One 1641 pamphlet described this peace as the angel sheathing his
sword." King Charles’s defeat resulted in the calling of a Parliament
that quickly set about eradicating episcopacy root and branch. Earlier
apocalyptic works were republished and translated, and Revelation was
interpreted as a literal prophecy of present and imminent history; both
were read in radical, destabilizing ways.'® Learned apocalyptic exegesis
was disseminated in pamphlets. In February 1642 the House of Com
mons Committee for Printing ordered inspection of a translation of
Mede’s Clavis Apocalyptica, which appeared in 1643.'° In The Apostasy
of the Latter Times (1641) Mede argued that the worship of angels and
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saints in the popish Church was evidence that Rome was the Whore of
Babylon, and that her idolatry proved that the latter days were immi
nent.’” Johann Heinrich Alsted’s influential millenarian treatise The
Beloved City was translated into English and published in 1643. Thomas
Brightman’s Apocalypsis Apocalypseos (1609) was published in English in
Amsterdam in 1611 and 1615, and then in London in various forms in
1641 and 1644; Brightman identified the Church of England as the
lukewarm Laodicean Church, and the Scottish Kirk and Genevan
Church as the blessed and virtuous angel of the Philadelphians (Rev.
3)."® These works describe the role of angels in human history; they
undermine episcopal authority and encourage readers to see angelic
intervention in events taking place around them.

The events of the late 1630s and early 1640s moved British authors
to reread accounts of the apocalypse, and to reconsider the identifica
tion of the English Church with Laodicea. Hence the appearance of
dialogue pamphlets, including Napier’s Narration, or, An Epitome of his
Book on the Revelation (1641) and a verse pamphlet, Brightmans Predic
tions and Prophesies (1641), which insisted Brightman had prophesied
the events of recent years. Another dialogue pamphlet of 1641
describes a conversation between a London citizen and a Puritan
minister, showing how Brightman’s account of the angels of the
seven churches has been fulfilled by the Thirty Years War.'* The
minister recalls, with sadness, the days when Martin Marprelate ‘dealt
somewhat roundly’ with the Angel of the English Church; the eager
ness of the people for these writings indicates the low esteem in which
the episcopacy are held. Marprelate was the pseudonymous author of a
series of attacks on Elizabethan bishops and Church government
published surreptitiously in 1588—9; his name was a byword for anti
ecclesiastical polemic and popular pamphleteering. The citizen, more
up to date with worldly things, reports that

in London there is much talke of a Woman who cals her selfe by the name of
Margery Mar Prelate, who either makes or prints Bookes, and as you say, hee
dealt roundly with them, so I can assure you doth she, and you would admire
if you knew how greedy men are of those Bookes, and are much bought up in
London, by which it is more then manifest that our Bishops and Prelates are very

much despised. ..

Margery Marprelate, the self conscious successor to Martin, authored
and printed pro Covenanting pamphlets from 1640.2° The pamphlet



94 UNDERSTANDING ANGELS

asks to be read in two contexts: first as a topical, didactic intervention
in the maelstrom of print; secondly, as an intervention in the historical
tradition of anti ecclesiastical scholarship, seeking to validate the
judgements of that tradition.?'

The debates of 16401 intensified the topical relevance of the figura
tive and doctrinal use of angels. For many pamphleteers they were a test
of confessional difference: one’s faith in angels or scepticism about the
extent of true knowledge of them marked the distinction between the
Protestant and Catholic faiths. The Covenanter Robert Baillie attacked
the Book of Common Prayer for its similarities to the Roman Catholic
liturgy, noting as one example the ‘Angelike Hymne’, ‘Gloria in excel
sis Deo’.22 The Westminster Assembly’s Protestation (1643) complained
that the Prayer Book affirmed the existence of archangels, and that
Michael is a created angel.?® The parishioners of St Giles in the Fields
petitioned in 1641 against the Laudian prebendary of Westminster
William Heywood for his popish doctrines, citing in evidence his
granting a licence to a Catholic book that encouraged praying to ‘thy
good Angell’. Heywood was ejected and imprisoned, and the petition
was printed as a pamphlet, apparently with the patronage of Parliament’s
Committee for Religion.?* A New Discovery of the Prelates Tyranny (1641),
a substantial tract documenting the persecution of William Prynne, John
Bastwick, and Henry Burton, proclaimed, ‘Such a spectacle both to men,
and Angels, no age ever saw before.”” Angels stood alongside men as
witnesses to present history.

Angels were prominent in anti Catholic polemic in the early 1640s.
The pamphlet Seven Arguments Plainly Proving that Papists Are Trayterous
Subjects to all True Christian Princes (1641) describes the elaborate shows
of piety mounted by Jesuits to facilitate the assassination of rulers,
among them the ‘Raviliack’ (Henry IV’s assassin), who undergoes a
mock religious ceremony in which he is presented with a knife and
blessed with prayers and invocations: ‘Come Cherabims, come Ser
aphims, and highest Thrones that rule, come blessed Angels: yea,
blessed Angels of charitie, come and fill this holy Vessell with glory
and eternitie’.?® He is set before an altar with a picture showing the
angels lifting to heaven another assassin. The pamphlet at once depicts
popery in a bloody light, arguing against its toleration in Protestant
monarchies, while also blackening by association the religious rites of
episcopacy. In another 1641 dialogue pamphlet, Sions Charity towards
her Foes in Misery, a London citizen and a country gentleman discuss
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whether it is appropriate to describe Parliament’s enemies as ‘infernall
Spirits” (and Laud, implicitly, as ‘Great Belzebub, that Prince of dev

ils’), language, the citizen reports, rife on booksellers” stalls.”” The
gentleman insists that ‘Michael the Archangell strove against the
devil, and disputed about the body of Moses’ in Jude 9, and yet used
no ‘cursed speaking’ or ‘railing accusation’, relying on God to do the
rebuking; Michael sets an example for human conduct.?® In The Down

Fall of Anti Christ (1641), the Nonconformist John Geree shows that
angels and ministers will bring down the papal Antichrist, and, impli

citly, episcopacy, by preaching.? An anonymous 1641 pamphlet, Old
Newes Newly Revived, mocks the exile of two royal courtiers with a
woodcut depicting them as winged angels flying the country. John
Taylor’s pamphlet The Brownists Conventicle satirizes the independent
preacher Samuel Eaton by placing apocalyptic arguments about angels
and episcopacy in his mouth:

And there was a battell in heaven, Michael and his Angels fought against the
Dragon, &c. Grace & peace be multiplied. This Text dearly beloved brethren,
and most dearly beloved sisters, may not unproperly be applyed to these
present times. . .. By this Michael and his Angels in my Text, is meant one
particular Church, and peculiar Church...I say unto you againe brethren,
wicked Angels are the Bishops Deanes, Arch Deacons, Prebends, non resi
dents, which live without the care and charge of soules.. . .3

The crudeness of the argument invites ridicule. During 1641 angels
acquired a newly forceful political currency; particularly associated
with independent allegiances, they were part of the religio political
language used to discuss history, revelation, and church government.

One 1642 pamphlet shows the rhetorical power of angels that
develops out of the anti ecclesiastical context. Three Propositions of the
Angels of Light, With Three Solutions Therein Considerable is anonymous:
no author, printer bookseller, or place of publication is identified
within its pages. It does not appear in the Stationers’ Register, nor
other official papers. The twenty eight page pamphlet seems to have
passed without comment and made little or no impact; only two copies
survive today. The three propositions are made in prose that resists
interpretation. For example:

One thing considerable, though there be a neere affinity with Angel nature
and working as created of God in power and will sustained of God in Christ,
subordinate to his will glory and pleasure, yet in their nature though spirits and



96 UNDERSTANDING ANGELS

glorious creatures, have some acts and works in extraordinary wayes, to
accomplish as God appoints and sends them forth and set them about to
doe, wherein somethings extraordinarily have beene done by them by Gods
appointment, in one instant it may be seene in the 2 Kin. 19. 35. and herein
also they agree with all their fellow creatures created of God to be, and worke
in and after the will and good pleasure of God...3!

The contorted, non idiomatic syntax suggests a poorly educated
author. Alternatively he or she may be reluctant to express his or her
message plainly, or may be a native of another Protestant country,
most likely the Netherlands or Germany, wrestling with the language.
There are, most unusually in writings about angels, no references to
previous scholarship. Cautiously expressed, the propositions are: first,
God made the angels; and thirdly, that angels work in the world
through Christ’s light, and in doing so reveal God’s glory. The second
proposition, the central theme of the book, is more challenging: there
are two kinds of angel, those considered at the beginning of Creation,
and those who are sent among us, ‘Heavenly and Church Angels’. The
phrase ‘Church Angels’ may suggest pastors, in which sense John
Donne uses it his Easter Day 1622 sermon, but this author has a
mystical meaning.>
Though the author conventionally rejects angel worship and dec

lares that fallen angels cannot part from sin, some of the angel doctrine
is idiosyncratic. The passage cited from 2 Kings describes an angel of
the Lord slaying 185,000 Assyrians in one night. Usually interpreted as
evidence of the astonishing power of angels, this author represents the
action as performed ‘extraordinarily’, as if with powers conferred by
God for the occasion, rather than by the angel’s natural might. More
arresting is the account of the nature of angelic knowledge, which
distinguishes between the experimental knowledge available to the
two kinds of angels:

Some such glory and excellency the Angels in the first sort of Angels, cannot
partake of, as might bee largely made out in the second and third Chapter of
the Revelation, and will in severall particulars shew it forth, in what Christ will
communicate to those angels, as to eat of the tree of life, when angels of the
first sort we minded were at the first, in that perfect glory wherin they abide.??

Because of original sin humans attain an additional kind of knowledge.
The author denies the scriptural origins of episcopacy, suggesting that
the seven angels belong to the ‘church of Christ mysticall’. These
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angels, ‘spiritualized natures in light and knowledge’, operate in a
different cognitive realm, separate from heaven. These are not crea
turely angels, with senses and agency, but remote and abstract spirits.>*

Angels walk among us. We are surrounded by angels of light, in ‘the
garments of men’, and angels of darkness, who can disguise their sin,
‘though they may trans form themselves into Angels of light, but
never into the light of the Angels of light, no!® It is the reader’s
duty to distinguish between them. At times the prose threatens to
crumble into religious ecstasy:

this spiritual sightednesse will be very usefull to those that have it in the day
and time of the Angells sounding forth of God and Christ [i.e. the last days], to
fulfill his will and worke: usefull in freeing from that darknesse which covers
the wicked, who cannot away with Angell nature nor working, it is so hot and
fiery an approach of God in these Messengers, they will allow of nothing but
what is of God according to the truth in Christ.>®

Though the author never quite sounds like Jacob Bauthumley—who
similarly employs the rhetoric of light and darkness, finding the key to
Creation immanent in humans—the self dissolves into spiritual out
pouring, and the voice moves from explication towards prophecy.*’
The work is a symptom of the turmoil in publishing and politics at
the beginning of the 1640s; it is an obscure statement on soteriology
and a gloss on fragments from Revelation published as a pamphlet
amidst the urgent newsbooks, satires, and polemics of 1642. It conveys
some sense in the context of contemporary pamphlets that bear witness
to an apocalyptic moment and assume a non learned form, and it is
unlikely that Three Propositions could have been written or published in
England before 1641.%® The account of angels of light implicitly brings
the conflict between light and darkness to the immediate present.
While the author’s exegetical point is subtle, there is a starker message:
the angels of light and of darkness are real and among us. The reader
must identify them, and decide which side he or she is on. In 1642 this
was a bleak message, disclosing both ecclesiastical and political crisis.
Angels also played an increasing role in political argument. They
were witnesses to and moral judges of political events. Angels, and the
right to say what they are and what they do, became part of challenges
to and defences of authority. Arguing against proposals for an ‘accom
modation” between the warring sides in the spring of 1643, one
pamphleteer warns: ‘all the Powres in Heaven and Hell are parties
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here, and offended greatly: Michaell and his Angells, Belzebus, and his
Angells’.*® The war is a struggle between good and evil. A broadside
reporting a royalist conspiracy, The Malignants Trecherous and Bloody
Plot Against the Parliament and Citty (1643), describes Michael and Satan
struggling for ‘Sions safety’. The angels are invisible, however, and do
not appear in the engravings.*® Other pamphlets remind their oppon
ents that angels witness actions here on earth, and will be present when
sinners are sent to eternal confusion.*!

A pro Parliament pamphlet of 1643 contended that the king would
be safer at Whitehall, under ‘Angelicall protection in the way of his
Kingly office and duty’ than in the hands of the ‘Dammees’.** This
nickname for cavaliers alludes to their blasphemous swearing; its full
force relies on the belief that angels and devils walk among us. Angels
guarantee, figuratively and through their interventions, an orderly
creation. The Necessity of Christian Subjection (1643) used angels to
justify absolute monarchy: because kingship goes back to Adam just
as ‘the angels and those of Heaven, had their beginning from God by
Creation’, and because monarchy alone is ‘an Idea or resemblance of
Gods government in Heaven’.** A Discovery of the Rebels (1643) argued
that ‘the King is the highest of men, and yet but a humane creature, as it is
in the Greek, not a God, nor a creature Angelicall’, inferior in a linear
hierarchy.** The author of Peace, Peace, and We Shall Be Quiet (1647)
writes that ‘as the world hath one God, so should a Kingdome be
governed by one King, as Gods Substitute. .. Amongst the Angels
there are distinctions, as Principalities, Powers, Thrones, Dominions, and
Michael an Archangel’ .*> Edward Symmons laments that ‘Hells own selfe
is broake loose into’ England, and implicitly compares Parliament’s
rebellion with the fall of Lucifer and his angels. Mercurius Pragmaticus in
April 1649 also described the rebels as ‘the Devills Agents on Earth, and
like the Apostate Angells in Heaven, [they] do perswade themselves
(being promoted by a spirit of presumption) that they equalize the
highest’ .*¢ Conversely, Maximes Unfolded (1643) repeatedly uses angels
as analogies to argue that a king’s power must be constitutionally
limited.*” A broadside elegy for John Pym, the parliamentary leader
who died in 1643, claimed that had angels been as good as him they
would not have fallen, and it imagined him ‘translated from the House
of Commons, to the Upper House of Glory, and Parliament of Angels
in Heaven’.*® In 1649 Richard Arnway imagined angels in heaven
celebrating Charles I’s union with the Son.*



RADICAL SPECULATION 99

More common in the pamphlets of this period, however, is the
presentation of the living or deceased in hell, conversing with Charon
or Machiavelli.*® Parliaments were usually diabolical rather than heav
enly; the Parliament of Hell became a recurrent motif in royalist satire.
In these satires Satan holds a parliament and plans to foment dissent and
rebellion; the device, with a long literary history, works as an explan
ation of recent history, but also reflects allegorically upon the Long
Parliament.®* Other pamphlets suggest that the Devil is prompting the
opposition—clergy, Presbyterian forcers of conscience, royal partisans,
rebels—often disguised as an angel.>> One 1648 newsbook refers to the
‘Westminster Divells” and in particular to ‘Laurance Lucifer, author of
their Rebellion, who for his pride was throwne downe to Hell, and
they for their presumptuous insolence I feare, will never go to
Heaven’, perhaps alluding to Henry Lawrence MP, who had recently
published a large treatise on angels.®

That the Devil was able to transform himself into an angel of light
was commonly cited Scripture,® but for the most part these satires and
polemics do not get caught up in exegesis, and, while observing its
fundamental principles, pay minimal attention to the details of angel
doctrine. Their use of angels is primarily figurative or rhetorical, to
interpret a human struggle in terms of good and evil. Their significance
is not purely allegorical, however: they presuppose belief in the
immediate reality of the angelic world. The rhetorical deployment of
angels relied on perceived reality, that angels are around us, that they
are moral witnesses, that they are good and evil. The political language
worked because its metaphors were grounded in a shared understand
ing of the relationship between the seen and unseen world; but it
remained easier to think with demons than with angels.

Exegetical Angels

Scriptural annotations and schematic treatises constituted a second
mode of writing about angels that was energized during the 1640s.
Church reform and millenarianism gave some impetus to these more
sustained, doctrinal expositions. The Westminster Assembly of Div

ines, commissioned by the Long Parliament to define a new religious
settlement, produced a collaborative set of annotations on both Testa

ments in 1645, and an expanded version in 1651. In part because of this
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there followed a cluster of scholarly works, including John Lightfoot’s
biblical chronology, The Harmony, Chronicle and Order, of the Old
Testament (1647), John Trapp’s A Commentary or Exposition upon all
the Epistles, and the Revelation of John the Divine (1647), and his A Clavis
to the Bible, or, A New Comment upon the Pentateuch (1650), Edward
Leigh’s Annotations upon all the New Testament (1650) and Annotations on
Five Poetical Books of the Old Testament (1657), Henry Hammond’s A
Paraphrase, and Annotations upon all the Books of the New Testament
(1653), John Richardson’s supplement to the Westminster Annotations,
Choice Observations and Explanation upon the Old Testament (1655), John
White’s A Commentary upon the Three First Chapters of the First Book of
Moses Called Genesis, published posthumously in 1656, and many
sermons and commentaries on particular scriptural texts. These express
doctrines about angels while interpreting Scripture: whether angels
adopt bodies, whether they digest, whether the angels in Revelation 12
and 20 are Michael or Christ.*®

In addition the revolutionary decades saw the publication of English
editions and translations of a number of systematic theologies, includ
ing William Ames’s Medulla Theologica (1628; London edition, 1630),
translated as The Marrow of Sacred Divinity Drawne out of the Holy
Scriptures (1642). Johannes Wollebius” Compendium Theologiae Christianae
(1626; London edition, 1642) was partly translated by Alexander Ross
as The Abridgement of Christian Divinity in 1650.5° These were works
that shaped Milton’s systematic theology, De Doctrina Christiana, which
discusses angels as aspects of Creation and of divine government.®’
Milton read Ames and Wollebius in Latin: the publication of English
translations of these treatises points to a growing audience untrained in
Latin and theology yet interested in accounts of Creation and cosmic
administration. These accounts are very different from the popular
practical divinity of Arthur Dent, William Perkins, or Richard Baxter.
The development of a popular appetite for systematic theology is
suggested by a manuscript headed “This Booke Containes in it the
matter of severall conferences att Mr Paines Among some of ye
inhabitants of Stortford [in Hertfordshire] about those fundamentall
truths that are necessary to bee knowne and practiced by every one
that would bee saved.” Stortford’s citizens began this collaborative
work on I January 1655, and recorded a series of questions and answers
that combined practical and theoretical divinity, from proofs of God’s
existence to ‘How wee can prove that there is A devine decree
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concerning Angells and men before the world.”*® Their enquiries
reflect the contemporary appetite for new and diverse printed mater
ials, but perhaps also the promise of the coming millennium.

This exegetical writing about angels is characteristically focused on
known doctrinal truths, rather than ecclesiastical or political argument.
Much of it appears in expository works, however, to which angel
doctrine is incidental: authors from diverse theological positions are
diverted into offering a consistent and sustained account of angelic
actions. John Trapp supplemented his 1647 Commentary or Exposition
with ten sets of ‘common places’, including five pages on angels that
run through the usual exegetical topics, including hierarchies and
angel worship, and observes, ‘if the Theology for Angels were written,
we should need another Bible: the creation and government of Angels
containing as great variety of matter, as doth the religion of man
kinde’.*® In the early seventeenth century Henry Ainsworth wrote a
series of learned commentaries on Old Testament books; one rep
rinted around this time was his The Communion of Saints: A Treatise of
the Fellowship that the Faithfull Have with God, and his Angells, and with
One an Other, originally 1607, reprinted in Amsterdam in 1640 and in
London in 1641, which outlines the duties of angels as heavenly
messengers and warriors, their relationship with Christ, their interest
in humans, and the error of angel worship.®® William Jenkyn’s for
midably detailed Exposition of the Book of Jude (1652) discusses angels in
passing, but also devotes a discrete section to a systematic angelology.®!
John Blenkow’s tract Michael’s Combat with the Divel, or, Moses his
Funeral (1640) uses Jude as the basis for discussing angelic hierarchies,
idolatry, and angelic speech. The Laudian Joseph Hall’'s The Great
Moysterie of Godliness (1652) includes a treatise entitled ‘The Invisible
World’, which outlines a systematic account of angels, their number,
hierarchies, actions, knowledge, apparitions, and the respect humans
owe them. Christopher Love, executed for treason in 1651, wrote a
treatise entitled ‘“The Ministry of Angels’ that was included in a
posthumous collection edited by a group of Presbyterian ministers
who wanted to preserve Love’s memory but also to combat the spread
of angel worship and belief in guardian angels.®> Robert Dingley’s The
Deputation of Angels, or, The Angell Guardian (1654) is a sustained
defence of the notion of angelic wardship—many Protestants retained
a version of this, as Chapter 9 shows—but digresses to discuss a wide
range of topics.
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The Westminster Assembly’s annotations were a direct consequence
of the religious controversies of the 1640s. However, it would be wrong
to infer that these were radical or apocalyptic writings: instead they were
the routine business of learned exegetes, accelerated by the Revolution.
This is not the case with Henry Lawrence’s Of our Communion and Warre
with Angels, the most sustained piece of writing on angels and the only
systematic angelography produced in the 1640s and 1650s, which can be
seen as central to the revolutionary moment. Lawrence was a Baptist,
with unusual though not heterodox beliefs about angels, who moved
from exile in the 1630s to the nub of political power in the 1650s, and
was an acquaintance of Milton. His book was initially published with
two title pages in 1646, one with no imprint (generally assigned to
Amsterdam), the other printed for the London radical bookseller Giles
Calvert; it reappeared as An History of Angells Being a Theological Treatise,
in 1649 and 1650, both printed by Matthew Simmons, but with two
different booksellers, William Nealand and Thomas Huntington
respectively; and finally, it appeared in 1652, as Militia Spiritualis, or,
A Treatise of Angels, printed by Simmons for John Blague and Samuel
Howes. The five different title pages cover the same set of sheets: there
was in fact only one edition and it was printed by Matthew Simmons for
Giles Calvert; when it failed to sell, other booksellers took it over, with
Calvert’s agreement, and Simmons printed new title pages.®® The asso
ciation with Amsterdam originates with George Thomason, who wrote
this on the title page of his copy.®* Simmons printed seven of Milton’s
prose tracts between 1643 and 1650; his son would print a more famous
book about angels which also failed to sell quickly, Paradise Lost.*®
Milton and Lawrence were using the same printer around the same
time, and later Milton would work for Lawrence, when the latter, an
MP since 1646, became a member of the Council of State in 1653.
Milton would write a sonnet for his friend Edward Lawrence, Henry’s
son; and Peter Heimbach would write to Milton in 1657 asking him to
intercede with Lawrence senior on his behalf. Perhaps there was already
an association between the two men.®

Lawrence’s Communion and Warre with Angels ofters an extended
account of the being and offices of both fallen and unfallen angels.
It is presented as an exploration of Ephesians 6: 11-18: ‘Put on the
whole armour of God; that ye may bee able to stand against the
wiles of the devill. For wee wrestle not against flesh and blood, but
against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the
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darkness of this world, against spirituall wickedness in high places,
&c.” The text is an undivided body of continuous prose covering
the central topics of angelology: corporeality, apparitions, diges
tion, speech, guardianship, modes of angelic knowledge and cog
nition, the power of angels to act in the world, and angelic
election and reprobation; it also contains much practical divinity.
The ‘panoply’ (full armour) of Ephesians occasions this meditation,
but also leads to a militant view of spiritual combat, of salvation,
and of life as a struggle between good and evil. Lawrence had spent
some of the previous decade overseas, concerned about religious
persecution, and his impetus to study angels probably had millen
arian as well as soteriological origins.

Despite poor sales, Lawrence’s book was recognized as authorita
tive, or at least authoritatively Protestant. Various writers cited it in
print and court proceedings.®’ It offered an accessible if unoriginal
summary of reformed views on angels written by someone in polit
ical authority; it reveals that angels were a pressing, if not always
doctrinally controversial, theme in the 1640s. Lawrence’s other major
work concerned baptism, a topic equally open to violent and polar
ized views of salvation and diabolical operation in the world, and
which raised more tempers, but which was less susceptible to being
used as a starting point for a general and extended reflection on
Creation.

The impetus behind these writings is diverse, but all venture into
speculative territory in the course of elaborating an argument or
body of knowledge which touches upon angelology. This is explicit
in another translation: Johann Amos Comenius’ Physicae ad Lumen
Divinum Reformatae Synopsis (1633), published in English as Naturall
Philosophie Reformed by Divine Light, or, A Synopsis of Physicks (1651).
This arresting work of systematic exposition seeks to unite experi
mental knowledge, reason, and the revealed knowledge of Scripture.
Comenius admires Francis Bacon’s attempt to create a universal and
rational framework for observed natural philosophical knowledge,
but, influenced by the encyclopedism and millenarianism of Johann
Heinrich Alsted, argues that the process could be accelerated through
admitting revealed knowledge. He offers means of finding a har
mony between natural philosophy and faith in the literal truth of
Scripture.®® The final chapter of this manifesto he devotes to angels,
for reasons he makes plain: “We joyn the treatise concerning Angels
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with the Physicks; because they are also a part of the created World,
and in the scale of creatures next to man; by whose nature, the
nature of Angels is the easier to be explained.”® Many in the course
of the seventeenth century linked the natural philosophical and
theological properties of angels, but Comenius is unusual in the
clarity with which he indicated their intellectual usefulness. Come
nius’ affirmations are for the most part traditional: he discusses
angelic numbers, senses, assumed bodies, strength, movement, and
knowledge. In two matters he is imaginative: first, the extent to
which he makes explicit his ambitions to unify reason, natural
philosophical knowledge, and scriptural exegesis, in doing which
he discovers that angels are a necessary object of contemplation and
explication. Secondly, and like Milton, he briefly muses on angels’
experience of their senses, as if it has occurred to him to reflect upon
what it might feel like to be an angel.”®

Visible and Creaturely Angels

In much scholarly work and often in figurative and political uses,
angels were remote, textual creatures. Contact with angels, especially
good angels, was uncommon; there are more sceptical and satirical
accounts of visions than sympathetic ones. Angelic visitations were
understood to have ceased. As Henry Lawrence wrote, God ‘would
have us walke in the spirit, and converse more with the spirit then
formerly . . . wee have faith enableing us to converse with the Angells
in a way more spirituall’.” However, some did have visions, and a
few, not all of them religious enthusiasts, did speak with angels.
Angelic communication increased in the 1640s, though the increase
may be exaggerated by the invisibility of earlier, occult traditions.
This constitutes a third mode of writing about angels: ‘creaturely’
writing, based upon actual sighting of and communication with other
beings.

In the tense atmosphere of the 1640s a number of angels appeared as
portents, such as the armies in the skies allegedly seen after the battle of
Edgehill, the first major military encounter of the civil war. The editor
of the pamphlet A Great Wonder in Heaven (1642 [1643]) introduces
fallen angels as a means of understanding the portents: he begins by
reflecting on the history of apparitions,
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by which it is evidently confirmed, that those legions of erring angels that fell
with their great Master, Lucifer, are not all confined to the locall Hell, but live
scattered here and there, dispersed in the empty regions of the ayre as thicke as
motes in the Sunne, and those are those things which our too superstitious
ancestors called Elves and Goblins, Furies, and the like,

such as those that appeared to Macbeth (his source could be Shakespeare
or Holinshed). He reports the repeated sighting of the ‘infernall
Armies’” in the sky, confirmed not only by local dignitaries but by
officers of the king’s army who recognize some figures, ‘distinctly
knowing divers of the apparitions, or incorporeall substances by their
faces, as that of Sir Edmund Varney, and others that were there slaine; of
which upon oath they made testimony to his Majestie’.”> One 1648
pamphlet, Strange Predictions Related at Catericke in the North of England:
By one who saw a vision, and told it himselfe to the company with whom he
was drinking healths; how he was struck, and an Angel appeared with a Sword,
combines news with an admonition delivered to a drunk man by an
angel, after which a neighbour runs around in a devil costume. The
mocking pamphlet warns of the dangers of neutralism.” In 1652
Joseph Hall scorned a vision of an angel ‘in a visible form, with a
naked sword in his hand’ descending on an altar and prophesying
England’s destruction.” Hall believed in the reality of the spiritual
world, but imaginary visions were more likely to harm than benefit
true belief. Another wonder pamphlet, about a speaking ‘Man fish’ in
the Thames in 1642, compares the prodigy to ‘an Angel sent to guard
this Kingdome . ..so debonarie and full of curtesie’.”® Angels were
synonymous with providential warnings and protection, though
were often treated sceptically or satirically.

Angels played a part in conversion narratives and visionary experi
ences. Anna Trapnel’s account of her spiritual revelations of 1642
describes a vision of an angel, an outward, sensible vision that speaks
and comforts her inwardly.” Another prophet, Mary Cary, asserted
that the regicide only took place because of the support of ‘thousands
of Angels’, invisible angels unfortunately for the regicides.”” Elizabeth
Poole, called to prophesy for the army’s Council of Officers in
December 1648, may have seen angels in John Pordage’s house in
the following months.” Anne Green, wrongly condemned for in
fanticide in Oxford in 1651, had visions of angels foisted upon her.
Several news reports and pamphlets of her story were published after
she providentially survived hanging, one reporting that a physician
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ushered the women around her away, fearing they might ‘suggest
unto her to relate of strange Visions and apparitions’. Nonetheless,
and perhaps at this hint, one derivative and sensationalized pamphlet
ornamented her story with a vision of paradise and ‘4. little boyes
with wings, being four Angels’.”” Angels—real, immediate angels,
that visit and speak to people and visibly act in the world—are
turned into gossips’ fantasies.

Angels do act in the world, but invisibly. Like providence they need
to be discovered in patterns of events. Looking at the stars’ predictions
for 1644, the astrologer William Lilly wrote, ‘it may be feared that God
hath sent downe into our English Court and Common Wealth, that
destructive and Martiall Angell, which incited the enemies of God to
destroy each other’.®* According to Lilly and others, angels interfere in
human affairs (sometimes fouling the predictions of astrologers).
A belief in angels as beings who directly intervene in contemporary
events using their own power underpins other kinds of texts, which
we might be tempted to read metaphorically or polemically. Arise
Evans’s pamphlet The Voice of Michael the Archangel, To his Highness the
Lord Protector (1654) describes Oliver Cromwell’s riding accident on 29
September 1654, St Michael’s day, as an intervention by the angel.
Michael is the angel the Lord promised to send to deliver the English,
Evans writes, and the accident must be his work (he appeared before
the horses and caused them to panic). Evans exhorts: ‘the angel with
his drawn sword stands in your way, though yet you have taken no
notice of him; but I beseech you again consider seriously what befell
you on Saint Michael the Archangels day last past, and know what an
Angel Michael is said to be in Scripture’. Though the work is suasory, it
is also meant literally; and Abraham Cowley’s mocking A Vision,
Concerning his Late Pretended Highnesse Cromuwell, the Wicked; Containing
a discourse in vindication of him by a pretended angel, and the confutation
thereof by the author (1661) 1s intended as an antidote to this literalism.®'

Not all those who saw angels presumed to publish. The intellectual
descendants of John Dee sought to summon and converse with angels
yet were secretive about it. Lilly’s autobiography, written at Elias
Ashmole’s request, suggests a community of astrologers who sum
moned angels as part of their divination, hinting at the extent and
the difficulty of defining its contours. Ashmole was a friend to Lilly and
a patron to Pordage, who sought to summon angels. Lilly had read
Dee’s conversations with angels: he thought genuine spiritual
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communication, and ‘Mosaical Learning’, had occurred, but that it had
been curtailed by the personal imperfections of Dee’s scryer Edward
Kelley, and by other, unrecordable things.®* Lilly reports that Simon
Forman’s more successful astrological predictions were executed ‘by
Conference with Spirits’.® Lilly’s first teacher was the Welsh astrol
oger and physician John Evans, who once succeeded in invoking ‘the
Angel Salmon’, who destroyed part of a building. Salmon may be an
incarnation of Solomon, mythical author of the Ars Notoria, a treatise
on angel magic that circulated in manuscript before it was printed in
Latin and then in an English translation in 1657. The Ars Notoria
teaches invocations of angels’ names in order to effect magic by the
power of angels. This knowledge Solomon received by the thunder
ous voices of angels themselves.?* Lilly bought one of Forman’s copies
of Ars Notoria in 1633—4, some years after Forman’s death. Lilly’s
subsequent teacher Alexander Hart was paid to assist in ‘a Conference
with a Spirit’ by ‘a rusticall Fellow of the City’.®* While Lilly does not
indicate that Hart ever successfully summoned spirits, he presents this
as a recognizable economic transaction.

William Hodges, a royalist astrologer from near Wolverhampton,
dealt with the thorniest judicial questions by consulting angels in a
crystal: ‘His Angels were Raphael, Gabriel and Uriel,” though ‘his Life
answered not in Holiness and Sanctity to what it should, having to deal
with those holy Angels’. Lilly reported some successes despite these
reservations.®® Angelic consultations work, and in the hands of poor
scholars are more reliable than astrology. Aubrey later described the
practice of calling visions in a ‘Berill, or Crystall’, a red tinted crystal
that is one of the twelve stones mentioned in Revelation. His account
was illustrated with an image of one beryl successfully used by a
Norfolk minister: the crystal is set in a ring engraved with ‘the
Names of Four Angels, viz. Uriel, Raphael, Michael, Gabriel’. Angels
appeared openly to the minister, and forewarned him of his death.®”
Lilly describes one Sarah Skelhorn, a ‘Speculatrix’ who called angels by
magical invocation and saw them in a crystal. They also followed her
around the house.®® He also mentions two old prophecies that he
believes were validated, which

were not given vocally by the Angels, but by Inspection of the Crystal in
Types and Figures, or by Apparition the Circular way, where, at some
Distance, the Angels appear representing by Forms, Shapes, and Creatures,
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what is demanded: It is very rare, yea, even in our Days, for any Operator or
Master to have the Angels speak articulately; when they do speak, it’s like the
Irish, much in the Throat.®®

Forman’s pupil Napier, for whom Lilly felt much admiration, prayed
to angels: ‘he invocated several Angels in his Prayer, Viz. (a) Michael,
Gabriel, Raphael, Uriel, &c.’. Ashmole annotated and added a striking
detail: ‘At sometimes, upon great Occasions, he had Conference with
Michael, but very rarely.’®® One of Napier’s manuscripts from 1619
describes consultations with the angel Raphael, who answers Napier’s
questions about alchemy and the health, longevity, and fortunes of
several clients.”’ This may explain why Lilly thought Napier outdid
Forman. Aubrey confirms Napier’s godliness, and reports that he
conversed with Raphael, who would give him responses to queries
about patients. It was because of conversations with angels, rather
than his horoscopes, that his predictions were so reliable. Aubrey
thought the same of the skilled Mr Marsh of Dunstable, who
privately confessed that astrology was merely the ‘Countenance’
and that his real business was done ‘by the help of the blessed
Spirits’.??

Lilly is coy about his own communications with spirits. He admits, ‘I
was once resolved to have continued Trithemius for some succeeding
Years, but Multiplicity of Employment impeded me, the Study
required in that kind of Learning, must be sedentary, of great Reading,
sound Judgment, which no Man can accomplish except he wholly
retire, use Prayer, and accompany himself with Angelic Consorts.””
Lilly means not merely the holy life necessary as a precursor to spiritual
conversations, but literal angelic consorts. The Steganographia of the
fifteenth century German mystic Johannes Trithemius describes a cab
balistic and hermetic method for acquiring and transmitting knowledge
that uses angelic names to invoke and communicate with and by angels.
Though it influenced John Wilkins’s Mercury, or, The Secret and Swift
Messenger (1641), the first partial English translation of Steganographia
was by Lilly in 1647. Lilly and his contemporaries read it as a magical
resource and a means of summoning and conversing with angels.**

Throughout his almanacs in the 1640s Lilly hints at the role of angels
in human affairs. He repeatedly states that guardian angels protect
countries, and the fortunes of a country depend upon their interven
tion, most strikingly in 1647-8:



110 UNDERSTANDING ANGELS

Live English Parlialment]. Fear not the male contented, thy Angel Protector is
very potent, his name is not Michael, yet he is powerfull ... Welcome sweet
Messenger from Ireland, what newes dost thou bring? Famine, mortality,
& most horrible division is now there, great deserting each other; poor bestiall
Kingdome, thy Angel is a sluggard, but the English Angel is active.*

He refers to the presiding angels of several countries, but to identity the
English guardian as not Michael is unusual.”® Perhaps he accepted the
passage in Dee’s diaries, in which Michael implies that it is Enoch who
presides over England.”” Though they are certainly political, Lilly’s
angels are not mere metaphors, or even intelligences presiding in the
stars, but real beings engaged in struggles. He assigns to them respon
sibility for heavenly apparitions such as parahelii, as in The Starry
Messenger (1645):

I am clearly of opinion, These Sights, as well as many others, were caused by
those tutelary Angels, who, by Gods permission, and under him, have the
Government of the English Commonwealth. They are sensible of those many
impending Miseries now too plentifully amongst us. Their conference with
man now, as in the days of old, very few attain unto, it being a blessing sought
after by many, attained unto by few: And yet there are some of opinion, There
lives in the world some, a small Party in England, that know more then they
utter, and, either by Vision, or verball Colloquie, have the knowledge of
future events, yea even from the blessed Angels.

But alas, these are Riddles; I must adhere unto my Astrologie; and yet wish
all happinesse to those good souls that either confer with their own Genius,
whom some call, A good Angel; or with such other of those heavenly
Ministers whom God in mercy affordeth them. And herein let no Reader
mistake me, for I abhor Witches, or those Necromancers that raise the deceased
out of their graves, or those Circular Priests now almost worn out of the
world: My meaning is this, That I do believe there are many now living, to
whom God, by his Angels, gives Revelation of things to come: And where and
to whom God gives such a blessing, I believe that Saint may lawfully use the
Talent God hath enabled him with.*®

Angels are God’s messengers, but in this cosmology they bear dele
gated authority and have responsibility for sending messages them
selves. Demonic magic, conventionally understood as magic exercised
through the agency of fallen angels,* is a practice entirely distinct from
the lawful calling of angels. Lilly describes not only natural or sympa
thetic magic, but actual ‘verball Colloquie’ in which angels disclose the
future, a practice widely sought but accomplished by fewer, though
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‘many now living’, who keep quiet their conversations with their
‘Genius’ or tutelary ‘good Angel’. Such prudence was necessary,
because these practices were easily identified by hostile observers as a
form of demonic magic, or cacodemology. Lilly describes in his 1648
Ephemeris a vision of angels struggling over the fate of England, and
another vision of an angel waving a sword over London. These can be
seen as metaphors, albeit metaphors that are grounded upon specific
angel doctrines, in part because they conform to literary conventions
of dream visions (‘slumbering I thought a voice delivered articulately
these words’); but they must also be understood literally, as induced
visions of guardian angels dutifully articulating prophetic warnings.'

Anti Merlinus, or, A Confutation of Mr. William Lillies Predictions
(1648) dismisses Lilly’s enquiries into the actions and names of guardian
angels, and accuses him of ‘pretending. .. to ground his predictions
upon Cacodemologie, or conference with Devils, and lapsed
Angels’.'** The author, H. Johnsen, identifies himself as a student of
astrology, and uses the term ‘cacodemology’ in a technical rather than
bombastic manner, accurately identifying this subtext of Lilly’s writ
ings in the 1640s. Perhaps he had heard rumours of Lilly’s angelic
conversations. Lilly says nothing about fallen angels, but Johnsen
transforms them into demons. While conversing with angels is close
to prayer, conjuring fallen angels is witchcraft, and risks execution
under the 1604 Act Against Conjuration and Witchcraft. Persecution
for witchcraft recommenced in England in 1645."% Dee, Forman,
Napier, Evans, Lilly, and others conversed with angels, but did not
advertise it in print.

The association between astrology and natural magic partly explains
the ferocity of the attacks on astrology in the 1640s. Scriptural anno
tators and theologians conventionally described judicial astrology as
presumptuous though not unlawful, and with some basis in reality.'*
Calvin thought astrology a means to divine wisdom, and Wollebius
that angels’ superior knowledge was partly based on their ability to
interpret stars. The inhabitants of Stortford endorsed the influence of
the stars as a fundamental truth.'®* The 1640s saw a rise in the number
of astrological publications and a diversification in their forms.'*
Predictions and attacks on individual astrologers were politicized.
But there was also a more general attack on the art of astrology itself,
pressed by fear of witchcraft, apocalypticism, and suspicion of mystical
theology. Most of these attacks associated astrology with demons and
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sorcery. Samuel Clarke’s A Mirrour or Looking Glasse (1654) presented a
list of God’s judgements ‘against witches, conjurers, enchanters and
astrologers’. Other taxonomies of magic and compendiums of proph
esies and illusions condemned magicians and astrologers as heretics.'*
John Vicars attacked astrology as a form of witchcraft, and called Lilly
the servant of Satan.'®” Astrologers were caricatured as foolish, and
their assisting angels were assumed to be always fallen.

The most detailed report of angelic conversations published in the
revolutionary decades indicates why Lilly and others were reluctant to
publicize theirs. Occult knowledge was valuable precisely because it was
possessed by few and passed on through personal and controlled circum
stances. It was nonetheless dangerous as it invited accusations of caco
demology and witchcraft. In 1659 the scholar Meric Casaubon published
a substantial folio volume entitled A True and Faithful Relation of What
Passed for Many Yeers between Sr. John Dee (A Mathematician of Great Fame
in Q. Eliza. and King James their Reignes) and Some Spirits: Tending (had it
succeeded) to a general alteration of most states and kingdomes in the world
(1659). Some of Dee’s transcripts of his conversations with angels in
the 1580s had survived in Sir Robert Cotton’s library, which was not an
isolated private space, but an internationally renowned repository for
scholars, and knowledge of these manuscripts shaped Dee’s posthumous
reputation.’® The late William Ussher, who had preached against the
worship of angels, had wanted the manuscripts published, and this
prompted Casaubon to study them and commission partial transcrip
tions. The resultant edition expresses his antipathy to Dee.'*

Dee spoke with angels, including Michael, Uriel, and Gabriel.
Gabriel reminded Dee that man in innocence ‘was a partaker of our
presence and society’, and so spoke customarily with God and good
angels; but man lost this favour, along with the angelic language, when
the Devil, properly called ‘Coronzon’, caused the Fall.''® These com
munications took place through the medium of a showstone and
scryers, including Edward Kelley and Bartholomew Hickman, some
in London, some with Count Laski in Poland, the emperor Rudolph
and King Stephen in Krakéw, and Count Rozmberk in Bohemia.
A True and Faithful Relation is remarkable in several respects, not just
because of its revelations, such as the existence of female angels, but
because it is the most detailed and extensive account of conversations
with angels from the early modern period, replete with scholarly
learning, cabbalistic mysticism, and tables of mystical and paradisal
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alphabets dictated by angels.!"" Moreover, it was published by a scholar
whose perceptions and intentions were very different from Dee’s. The
manuscripts spoke to numerous 1650s concerns—a perfect, angelic
language, the relationship between Christianity and the cabbala,
Mosaic learning or exchanges between natural philosophy and the
spiritual world—Dbut what interested Casaubon was proof of the exist
ence of the spiritual world and of the dangers of conversing with
angels. He published Dee’s records to attack modern Sadducism,
enthusiasm, and radical speculation.

Casaubon was both doubtful of stories of diabolical possession and
fearful that scepticism about spirits led to atheism."*? It was essential to
his argument that Dee’s conversations were real, not the fictions of a
delirious mind or a confidence trick by a series of unscrupulous
assistants. The enthusiastic interest in angels in the 1640s was twinned
with a scepticism that appeared to undermine belief in a spirit world;
the attack on enthusiasm, by drawing attention to its physiological
basis, threatened faith itself, as if the existence of imaginary spirits
proved there were no true ones: ‘this Licentious Age will afford very
many, who with the Saduces of old (that is, Jewish Epicures) believe no
Spirit, or Angel, or Resurrection’. Casaubon thought that Dee’s docu
mented conversations could empirically falsify disbelief, and his preface
promised to fight atheism in Anabaptists and others, challenging their
‘Supposed Inspiration and imaginary Revelations’. Like many contem
poraries, he saw the revolutionary decades as a critical moment in the
history of religion, in which radical modes of belief and doubt threa
tened to undermine the true Church altogether.'® Casaubon emphat
ically asserts that Dee’s experiences were real, and they prove both
enthusiasts and sceptics wrong. ‘All I understand by reality’, Casaubon
qualifies, ‘is, that what things appeared, they did so appear by the
power and operation of Spirits, actually present and working, and
were not the effects of a depraved fancy and imagination by meer
natural causes.”'"* Dee’s conversations were real conversations, Casau
bon argues, with real spirits, but they were not good angels. Dee
conversed with devils seeking to subvert true religion.

Casaubon knew that his contemporaries doubted the veracity of
either Dee or his scryers, not least because of the sensational sugges
tion, made by the naked female angel Madimi, that Kelley and Dee
should hold their wives in commonalty. Few angelic voices survive, so
I shall quote Madimi:
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Not content you are to be heires, but you would be Lords, yea Gods, yea the Judgers of
the heavens: Wherefore do even as you list, but if you forsake the way taught you from
above, behold evil shall enter into your senses, and abomination shal dwel before
your eyes, as a recompence, unto such as you have done wrong unto: And your
wives and children, shall be carried away before your face.!'

The words were communicated by Kelley, and some have thought
that the antinomian order that they commit adultery was Kelley’s
fabrication. However, among many objections to Kelley’s reliability,
the most potentially damaging to Casaubon’s argument was the flawed
scholarship of Dee’s angels. ‘Devils, we think generally,” wrote Casau
bon, ‘both by their nature as Spirits, and by the advantage of long
experience . . . cannot but have perfect knowledg of all natural things,
and all secrets of Nature, which do not require an infinite understand
ing ... The knowledge Divels have of things Natural and Humane is
incomparably greater then man is capable of.” Yet it was evident that
one of Dee’s spirits was deficient in this respect, speaking post classical
Latin, ‘rather as one that had learned Latin by reading of barbarous
books, of the middle age, for the most part, then of one that had been
of Augustus his time, and long before that’.*® Even fallen angels should
speak perfect Latin. Moreover, Casaubon adds, Kelley himself noticed
that the spirits appeared to borrow from Agrippa, Trithemius, and
Paracelsus, modern authors with dubious doctrines, rather than report
directly the book of nature. Casaubon’s resolution of this doubt is deft,
and echoes the doctrine of accommodation which was a premiss for
the artistic representation of unfallen angels: like God or Moses, the
Devil fits himself to the capacity of those to whom he speaks, and Dee
seems to have been happy with the performance. Just as the pagan gods
were widely understood to be the images of fallen angels,"” corrupt,
occult knowledge could be passed on by the Devil, and if Michael or
Madimi sounds like Agrippa, this could be because the Devil deceived
Agrippa before he deceived Dee:

If any thing relish here of Trithemius or Paracelsus, or any such, well may we
conclude from thence, that the Divel is like himself. This is the truest
inference. It is he that inspired Trithemius and Paracelsus, &c. that speaketh
here; and wonder ye if he speaks like them? ... Yea, those very Characters
commended unto Dr. Dee by his Spirits for holy and mystical, and the original
Characters (as I take it) of the holy tongue, they are no other, for the most
part but such as were set out and published long agoe by one Theseus
Ambrosius out of Magical books, as himself professeth. ... So that in all this
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the Divel is but still constant unto himself, and this constancy stands him in
good stead, to add the more weight and to gain credit to his Impostures.
Not to be wondred therefore if the same things be found elsewhere, where

the D. hath an hand.'!®

The very characteristic that suggests human agency is in fact evidence
of a diabolical confidence trick. Casaubon’s trust in his devils equals
Dee’s trust in his angels.

Casaubon’s intent in publishing the work is twofold. First of all, he
seeks to discredit the alleged revival of Sadducism and sceptical or
radical theologies that challenged the spiritual architecture of heaven.
But he is also seeking to discredit enthusiasm itself, and with it the
religious toleration associated with the Protectorate. The Council of
State heard of the publishing enterprise late in the summer of 1658 (it
had been entered in the Stationers’ Register on 3 March) and called in
the printers and publishers and requested to see a sample sheet.'® The
President of the Council was Henry Lawrence, who presumably had
an inkling of what the book would contain and the ways in which its
publication by a known royalist like Casaubon could reflect upon the
government. The state papers do not contain any report by the
committee formed to investigate the publication. Ten days later Oliver
Cromwell died, and one of the committee, Richard Cromwell, suc
ceeded as Lord Protector. The volume appeared with a 1659 imprint.
The Revd William Shippen, who annotated a copy in the 1680s and
recorded the story of the attempted suppression, saw the volume as
politically charged and implicitly anti enthusiast and anti fanatic.'?
Casaubon exploits a record of conversations with angels for two
purposes, one theological, the other political. Angels always had and
would have this two handed property, but it became particularly
pronounced in Britain during the 1640s and 1650s.

Radical Angels

Casaubon’s oblique intervention was also a response to the fourth
mode of writing about angels, one which speculates about them, and
uses them ‘imaginatively’ (a word needing careful interpretation in the
context of this period) to discuss matters of soteriology. This mode of
writing can be described as a ‘radical mode’.
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Around 1656 Thomas Hicks, who wrote against Quakers and
religious heterodoxy more generally, encountered four men who
denied the immortality of the soul. Hicks proceeded to write a tract
against this wilful ignorance, entitled A Discourse of the Souls of Men,
Women, and Children; and of the Holy and Blessed Angels in Heaven, and of
the Evil and Damned Spirits in Hell. His adversaries were materialists and
mortalists: he is not specific enough to indicate whether they were
psychopannychists, like Milton and Richard Overton, believing that
the soul sleeps between death and Resurrection.'' Hicks systematically
uses angels to demonstrate the existence of an immortal human soul:
‘Mortall men cannot see the immortal substance of their souls, with
their bodily eyes; no more they cannot see the Angels which tarry
about them, unless they do assume a body to themselves, no nor they
cannot see the Divel and evill spirits although they do go throughout
the world continually.’*?®* The tract straddles practical divinity and
mechanical theology. Human souls, angels, and devils are all spiritual
substances, and to deny one is to deny the other.'> His adversaries
were probably unpersuaded by his reasoning. The argument had been
made at greater length and more variously by Henry Woolnor in 1641,
also responding to an outbreak of mortalist reasoning, and also using
angels as tools of reasoning.'?*

Another heresy significantly revised and developed in these years
was Socinianism, the denial of the divinity of Christ, which sometimes
involved unusual angel doctrine. The Socinian Racovian Catechism
was printed in Latin in London in 1651, with a licence signed by John
Milton; it was investigated by the Council of State.’? An English
translation by John Biddle appeared the following year, one of a series
of publications by Biddle that developed antitrinitarianism in an idio
syncratic though perhaps distinctively English direction. In 1647
Biddle declared that the Holy Spirit was not part of the Godhead but
‘a created spirit’ and the head of the angels. The House of Commons
ordered that the work be seized and burned, and appointed divines to
persuade Biddle of his errors.’?® The following year he affirmed the
humanity and non divine nature of Christ, and that the Holy Spirit
was an angel: ‘the word Angel Originally Greek, and the Hebrew
Malak answering thereunto, signifieth any Messenger whatsoever,
but is in Scripture oftentimes appropriated to signifie a Spirit or
Heavenly Messenger. In both which respects the Holy Spirit is an
Angel, being not only a Messenger, but a Spiritual Messenger sent out
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of Heaven’.'?” Subsequent publications by Biddle caught the attention
of the Council of State: in December 1654 they were declared blas
phemous and burned, and he was imprisoned without pen and ink."?*
A dispute with John Owen followed, and the scandal of Biddle’s beliefs
was reported at length in the newsbooks. Other Socinian works were
pursued, and enthusiastic gestures alarmed the authorities. These were
tense weeks in which Parliament debated the new constitution, the
Instrument of Government, and Fifth Monarchists and Quakers were
prominently disruptive.'®® A few days after Biddle’s arrest Thomas
Tany, another antinomian with a distinctive vision of angels, mounted
a symbolic attack on the Parliament door with a sword; the same
committee examined both Tany and Biddle."® The response to Biddle
was resolute, despite the demands of other events that might have been
more pressing (Cromwell dissolved the Parliament a week after their
last discussion of Biddle)."*! Antitrinitarianism was perhaps the most
disturbing heresy of the later seventeenth century, and Biddle’s writ
ings were distinguished by the clarity and simplicity of his scriptural
exegesis, in contrast to Owen’s dogged responses.'*? Responding to his
claim that the Trinity was three separate persons, God, his human Son,
and the chief angel, confutations were obliged to restate orthodox
theological accounts of angels.”®® In Biddle’s hands angels proved a
flexible theological device, and this was just as threatening to ortho
doxy as denying the existence of the spirit world altogether.

The translation of mystical authors like Trithemius, Henry Corne
lius Agrippa, the Ars Notoria (Agrippa, Paracelsus, and the Ars Notoria
were all translated by Robert Turner in the 1650s), and especially Jacob
Boehme (from 1644 onwards) prompted radical speculation about
angels, and invited enthusiasts to find ways of incorporating occult
beliefs and folklore and spiritual experimentalism into conventional
Protestant angelology.™* John Pordage, who left accounts of angelic
visions, was a devotee of Boehme. Pordage is discussed in the next
chapter; here I shall consider the angel beliefs of a number of people
who converged on Pordage’s kitchen in Bradfield, Berkshire, in 1649,
when he began to experience his visions, including Abiezer Coppe,
Thomas Tany, Richard Coppin, and William Everard.

Inspired by angelic voices, Coppe writes in A Fiery Flying Roll (1649)
that angels walk among humans, pouring forth their vials of wrath and
swearing oaths, cursing, and teaching others to curse, and he has had
‘absolut, cleare, full communion’ with them.'® In A Second Fiery Flying
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Roule (1650), written shortly after his stay with Pordage, Coppe uses
Revelation 10, a favourite among enthusiasts, to encourage the godly
(‘Precisians’) to desire their neighbour’s wife. ‘It’s meat and drink to an
Angel [who knows no evill, no sin] to sweare a full mouth’d oath.’
There is an angelological joke in the colloquial ‘it’s meat and drink’:
conventionally angels need neither. Coppe wants his readers to reflect
on traditional exegesis through this playful paradox, but also mounts an
argument in favour of the inner gospel, against the formal and external
moral law. Later he relates:

I have gone along the street impregnant with that child [lust] which a
particular beauty had begot: but coming to the place, where I expected to
have been delivered, I have providentially met there a company of devils in
appearance, though Angels with golden vials, in reality, powring out full vials,
of such odious abominable words, that are not lawfull to be uttered.'?¢

The place of revelation is more likely to have been a brothel than a
church, for there he finds good angels disguised as bad. This is an
evident moral inversion, but it is also an angelological one, for while
angels of darkness often disguise themselves as angels of light, angels of
light do not present themselves as evil angels.

This apocalyptic, eschatological view of angels is both immediate
and rarefied, simultaneously literal and metaphoric. Even as he
writes, Coppe says, Michael is fighting the dragon in heaven. His
associate Richard Coppin also used this as the central motif in his
Michael Opposing the Dragon (1659), where he suggests that anyone
who has been enlightened by Christ or angels, and been administered
a heavenly message or spiritual comfort, should themselves become
an angel of God and minister to others; each man should be an
angel.’” Yet the entirely internalized eschatology of Coppin’s Divine
Teachings means that angels are transformed into human impulses.!3®
Little is known about William Everard’s beliefs, but he appeared in
the form of a spirit, or a spirit appeared in his shape and wearing his
clothes, during Pordage’s disturbing revelations of the angelical
world. Everard was also a signatory to the perfectionist tract, prob
ably penned by Gerard Winstanley, which declares: ‘Every single
man, Male and Female, is a perfect Creature of himself; and the same
Spirit that made the Globe, dwels in man to govern the Globe.”*** He
was accused of heresy, denying God and Christ, though Winstanley
declared him innocent.'*
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Enthusiasts propounded a much closer relationship between angels
and humankind than others, perhaps because they sensed the perfectibility
of the human soul. In this proximity, angels could lose their identity as
thinking, acting, communicating beings, and become an aspect of
human soteriology. However, the rich and metaphoric writing of
spiritual enthusiasts suggests a dual vision of a coextensive or coexistent
world of angels. Angels are both a figure for an internalized and
human centred eschatology, and also real, independent creatures,
whose actions shape the universe and whose struggles have their
own pathos.

Jacob Bauthumley was at this time expounding a Behmenist
internalist eschatology in which the struggle between Michael and
the Dragon was ‘the fleshly and dark apprehensions of God against
the pure and spirituall’. He develops the Augustinian account of evil
as the privation of good to an extreme by contending that the Devil is
not a creature. Only God has being: ‘as men speake, though improp
erly’, that is, in its accommodated sense, the Devil is ‘the corruption of
nature’, the internalization of man’s sinful acts.’*' He rejects the notion
of a locale called heaven, and the idea that angels participate in God’s
court, ‘waiting upon God, as serving men about their Lord, to see
what his pleasure is’. They have no fleshly form or shape but are found
in man, just as humans inhabit the angelic nature. When humankind

fell:

There were Angels, Hell, and his discoveries of God, became dark and
confused, and so brought him into bondage; so that the dark and carnall
knowing of God is the evill Angel, and the glorious and pure manifestation of
God is the good Angel: So likewise the providences that fall out in the world,
that tend to the comfort or well being of Creatures, they are the good Angels,
& the crosse providences & occurrences that do afflict and grieve a people or
person, they are the evill Angells or Angels of wrath and displeasure, not that
they are so indeed, but because the Creature doth misapprehend the mind of
God in them; for all things, whether Angels good or evill, principalities,
powers, life or death, things present, or to come, are for good to them that

are called of God.'*?

This is the most radically uncreaturely account of angels possible.
Bauthumley veers from orthodoxy—God honoured man by taking
human form and not angelical—to heterodoxy—angels are the spirit

ual reality of human good and bad impulses, and manifestations of
God’s power. The account of providence dispenses with angels as
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beings with freewill or an internal principle of being; angels are our
angels, our communication with the light side of God’s mind.

Thomas Tany’s elaborate Behmenist narrative of the fall of angels is
a foundation of his soteriology. The actions of angels do have a moral
and narrative significance. Angels, created on the first day, reject the
duty of love and fall; ‘they descended into Vegitables, and left their first
habitation’. Thus ‘these Angels became men’. Man is a fallen angel
embodied in the fig leaf of flesh; Tany interprets Genesis 6 as describ
ing the union of angel with human into a single being. Tany also
describes the process another way: every human has an internal angel,
‘we are the vegetables of the Deity tied to himself by the Angel in us,
for our Angel converses with him’. This angel is the inner light of God,
‘a refined man, or man unbodied or unvailed’. Only through the eye
of our inner angel can we see Christ."* The notion may come from
Paracelsus, who writes: ‘nothing could pass from us to God were there
not an angel in us, who takes our inner message to Heaven. Nor would
anything of God come to us without such an agent, who is swifter than
all our thoughts . . . the angel is nothing other than the immortal part of
man.”*** For Tany, the angel is at once a near synonym for the soul,
but also a figure in a cosmic narrative; Tany’s fall is both allegorical and
literal. Tany joined Pordage in seeking to identify his tutelary angel,
just as Dee had done.'*

In 1651 Tany was imprisoned for blasphemy, condemned, like
Bauthumley, for denying the material existence of heaven and hell.
As the angels fall into man, there is no need for a material hell. His
associate Robert Norwood was imprisoned for allegedly asserting that
the soul of man is the essence of God. His theology, like Tany’s,
suggests not a purely internalized eschatology but a species of materi
alism that sees all creation as corporeal. Challenging his excommuni
cation he writes, ‘if God be not a body, yet he hath a body, the whole
Creation 1s his body; my soul in one sence is not a body; but in another
sence it is a body; though it be not a fleshly, nor yet a natural body, it
may be a spiritual body; for there are spiritual bodies as well as natural
and earthly bodies’.*

Laurence Claxton, or Clarkson, was not connected to Pordage, but
was well connected to his acquaintances. Following release from
imprisonment for his Ranter work A Single Eye (1650), he pursued
astrology and magic in texts that suggest an association between
Behmenism, radical theology, peculiar angelology, and occult learning;
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perhaps he knew about Pordage’s visions or Everard’s conjurations. He
writes:

I attempted the art of Astrology and Physick, which in a short time I gained
and therewith traveled up and down Cambridgeshire and Essex . .. improving
my skill to the utmost, that I had clients many, yet could not be therewith
contented, but aspired too the art of Magick, so finding some of Doctor Wards
and Woolerds Manuscripts, I improved my genius to fetch Goods back that
were stoln, yea to raise spirits, and fetch treasure out of the earth, with many
such diabolical actions, as a woman of Sudbury in Suffolk assisted me . .. "

Claxton later discovered true faith from the Muggletonian prophet
John Reeve, and his A Paradisal Dialogue betwixt Faith and Reason (1660)
articulates an extended Muggletonian natural philosophy and history
of angels. God, angels, and humans all have bodies, but whereas God is
entirely divine, humans have a natural body and a spiritual soul, and
angels have spiritual bodies and rational souls. Reason desires and is
thus mutable and imperfect (a Behmenist belief he shared with Por

dage). Angels do not subsist autonomously, but rely on the daily
revelation of Christ, without which they would become ‘a bottomless
pit of imaginary confused darkness’."*® God gave reason to the angels to
damn one, the serpent, and the serpent is the sole reprobate angel
(Claxton differs from Reeve and Muggleton on this).'* God made the
serpent more like himself than the other angels in order to punish him
and display his own goodness. Reason longs for something higher, and
while Adam apprehended good and evil without reason, the angels are
purely rational beings.'® This inverts Raphael’s account of angelic
intuitive versus human discursive reason in Paradise Lost:

reason is her [the soul’s] being,
Discursive, or intuitive; discourse
Is oftest yours, the latter most is ours,
Differing in degree, of kind the same. (- 486 90)

Angels can be used to meditate on the nature of reason. For Claxton
the spiritual soul makes humans superior; for Milton humans become
more like angels as their bodies turn to spirit.'>!

Both Milton and Claxton, however, are materialists and mortalists.
Claxton writes that God must have a body in order to be worshipped,
though he does not develop the natural philosophical basis of this
position. Earth and water are eternal, all matter exists from eternity,
so Creation is neither ex deo nor ex nihilo."** God made and gave life to
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angels and humans out of pre existing, eternal matter, ‘uncreated,
senseless, dark, dead matter’. This matter is like but also unlike
Milton’s ‘wide womb of uncreated night’; Coppe and the Quaker
John Perrot also figure Creation as being from a womb, and Morgan
Llwyd describes ‘the heavenly nature and angelical world’ as the
‘mother’."®* Claxton proceeds: after Creation matter is animate; God
made angels and men in his own likeness, hence he must have a form;
angels have faces and tongues; how else could they speak or sing?
Angels have bodies formed like men, though

they shine like unto the Sun or a flame of fire; being formed in a Region of a
more higher nature than this; therefore they are of motion as swift as thought,
and of a pure, thin, or bright fiery nature; so that with great ease they pierce
through a narrow passage at the Divine pleasure of the Creator.'s*

Claxton thinks through the narratological implications of these angelic
bodies in a provocative account of the Fall. The biblical account of
Eve eating a fruit is accommodated speech, describing sexual posses
sion (‘Scripture Language is much like a modest pure Virgin, which is
loath to have her secret parts mentioned in the least’). The angelic
serpent tempted Eve, entered Eve’s womb ‘through her secret parts’,
and begot Cain." Claxton adapts the story of the sons of God in
Genesis 6 to reflect upon the sexual performances of angelic bodies.
Angelic bodies orificially penetrate and impregnate human bodies.
Medieval iconography of the Annunciation represents Gabriel meta
phorically penetrating Eve’s ear with his prophecy. According to
Claxton, the Incarnation inverts the Fall. God bodily conceives him
self in Mary,

just so on the contrary the womb of the Virgin wife Mary, was honoured with
the Angelical God himself, through which her polluted nature was not onely
cleansed while he was in her womb, but also by the vertue of the Divine
power, she was inhabited to conceive his glorious Majesty of her Seed into a
holy Babe of unspotted flesh, blood and bone.!>¢

Thereby the angelic God became the true God.

How does Claxton know this? An ‘unerring spirit’ told him. This
could be an angel he conjured,'” or it could be Reeve, to whom God
spoke directly, giving him a commission as a true prophet, one of the
two witnesses of Revelation 11, empowered by the mighty angel with
the little book who swears oaths.’®® Angels are both the intellectual
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framework of Claxton’s and the Muggletonians’ heterodox theology
and its scriptural foundation, the things that make it true.

Biddle’s belief that the Holy Spirit was an angel, Pordage’s angelic
conversations, Ranter and Muggletonian cosmologies, Lilly’s angel
magic, Tany’s attempt to name his angel, and Coppe’s and Bauthum
ley’s eschatology had several things in common: a belief in angels’
intimacy with humans; a desire to explain human circumstances
though angels; a willingness to elaborate imaginatively on the angelic
world as a means of understanding the immediate, material world. It is
a vision that is at once internalist and permits creaturely communica
tions. While exploring the narrative of Creation and redrawing the
heavens, the radicals both internalized angels and sought to speak with
them face to face. For these men, angels were not only real, they were
also present, an appropriate matter for enquiry, and a lens upon
Creation. There was a correlation between religious enthusiasm and
a readiness to think with angels. This reinforced suspicions of specu
lations about angels: it was marred with both popery and enthusiasm.

Conclusions

The revolutionary decades of the seventeenth century witnessed
copious writing about angels and I have suggested four complementary
perspectives upon these engagements. There is a rhetorical mode, in
which angel doctrine is used metaphorically, in topical and political
writing, to bring Scripture to bear upon constitutional thought and
polemical force. This mode often reflected a traditional understanding
of hierarchy and orderliness in Creation, and relied upon traditional
exegesis and a belief in the immediate reality of angels. The second
mode is the exegetical, and these decades saw further development of a
vernacular tradition of scriptural commentaries and systematic angelo

graphy. It is possible that this tradition reached an intellectual reso

lution in these years: following the Restoration fewer scholars
produced major works of scriptural commentary or annotation,
though this also correlates to a decline in apocalyptic fervour. The
third, creaturely mode describes the visible or invisible intervention of
angels in recent human affairs, providential appearances, and direct
communication between humans and angels; this is the most tenuous
mode of writing as it is secretive and usually indirect, though it
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indicates an intensive level of activities promoting interspecies
interaction. The fourth mode is a synthesis of the first three: it is
metaphoric and exegetical and literal. It can be described as a radical
mode, not only because it is associated with religious enthusiasts, but
because it evokes the immediacy of the spirit world and attempts to
redescribe the history and geography of the universe, to redraw the
heavens.

These modes are linked by their social origins in millenarian
expectations, political fissure, and the tension between growing con
servatism and radicalism, and bear witness to a broader cultural shift.
However, they are also linked by their powerfully creative and analytic
use of angels to describe and understand the world, their latent powers
as intellectual mediators sharply brought into focus in ways that
emphasized the imaginative as well as the doctrinal.
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Conversations with Angels
The Pordages and their Angelical World

ohn Pordage conversed with angels, and they transformed his life.

His story, and that of his family, and his gathered congregation, is
an important and revealing one in the history of religious radicalism in
the seventeenth century. It tells of a zealous individual whose experi
mental divinity rejected religious orthodoxy and prompted him to
move through an occult visionary period to a revised spiritual outlook
that was finally accommodated in the Restoration to a position com
patible with doctrinal quietism. Beginning in 1649 Pordage saw angels,
and explored the invisible, spiritual worlds they inhabited.' His spirit
ual insights were informed by reading occult authors, especially Jacob
Boehme, but also Paracelsus and Hendrik Niclaes, yet he saw himself
as a contributor to the central, visionary tradition of the true Protestant
Church. While he was cautious about revealing his theology, his
ejection from his living after a trial in 1654 persuaded him to publish
a description of his spiritual revelations and angelic conversations. He
had numerous followers, and was in later life involved in the founda
tion of the Philadelphian movement. Angels were central to Pordage’s
heterodox and controversial theology, and their testimony was also the
source of his insights and the proof of their verity. John’s son Samuel, a
young witness to his father’s contact with angels, would write an epic
poem that charted the universes his father had discovered, using
narrators that spoke with, and were guided by, angels. The writings
of the Pordages reveal the depth of intellectual turmoil that could
result from beliefs in angels, their imaginative and prophetic force,
and their central role in enthusiastic spirituality.
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How Do You Speak to an Angel?

When Richard Baxter looked back on the spread of heresy in 1650s
England, he identified five principal new sects with similar doctrines:
the Vanists (after Sir Henry Vane, republican politician, religious
writer, and subject of a sonnet by Milton), Seekers, Ranters, Quakers,
and Behmenists. Of the last he writes:

The cheifest of these in England are Dr. Pordage and his Family, who live
together in Community, and pretend to hold visible and sensible Commu

nion with Angels, whom they sometime see, and sometime smell, &c. Mr.
Fowler of Redding accused him before the Committee for divers things, (as for
preaching against Imputed Righteousness, and perswading married Persons
from the Carnal Knowledge of each other, &) but especially for Familiarity
with Devils or Conjuration.

Baxter had read Pordage’s account of his trial and had also conversed
with one of his ‘Family Communion’, who confessed that he did not
know ‘whether it were with the Eye of the Body or of the Mind’ that
he saw the odd sights that he understood to be angels.? Baxter thought
that Pordage and Boehme were melancholy persons who sought
converse with angels, something that ‘God hath not judged suitable
to our Condition here in the Flesh’.?

The translation of mystical and occult authors, especially Boehme
(from 1644 onwards), impelled radical speculation about angels.
Enthusiasts sought ways of incorporating occult beliefs and folklore
and spiritual experimentalism into conventional Protestant angelol
ogy.* Pordage was profoundly influenced by Boehme’s writings—his
theology was also Paracelsian and familist—but his writings cannot be
reduced to their Behmenist influence. His communication with the
angelic world also fits into an astrological-magical tradition. A client of
Elias Ashmole, it is likely that Pordage was in William Lilly’s commu
nity of angel conversants, and that his visions were invoked, at least
initially, using astrological-magical means; though this is something he
expressly denied.® Lilly had learned about angel summoning from his
tutors, the Welsh astrologer John Evans and Alexander Hart; from the
manuscript recording John Dee’s conversations with angels, which
Ashmole also read; and from Simon Forman’s manuscripts. Lilly’s
autobiography, written at Ashmole’s request, reveals a community
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among whom angel conjuration was an aspect of astrological practice,
and Pordage may have benefited from this tradition as much as from
Behmenism.® After Pordage’s death, Ashmole commended him for
‘his knowledge in, or at least great affection to, astronomy’, and
Aubrey characterized him as a ‘Physitian & Astrologer’.”

Baxter’s suggestion that Pordage was a member, or even aleader, ofa
sect of Behmenists is an exaggeration, but it is not without foundation.
Pordage was thoroughly connected with the antinomian underground,
as would emerge during his trial, when associations were identified
between Pordage and Abiezer Coppe, Thomas Tany, Richard Coppin,
William Erbery, and one ‘Everard’. Such connections began before his
notoriety, and before the war. In 1634, perhaps as part of an official
crackdown on antinomian ministers, John Davenport preached at
St Stephen Coleman Street against Pordage, who ‘broches new fangled
opinions concerning the signes, that No Man can trie himself by them,
but was to stay by for an over powring light’.® His hostile comments
capture an element of the theology of Pordage and his followers: an
inward, mystical searching for spiritual regeneration through commu
nion with the divine. Hendrik Niclaes proclaimed that it was possible
to find spiritual perfection here on earth, that Christ had already
returned and his spirit dwelled in Family of Love and in their mystical
doctrines; this ‘Blasphemous doctrine of Familisme’ was attacked by
John Etherington in a 1645 pamphlet. Etherington condemns a
Mr Randall for preaching this doctrine, along with ‘one that went
from hence [London] to Redding, D. Pordage, who was in expectation
of (it he hath not obtained) the chief publike place there’.” Ethering
ton’s comments suggest a network of perfectionists boldly promoting
their doctrines in and around London; he had himself been convicted of
being a leading familist, and his acute account is based on detailed
personal knowledge. This network was not restricted to an under
ground of shadowy figures that we only identify by misspelt surnames.
Pordage also had connections to John Dury and Elias Ashmole,
Thomas Bromley, Mary, Lady Vere, and to Philip Herbert, Earl of
Pembroke (and his son Samuel worked in the house of the Duke of
Buckingham and had other aristocratic connections)."

Pordage’s closest, most influential relationship may have been with
his wife, Mary, née Lane, whom he married in 1633. She is a marginal
figure in accounts of his trial, usually present in the background. In a
later account of Pordage’s spiritual development, forming a chapter in



128 UNDERSTANDING ANGELS

the history of the Philadelphian society, a quite different picture
appears:

It was then from some of this Inward Mystical way in England that y© Phila

delphian Society had its Rise: & that w™ a fresh Concurrence & Holy Gale of a
Divine Life & Power Opening first & Principally in M™ Pordage Wife of Pr
John Pordage Doctor in Physick: who married her for y© Excellent Gift of
God he found in her; w" Gift he also became in a high degree Partaker of.'*

The Philadelphians stressed the role of women in revelation: Jane Lead
was its figurehead (and Pordage her spiritual guide), and women
prophets were central to the society. It is possible that Richard
Roach, the Philadelphian author of this passage and friend and follower
of Lead, exaggerated Mary’s role, or that it was exaggerated when it
reached his ears at second or third hand. Alternatively it may be true,
and it may also be the case that the ‘M.P.” who wrote in 1649 a
pamphlet entitled The Mystery of the Deity in the Humanity, or, The
Mystery of God in Man, was Mary. There is much overlap between the
vocabulary of John Pordage and this author, who refers to herself as ‘a
poor Hand maid of the Body’; there is not, however, an exact theo
logical semblance between the texts. M.P. equates Eve, for example,
with Reason; and describes the Son as ‘formed in flesh, a little lower
then the Angels’, which does not correspond with Pordage’s pos
ition."? This disparity is inconclusive, however: the theologies of
radical mystics, as with all believers, change over time and context,
and though they do not espouse precisely the same vision, there are
striking similarities between these two authors, and M.P. was probably
in dialogue with Pordage, whether she was Mary Pordage, Mary
Pocock, or (in less likelihood) Mary Pennington.' Mary and John’s
household was an enthusiastic and visionary one, they were inspired
and suffered fear and prosecution together, and when Mary died in
1668 John did not remarry.

In 1654 Pordage was called before the Berkshire Commissioners
for the Ejecting of Scandalous Ministers and accused of scandal and
blasphemy. During the course of his trial several sets of articles were
brought against him, some suggestive of local gossip, others more
serious charges about his alleged denial of the divinity of Christ.
During the 1650s antitrinitarianism was a particular source of anxiety.
Christ’s status was an even more charged means than angels were of
exploring the relationship between God and man; Sadducism and
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Socinianism were the most sensitive, most heterodox, most
shocking—though often imaginary—theological positions during
these years.' The proceedings against Pordage in September to
December 1654, motivated by local politics,’® were relentless and
irregular. He was not permitted to hear some depositions, and he was
not allowed to cross examine prosecution witnesses or freely pro
duce his own. His main persecutor was Christopher Fowler, a
Reading minister still vexed that Pordage had escaped earlier charges,
and Fowler was both a witness and a member of the committee that
judged the case. When Pordage wrote Innocencie Appearing through the
Dark Mists of Pretended Guilt (1655), a treatise describing the pro
ceedings and vindicating his beliefs and behaviour, Fowler published
his own, argumentative account, Daemonium Meridianum: Satan at
Noon (1655).

During the trial, associations were identified between Pordage and
various radicals. He complains that his enemies are trying ‘to crucifie
me between transgressors, Hereticks, Familists, Ranters, Sorcerors’. Fowler
accuses him of being an ‘Erberist’, a follower of William Erbery
(1604—54), a radical Welsh army chaplain and admirer of Boehme
who was accused of denying the divinity of Christ and of being a
Ranter. One of Pordage’s witnesses, Richard Stockwel, was also
accused of being an Erberist, and Pordage acknowledges having
heard Erbery preach.'® Pordage had earlier testified at Reading in
support of Abiezer Coppe, and had praised Richard Coppin, a radical
Puritan associated with Coppe and with Ranterism.” Among the
visitors who stayed at Pordage’s house during his most intense
visionary period, presumably partakers of his ‘Family Communion’,
were the Behmenist Thomas Tany and one Everard. This was
probably the Digger William Everard (like Tany, a self proclaimed
‘Jew’), who also experienced prophetic visions.'® After his stay at
Pordage’s house a rumour arose that Everard was a conjuror, which
Pordage was in part inclined to believe, thinking him responsible for
raising certain apparitions of guardian angels and a dragon.' The
prophetess Elizabeth Poole also visited around this time.?® Erbery,
Pordage, Coppin, Coppe, and Tany were also associated through the
radical bookseller Giles Calvert, who published books by all of them,
and by William Everard’s comrade Gerard Winstanley, who also had
angelic visions. Calvert introduced the Ranter Laurence Claxton to
Coppe’s London radical group ‘My one flesh’. Claxton, who also
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knew Everard, trained in astrology and physic, studied magic in some
manuscripts he found, and tried to summon spirits.?" This is not to
suggest that Pordage really was a Ranter, but that all of these religious
radicals were networked, admired Boehme, believed in the validity
of spiritual visions, and had an interest in summoning spirits in which
magic and astrology played a part. In some respects, all 1640s radicals
were seekers. The internalization of eschatology and the resurrection,
mortalism, and the denial of the existence of a separate, material
hell, were compatible with outward conversations with angels and
angel magic.?

The witnesses against Pordage testify to some bizarre happenings;
one charge is that ‘at the said Doctors house the face of God hath
been seen; not as Moses saw him, but the very face, as one man may
see anothers’. This looks like a form of extreme anthropomorphism
resembling that of Claxton and the Muggletonians. The parishioners
do not specify whether God has a man’s face, though the phrase
implies as much; much later Pordage would deny anthropomorph
ism.? A neighbour, Mrs Flavel, in a trance, ‘saw the Philosophers
stone, which she knew to be the Divinity in the Humanity’. Pordage
responds that he is not charged with having seen it, nor is the
relevance of the charge clear, ‘Not to speak any thing concerning
the Mystical writings of the deep Hermetick Philosophers, or what
the judgement of some of them is concerning this secret’.?* Evidently
he held opinions on the nature of the philosophers’ stone which he
was prudent enough not to disclose. The terse hermetic gloss here
gives meaning to a later passage in which he describes his family’s
experiences at the height of his visionary period: ‘Our sense or
faculty of tasting, was very pleasantly entertained, with those invisible
dews which were sweeter then hony or the honycomb; and therefore
deserve to be called the Dews of Haven, with which instead of food,
we were many times wonderfully refreshed.’”® Pordage ate manna,
the food of angels, though he was circumlocutious about the meals.
Pordage’s angelology is infused with hermeticism, and his patron
Ashmole was interested in both the philosophers’ stone and the
food of angels.?®

Fowler alleged that Pordage had ‘very frequent and familiar converse
with Angels’; that a dragon came into his chamber, and that as he
struggled with it he was assisted by ‘his own Angel. . . in his own shape
and fashion, the same clothes, bands and cuffs, the same bandstrings’;



CONVERSATIONS WITH ANGELS I31

that his Chamber ‘hath sometimes been almost filled with spirits’; that
his angel commanded him to cease preaching; that a visitor to his
house in a trance saw ‘two Angels all in white, with Crowns’ floating
over the head of Pordage’s daughter, and other visions.?” Margaret
Pendar, another neighbour, was converted by visions of angels, and
later testified to seeing a vision of a man who promises to heal her: he
produces a book he calls ‘the book of the Lamb . . . a broad book with a
parchment cover, and I saw writing in it’. A dark angel appears and
tempts her to suicide. Later Pordage visits her and prays ‘in a very
strange language, she did not understand well what he said’. She
implies that the book was not the Bible and that incantations and
heresies formed part of Pordage’s prayers.?®

Throughout his trial Pordage was cautious about revealing anything
about his visions. When responding to questions concerning angels, he
declines to utter anything that might be taken as self accusation. He
responds thus to the allegation that he had conversed with angels:

As this Article is presented in general terms, without expressing whether the
Communion be visible or invisible, I do not see how it can touch me, though
my enemies were my Judges, because every true Christian hath frequent
communion or converse with Angels, as you may see solidly and clearly
proved from Scripture by the Lord Lawrence, one very learned and pious,
now President of the Lord Protectors Councel, in his Book Entituled, Our
Communion and War with Angels.

Pordage hoped to lean on the orthodoxy and authority of Lawrence’s
1646 angel treatise, and to point out that similar interests were held by
those now in power. He exploits an ambiguity in ‘converse’ and
‘communion’, noting that while communication with the spirit
world in the form of prayer and faith is legitimate, to make that
invisible world visible is to risk accusations of heresy or enthusiasm.
He is aware that, without being explicit, his enemies are exploring the
ground for accusing him of cacodemology and conjuration, a capital
offence under the 1604 Act Against Conjuration and Witchcraft. In
response he points out that the Devil walks up and down the earth, in
Bradfield as much as anywhere, and that every family is exposed; his
persecution proves him a faithful servant of God. He continues:

If it can be proved that I ever so much as looked toward the unlawfull Art of
Black Magick, or that any evil Spirit were raised up by any compact of mine,
explicite, or implicite, or that those evil apparitions were subdued and overcome
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by any other means then by Gods blessing upon our fasting and prayers, I shall
judge myself worthy of punishment; but otherwise it is hard measure to be
prosecuted and prejudiced for the malice of the Devil towards me, inflicting
what I was passive in, and could not help, especially by those who profess the
Christian religion, and know that the God of heaven rules over all, permitting
and disposing of whatever comes to passe.>®

Though emphatic that he does not conjure demons, he does not
directly deny conversing with angels. Throughout the trial his
accusers return to this allegation, and of the question of his ‘own
angel’, and Pordage is repeatedly and adroitly non committal. Even
tually he admits in court ‘that I had an Angel of God that stood by me,
assisted me, comforted me, and protected me, when that dreadfull
apparition was before me’, though he signally does not acknowledge
it to be an individual guardian, and his phrasing allows a metaphoric
reading.®’ He does not wish to admit his belief in individual guardian
angels (though he might have invoked Lawrence’s support again) while
his enemies pursue it as a Trojan horse for other, more noxious
doctrines.

In a fragment of spiritual autobiography, Vavasor Powell records
that in a period of uncertainty he wished that the Devil would appear
before him in order to terrify him into rectitude. Satan did subse
quently appear, ‘not onely by his secret workings in the conscience,
but by visible representations, and outwardly real apparitions’.** If
Pordage had simply declared that he had seen evil angels, it would
have been startling, but the real danger lay in the implication that he
had compacted with them. In the seventeenth century bad angels
appear more frequently than good, and though doubtless more terri
tying, they were also more straightforward, less open to hermeneutic
suspicion, because no good angel would disguise itself as a bad. An
apparently good angel, however, might be a bad angel disguised;
hence Pordage’s claim that he could smell the difference (his son
would later write that the difference was always visible, and that ‘starry
Halos’ always distinguished good angels**). Richard Baxter offered a
reason for the frequency that is implicit elsewhere: ‘Corporeal Cras
situde is an abasement, and therefore fittest for the more Ignoble sort
of Spirits: We that dwell here in Bodies, are of a lower Order, than
those of the more high and invisible Regions.” The ministrations of
good angels are offered invisibly, because to assume corporeal form is
undignified:



CONVERSATIONS WITH ANGELS 133

Some Men have long Laboured to attain a Visible or Sensible Communion
with them, and think they have attained it: But while they presumptuously
desire to pervert the Order of Gods Household and Government, it is no
wonder if in stead of Angels, they Converse with Devils that are Transformed
into seeming Angels of Light, that by Delusion, they may Transform such
Men into Ministers of Righteousness.*

He proceeds to suggest that the actions of the devils in the world are
also more noticed than the actions of angels, in part because Protest
ants, in their reaction against the Roman Church, show ‘little
Sence... of the great Benefits that we receive by Angels’.*® Yet the
consequence of this philosophy of angels, which Baxter shared with
Pordage’s persecutors, was that it was more scandalous to claim to see a
good angel than to see a devil. If one claimed that an apparition was
good, there were grounds for thinking that one had spoken or held
commerce with it, and if it was not a good angel, one was therefore
guilty of demonolatry or witchcraft.

In March 1655 Pordage published Innocencie Appearing, his account
of the trial, supplemented by petitions, and various written submissions
that the court would not allow. Among these is a document, appar
ently prepared late in the proceedings, that would surely have pro
voked sensation if presented to the court. In it Pordage, prompted by
God, reveals his visions of angels.’” These were conversations with
visible angels, experienced in 1649—s0, which he had suppressed
during his trial despite the best efforts of his accusers to elicit a
confession. He 1is threatened by spirits in the shape of Everard, a
glant, and a great dragon. The ‘Ministration of the Holy Angels’
supports him during these trials.*® His visions, experienced with his
family, disclose the existence of two worlds, Mundi Ideales,
the Mundus Tenebrosus and Mundus Luminosus, both opened up
to the inward senses, or ‘internal spiritual faculties’, though he
describes the experience as a sensual one, visual, olfactory, tactile,
and gustatory. While he firmly denied having any communion or
compact with evil spirits, his initial vision is of the dark world,
prompted by the Devil (‘it was certainly evil’). The light world
followed, and then the eternal world. Here is part of his description:

We beheld innumerable multitudes of evil spirits or Angels, presenting them
selves in appearing distinctions of order and dignity, as powers, principalities,
dignities; my meaning is there seemed to be inferiority and superiority,
Governors and governed, The Princes of this dark world, and their subjects,
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which presented themselves as passing before our eys in state and pomp; all the
mighty ones appearing to be drawn in dark ayery clouds, Chariots with six or
at least four beasts, to every one, besides every figured similitude of a Coach,
was attended with many inferior spirits, as servants to the Princes. But
concerning the shapes and figures of the spirits, you must know, they were
very monstrous, terrible, and affrighting to the outward man. Those that drew
the clowdy Coaches, appearing in the shapes of Lions, Dragons, Elephants,
Tygers, Bears, and such like terrible beasts; besides the Princes and those that
attended them, though all in the shapes of men, yet represented themselves
monstrously mishapen, as with ears like those of Cats, cloven feet, ugly legs
and bodies, eys fiery, sharp and piercing. ... Now besides these appearances
within, the sperits made some wonderful impressions upon visible bodies
without: as figures of men and beasts upon the glass windows, and the
Cealings of the house, some of which yet remain: But what was most
remarkable, was the whole visible world represented by the spirits, upon the
Bricks of a Chimney, in the form of two half Globes, as in the Maps . . . were
but the eys of men opened to see the kingdom of the Dragon in this world,
with the multitudes of evil Angels which are everywhere tempting and
ensnaring men, they would be amazed, and not dare to be by themselves,
without good Consciences, and a great assurance of the love and favour of
God, in protecting them, by the Ministration of the Holy Angels.>

His family is also tortured by the noxious smells of these angels, by
‘loathsome hellish tasts’, and by physical pains caused by the Devil’s
poisonous darts.*® Though the spirits are seen with the inward eye,
they are also seen, projected onto surfaces, with the outward eye.
Pordage’s parishioners do not differentiate, identifying real sights and
real smells. The visual description of the light world is less elaborate:

There appeared then to our inward sight multitudes almost innumerable,
of pure Angelical spirits, in figurative bodies, which were as clear as the
morning star, and transparent as Christal, these were Mahanaim or the Lords
host, appearing all in manly forms, full of Beauty and Majesty, sparkling like
Diamonds and sending forth a tincture like the swift rays, and hot beams of the
Sun, which we powerfully felt to the refreshing of our souls, and enlivening of
our bodies.

The bodies are figurative but they are nonetheless male and highly
colourful, the first point orthodox, the second unusual, though it has
a scriptural origin. Pordage and his family hear ‘many musical sounds
and voices’; their ‘spiritual joy and delight’ was ‘infused into our
souls, uttered by the tongue’.** The syntax is ecstatic and therefore
unclear, but the tongues seem to be angels’. The eyewitnesses smell
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heavenly perfume, and eat the food of angels. An unutterable ‘pleasing
impression’ is ‘sensibly felt in the inward parts’. Pordage collapses
the inward sensations into the outward. The inward worlds are
coextensive but discontinuous with the outward worlds; angels are
‘more immediately’ in the invisible world than ‘in this visible air’,
which implies that they are in this visible air, to be seen, even if not
immediately so. The prosecution witnesses testify that the visions
were seen with the bodily eye.** These are inward worlds that make
impressions on the outward senses. They are spiritual but also
material.

Pordage describes the spiritual enlightenment that visions brought,
convincing him and his family of the merits of the life of virginity, a
state of inward passivity. His preaching on virginity may explain his
reputation for personal licence (support of this doctrine could be
mistaken for antinomianism) and for discouraging sex between his
married neighbours (presumably when undertaken through desire
rather than spiritual impulse).** The spiritual world has been opened
to them, and they have lived in joyful communion with it for four
years since the three or four weeks of intense visions. Among the
reasons he gives for not having disclosed it before or during his trial is
that there has already been much light given to the world, that
revealing the light to the world is not proof of the (pure) life itself,
and that he had to possess the life before revealing the light, so they
might be in union. The occasion of his trial becomes both a provi
dential occasion for him to reveal what God might have intended only
for his own family, and yet another example of the persecution of the
saintly by the Beast.**

Pordage’s vision is thoroughly Behmenist and hermetic, and it
probably involved ritual magic—I suspect Pordage initially sum
moned angels with spells, and he may have practised alchemy*—
but it is rooted in Protestant theology and specific angel doctrine.
Angels are ministering spirits; there are two sorts, good and bad;
humans, at least the elect, are assigned a personal angel; Pordage’s
angel assumes human form; witnesses describe traditional iconog
raphy, as the angels wear white and crowns. He endorses a hierarchy
of angels, without specifying the Pseudo Dionysian orders. Fowler
asserts an orthodox account of angelic visitation, against which he
measures Pordage’s heterodoxies: angels appear infrequently and do
not tarry, and they appear with messages, for comfort, for deliverance,
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for direction. Nothing in Lawrence, Fowler contends, supports
visible converse with angels. Pordage can counter this kind of argu
ment. Fowler’s scepticism about ‘heavenly converse’, Pordage argues,
suggests that he does not believe in the continuing ministration of
angels, and thus denies Scripture and limits God.*® In an appendix to
his tract Pordage argues that there are degrees and distinctions among
both fallen and unfallen angels, in support of which he adduces the
names used in Scripture. Similarly, there are governors and governed
in this outward world. Both orders, secular and divine, Pordage
attributes to divine providence. Angelic hierarchies, even for Por
dage, are evidence of the necessity or providential significance of
political hierarchies, and in support of this he cites scriptural texts,
not his own visions. This provides a basis for his appeal to superior
magistrates, in the light of the oppressive judgement of the Berkshire
commissioners; even for a visionary who communed with angels,
conventional exposition of angel doctrine can serve a purpose in
logical, political argument.

Pordage was ejected from his rectorship on 8 December 1654, and
wrote in self vindication. He lobbied in London, without success,
though Cromwell was sympathetic. He played no further part in public
life, though questions continued to be raised about his orthodoxy.*
The trial, and the publications, had little impact on the news or
contemporary politics. One reader, however, noticed Pordage and
his angels: in 1655 Christopher Parkes read Pordage and Lawrence on
angels, Salkeld on paradise, and Agrippa, and a few years later he read
Boehme.*® Parkes was probably seeking knowledge of angels in the
present.

‘All the Rhetoric an Angel has’: Angels and Epic

Samuel Pordage, aged 21, appeared briefly at his father’s trial, with
several other witnesses, to testify on what he had heard his father
preach in 1652 and 1654. His depositions suggest John’s general
interest in Christology, witchcraft, and necromancy, without giving
the prosecutors evidence of heresy. It was, however, after this depos
ition in his pamphlet account of the trial that John inserted testimony
of his insights into the spiritual world.*
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Samuel was born in December 1633, and had attended the Merchant
Taylors’ School, but he was in Bradfield often enough to provide
testimony, and his subsequent writings suggest a close relationship
with his father. Though there is no record of Samuel attending
university, his later career reveals him an able neo Latinist and a
learned author, and some of this learning can be attributed to John’s
influence. At least in his early years, Samuel was part of his father’s
extraordinary spiritual community.

The younger Pordage’s Poems upon Several Occasions (1660) offers
formulaic panegyrics, elegies, and love lyrics; his Heroick Stanzas on his
Majesties Coronation (1661) shares its tone with much poetry celebrat
ing the restoration of the king. Stylistically and intellectually these bear
no relation to his most substantial poem, Mundorum Explicatio, or, The
Explanation of an Hieroglyphical Figure: Wherein are couched the mysteries of
the external, internal, and eternal worlds, shewing the true progress of a soul
from the court of Babylon to the city of Jerusalem; from the Adamical fallen
state to the regenerate and angelical. A sacred poem (1661).>° Published
under the initials S.P., the elaborate theology and angelic communi
cations outlined in this epic are based on John Pordage’s visions,
elaborating, and perhaps augmenting, what he had been reticent
about. It contains an impressive engraved ‘Hieroglyphical Figure’
designed by John that outlines the universe of the poem; the poem
is an ‘explanation’, the title states, of this figure. Samuel’s later
writings—including Azaria and Hushai (1682) and The Medal Revers’d
(1682), both responses to Dryden, and the tragedy Herod and Mariamne
(1673)—show none of the religious enthusiasm of his epic. Mundorum
Explicatio has been neglected, perhaps because of its poetical infelici
ties, perhaps because of its spiritual subject matter, but this neglect is
undeserved, because it is risky and ambitious and makes strong claims
for the relationship between spiritual radicalism and poetry in the
seventeenth century.®!

Part discursive, part narrative, Mundorum Explicatio (‘Explication
of the Worlds’) describes a soul’s journey through multiple uni
verses. It is self consciously modelled on Dante’s Divine Comedy,
and echoes Homer; at times its allegorical journey to salvation
resembles John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678); while its
claim to visionary poetics, spiritual revelation, prophesy, and a
divinely inspired literal truth anticipate Paradise Lost. The ‘Proae
mium’ begins:
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Figure 4. Samuel Pordage, Mundorum Explicatio (1663), ‘Hieroglyph
ical Figure’
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I Sing no Hero’s douty gests in warrs,

Nor blazon forth some Warlike Champion’s Scarrs:
I here no Prince’s acts hypothesize

With glozing praises: Nor unto the Skies

Advance some common Justice in a King,

Nor the dread fury of the Wars I sing:

Nor with bewitching Layes advance above

The Sacred, the base toyes of wanton Love.

His muse is, he announces, Urania, and his theme is heavenly love, the
‘cursed Earth’ and ‘Th’Eternal horrors of the larger Sphear | Where
great Beelzebub and his Princes are’.>? Did Milton hear these lines in
1661, while writing his own poem, and worry that someone had
pre empted his Protestant epic? The rejection of military epic, the
scorn of courtly love, the identity of the Muse are the same. Whereas
Milton began in medias res, however, and told his story with only the
occasional intervention of a narratorial voice, Mundorum Explicatio is
didactic. It begins by demonstrating the existence of a spiritual world,
in the face of the perceived proliferation of Sadducism, and outlining
Pordage’s vision of the four worlds. He dismisses poetic fantasies of
‘brain built worlds’: his worlds are intended literally. The external or
terrestrial world, the light or paradisiacal world, the dark or Tartarean
world, and the eternal world (especially important in John’s later
theology) are rooted in Behmenism (the poem is prefaced by an
encomium to Boehme and his translator, John Sparrow), but they
are also the basis of John’s visions. The poem journeys through them
in an allegorical or accommodated narrative, though the poems also
presumes their real, material existence. Pordage insists, for example, on
the real existence of spirits in the outward world. He describes at
length the corporeality and senses of angels to show that they are
beings who interact in the created world in ways that are capable of
rational explanation.®® They are, then, both spiritual allegories and
unambiguously real.

The three parts of the poem differ in content and form. Part I
describes Creation, especially the nature of spirits and angels, and
offers a Behmenist and Paracelsian account of the double Fall of man.
Adam is made in the likeness of God, with a pure body of the
spiritual materials sulphur, mercury, and salt. Evil is the First Principle
of the universe; good, which will eventually overcome it, is the
Second. Adam is made in this Second Principle, and is left to be
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tempted for forty days (an antetype of Christ’s temptation in the
desert). Adam’s first Fall is when he discovers desire and is unmarried
from the Second Principle. His understanding shrinks and God’s
image is obscured. The power to propagate, which had hitherto
been within man, is now moved without and clothed with flesh
(genitals). The more familiar narrative of the Fall follows, which, in
Boehme’s and Pordage’s scheme, is the second Fall of humankind.
The temptation of Eve by the serpent is described at length, and some
of the serpent’s rhetorical strategies resemble those depicted by
Milton; it is possible that both authors were familiar with the
extended and imaginative account of diabolical rhetoric by the
godly preacher John White in A Commentary upon the Three First
Chapters of the First Book of Moses Called Genesis (1656).>* At this
point—and in discussing Lucifer—Pordage’s imaginative impulses
overcome his didactic tendencies, and the poem moves away from
the discursive towards narrative. Lucifer flies to the fallen angels, and
addresses these ‘Princely vassals!” in triumph at having ‘colonize[d]’
the visible world of earth (pp. 76, 77); his exploitation of the language
of tyranny, slavery, and liberty has parallels with Paradise Lost. The
narrator layers titles upon Lucifer, ‘Monarch. .. Prince. .. Primate.. ..
Duke ... Earl’, indicating a suspicion of worldly honorifics. One
contemporary reader seems to have noticed this anti hierarchical
impulse, underlining these words.>® Lucifer’s oration reveals the
causes of the angelic rebellion: he and his peers resented their servile
position in heaven, and were driven to rebel as love (the Second
Principle) began to displace evil. The world is now the ‘fighting
stage” (p. 78) for these two principles. A roll call of devils follows
(in which Samaliel Satan is distinguished from Lucifer, the Devil),
and an allegory of Death as a ‘murthering hag’ (p. 82) bearing fatal
darts. Good angels fight evil in this world; each individual has a good
and an evil angel at his or her shoulder; spirits must fight with spirits,
and so local guardian angels are assigned places throughout the
created world, with Michael as their general, in order to conduct
this battle.>

The narrator discusses the allegory of the tree of knowledge of
good and evil, the actions of Lucifer in the world, and radical sects,
including Dippers, Ranters, Quakers, and Fifth Monarchists. Then
there is a startling break in the narrative, and a change in narrative
structure. The remainder of part I describes an unnamed man who
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seeks illicit knowledge, accepts a diabolic pact, and descends into
hell, guided by a fallen angel. He encounters Lucifer on his throne,
and is given necromantic skills in return for eating the fruit of the
Tree of Death (the Devil can infuse humans with the arts and
sciences; p. 119). The various fruits on the Tree, ‘Fruits [that] will
ope your dimmer eyes’ (p. 118), represent diverse forms of know
ledge. Death is associated with secular knowledge and conjuration.
The Man becomes Hell’s Magician, and the narrator abruptly
breaks oft and ascends promising ‘a higher strain’ (p. 122). The
narrative is surely intended to recall John Pordage’s rejection of
sorcery and necromancy, and Samuel’s testimony in his father’s
trial. The son’s poem seeks to exculpate his father from unjust
charges of sorcery.

The oddest aspect of Pordage’s diabolical iconography is hell’s coat
of arms behind Lucifer’s throne

A Dragon guils, with wings erect i’th’ayr,
A wreathed tail, his mouth flames proper yield,
Holding a Banner, in a sable Field. (p- 114)

The rest of the arms showed the earth, with Death slaying a lamb, and a
dragon triumphing over a human form. The chivalric characterization
of the Devil may express a Christian disdain for the martial ethos of
Continental epic.®” Pordage identified himself on title pages, both
before and after 1661, as ‘gent’ or ‘esq’; yet on the title page of
Mundorum Explicatio he is, uniquely, ‘S. P. Armig.’. ‘Armiger’ is one
who bears arms, and Pordage’s claim here is puzzling, especially as
there is no other reference to arms in this volume. There is, however,
an extant seventeenth century description of the coat of arms of
‘Dr Pordage of Bradfield’, though few seventeenth century readers
of the poem can have known it:

The Crest A Dragons head spitting fire
The Coate 3 Crosse Crosseletts sables
And a Bend checherd Gules & or

in a field Argent.>®

The fiery dragon, associated with Lucifer in Pordage’s elaborate cosmol

ogy, presents a striking coincidence. The arms that Samuel claims in this
volume echo Lucifer’s Arms of Hell. Perhaps the difference between the
argent and sable fields indicates an enmity between the Pordages and
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the Devil’s seed, and the shared fiery dragon an acknowledgement that
the light and dark worlds are coextensive within this terrestrial sphere.

Part II shifts focus and describes the journey of a Pilgrim, led by his
guardian angel, to Mundus Luminosus, or paradise. Goaded by the
punishing conscience of his angel, the Pilgrim undergoes adult baptism
with John, is tempted, and is shown, by Alathia, or truth, a map of the
Holy Land—which becomes the basis of a series of inset narratives on
the life of Christ. The poem turns into a hybrid form, combining an
Italianate epic romance with spiritual allegory and didactic passages of
occult philosophy. Alathia denounces predestination, explains that
heaven is not a place but the presence of the Second Principle, and
declares that good humans have both the serpent and the dove in them.
The poem becomes more experimental in these passages, perhaps look
ing back to Sidney’s Arcadia, introducing a series of inset songs in various
metres. No single form:
capture the full range of truths that Pordage feels driven to express.

Pilgrim’s spiritual transcendence is the most intellectually and
imaginatively exciting passage of the poem, and its dramatic turning
point. Apocalypsis, assisted by Sophia, unbinds Pilgrim from the world
and unlocks his senses: he beholds the internal worlds, and sees
‘Myriads of Angels in their proper Sphear’ (p. 192). Angels live here
when not attending upon humans, and here angels are therefore
symbolic of the inner sphere, or the invisible world. Pilgrim’s seeing
and hearing them is proof of revelation and of the existence of this
world. Pilgrim’s five senses are opened to the angelic world. He hears
the songs of seraphim, reproduced within the poem, like the angelic
hymn in Paradise Lost (7. 602—32). He hears the voices ‘Of the Angel
ical core’, smells ‘Paradysaical Odors’, feels the warm touch of Love,
tastes the food of angels (p. 193). Samuel captures in imaginative form
the literal truth of John’s earlier experience, his revelation of the
angelic world.

The exposition veers into allegory, as Pilgrim is tempted by Ima
gination, who offers pictures, turning spiritual objects into worldly,
deceiving the viewer with mere shadows instead of substance. Alle
gorical poetry is dangerous, reflecting on Samuel’s own method.
Pilgrim’s revelation is not to be understood allegorically: these are
real angels, and real sensory stimuli. The passage, powerful and
moving, recalls John Pordage’s testimony in his 1655 pamphlet of
the appearance ‘to our inward sight multitudes almost innumerable,

epic, narrative, lyric, didactic verse—can
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of pure Angelical spirits, in figurative bodies, which were as clear as the
morning star’; John too had his senses opened to the angelical world,
heard its song and ate its food.* Allegory is the mode chosen by those
without inspiration. On his space journey to the Mundus Luminosus,
beset by Lucifer and protected by guardian angels, Pilgrim is able to see
all four worlds. He also sees purgatory. The angel explains, in another
inset song: the Devil introduced to the world errors mixed with truths,
and the believer must sift doctrines before rejecting them. The angel
avers that over zealous Protestants have rejected purgatory as a popish
fiction without sufficient consideration, and that there exists out of
necessity an intermediate space through which imperfect souls are
redeemed:

But tell me Man! what shall those Pilgrim’s do,

Who in Heav’'ns Way have gone, but not come to

Be dead, and risen with the Lord, when by

The Way they lose their mortal Life, and dye?

They are not fit for Paradise: What then?

Must they be hurled to the Stygian Den?

Must they be damn’d? with God’s great Mercy rather

Doth it not stand, to bring their Spirits hither?

Where they may finish, what they had begun;

And to the end of Sion’s Race may run? (p- 223)

The guardian’s indignation makes him more of a rounded character
than most seventeenth century angels; perhaps it resembles the passion
of Raphael in Paradise Lost when he chastises Adam for his unmanly
subordination to Eve (8. 560 ft.). The theology is peculiar, but the
poetic argument is challenging.® The surface allegory (purgatory
becomes visible to a Protestant through revelation) accompanies a
literal meaning: purgatory must be real, and Pilgrim sees it as he travels
between the worlds. This richly figurative episode suspends the story
between imaginative speculation and rational argument (perhaps
resembling the anomalously allegorical Limbo of Vanities in Paradise
Lost; 3. 444—97). It is one of the strengths of imaginative writing that it
is able to do this. Both Pordage and Milton seek to integrate these
aspects of their writing, so the narrative accords with doctrine, and
doctrine is explicated by narrative.

Pilgrim enters paradise, passing through the gate guarded by a
cherub with a flaming sword. The narrator apologizes that he does
not have the pen of a Tasso, du Bartas, Spenser, Quarles, or Sylvester,
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let alone the tongue of an angel: this is not only a modesty topos
but a figure for ideal speech and a metaphor for accommodation.®!
As in Paradise Lost, however, angels speak of invisible things on
man’s behalf: the loquacious guardian angel describes the fall of the
angels and Creation. Pilgrim is told of the ‘theamagical twelve fruits’,
the forms of knowledge (visible in the hieroglyph): some are con
ventional (languages, reason, poetry), some eclectic (interpretation
of dreams and of poetry), some specific to Pordage’s interests (the
gift of union and communion with holy spirits, the gift of the five
internal senses, and of divine magic; pp. 267-84). Among other
things, this is a retrospective justification of John Pordage’s interests,
his claim to have communicated with the world of spirits, and his
pursuit of magic. The poem presents true magic and theology as
intertwined: the interpretation of Scripture is a ‘theamagical’ gift,
and, for all of the virtue in Trithemius, Agrippa, and Paracelsus,
divine magic is only truly learned through revelation (pp. 274, 283—
92). Whereas the common rout pursue the philosophers’ stone out
of avarice, the true magician, instructed by purity and regeneration,
commands spirits and tastes fruits beyond expression by ‘all the
Rhetoric an angel has’ (p. 284). Part II ends in an ecstatic, sublime
silence as Pilgrim meets Jesus through the protective veil of his
angel’s wings.

Like John Heydon, the young Rosicrucian author of a series of
occult literary texts published in the early 1660s, Samuel seeks to
incorporate Christian magic into his theological system, and angelic
revelations are integral to these arguments and their exposition.
Heydon’s various writings discuss a vision of aerial men, astrology,
astromancy, magic and theology, the bodies of angels, guardian angels,
the problems of representing the invisible world, the interpretation of
dreams, the Fall of man, and more. He reports that God made the earth
‘out of Chaos, which was the bodies of wicked Angels’, one of the
strangest accounts of Creation.> The Pordages’ writings are not
Rosicrucian, and are less obscure than Heydon’s, but they share an
unusual set of convergent interests, and they articulate these concerns
through a self consciously literary form, turning sacred truths into
poetry.

Part III is much briefer and discusses the principles of literary
representation. The vision concluding part II is risky, boldly ignoring
warnings of blasphemous iconography; the third part begins by
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stating that it is not lawful to utter the wonders of Sion. Pordage may
hint that there are things he will not reveal in poetry (pp. 309—10). He is
not, he says, writing with the imaginative fancifulness of a poet. Pre
empting criticism, he argues that this invisible world is real and
accessible to the eyes of the soul, though he has not himself been
granted this privilege:

But least (because I here so stiffly plead)

You should suppose I have been there indeed;

I will confess (as ’counting it great shame

To be accounted better than I am)

That I not worthy have accounted been;

O no I cleans’d am not am [sic|] enough from Sin)
I am a Pilgrim and do thither wen,

Strong is my Faith I shall come there: Amen!
Assur’d I am, although a very few

Attain (whilst here on Earth) this Court unto,
That here on Earth it may attained be,

Though Flesh, and Blood impeed its clarity. (p- 316)

He writes guided by poetic and religious inspiration, but never reveals
the source of his insight. Samuel avoids mentioning the real reason for
his certainty and assurance: that his father has described these worlds to
him. The prophetic inspiration is John’s. The poem stumbles to an
abrupt and paradoxical conclusion as Pilgrim passes Jacob’s ladder and
enters the New Jerusalem, where he encounters the ‘Clouded Glory’
of an unrepresentable God. ‘No Man, or Angel a Commission has | To
dive into this abstruce secret Place.” The narrator exhorts: ‘O Man
destroy all Images | Of God’, and he leaves aside the truths he has ‘darkly
shadow’d forth’ (pp. 330—2) to ascend into an ecstatic, aporetic silence.

Mundorum Explicatio is one of a cluster of seventeenth century epics
that are centrally concerned with angels, including Paradise Lost,
Heywood’s Hierarchie of the Blessed Angells, and Lucy Hutchinson’s
Order and Disorder. Epics could comprehend everything, and debates
about the legitimacy of representing the invisible naturally interested
poets, and informed the Christianization of epic and the invention of a
vernacular poetic tradition. For the Pordages, however, there were
additional attractions to this course: the epic form enabled them to
describe a voyage through the worlds that had been discovered through
John’s spiritual inspiration. Fiction was an ideal means of explicating
spiritual truths. In their invention, however, the spiritual and the literal
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can no more be separated than the fiction and the vision. The inner
worlds are also sensible, outer worlds, and the poetry is prophetic.

Pordage’s Lost Angelical World

John Pordage remained the centre of a large, private congregation, and
an inspiring figure among networks of religious enthusiasts. He div
ided his time between Bradfield and London, teaching and perhaps
resuming medical practice, before moving more permanently to
London in the 1660s. His associates included Jane Lead and Ann
Bathurst, both of whom experienced visions of angels influenced by
Pordage’s teachings. The worship of the community around Pordage
combined his theology with an increasing spiritualism that softened or
undermined its enthusiastic accounts of the reality of multiple worlds.
Pordage’s theology survived and evolved in the Restoration, but it
became a belief which encouraged the contemplation of, rather than
interaction with, angels.

Pordage did not publish again, and Samuel’s Mundorum Explicatio
remained the deepest exploration of John’s visions, but following his
death his followers edited a series of manuscripts that had circulated
among them for some years, eight or more treatises that composed little
less than a systematic theology and guide to the universe and its materials.
A pair of these were posthumously published under the title Theologia
Mystica in 1683, with an address to the reader by Jane Lead and a preface
by Edward Hooker. The volume outlined a vision of the six worlds (or
globes, or centres) contained within the globe of Eternal Nature, itself
within the Eternal World or Archetypal Globe: the six worlds were the
‘Angelical Heaven or The Love world’, the ‘Dark fire world Hell, or
The wrath world’, the ‘Fire light world or The severe world’, the
‘Light Fire world or Paradise’, the ‘Four Elementarie world, or The
outward visible world’, and the ‘Fire less world or the mercifull world’
(see Fig. 5). A treatise was planned for each of these worlds, and the two
outer globes are briefly described in Theologia Mystica. No further vol
umes followed. The publisher or editor of the first volume of Jane Lead’s
A Fountain of Gardens (1696 [1697]) inserted an advertisement:

This is to give Notice, that Leave having been at last obtained, after many
reiterated Solicitations, from the Executors of the said Dr John, and of
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Figure 5. John Pordage, Theologia Mystica (1683)

Mr. Francis Pordage, the Publisher of this Book will undertake to Gratifie the
World with all the Theological, Theosophical, and Philosophical Works of the said
Illuminated Son of Wisdom, which are come to his Hands; if there shall be
any suitable encouragement given to such a Design.

She or he lists the titles:

Mystica Philosophica; or, a Treatise of Eternal Nature . . . The Angelical World: or,
a Treatise concerning the Angelical Principle, with the Inhabitants thereof,
and God in this Principle . . . The Dark Fire World: or a Treatise concerning the
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Hellish Principle ... A Treatise concerning the Incarnation of JEsus CHRIST. . .
A Discourse concerning the Spirit of Eternity, in its First Being. . . . Sophia: or
Spiritual Discoveries. . .. Experimental Discoveries concerning Union of
Natures, of Essences, of Tinctures, of Bodies, of Persons, and of Spirits.®®

The proposed edition did not appear, though a German translation of
some of these works appeared in Amsterdam in subsequent years.**
Pordage did not intend these works for publication, and therefore
the authority of the extant texts must be doubted. A later manuscript
found among the papers of a ‘philadelphian and mystic’ Dr Keith, who
may be its author, states that Pordage ‘did not put his Manuscripts into
that order which was necessary for publishing them: but set them
down only for his memory, & he wrote at several times upon ye
same subject in a different manner, & left some pieces imperfect’.®
The manuscript describes itself as ‘A Preliminary Treatise which may
serve for an INTRODUCTION to the following Work’, and it is unfortu
nately detached from the said work, though it is probably related to
those that make up the printed volume of 1683. The author offers
some insight into Pordage’s posthumous papers. He notes that
the published edition of Pordage’s work “The Eternal World & of
Eternal Nature’ is only an epitome, written by someone with a poor
grasp of Pordage’s meaning, while he has based his text on the original
manuscripts. He acknowledges that there are contradictions in Por
dage’s terminology that derive from their composition over many
years. He remains faithful to Pordage’s ideas and words while neces
sarily supplying ‘the Disposition of ye work & ye Connexion of ye
parts’ to remedy the state of the originals.®® These observations should
warn us that all of Pordage’s post Restoration works have been sig
nificantly altered. This is confirmed by an extant English manuscript,
‘A Tract of Christ’s Birth and Incarnation’, which contains extensive
interpolations, reproducing a dialogue between at least two readers,
and appears to have been significantly resequenced. A number of
responses to Paradise Lost have been introduced by one reader, includ
ing a speech in which devils rejoice at the Fall of humankind. At one
point the reader—rewriter observes, ‘I have made very free with y* Dr.
MS. for y° 2 last Pages, broken y° Drs Method & reserv’d other things
that come over again for other Places.” And later he adds that in
another manuscript, unfortunately missing, he has kept faithfully to
Pordage’s matter while making free with his method.®” Contradictions
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within Pordage’s tracts may result from their free adaptation by
followers not in complete sympathy with his vision.®® Several manu
scripts survive in the papers of Richard Roach, an Anglican clergyman
and fellow of St John’s College, Oxford, who was a founding member
of the Philadelphian Society; Pordage’s influence was keenly felt within
these restricted circles, but his was a living tradition, and his readers took
liberty to revise and change his works as they copied them.*

What survives, however, enables a reconstruction of Pordage’s later
beliefs in angels, some of which can be inferred back to his original
visions. These later writings are based upon his earlier journeys, but the
direct revelations seem to have ceased: ‘This Eternal World was called
the Globe of Eternity, at the time when I was taken up to have a view of
it.””° Pordage no longer communicated directly with angels, and
instead of febrile visions he offered a systematic cosmology.

This is what he describes: the angelical world is created in matter
from Eternal Nature, out of the three elements, salt, mercury, and
sulphur; its form, however, is framed by an idea or principle, ‘the
inmost framing spirit,” or Archaeus, ‘brought forth by God out of
Eternal Natures Spirit’. This is true of all the worlds except the dark
world, or hell, which is formed by Lucifer and the fallen angels.”
There is thus a material consistency to the universe coexisting with a
separation in innate principle. This (Neoplatonic and Behmenist)
account explains why these worlds are permeable to the traveller,
while nonetheless remaining entirely invisible to those without spirit
ual passports. Angels have freewill, and so Lucifer was free to fall: he
exalted the fire qualities (one of the principles within Eternal Nature)
within himself, and so fell into the fire quality, ‘And by this means one
Region of the Angelical World thro’ ye sin of Lucifer & his fellow
Angels was turned into Hell.” Man was made to supply the fallen
angels’ place, and God created first the celestial paradise and secondly
the visible world out of the matter that Lucifer had corrupted. If man
fell, he would therefore fall into this world rather than into the fire.”?

Pordage depopulates this angelical world, however, by elaborating a
Behmenist account of middle spirits or genii that are not angels, not an
uncommon belief in the later seventeenth century. The copyist attests
that this passage is from a lost treatise on the dark world:

I confess according to ye Philosophy of ye ancients, & according to Natural
Magick that belongs to this visible World, there are a middle sort of spirits
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born from ye spirit of this macrocosm, that are mortal spirits & have no Eternal
souls, & are different from ye apostate angels, & from ye holy angels, & also
differ from ye race of mankind that have immortal souls, & for whom Christ
died, but not for these mortal spirits. Now ye ancient Philosophers according
to their Natural Magick did find out yt of this sort there some Good, loving &
very kind, & some were evil, subtile & hurtfull to mankind, The Good they
called good Genii; The bad & hurtfull they called evil Genii. And Socrates
with many others had good Genii, & many others had bad Genii for their
Guides. But this is not ye proper place to treat of this Thesis of Natural Magick
in relation to this visible creation ...

This doctrine would direct the Philadelphians. These spirits inhabit the
Still Eternity, and are simple, unlike angels, who are mixed spirits
created from Eternal Nature.”* The role of angels in Pordage’s later
theology is also restricted by his emphasis on the seven spirits that stand
before the throne of God, or throne angels, which he modifies from
the orthodox Angels of the Presence, the seven spirits which, in
Revelation 1: 4, witness the face of God. Pordage states that these
seven who wait upon the Trinity inhabit Still Eternity, proceed from
the body of Holy Ghost, and are thus co essential powers with him;
‘they are the high Favourites, Friends and Companions of the supreme
Majesty’.” Here, and elsewhere in Pordage’s philosophy and that of
the Philadelphians, traditional aspects of angelology are sectioned oft
into occult and increasingly elaborate revelations, detached from con
ventional learning and practical worship.

Pordage’s later writings testify to a weakening of commitment to
the immediate, sensible reality of angels. He states that Adam was an
angelical man, ‘a Paradisical Man, in the Figure of an Angel’; this
distinguishes him from his postlapsarian ‘Bestial Form’.”® It also, how
ever, equates angels with the human soul, an increasingly conven
tional position in the later seventeenth century, and by humanizing
them diminishes their status as unique creatures. Pordage espouses the
orthodox position that only Christ, and not angels, can mediate
between humans and God,; this does not contradict his earlier position,
but goes against the tendency of his earlier experiences of communi
cating with angels, and, in Mundorum Explicatio, their role as travel
guides.”

There is nonetheless much that can be learned about Pordage’s
angels. They have senses; they need food; they are, unlike the seven
spirits, corporeal; there is no reason in their world.” One of his
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disciples would later dwell at considerable length on the implications
of this point for angelical knowledge. Because they are compound
beings they are open to human senses: as we have senses for exterior
objects, and as there are also spiritual objects in the world, ‘there
must be in us besides ye exterior senses, other Spiritual interior ones
for the perception of Angelical and Divine Objects’.” Angels have
senses, which must be distinguished from the purely spiritual senses
of simple spirits. The latter are, presumably, like God’s, who has
spiritual senses and the organs of sense ‘in a Spiritual manner’.®
Angelic senses are, like their being, mixed, lying between human
and spiritual sense; in this lies a continuity with the earlier visions.
Two thoroughly creaturely statements about angels in the modified
manuscripts of Pordage’s writings suggest an ongoing commitment
to thinking about angels as discrete beings who participate in a
cosmic drama. The first is that angels may be capable of a form of
reproduction: ‘Nay I see no reason to doubt why Angels, good &
bad, should not have that Powre, to form new ideas in their im
aginations, to impregnate by them a suitable matter, & so to bring
forth new compounded living Bodys; supposing God will permit it
or not hinder it.”®" This heterodox doctrine echoes the Byzantine
writer Michael Psellus on daemons.®® This is not a form of sexual
reproduction; it is autochthonous, perhaps even platonic in manner.
The author of the manuscript preface to a Pordage tract notes the
sexlessness of angels, which makes them superior to humans, an idea
(derived from Matt. 22: 30) which may be his own or Pordage’s:
‘I think no one will say that part of ye Angels are Men or Male, &
part Women or Female. . ..in Eternity after ye thousand years none
shall marry & be given in marriage; because they have all resurrection
bodys, & consequently are equal to ye Angels.’®® The second doc
trine is that at the end of time there will be a Universal Restitution or
Restoration, which even fallen angels will enjoy.?* It is possible that
these doctrines are additions by copyists: the second, in particular, is
associated with Jane Lead’s post 1697 revelations.®®

One of Pordage’s copyists, transcribing his discussion of the
seven spirits, interjected: ‘I am not certain whether he speaks
properly or metaphorically.’®® This speaks to a fundamental issue.
In passages in these later works it is unclear whether Pordage has
retained a commitment to the real existence of these worlds
witnessed through inspiration. His mysticism seems diluted. This
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may be the effect of shifting views, or of manuscript transmission
and emendation: Philadelphians, including Francis Lee, Jane Lead’s
son in law and spiritual heir, wanted to distance the movement
from its enthusiastic origins.?” However, it is necessary to bear in
mind the delicate relationship between reality and allegory that is
maintained in Pordage’s earlier writings: there he speaks properly
and metaphorically. His visions are allegorical while nonetheless
depending on the reality of the worlds he describes. The literary
mode of Mundorum Explicatio relies on the simultaneous allegory
and the reality that underpins Pilgrim’s journeys and ruptures the
literary surface. Some readers, particularly those with their own
theological agendas, may have had difficulty understanding or
accepting this balance. Even Behmenists: after all Boehme spoke
about the angelical world, and heard its songs on his deathbed, but
did not claim to have travelled through it.®

Ann Bathurst’s “Transportations’ and the
Philadelphian Society

Mary Pordage died in 1668, and, some time after, Pordage was
joined in his ministry by Jane Lead. According to her own testi
mony, Lead, born in Norfolk in 1624, met Pordage in 1663. In 1670
she began to experience visions (involving the Virgin Sophia, a
figure clearly derived from Pordage’s theology) and to record them
in a spiritual diary, later published as A Garden of Fountains. By 1674
she was sharing a house with Pordage.?* Richard Roach wrote that
her ‘Extraordinary Gift of Revelation y° Dr gave great Regard to &
Attendancd upon’.®® Pordage encouraged visionary women. The
Philadelphian Society was inaugurated, with this name and regular
public meetings, in 1696 or 1697, which continued until 1703
(Lead died in 1704); this was a public birth, bringing internal conflict
as well as expansion, of an older Church. Lead was its acknowledged
founder, but the Society pre existed this event, and her doctrine was
deeply rooted in Pordage’s teachings. Roach claimed that the Society
was part of a community that had met and waited on the Spirit for fifty
years; this was Pordage’s spiritual gathering, dating from the mid
16408.°!
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Lead saw angels in her visions, and they constitute part of her
divinity. In a 1694 vision she describes seeing in the third circle of
heaven, ‘Seraphims and Cherubims, bright Angels, very numerous’.”
In her 1670s visions she describes contemplating and hearing the
angelical world; she writes of the Angels of the Presence and throne
angels.”” In a vision in February 1676 she reports the Lamb of God
appearing to her and describing Creation, the Fall of the Angels and of
Man:

Now know, that before this, there was a Creation of Angelical Hosts, as an
immediate produce from the everlasting Being. Who delighted to generate
Thrones, Mights, and Powers, that so God through distinct Existencies of
Celestial Spirits, of that high Angelical Order, might come to manifest his
Attributes, which before lay void and hid in an Eternal Stillness. So as here was
the Angelical World in pre existency before the Paradisical.®*

Her visions, and her terminology, are clearly shaped by Pordage, though
it is also likely that his beliefs, and the records of them transmitted among
Philadelphians, were influenced by hers. Lead’s accounts of angels have
little of the immediacy of Pordage’s sensory encounters: they are
circumscribed as visions or prophecies, received in a particular state of
mind, and conveyed within the limits of genre. There are some inter
esting exceptions: she records a conversation she held with John the
Apostle, whom she also describes as ‘the Angel John® in 1694. Strikingly,
she writes to a friend in 1676: ‘there is a certain Person, well known to
you and men, whose Angel did lately appear in full Day, in an upper
Room, where a few Names were met together, to wait for the Promise
of the Father’.” The terminology suggests an individual guardian angel,
one visible to a third party. This suggests a more intimate experience
than Lead’s other angelic visions, not least because she seems to be
describing the use of her outward eyes.

Ann Bathurst, a follower and acquaintance of Pordage and Lead,
had extensive visions of individual guardian angels, conversing with
them, and witnessing conversations between them. Her ‘Transporta
tions’ and “Visionall Dreams’ are less well known than Lead’s writings,
but her relationships with angels are more developed and intimate.*®
Roach records that Bathurst, and her friend Joanna Oxenbridge, had
‘great & Wonderful Experiences & Manifestations from y© Heavenly
World’.*” Two manuscript volumes of Bathurst’s ‘Transportations’
survive, one having belonged to the aforementioned Dr Keith. The
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other states that ‘thise visions ware when did live with dc pordich’: in
March 1679, when she received her first vision of an angel, she was
sharing a house with Pordage and Lead. In her first ‘Transportation or
Manifestation’, which took place ‘either in the Body, or out of the
Body...I cannot tell’, she undertakes a journey in which she sees
paradise and the Kingdom of Christ, where

I appeared to my self (I mean my Angel appear’d to me, but I understood it
not) at w® being surprized, and the flesh shrinking at the greatness of the
Glory, I perfectly felt a Touch on the top of my head, w drew my spirit out
of me, as you weuld draw a knife or sword out of a sheath, & it cut as it was
drawn forth, I felt it cut like a two edged sword.

The journey continues: she sees the Father, the Dragon, the Beast, and
Babylon. She asks to see angels,

and immediately there were several of them compassing part of the Throne:
They were like unto transparent Gold, w™ faces like Men, having two large
golden Wings coming forth of each side of their faces, w™ was most
glorious.”®

The dramatic and literary expression of this initial vision commences
800 manuscript pages of spiritual revelations that took place over
seventeen vyears, involving many visible and speaking angels,
Pordage inspired diagrams of the universe, and three distinct theories
of the offices and nature of angels.

The angels appeared in bed, and at prayer meetings. She distin
guishes an ‘outward Angel” (sometimes ‘of this Lower world’) from her
‘supreme Angel” or ‘Angel in the Unity of Love’. The former is visible
not only to herself, but to her friends, and she can see her friends’
outward angels. One day in 1680, she records in her spiritual diary,

I saw my friends Angel & mine put into scales in sight of the B.B. [Bright
Body, or Jesus| to be weighed in a higher center, & in other cloathing; My
Angel I thought to be wanting in weight. ..

A few days later she recorded a systematic angelology:

& My firiend & I read a Vision of our Three fold Angel. Our supreme part
being an Angel that allwise abides in the Unity of Love, after we have once
become a little Child of that Center, & [marginal reference: Matt. 18,3,4,10]
w allwise beholds the face of our Father in heaven: there’s also another

Angel of ours, w" is our Guardian, or souls Angel that goeth up with our
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requests: I have sometimes seen it goe up like a white Cloud with my prayers,
and my Angel of the Unity of Love come to it to hear its requests, y* she might
pray them over again. So Now as my ffriend read the Vision to me, I saw my
Angel like a white Cloud go to the place of the Unity of Love, and my Angel
of y¢ U. of Love, w™ was in a gold garment & like a Child, run to the white
Cloud (w™ was my Angel also) and say, what is your request? I'm come to
hear y* I may offer it up, for being near the Father & Son I know best how to
offer up according to his will, and know best his will and what He requires of
yow. Thus did I see both these Angels, as if one prayed lying on its face, and
the other praying the requests over again & better; and when my spirits Angel
understood what I wanted that I had not asked for, she said to the other (my
souls Angel) y* I must ask for ffaith, yrby declaring what great advantage it was
for the (third Angel or) Angel in the lower world to have great ffaith, what
victory it gave us over our selves, so as nothing could hurt us; that ffaith keeps
everything without us, and nothing without us hurts us; and y* I should
assuredly beleive y* no concerns in y° world should hurt our souls progress,
and if they did, y* we should be helped out of them. This was said as to us

Each righteous individual has three angels: an angel in the Unity of
Love (or spirit’s angel), who stands in the presence of the Trinity; a
personal guardian angel (or soul’s angel), who conveys messages
between the individual and heaven; and the angel in the lower
world, who is equivalent to the this worldly part of the human soul
of'the person. The ‘Vision of our Three fold Angel” that Bathurst reads
with her friend may be Pordage’s (he was still alive at this time). In the
‘Preliminary Treatise’ the following view is outlined:

There is then in us a threefold Spirit; a Natural one for this World; An Eternal
angelical soul for ye Angelical objects, that is, all that in ye Angelical Principle
is manifested, & thus not onle ye Angels, but even God too is introduced into
ye World; & a Divine Spirit, for ye enjoyment of God and his most sacred
Influences with ye other Objects of ye Eternal World.'*!

It is possible that this tripartite system was retrospectively inserted into
Pordage’s beliefs.

These angels have traditional duties: they are ministering spirits,
responsible for human wellbeing, they are witnesses, and they are
messengers, communicating between heaven and earth. They have
modes of knowledge unlike ours, and know God in ways unknown to
us. They sing beyond the expression of human tongue. In other
respects they are heterodox. Bathurst’s angels are intensely personal:



CONVERSATIONS WITH ANGELS 157

she identifies them, and they offer a more active channel of commu
nication with God than is conventional within Protestantism. They are
also sexed according to their human: hers are feminine, while a male
friend’s angel is masculine.’®® In one vision her soul is exalted, and the
process is represented by the gift of an edible book from Christ, an
image rooted in traditional theology, but particularly significant in
occult learning:

He gave my Angel ¥ a Book all of gold, & said, read it; my Law and Love is
written in it; Eat it, and let it be yo' food, and yow shall Live for ever, and yow
shall not want my assistance. and she (i.e. my angel) took the Book & eat it,
and her Garment became very rich and beautiful and shining.!'®

In addition to personal angels there are angels and spirits that are
independent of humans. Angels are varied in their appearance:
sometimes they wear transparent gold garments, ‘Not in the figure
of Cherubims as sometimes I have seen them’. Bathurst can visu
ally distinguish between cherubim and other angels. In 1686 ‘A
Glorious Angel like the Son of God appeared, girt about the paps
w' a Golden Girdle, like an Ephod; his breast full of Milk of Consola
tion . .. his Garment was most glorious.” Later she sees her soul, ‘like a
Cherubim allwise hovering on the Wing’.' She has a clear visual
iconography in her mind’s eye, though she does not disclose it at
length. Angels have bright, transparent bodies, and wings, and wear
golden garments.

Bathurst’s visions are frequent, and once she has picked up a theme
for meditation she can rhapsodize on it for pages, over weeks (per
haps it was a theme among her prayer community). Her observation
of her angel’s interaction with other angels seems to have an allegor
ical significance, but at times it turns into pure soap opera. Ann’s
friend A.B.’s angel in the Unity of Love spots Ann’s angel wearing a
warmer garment, and requests one, which she is granted; she then
jealously spots and requests a girdle, shoes, shoelaces. The angels look
on their own and others’ garments with reverence and shame. Ann
concludes with a moral, ‘I take all this Adorning to have great
Signification; for they were not putt on, till They themselves saw
they had need of them,” but the narrative suggests a good natured
competition among neighbours, each seeking not to be left behind.
Three days later:
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I saw like a Garland of spring flowers on AB’s head, then on her Angels head
in the U. of Love: and I had one on my head, y' seem’d ready to be left off.
A.B.’s Angel seeing my Garland sitt not like hers, complained to me & said,
hers was so low even over her eyes y* she could not see with it: My Ang. told
hers, it did well so low, to keep her from being hurt by falls: it seem’d too big
for her and so fell a little below her eye briers; but mine was half way on the
back part of my head: I seem’d to be grown too big for it, near to leave it off,
and it went off, and I had a Crown putt on my head. She lookt on my Angel &
saw the Crown, but said nothing: and being content she soon had a Crown
putt on her own head.'*

This is a fashion contest. The concern over appearances and compe

tition over worldly goods is comic, though sincerely meant, but it
should not distract from the daring, presumptuous premiss: that she
speaks with angels, and, through them, with God.

Bathurst’s angelology changes twice, and the effect is to move away
from the immediacy of these angels to systems of angelical offices, in
which angels are less creaturely and less accessible to human inter
action. In November 1681, about a month before Pordage’s death, she
describes seeing the Angel of ‘M" B.*” divide ‘into 12 Angels, all of
them cloathed in white cloudy raiment and in his figure seven of these
angels were much of his size, but the other five something lesser and
brighter. The 7 Angels were shown to me to be his souls Angels, being
the 7 ruling Spirits of the Soul.” Each of the seven has its own property
(love, desire, will, faith, joy, wisdom, and patience), and all look like
Mr B. The other five are spirit angels, ‘who were of a lesser figure and
brighter, were the Spirits Angels, which went into a Light, and into M"
B’s head, where they all sate as in a Glob of Light’. These five have a
more direct, spiritual knowledge, comparable to God’s, a transcendent
and divine knowledge (as there is no reason in Pordage’s angelical
world). This is the knowledge that the unfallen Adam had of nature.'*
This new account of angels is indebted to Pordage’s account of the
seven spirits, not strictly angels, who sit in the presence of God; and
like Pordage in his later angel writings, these are more distant from
humankind, more allegorical in their conception. These are angels
Bathurst witnesses; at one point they draw her apart ‘to converse w*
them, by w means I felt a divine strength communicated to me’, but
they do not speak to her, nor she to them.'”” Thereafter she describes
dialogues between her spirit and her soul, removing angels from the
exchange. Though there is not a once and for all shift, her angels are
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displaced by spirits that do not require explanation in the conventional
terms of angel writing, and have a purely abstract, allegorical exist
ence, as figures rather than creatures.

Shortly following this new dispensation of angels Bathurst enters the
inner ring of heaven, where she witnesses the Trinity and obtains new
knowledge. From the Trinity go forth ‘the Host of Heaven, w were
astrums, and of Them there were Three Orders, even Thousands of
Thousands, and a Thousand times ten thousand, even an innumerable
order’. The first order of Astrum angels are closest to paradise, and

are transparent Figures of a light Gold colour. ... The Second order of the
Astrums was of a whitish Cloudy Colour; and the Third order was of a Graish
Cloudy colour; all compassing Paradise, yet beneath and under it, all of them
close and near to one another; the 29 compassing the first, the 3¢ compassing
the 29 like shaded Colours; the first Gold colour, the >4 whitish, the 3d
Gray.'®

These tripartite divisions were important to Pordage and Bathurst, and
Bathurst takes from Pordage the habit of representing the geography of
the universe in diagrammatic form. She draws the Astrum angels as a
semicircle underneath a dot that represents paradise. This follows a
drawing of four concentric circles that represent the Deity, the Eternal
Majestic Stillness, the One Element or White Mist, and Chaos. She
teases out more symbolism from the Astrums: the first comprise the life
of a beast, the second, man as he is a man (itself threefold: soul, mind,
will), the third, the ‘Supreme Created Good in Man’.'* These are less
creatures than a set of mystical correspondences drawn across spiritual
life. The three sets of propositions about angels—the three personal
angels, the twelve angels, and the Astrum angels—are not exclusive,
but increasingly elaborate systems drawn across the same set of abstract
spiritual notions. These are not the kind of angels with whom one
would converse, or summon with ritual magic, any more than one
would seek to reconcile them with natural philosophy. Bathurst con

tinues to see her earlier kind of angels, and even hears her own angel
speak, in a strangely archaic and stilted fashion: ‘And my Angel made
such sad moane, that all the Centers [the senses of other angels] seemed
sadded thereat; and still my Angel said, I [Aye] how soon is my soul
tied!, it has no sooner got its flight to thee, but there are, as it were
Ropes flung to lay hold of me...’. On other occasions the angels of
dead souls visit and speak to her, and once she senses Gabriel, ‘a very
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large Masculine Angel’, but these occasions are very few, and angels as
beings are increasingly rare in her visions.''® At one point in 1683 she
refers to angels, and glosses that she means by this ‘the Spirits of Just
Men made perfect’. As the emphasis shifts to Christ as mediator, angels
adopt an allegorical, symbolic, or decorative role.

Were Bathurst’s angels ever real: did she believe she encountered
actual beings through the evidence of her bodily senses? Certainly
the contrast between her visions in 1679 and those in 1681 and later
suggests so: there is an immediacy and a vividness to the former that
is replaced by self conscious divinity in the latter. The frequency
with which angels appear and their familiarity in the earlier visions
suggest not only a shift in conscious doctrine, but a heightened
sensibility, a feverish spiritual intensity not unlike that to which
Pordage testified in 1654. Moreover, in October 1680 she records
the following:

I'saw my Angel in the U. of L. with a very rich Neck lace of large pearle, such
as I never saw any near so large in this World; and A.B.’s Ang. was sitting
by me & fixed her Eye on the beauty of the pearle, but said nothing, only
seem’d as if she hoped to have one also . . . This since has been opened to me to
Signifie the Adorning we have when we putt on Christ, w indeed is our
Rich Ornament.

At first she does not know what the vision means, indicating that she sees
a picture, an object that is in the first place visual rather than semantic.
Only subsequently is the symbolism disclosed, and the image becomes
an interpreted allegory. The activity of mapping the heavens, of repre
senting paradise on a map with the Astrum angels, or drawing the
circumference of Eternal Nature within the Archetypal Globe, is one
that occurs after the journey is over; the narrative describes the process of
seeing and learning, before it is complete enough to be mapped.
Unfortunately Bathurst does not draw figures of angels, but perhaps
sketching was incompatible with the nature of her transportations.

Entertaining Angels

Angels became less integral to the religious experiences of Ann Bathurst
and John Pordage, though the spiritual journey of both begins with
revelations by angels. Similarly, the tenor of the Philadelphians after
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Pordage’s death, under the spiritual leadership of Jane Lead and Francis
Lee, is less vibrant with experimental theology, visionary communica
tion, and the occult. Angels are real, but they are objects of contempla
tion. They remain a dimension of the spiritual, a spiritual world that
coexists with the real, material or lower world. But the theology
becomes a great deal more businesslike than Pordage was in the 1650s.

What began with manuscripts of ritual magic, enthusiasm, anti
nomianism, and space travel made way for Philadelphianism, which
in turn made way for Pietism. These eighteenth century conversations
with angels more closely fitted the expectations of polite society. The
Pietists John Freke and William Law inherited the influence of
Boehme, and sought to reinvest natural philosophy with a spiritual
content. They condemned the secular hubris that thought scientific
experimentation, such as demonstrations of electrical fire, could be a
fit ‘Entertainment for Angels’, and their disciples drew maps of the
universe that showed the Fall and Regeneration of man, with Michael
and Uriel as fiery circles in the heavens. These multi layer, colour
fold outs with moving parts, book technology of extraordinary com
plexity and sophistication, descend from Pordage’s ‘Hieroglyphical
Figure’ and schema.'"" The Pietists did not, however, as Pordage
would have done in 1649, turn the tables on the scientists by discussing
this with angels.



6

The Fleshly Imagination and
the Word of God

Theology and the Imagination

What makes people willing to believe things about invisible beings that
they cannot see or speak to and know little about? What makes it
permissible to write an imaginative narrative about the sacred world?
St Paul warned man against ‘intruding into those things which he hath
not seene, vainely puft up by his fleshy mind’ (Col. 2: 18). Speculation
led to false devotion, including the worship of angels. Reformed
theology placed restrictions on the use of the imagination in especially
visual but also verbal representation of the sacred world.

Traditional accounts of the invisible world, by the Church Fathers
and Scholastic theologians, were suspicious of literalism and committed
to fourfold exegesis. Scripture was understood to have four levels of
meaning, originally proposed by Philo: literal (or historical), allegorical,
tropological (or moral), and anagogical. Such exegesis invited inter
pretative elaboration while circumventing the problem of the specific
characteristics of the real heaven and its inhabitants. The fertile angelic
world of Pseudo Dionysius, Augustine, Bonaventura, and Aquinas was
founded on these exegetical practices, in which the literal was a starting
point that enabled complex non literal constructions.! Protestants
reacted by emphasizing the primacy of the literal meanings of Scripture,
and resisting the turn to imagination and theological speculation.?

This theological shift to exegetical literalism and the authority of
Scripture alone affected the social circumstances of poets and painters,
but also the theories of representation with which they worked.
Biblical drama disappeared from Britain in the later sixteenth century,
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in part because of objections like that of William Perkins, who
complained of the profanity of feigning representations, like showing
God ‘popishly conceived to be like an old man sitting in heaven in a
throne with a sceptre in his hand’.> Many poets expressed anxiety
about the dangers of fleshly speculation. Some such expressions were
a prologue to bolder descriptions, like the account of the fall of angels
in Lucy Hutchinson’s Order and Disorder:

But circumstances that we cannot know
Of their rebellion and their overthrow
We will not dare t'invent, nor will we take
Guesses from the reports themselves [fallen angels] did make
To their old priests, to whom they did devise
To inspire some truths, wrapped up in many lies;
Such as their gross poetic fables are. . .

But not to name these foolish impious tales,
Which stifle truth in her pretended veils,
Let us in its own blazing conduct go
And look no further than the light doth show .. .*

Despite repeated expressions of caution, Hutchinson ventures into
the invisible and incomprehensible. The poet could circumnavigate
essential truths, and restrict herself to adiaphora, that which was neither
commanded nor forbidden (though this category itself brokered con
flicts within Protestantism), but narratives invariably encountered con
troversial materials.® When were angels created, and when did they fall?
Telling stories around Scripture requires decisions about matters of space
and time and causality, and narrative presents explanatory and interpret
ative structures: sometimes it argues, sometimes explains, sometimes
discovers.® Poets who intruded into these circumstances, however cau
tious, could find themselves undertaking fleshly manoeuvres.
Theology should not be seen as a purely repressive force. It also stirred
the imagination. Humanist biblical interpretation, for example, empow
ered poets by inaugurating a rhetorical approach to Scripture. In the mid
fifteenth century Lorenzo Valla (who demonstrated that the Donation of
Constantine and the writings of Pseudo Dionysius were both forgeries)
examined biblical texts with the intense and historicist rhetorical scrutiny
that others applied to classical texts. Two centuries later, Richard Simon’s
Histoire critique du Vieux Testament (1678) argued that Moses was not the
author of the Pentateuch and that the texts were chronologically con
fused and disparate.” This work marked—it was a consequence of
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transformations in understanding as much as a cause—a paradigm shift in
attitudes to Scripture, anticipating nineteenth century biblical criticism.
Between these two events exegesis entered a rhetorical phase, involving
the scrutiny of the language, narrative context, and historical circum
stance. Humanism’s linguistic vigilance facilitated the creative interroga
tion of biblical narratives, hence feeding poets’ imaginations.

One theological doctrine that empowered poets, providing a means of
understanding the imagination and (which was a quite different thing)
creativity, was called ‘accommodation’. It explained the light by which
Scripture could be read, and the invisible world described by mere
humans. It described how transcendental scriptural truths could be con
veyed to finite human comprehension, without distortion or misrepre
sentation, by the condescension of the ineftable and the upward reach of
human intelligence, sometimes assisted by the Holy Spirit. This doctrine,
embedded in early modern understanding of the nature of representation
and of the spirit world, offered poets diverse accounts of the relationship
between narratives and spiritual meaning. It was fundamental to Milton’s
authorization of his own writing. After the Reformation accommodation
was used as a ‘saving’ concept for scriptural literalism, preserving the
coherence of Scripture in the face of new ideas that sat uneasily alongside
former beliefs.* Accommodation found literal truths in figurative inter
pretations, but it also claimed to complicate the distinction by offering a
mode of description that was neither literal nor figurative. Accommo
dation requires us to treat with caution the categories ‘imagination’,
‘feigning’, ‘fables’, and ‘invention’.

This chapter explores the development of the notion of accommo
dation and debates about accommodation and scriptural interpretation
in early modern Britain, before turning to reformed poetics in the
seventeenth century. Paradise Lost is one of a series of epic poems, all
centrally concerned with angels, that use this doctrine to meditate on
representation. The theological tradition was fundamental to literary
writing. There is a connection between seventeenth century epic,
reformed theories of representation, and the invisible world of angels.

Accommodation and the Bodies of Angels

Accommodation presents a theory about the truths contained within
Scripture and their interpretation drawn from Scripture itself. The
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instructions offered by scriptural texts on how they should be read have
a distinct authority. The Word of God was understood to offer a
figurative mode of representation, in which visible patterns denoted
with imperfect transparency higher truths.® Access to these higher truths
both depends on and provokes spiritual exploration and inspiration.
This theory was useful because of the many suggestive ambiguities in
the Bible. To use two common examples: when Scripture tells us that
God is angry, should we infer that God experiences passions? When we
read that the angels look upon the face of God, are we to understand that
God has a face? Exegetical exercises were also demanded by silences and
contradictions within Scripture: why, for example, does Moses not
mention the creation of the angels? (Alexander Ross answered: ‘Because
hee did accommodate himselfe to the rude capacitie of the Jewes.”'’) And
why is God described as weary when this is elsewhere declared impos
sible? Scripture needs active interpretation, and this activity must be
regulated by an understanding of the nature of figuration.

Early patristic accounts of accommodation appear in discussions
of anthropomorphism (assigning human shape to God) and anthropo
pathy (attributing emotions to God). This focus was perhaps because
the language of Scripture was here intuitively metaphorical, though it
subsequently became an inherited topic. The Alexandrians, Philo (c.20
BCE—.CE 50) and Origen (185—254 CE), erect complex allegorical
meanings and numerical symbols. In On the Creation Philo writes,
‘these are no mythical fictions, such as poets and sophists delight in,
but modes of making ideas visible, bidding us resort to allegorical
interpretation guided in our renderings by what lies beneath the
surface’.’ Though his own readings are full of verve, he regards this
as a sign of the limitations of the human mind. Though made in his
likeness, men can only think of God anthropomorphically:

We are not able to cherish continually in our souls the thought which sums so
worthily the nature of the Cause, that ‘God is not as man’ (Num. 23: 19), and
thus rise superior to all the human conceptions of Him. In us the mortal is the
chief ingredient. We cannot get outside ourselves in forming our ideas; we
cannot escape our inborn infirmities. We creep within our covering of
mortality, like snails into their shells, or like the hedgehog we roll ourselves
into a ball, and we think of the blessed and the immortal in terms of our own
natures. We shun indeed in words the monstrosity of saying that God is of
human form, but in actual fact we accept the impious thought that He is of
human passions. And therefore we invent for Him hands and feet, incomings
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and outgoings, enmities, aversions, estrangements, anger, in fact such parts and
passions as can never belong to the Cause. And of such is the oath—a mere
crutch for our weakness.!?

According to Philo, Moses was responsible for accommodating hard
truths in intelligible form. He does not, however, indicate that there is
a powerful hermeneutic connection between Moses’ ‘surest truth’ and
things said for instruction. Philo both frowns on the impious who offer
‘mythical fictions’ by attributing human passions to God, and admits
that it is a necessary crutch.”

Later debates about anthropomorphism and anthropopathy—
among scholars who rejected or accepted either or both as viable
verbal practices—usually focused on the truth possible in accommo
dated speech. Lactantius in the fourth century discussed human form as
a symbolic embodiment of divine virtues, without any suggestion of
physical similarity, but in his treatise on divine anger he argues that
God does experience real anger and love and other emotions, though
categorically not ‘vicious affections’. If he did not show anger, he
would not be feared, and hence not reverenced. God is angry because
he cares.' The belief that Scripture says that God is angry because he is
in a real sense angry would become associated with the Audian heresy,
condemned by the Church in 399 cE." Hilary of Poitiers (¢.300—¢.367)
offered a limited justification of anthropomorphism while attacking
the Arian heresy. He writes that there is no real similarity between God
and human attributes, yet ‘the weakness of our understanding forces us
to seek for illustrations from a lower sphere to explain our meaning
about loftier themes’. These analogies, which set the ‘spiritual’ and
‘invisible” alongside the ‘carnal’ and ‘palpable’, are an imperfect but
‘necessary aid’, necessary because they are edifying: ‘we must employ
ordinary natures and ordinary speech as our means of expressing what
our mind apprehends; a means no doubt unworthy of the majesty of
God, but forced upon us by the feebleness of our intellect, which can
use only our own circumstances and own our words to convey to
others our perceptions and our conclusions’. By such means we
advance towards ‘inward meaning’.'* Anthropomorphism is more
than a necessary evil: it leads us to truth.

These authors stress that compromise or an acceptance of human
limitations is necessary to approach God, and they attribute the agency
for such compromise to humanity, especially Moses but also other
prophets. This is a form of social accommodation.” With Augustine
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and Pseudo Dionysius this agency shifted to create a hermeneutic mode
of accommodation. Augustine (3 54—430) attributed the accommodation
of divine attributes for human comprehension to God alone. God makes
himself visible, Augustine writes, ‘not as He truly is, but in a way which
those who saw Him could bear’. Augustine’s primary concern here is the
physical appearance to human eyes, a question fundamental to all
accounts of angels, but verbal representation follows the same pattern.
God never repents or feels anger, but Scripture describes these emotions
to translate immutability into human concepts.

[T]f Scripture did not use such terms, it would not communicate its meaning so
clearly to all the race of men for whom it has care. If it did not first bend down
and, as it were, descend to the level of the fallen, it would not terrify the
proud, arouse the negligent, exercise the inquirer and nourish the intelligent.'®

Scriptures bends down to our fallen capacities; and it does so to
humans of all capacities, the inquisitive and perspicacious as well as
the sinful. Anthropopathy offers a purposeful form of representation
that is figurative without committing any misrepresentation.

Pseudo Dionysius’ exquisitely detailed and audacious description of
our knowledge of God and the organization of heaven laid founda
tions shaping all subsequent angel doctrine. For Pseudo Dionysius
angels and representing the invisible are inextricable, and following
him the issues would be tied. The immeasurable and infinite are
beyond the comprehension even of prophets, he writes, yet the
authors of Scripture were allowed

a power by which, in a manner surpassing speech or knowledge, we reach a
union superior to anything available to us by way of our own abilities or activities
in the realm of discourse or of intellect. This is why we must not dare to resort to
words or conceptions concerning that hidden divinity which transcends being,
apart from what the sacred scriptures have divinely revealed.'

Scriptural language is unique, and overcomes some of the limitations
of being human. Many, including Milton, would echo these words.
This hermeneutic strategy offers something of a third way: allowing
divine inspiration in the sacred Scriptures, it assumes that the Holy
Spirit confers upon the language itself a special representational
potency, even when that language is no longer in the mouths of
prophets. Far from being a misrepresentation, scriptural language
speaks of something that is true even if it is beyond us.?
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The most important and carefully deliberated aspect of this description
is the metaphor of movement. Here, as repeatedly in Pseudo Dionysius’
works, we are drawn upward towards the truth. The ‘incongruous
dissimilarities’ applied to God in Scripture ‘enabled that part of the soul
which longs for the things above actually to rise up’. Love is a ‘yearning’
that permits union: ‘It moves the superior to provide for the subordinate,
and it stirs the subordinate in a return toward the superior.”?' Not only
does Scripture bend down to us; we reach up for it, and begin to
transcend the fixed hierarchies of Creation. In this respect Augustine
and Pseudo Dionysius (unknown to each other) difter from their
predecessors, shifting towards a hermeneutics of accommodation. Fol
lowing them accommodation would usually be understood to involve
‘contemplation’ that allows this bending and lifting, to be both a special
property of Scripture and an inspired process of reading, by which
the limited capacities of humans can encounter and comprehend the
incomprehensible truths of the ineftable.

Aquinas accepts this account, though emphasizing the downward
movement of condescension, the creation of similitudes for man’s
imperfect understanding.? Aquinas’ main interest in the concept,
however, is its use in describing and explaining angelic bodies. The
nature of angels, their status as mediators between God and human
kind, their incorporeality and their self representation to humans, are
central to the theology and conceptual labour of the Summa Theologiae.
Aquinas writes: ‘Just as the figurative expressions used in the Bible to
convey truths that are beyond reach of our senses are not lies’—lying is
the risk for mere creatures—

because in speaking in this way Scripture does not identify one order of things
with another, but merely avails itself of certain analogies in the sensible world
to give us an idea of purely intelligible properties—so it is no slur on the
truthfulness of holy angels that the bodies they assume should seem to be
living men when in fact they are not.®

From henceforth scriptural analogies would be associated with the
virtual bodies of invisible beings. Incorporeal spirits adopted bodies
as a means of representing themselves to the capacities of humans,
though in doing so they risked deceit.

Despite challenges to the Thomist synthesis and the revival of
interest in Plato, Renaissance Neoplatonists adopted Aquinas’ theology
of angels in detail. They also appropriated and extended the doctrine of
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accommodation as a model for characterizing the correspondence
between the ideal world and the world of experience, and the means
by which humans might be drawn to the infinite through the imme
diate. Through the Renaissance Neoplatonists the notion of accom
modation became something of a commonplace. In their hands,
however, accommodation described movement around the allegorical
system of universal correspondences and the work that poets did. It
was a weak version of accommodation, which, while it fitted into a
religious universe, was detached both from mainstream theology and
from the fervent inspiration of the spirit.>*

Reformation, Literalism, and Accommodation

Reformers renewed attention to processes of signification. A nexus of
issues touched upon accommodation and angels’ bodies: first, the con
viction that sola scriptura was the path to true belief; secondly, the
emphasis on spiritual light as the guide to interpretation; thirdly, the
Calvinist suggestion that the visual image was a means of forgetting rather
than approaching the spiritual, which led to a greater emphasis on textual
culture, and to iconoclasm. Reformed theologians stressed the pre emi
nence of literal meaning, allowing figurative readings permissible only
when the literal sense was incoherent. This necessitated a more vigorous
defence against anthropopathy and anthropomorphism, which were,
because they created images of the divine, idolatrous. Accommodation
became for reformers a means of legitimizing a specific mode of figura
tive interpretation within a literalist framework.

John Calvin (1509—64), the most influential authority on represen
tation in Protestant Europe and especially in Britain, declared that any
representations of God in human or visible terms both were erroneous
and led to false worship. His arguments, though primarily concerned
with the visual, repeatedly glanced at the limits of language and the
human mind: ‘God indeed, I graunt, sometime in certaine signes hath
given a presence of his godhead, so as he was said to be beholden face
to face, but all these signes that ever he shewed, did aptly serve for
meanes to teach, and withal did plainly admonish men of an incom
prehensible essence.’? Signs teach, but reveal their inadequacy. Hence,
on Moses’ description of God’s anger: ‘he bringeth in Gop speaking
after the manner of men, by a figure called Anthropopathia: because
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otherwise he could not expresse that which was very necessarie to be
knowen’. The margin glosses the rhetorical figure: ‘Anthropopathia is
a figure by whiche humane aftections are attributed to God for our
capacitie, at what time those thinges which belong to him, are to us
incomprehensible.” Moses” next verse describes God’s repentance, and
Calvin explains that ‘God verily is not greeved or sorrie’ because he is
immutable, but ‘the holy Ghost frameth himselfe to our capacitie’.? In
the Institutes he writes that Anthropomorphites are misled,

because oftentimes the Scripture ascribeth unto him a mouth, eares, eies,
hands and feete. For what man, yea though he be slenderly witted, doth not
understand that God doth with us speake as it were childishly, as nurses doe
with their babes? Therefore such maner of speeches doe not so plainly
expresse what God is, as they doe apply the understanding of him to our
slender capacitie. Which to doe, it behooved of necessitie that he descended a
great way beneath his owne height.?’

Calvin unequivocally emphasizes the downward movement God’s
deliberate framing of himself to human faculties, and the agency of
the spirit. The true Christian is like a child, but one who has to read
knowingly, and see that the rhetoric reveals sacred truth.

It is not only in connection to God that this pattern of accommodation
occurs in Scripture. Angel’s bodies are also accommodated: ‘As for shape,
it is certaine, that spirits have none, and yet the Scripture for the capacitie
of our wit doth not in vaine under Cherubin and Seraphim paint us out
Angels with wings, to the intent we should not doubt that they will be
ever with incredible swiftnesse, readie to succour us.’?® Similarly, Donne
writes, ‘we paint angels with wings, because | They bear God’s message,
and proclaim His laws’.?* Protestant exegesis is not straightforwardly
literal. It encompasses rhetorically informed figurative interpretation,
where the figure is authorized by the Spirit, and the reading is guided
by rhetoric. The two main exempla where this manner of reading is
proved and tested are the bodies of God and of angels.

Peter Martyr (15soo—s2) dwells at length on accommodation to
explain scriptural interpretation and angelic bodies, and to repudiate
anthropomorphism. Regarding the latter, he insists that the likeness
between man and God witnessed in Scripture describes spiritual rather
than physical similarity, and that attributing ‘the members and parts of
mans bodie’ merely helps ‘our weake capacitie’, giving us knowledge
by through ‘speciall signes and shadowes’. We perforce must use this
language, though it is heretical to take it too much in ‘earnest’.>
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Accommodation is a property of Scripture, and a hermeneutic process,
but, essentially, it also shapes the language that we use when we speak
of God: it is a process that implicates both writers and readers, poets as
well as prophets.

For Peter Martyr angels are a laboratory for exegesis. Their icon
ography is symbolic: scripture ‘setteth them out unto us; not onelie
with wings, but also full of eyes; that is to saye, that they execute the
office committed to them by God, both wisely and speedily’. This
image is an accommodated one, and emphatically not an invitation to
devise a fourfold exegesis of angelic wings. Though the substance and
nature of spirits is inexpressible, it is lawful to picture them, ‘as they
have shewed themselves unto men’—just as we are authorized to use
the accommodated language of Scripture—provided this does not
involve worship. He adds a telling rider: ‘for they be not, as God is,
infinite; but are bounded and limited’.*" In other words, angels can be
seen as conceptual and ontological mediators between God and man
kind. God in his infinitude cannot be represented, but angels can, and
as finite yet spiritual substances they can be used to explain two things
of the utmost importance in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries:
first, the nature of the spiritual world and its relationship to the material
world of Creation; and secondly, the relationship between God and
man. Accommodation and angels, once again, walk hand in hand as a
means of understanding man’s place in the universe.

In early modern Britain theologians followed these cues. A number
of patterns can be discerned:

I. an emphasis on the primacy of the ‘literal sense’—the ‘historical’,
‘grammatical’, or ‘plain sense’—consonant with much of Protestant
Europe;*

2. an increasing stress on human agency in accommodation; initially
Moses’ deliberate condescension to his immediate audience, but
subsequently more various;

3. close association between accommodated language and the visible
appearance of angels;

4. use of accommodation to save Protestant literalism: it uses
the figurative sense without being fiction;

s. the involvement of the theory in defending the existence of the
spirit world (against perceived Sadducism).
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A few examples illustrate the roles of accommodation in English
writing. Thomas Wilson, in his Theologicall Rules to Guide us in the
Understanding and Practise of Holy Scriptures (1615), appeals to the rhet
orical trope anthropopathia to contradict the doctrines of the anthro
pomorphites. Because humans are dull, Scripture speaks of God’s body
partly to shadow forth the spiritual. The anthropomorphites’ literalism
disregards the nature of accommodation: ‘By bodily things the scrip
tures lead and lift us up to see such excellent divine things as bee in
god, by a figure called Anthropopathia.”® John Gaule’s meditation on
Abraham’s entertainment of the angels integrates the silences of Scrip
ture commonly explored in annotation, showing how knowledge can
develop through self conscious accommodation. Equating angels with

God, he ponders:

Doth the Lord eate Buls flesh, or drinke the bloud of Goates?. .. God eates,
and eates with Abraham, and can as easily dispense with the corporall nutri

ment he receives; as with such substance, he now assumes. Their Bodies they
now tooke, were brought to nothing, and so was their Meate. Spirits never
eate of necessitie, sometimes of dispensation. God now eates, not of hunger,
and for his owne refreshment: but of good fellowship, and for the others
satisfaction. . . . oft times will God stoope to the act of our nature; that we
might reach to the works of his Grace.**

He closely associates accommodation, food, angelic digestion, and
anthropomorphism, much as Milton does, and natural philosophy
emerges through Scripture. This eating is not illusory, but God stoops
as our nature reaches. John White identifies in Scripture’s description
both human and divine agency: Moses consciously applies himself to
the weak capacity of man, while God is compassionately willing to
‘shadow his wayes’. This was part of a shift in early modern theology
towards human agency. This shift was rooted in older traditions,
including Philo, but was not simply a form of ‘social’ or conscious
accommodation, as it involved granting special powers to the human
spirit. White is a meditative commentator, who is, in lyrical and
unhurried prose, inventive in ways similar to Milton:

Thus God sometimes, in his Word, represents himself, as moved with humane
Aftections, Grief, Joy, Wrath, Compassion; with humane expressions in forms
of speech, as Expostulations, Complaints, and Deliberations; with humane
Actions, Coming, Going, Sitting still, Arising, Standing, Sleeping, Forgetting,
Remembering, and the like.
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And this he doth, 1. That he may condescend to our weaknesse, which
moves him to feed us, as Paul doth his hearers, with milk, because we cannot
brook strong meat . . . representing Heavenly things to Earthly men, by earthly
means. . .

And, 2. To affect us the more, by representing spiritual things, by those,
which being Earthly, are nearest to Sense, which usually works most on our
affections.

Let it fill our hearts with the admiration of God’s mercy, and compassion
towards such unworthy wretches as we are, unto whom he is pleased to
descend so low, seeing we cannot ascend up unto Him, cloathing himself, as
it were, with our flesh, and appearing to us, in a sort, in the form of a
man, laying aside his own Glory and Majestie for our encouragement and
instruction.

A special end, which the Spirit of God aimes at, in setting out this history of
mans Creation, with such variety of Circumstances, and representing God
consulting in such a manner, is, to raise up our hearts to a more serious
consideration of, and diligent searching into, the work it self. . .3*

Moses’ description involves condescension, but it also empowers us,
working on our affections to raise our hearts. Affections are uniquely
human; far from scorning the fleshliness of the human mind, God
works upon what is human to effect this illumination. White’s account
of accommodation is powerful: it is both persuasive and claims great
potency. Scripture is not allegorical or literal: by partaking of a higher
truth the shadow is transformed as well as the idea. Language clothes the
truth with flesh, resulting not in misrepresentation, but in something
like the Incarnation.

‘What is at stake in the doctrine of accommodation in seventeenth
century Britain can be seen in a dispute at the margins of mainstream
theology. The encounter, between the Socinian John Biddle and the
Presbyterian John Owen, was perhaps the most significant and explicit
argument on the doctrine. It has an additional interest for the reader of
Milton: Biddle probably had a hand in the publication of the Racovian
Catechism, which Milton licensed in August 1650 (and for which he was
subsequently questioned by the Council of State). In contrast, Lucy
Hutchinson was a follower of Owen.*® The efflorescence of writing on
the spirit during the 1640s and 1650s, which spurred new interests in
angels, also electrified opinions on the nature and representation of God.

Biddle denied the divinity of Christ and argued that the Trinity
consisted of God, Christ the man, and a Holy Spirit, who is the chief
angel. This he proved on the basis of Scripture alone, through pure
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literalism. We can only ‘reduce the Christian Religion to its primitive
integrity . .. by cashiering those many intricate terms, and devised
forms of speaking, imposed on our Religion, and by wholly betaking
our selvs to the plainness of the Scripture’.?” The elaborate figures used
by his opponents are, he writes, ‘brainsick Notions. . . first hatched by
the subtilty of Satan’.*® Biddle’s notion of plainness is politically and
theologically charged, and understates the extent to which his oppon
ents offered literal interpretations to refute his claims (though perhaps
not their pride in wordly learning and Neoplatonic philosophy).
Biddle claimed to read Scripture literally, in contrast to Roman
Catholics and Anglicans, who were too hasty to develop figurative
readings, and occult writers who aftected allegories.** However, most
orthodox Protestants claimed to privilege the literal, while disagreeing
about where obscurities within Scripture demanded figurative exe
gesis. This meant that accusations of allegorical licence were common
in polemics against competing exegetical positions. Biddle avers to
mean something unusually simple: that he allows no figurative read
ings except in those places where Scripture expressly enjoins it, or
where Scripture is manifestly self contradictory. Figurative readings
are otherwise a slippery slope to mystical fabrications.*' Hobbes had
similar reservations about metaphors, but whereas Hobbes attacked
radicals and enthusiasts Biddle challenged established and orthodox
Churchmen.*? Scripture attributes to God a shape, a place, passions and
affections, and to allegorize this is to manipulate it:

Would not this be to use the Scripture like a nose of wax, and when of it self it
looketh any way, to turn it aside at our pleasure? And would not God be so far
from speaking to our capacity in his Word, (which is the usual Refuge of the
Adversaries, when in these and the like matters concerning God, they are
pressed with the plain words of the Scripture) as that he would by so doing
render us altogether uncapable of finding out his meaning, whilst he spake one
thing, and understood the clean contrary? Yea, would he not have taken the
direct course to make men substitute an Idol in his stead, (for the Adversaries
hold, that to conceive of God as having a shape, or affections, or being in
certain place, is Idolatry) if he described himself in the Scripture otherwise
then indeed he is, without telling us so much in plain terms, that we might not
conceive amiss of him?*?

Sleep and weariness are attributed to God but, being flatly contradicted
elsewhere, these can be read as figures. Otherwise, it is our interpret
ative duty to accept the anthropopathy and anthropomorphism of
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Scripture at face value. Biddle does not reject figurative interpretations
outright, but denies accommodation any place in his theological
system, on the grounds that it does not save literalism but provides
an excuse for invention.

Owen responded that Biddle made a monster of God, giving him
real, rather than figurative, eyes, ears, lion shape, and drunkenness. He
endorses accommodation:

We say indeed . . . God condescendeth to accommodate his wayes and proceedings (not
his Essence and being) to our apprehensions, wherein we are very far from saying
that he speaks one thing & intends the clean contrary; but only that the thing that he
ascribes to himselfe, for our understanding, and the accommodation of his
proceedings, to the manner of men, are to be understood in him, and of them,
in that which they denote of perfection, & not in respect of that which is
imperfect and weake.*

This is not to give the reader free rein. The figurative expressions in
Scripture are not to be read mystically, but ‘the literall sence is to be
received, according to the direction of the Figure which is in the
words’.** Owen claims to undertake a more nuanced rhetorical analy
sis that enables him to maintain literal interpretation through the
interpretation of figures. It was his Socinian adversaries who made
language so enigmatic ‘as to turn almost the whole Gospel into an
Allegory’.*¢ Owen uses the word ‘accommodated’ in the strong theo
logical sense, but also to mean a human adjustment to an audience,
though he sees them as different processes. God alone lifts us, though
we translate in the process of explicating Scripture. He writes emphat
ically that the Scriptures have nothing human in them, but are the
product of pure inspiration.*” Owen reacts against enthusiasts who laid
claim to special insight into truth. Humans can condescend to an
audience, as he is obliged to in defence of the Trinity, but there is
no inspiration involved and nothing special in the language used,
merely the pragmatics of explication.*®

While Owen’s account of accommodation is much attenuated from
the mystical account of Pseudo Dionysius, it concurs that the figura
tive representation of God in Scripture offers greater access to truth
than would be available in non figurative language. Others would
insist that this is in fact non figurative language, that the process of
accommodation means that the language used describes reality neither
figuratively nor literally. Accommodation cannot be aligned with
the figurative interpretation of Scripture, and opposed to the literal
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interpretation of Scripture; it can also be understood as a means of
saving literal meaning. Thus Francis Bampfield writing in 1677: ‘The
Scriptures are not accommodated to vulgar received Errours, or mere
imaginary conceits, or vain false appearances, but they speak of things,
as the things themselves really are, Is not the Lorp Christ Truth it
self?’*® Accommodation prevents you from having to say or think
things that are not true.

This is how the doctrine is deployed among a number of seventeenth
century divines, for whom falsehood and feigning bedevil the issue of
divine representation. This was understood through the language,
shared by all grammar school boys, of rhetoric. In a sophisticated
discussion of the interpretation of rhetorical figures in Scripture, Wilson
emphasized that ‘in such tropicall and figurative speeches, there is no
purpose to deceive, but by meet resemblances to expresse the truth’.>
He and others expressed the anxiety that elevated rhetoric might not be
suited to divinity and soteriology. Concern about deception extended to
angelic apparitions. Aquinas had argued that angelic bodies were like
figures of speech in the Bible, and thus ‘no slur on the truthfulness of

51 This argument was elegantly developed in Peter

holy angels’.
Le Loier’s treatise on spectres, translated into English in 1605, where
he notes that ‘all feyning and dissembling, or any kinde of fiction is very
unseemely in the Angells of Truth’. Hence, the bodies they assume must
be ‘True and unfeyned formes’, not intending to deceive, ‘for that they do
not oppose & set before our eyes humane shapes and formes, because
thereby they would bee thought and esteemed to be men: but to the end
that by their humane properties, we should know the virtues of the
Angells’.*? Here and elsewhere the intention not to deceive is translated
to the literal reality of the representation. Henry Lawrence states that
Abraham’s angelic visitors must have really eaten: ‘it is certaine that they
did what they seemed to doe...for they never deceived your senses,
their colour, their shape, their eating, their drinking, their speaking was
what it seemed to be’.5* In a 1650s sermon on Acts 10 John Gumbleden
insists that the angel and Cornelius really spoke ‘mouth to mouth with
the other’, because God would not have deluded Comelius (Gumble

den disparages transubstantiation), ‘neither was there any thing imagin

ary, or phantasticall, but all was reall, and substantiall, here’. This was not
like the image of Samuel conjured by the Witch of Endor; there was ‘no
painting, no countetfeiting, no deluding here; no, neither could there be:
because he that came in to Cornelius was an Angel of God; who knows not
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how to delude or counterfeif’ .>* What Gumbleden means by ‘real” here is
less important than the concern over angelic falsehood. If angels present
illusions, they must do so in a way that does not involve feigning, deceit,
falsehood, or misrepresentation; just as when Scripture speaks of the
invisible world, and of God’s emotions, it does so truthfully. Represen
tation of the invisible and the unknown need not involve fiction if it fits
a pattern of accommodation. Accommodation means that the language
is neither figurative nor literal.

Reformed Poetics

Could accommodation influence (or help) poets? On the face of it, this
seems unlikely: while human agency might be involved in the uplift
ing, it is the Holy Spirit that guarantees the process of communication.
Except for those who included within it Moses” deliberate adjustment
to his audience, accommodation was usually understood as something
performed by God or the Holy Spirit.5® Poetry was fiction, a product
of the fleshly imagination. Pseudo Dionysius wrote that Scripture used
poetic imagery not ‘for the sake of art’; and Peter Martyr describes
fables as ‘a narration of a false thing, devised for commoditie or delite
sake’.%¢ Art serves the fleshliness of the secular mind; we look upon it
for pleasure, for itself, and if we think we see God in it, this is a form of
idolatry. This view accords with the literary theory of George Putten
ham in the late sixteenth century, who thought that anthropopathia
risked underpraising God, and that the Christian poet should use figures
to praise him superlatively; Dryden espoused comparable principles a
century later.’

As we have seen, however, some found room for human agency in
accommodation, not only as a conscious adaptation but as a hermeneutic
capacity. Moreover, the Puritan emphasis on the spirit increasingly
relocated that spirit as a motion within the human. Just as biblical
commentaries, Scripture paraphrases, and rhetorical textbooks influ
enced the poetics of the early modern religious lyric,%® so early modern
theories of representation were shaped by works of scriptural exegesis.
Poets and critics in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries appropriated
the doctrine of accommodation in their accounts of poetics and literary
creation. This some did because it was a convenient language with which
to explain or justify imaginative representations of the spiritual world;
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others because it was understood that the language of Scripture, the
language used by the prophets, had special properties that were trans
ferred to its use in other contexts, including religious poetry. But some
claimed more than that: they were transferring agency for accommoda
tion into the human domain. Their readers were therefore able to
achieve, in reading their imaginative texts, a special kind of insight into
the truth.

Milton is the most incautious of poets, and the next chapter
suggests that he occupies a special place in this shift, as well as
among English poets; others, however, also transgressed the bound
aries laid by Puttenham. Many poets express caution, yet create
a tension between prescript and practice. Thomas Heywood’s Hier
archie of the Blessed Angells reflects on accommodated language at
length and outlines the conventional symbolism of God’s material
attributes:

Sometimes, what’s proper unto Man alone,

Is given to this frias, three in One:

As, when we attribute unto him Wings,

It straight unto our apprehension brings,
How he protects and shadowes us. If Eares?
With what facilitie and grace he heares

Our devout Prayers. . . .

His Face, sometimes, his presence doth imply;
Sometimes, his favour and benignitie.>

He proceeds to construe God’s hands, feet, nostrils, and eyes. Where
we ‘reade Wrath’, we are meant to understand a promise of God’s
terrible judgements; where ‘eyes’, his omniscience. Heywood implies
that this power of signification was deliberately implemented by the
prophets, who were not merely intermediaries for the Holy Spirit. He
touches upon a distinction between two understandings of prophecy:
as being a passive conduit for God’s voice, and as consciously passing
on inspired knowledge. However, he brings accommodation and
prophecy into close association:

The Divine Wisedome, knowing how dull and weake
Mans heart and braine is, Taught the Text to speake
To our capacities. The Prophets, they
Did not of this great Deity display
The absolute perfection; but so leave it,

That by a glimpse we far oft might conceive it.®
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The corporeal provides a vehicle for spiritual expression, and this way
of speaking has an uplifting power:

Now to proceed: The Scripture Phrase doth reach
No farther, than our stupid sence to teach;
That by corporeall things we may prepare
Our hearts to know what things spirituall are;
And by Invisible, make demonstration
Of what’s unseene, beyond mans weake narration.
And for this cause, our passions and affects
Are in the Scriptures, for some knowne respects,
Confer’d on the Almighty; when ’tis said,
God did repent him that he man had made.
Or when hee’s wrathfull? herein is not meant,
That He is angry, or, He can repent:
But ’tis a Figure from the’effect arose,
And that the Greeks call Metanumikos.®!

The prophets condescend to our capacities; they know, through the
gift of inspiration, the spiritual realm that lies beyond the weak lan
guage of human narration. The name that Heywood gives to the figure
is different from Puttenham’s anthropopathia; metanumikos implies a
transcendence above a world governed by names into a world that
defies language.

How much of this power does Heywood claim for himself? He
writes with authority about the invisible, endorsing the Pseudo
Dionysian hierarchy of angels that confers upon Hierarchie its nine
book structure, insisting that angels were made on the first day of
Creation, that Lucifer had six days of glory before he rebelled out of
pride, and he describes, albeit in insipid terms, the war between
Lucifer and Michael.®> These beliefs could be held entirely upon
the authority of orthodox theologians, and do not indicate that
Heywood believed his poetic skills granted him special insight into
revealed truths. Heywood does not let his imagination or inspir
ation—whichever it is—run free: he interrupts his narratives with
discursive passages that support, justify, and qualify the verse. Each
of the nine books begins with an emblem, and a verse argument (a
precedent for Paradise Lost®), and concludes with extended prose
‘Theologicall, Philosophicall, Poeticall, Historicall, Apothegmaticall,
Hierogriphicall and Emblematicall Observations, touching the fur
ther illustration of the former Tractate’, followed by commentary on
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the emblem and then verse meditations on the preceding book. He
explains his reasoning:

That nothing in these short Tractates may appeare difficult to the Ignorant,
I hold it necessarie unto my present purpose, (as willing to be understood by all)
to illustrate whatsoever may seem obscure, as well by precept as Historie. . . .
that was the end to which industrious Authors first aimed their Indeavours, and
spent so much Inke and Oile, in their dayes labours, and nights watchings.**

Heywood’s purpose is didactic. Though Hierarchie was a labour of love,
the magnum opus of a popular dramatist and the first translator of Ovid’s
Ars Amatoria (1625), it is a work more of learning than of inspiration.

Lucy Hutchinson avows resistance to invention, to speculative
writing about ‘circumstances that we cannot know’. Humans, impri
soned by bodily senses, are ignorant. Adam finds no companionship in
beasts, but cannot reach to converse with angels:

No; for though man partake intelligence,
Yet that, being joined to an inferior sense,
Dulled by corporeal vapours, cannot be
Refined enough for angels’ company.®

Hutchinson’s dualist universe is severely hierarchical. The contrast
with Milton is profound. Hutchinson repeatedly emphasizes the
ignorance of humans and the limited capacity of their understanding.
In her theological treatise ‘On the Principles of the Christian Religion’
she writes that Scripture does not state when the angels fell, but

only tells us, they kept not their first station, became haters of God, enemies,
accusers, and murtherers of mankind, liars and deceivers; that they are subtile,
and restlesse in persuading the destruction of men; that they are mallitious
tormentors, and tormented, and uncapable of redemption.

And again:

The creation and our owne frames are like faire volumes to a dimme sighted
man, where the truths of God are written in legible characters; but wee cannot
make any sense of them without the help of devine illumination, which sacred
spectacles once put on makes us read the discoveries of God with holy wonder
and delight. . . %

But again and again she moves from the negative to the positive, from
ignorance to surmise, from darkness to light. She starts with limitation,
and argues towards an affirmation or a means. This pattern obtains in
her accounts of representation.
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The language of shadows and mirrors exploited in The Life of Colonel
Hutchinson and her elegies resembles the conventional language of
Neoplatonism, but it is also shaped by these theological and soterio
logical concerns. God is mirrored by Christ, who is mirrored by
Scripture, which is mirrored by John, and Lucy is a reflection of his
virtue.®” It is the principle of accommodation that lifts these shadows
up to share the light of their higher partners. Hence, perhaps, her
recurrent dwelling on the details of John’s appearance and clothes, in
language that is both philosophical and erotic.®® Similarly, Order and
Disorder creates a process of literary circumvention. Hutchinson insists
on the superiority of paradisal nature to postlapsarian art, and dismisses
the capacity of pencils, wit, and other means of feigning to capture the
pertections of paradise. Nothing remains of it, and so we should not
invent. .. but then she continues:

We know there was a pleasant and noble shade

Which the tall growing pines and cedars made,

And thicker coverts, which the light and heat

Even at noonday could scarcely penetrate. (3. 159 62)

The proceeding description is partly extra scriptural. However, the
elaboration is securely confined within brackets, like the walls of
paradise, that emphasize the narrator’s hesitation.

Hutchinson’s emphasis on plain speech, the dangers of elaboration,
the dichotomy between religious contemplation and poetic fancy, and
the risks of the fleshly imagination are drawn from writing on accom
modation. The preface to her epic promises to disappoint expectations of
elegant poetry: ‘they will find nothing of fancy in it; no elevations of
style, no charms of language . . . I would rather breath forth grace cordi
ally than words artificially.” She will not turn ‘Scripture into a
romance’.* Romance is antithetical to Scripture, and, in her life of her
husband, to providence. Elaborate rhetoric is a sign of artifice, not of
revelation, and this is a religious work in which it would be indecorous.”
The preface turns to optimism, however. The Word lifts human reason:

comparing that revelation God gives of himself and his operations in his Word
with that of the wisest of mankind, who only walked in the dim light of
corrupted nature and defective traditions, could with all their industry trace
out or invent, I found it so transcendently excelling all that was human, so
much above our narrow reason, and yet so agreeable to it being rectified, that
I disdained the wisdom fools so much admire themselves for; and as I found
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I could know nothing but what God taught me, so I resolved never to search
after any knowledge of him and his productions, but what he himself hath
given forth.”

Hutchinson makes no explicit claim to privileged or prophetic insight,
but she does explore truths that lie in revelation’s penumbra, and can
do so because she relies on the power of Scripture to condescend to her
and lift her. Provided she remains within the inspiring remit of Scrip
ture, even while she reads it figuratively (a practice she reflects upon”),
she does not stray into the ‘impious tales’ or pagan fictions of the
fleshly imagination. And she becomes even more positive: in plain and
elegant poetry, “Truth loses not its perfection.” Accommodation lifts
the writer above her limitations, and prevents her from saying things
that are impious or untrue.

Samuel Pordage’s relationship to accommodation is distinctive, but
revealingly so. As Chapter 5 showed, John travelled through the
invisible universe, and conveyed to his son the prophetic insights
that formed the basis for his epic Mundorum Explicatio. Samuel was
able to claim a more powerful version of accommodation than Hutch
inson, Heywood, or any of the divines discussed above. He insists that
poetry is properly religious, and condemns the vitiating ‘wanton
rithmes’ of secular poetry praising ‘Mistress’ eyes’: “The end of Poesy
is the praise of God, | Us’d to that end it is exceeding good.””® There
are limits to the poet’s vatic power, however. God is beyond man’s
proper knowledge. The hieroglyphic figure (Fig. 5.1) presents God as

eyes, ears, and ciphers in a sun enveloped in cloud, and Pordage warns:

Nor Man, or Angel a commission has

To dive into this abstruce secret Place,
Therefore thine eyes withdraw, and be Content
To know Gop as He will, nor represent

Thou to thy mind, or in thy fantasie

An Image of the glorious Deity;

For never ought we Heav’n’s high Majesty

To Form or Figure whatsoever tye:

Therefore O Man destroy all Images

Of God, that in thy fantasie shall rise.”*

Samuel requires a theory of accommodation, and this account is
embedded in his description of angelic bodies. Both good and bad
angels freely adopt bodies of air, exploiting their thrall over the elements,
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and can animate dead bodies. They nonetheless have their own incor
poreal bodies, and their adopted virtual bodies reflect these.”

But whensoever Spirits Bodies here

Assume, and to our outer Eye appear,

They put on such as may convenient be,
And with their inner Bodies best agree,

For look what shapes their inner Bodies have,
Such shapes, (if visibly appear) they crave.

Pordage compares this to a wax simulacrum of a man, inside which a
man will fit. Angels are ‘self Taylors’: the invisible body is clothed with
a corresponding visible body, ‘So that the outer forms the’assimulate |
In all things answer their internal state’.”® The ambiguous neologism
(which John Taylor had recently used to signify feigning) suggests that
the angels both simulate their outward appearance and assimilate it.
They are thus able to communicate with humans, who can

understand
Nothing, but what’s compos’d of matter, and
Form, and what is corporal.

However, the simulated body accurately represents a reality that is
beyond the human senses. Pordage also notes that good angels usually
appear in human form, which suggests that angels indeed look like
humans with wings.”” Despite his Behmenist insistence on an inner
world distinct from the corporeal world of ordinary human experi
ence, Pordage suggests that these two correspond so closely that at
times they cannot be distinguished, and sounds and actions in one
penetrate to the other. In his version of accommodation the human
and divine crash into each other.

Milton and Accommodation

Accommodation is a common foundation for poets writing imagina
tive narratives based upon Scripture, and it is more significant to
Milton’s conception of his creation than to Pordage, Heywood, or
Hutchinson. In Paradise Lost Raphael explains accommodation to
Adam repeatedly, and his explanations echo beyond the frame of his
speech, to envelop the whole poem. Milton relies on reformed
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accommodation to justify what would otherwise be an unsustainable,
even outrageous, incursion into the unknown.

... how shall I relate
To human sense the invisible exploits
Of warring Spirits . . . what surmounts the reach
Of human sense, I shall delineate so,
By likening spiritual to corporal forms,
As may express them best, though what if earth
Be but the shadow of heav’n, and things therein
Each to other like, more then on earth is thought?

(s- 564 76)

... who, though with the tongue
Of angels, can relate, or to what things
Liken on earth conspicuous, that may lift
Human imagination to such highth
Of godlike power. .. (6. 297 301)

Thus measuring things in heav’n by things on earth. ..
(6- 893)

... though to recount almighty works
What words or tongue of seraph can suffice,
Or heart of man suffice to comprehend?
Yet what thou canst attain, which best may serve
To glorify the maker, and infer
Thee also happier, shall not be withheld
Thy hearing, such commission from above
I have received. .. (7. 112 19)

This theology of literary articulation, crossing the boundary between
visionary insight and word, is also alluded to by Michael and by the
epic’s blind narrator:

So law appears imperfect, and but given

With purpose to resign them in full time

Up to a better covenant, disciplined

From shadowy types to truth, from flesh to spirit. ..

(12. 300 3)

So much the rather thou celestial light

Shine inward, and the mind through all her powers

Irradiate, there plant eyes, all mist from thence

Purge and disperse, that I may see and tell

Of things invisible to mortal sight. (3.513)
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These passages address the reader’s relationship with the poem, but
they do not invite her to read the poem, or specific passages, meta
phorically or allegorically.” Allegory posits a gulf between ideal and
the representation, and instructs the reader in how to read that repre
sentation in order to experience a lifting from the real towards the
ideal.” Accommodation, however, presumes no such divide. There is
a particular affinity between the images of the poem and the reality
they offer to describe; this is not a likeness of signification, but a deeper
similarity where human conception meets transcendent truth without
a self conscious process of interpretation. This happens because of the
power of language, in which Scripture instructs the poet, and because
of inspiration, the guidance of the Spirit. These are premisses of
Milton’s aesthetic.®

Milton also uses and discusses the doctrine of accommodation in the
work now known as De Doctrina Christiana, in a manner different from
but analogous to the musings of Paradise Lost.®' He asserts that no one
can know God through reason alone, and that knowledge of the Word
‘must be understood with reference to the imperfect comprehension
of man’, as God is above man’s comprehension.

Our safest way is to form in our minds such a conception of God, as shall
correspond with his own delineation and representation of himself in the
sacred writings. For granting that both in the literal and figurative descriptions
[vel describi vel adumbrari] of God, he is exhibited not as he really is, but in such a
manner as may be within the scope of our comprehensions, yet we ought to
entertain such a conception of him, as he, in condescending to accommodate
himself to our capacities [qualis ipse se ad captum accommodans nostrum], has
shown that he desires we should conceive. For it is on this very account that
he has lowered himself to our level, lest in our flights above the reach of
human understanding, and beyond the written word of Scripture, we should
be tempted to indulge in vague cogitations and subtleties.®

The Latin expresses the sense of indeterminacy and ambiguity implicit
in such representation, one characteristic of discussions of angelic
bodies. ‘Vel describi vel adumbrari’ offers as alternatives a description
or representation and a semblance, a counterfeit or feigning (not a
‘figurative’) delineation. Representation would be feigning if it was not
accommodated to human capacities.

The movement of Milton’s prose here is significant. He proceeds
to reject anthropopathia, closely following Puttenham, as ‘a figure
invented by the grammarians to excuse the absurdities [nugas] of
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the poets on the subject of the heathen divinities’. Yet it is to the
Scholastic, purely rhetorical and uninspired, account of anthropopa
thy that he objects, while he endorses the attribution of human
feelings to God ‘after the manner of Scripture, that is, in the way
wherein God has offered himself to our contemplation’.®® While
rejecting the Audian heresy with its literal account of God’s body
and Lactantius’ literal understanding of God’s anger, he steers very
close to both.®* He quotes a series of anthropomorphisms from
Scripture, and adds: ‘however we may attempt to soften down
such expressions by a latitude of interpretation, when applied to
the Deity, it comes in the end to precisely the same’. That is, the
qualifications make little difference. Indeed, he adds, after quoting
the decisive ‘Let us make man in our Image’ (Gen. 1: 26), ‘if God
habitually assign to himself the members and form of man, why
should we be afraid of attributing to him what he attributes to
himself, so long as what is imperfection and weakness when viewed
in reference to ourselves be considered as most complete and excel
lent when imputed to God?’®® This is to be accomplished, and the
truest apprehension of God obtained, by accommodating one’s
understanding to his Word, which is itself accommodated to one’s
understanding (‘eos optime capere statuamus qui suum accommodant
captum Dei verbo; quandoquidem is verbum suum accommodat
captum Dei verbo’).?* The syntax mimes the reciprocal process.

Milton becomes increasingly emphatic: we are obliged to follow the
anthropopathisms of Scripture. God is as he represents himself, so why,
and on what authority, should we think otherwise? We are, after all,
only human.

In arguing thus, we do not say that God is in fashion like unto man in all his
parts and members, but that as far as we are concerned to know, he is of that
form which he attributes to himself in the sacred writings. If, therefore, we
persist in entertaining a different conception of the Deity than that which it is
to be presumed he desires should be cherished, inasmuch as he has himself
disclosed it to us, we frustrate the purposes of God instead of rendering him
submissive obedience. As if, forsooth, we wished to show that it was not we
who had thought too meanly of God, but God who had thought too meanly
of us.®’

Milton’s argument winds through a familiar logic, until he endorses,
beyond all doubt, the anthropopathy he originally rejected. We are not
trying to capture the essence of God, only to find out the most accurate
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way of writing about him. God is, as far we can understand, really like
that; ‘it comes in the end to precisely the same’. Raphael’s meditation
on the problems of representing spiritual warfare similarly cancels itself
when he concludes with a question:

what if earth
Be but the shadow of heav’n, and things therein
Each to other like, more then on earth is thought?

(5. 574 6)

In De Doctrina’s discussion of accommodation, God suddenly becomes
much more like the language we use to describe him than we think.
To suggest otherwise would be to devalue his high estimation of us.

To Milton accommodation signifies the condescension of God and
the raising of human thought, and the Christian guarantee that while
this 1s taking place miscommunication or misrepresentation or misun
derstanding will not occur. Accommodation inhabits inspired writing:
it is God who is representing himself, and his prophets, therefore, are
conduits for his words, though their words are also his. True believers
will use Scripture as the palimpsest for discoursing of God, because its
terms, images, figures are all authorized. Milton’s account of accom
modation admits of human agency, provided the human has the spirit
with him or her, and it grants special power to the poet, extending a
seventeenth century English poetic. It is an especially strong version of
the doctrine, granting much more to the individual believer, compre
hending the ability, in appropriate conditions, to understand and
describe the sacred. There are circumstances when it is possible for
writers to go beyond what is expressly laid down in Scripture provided
they stay true to his own divine self conception. If what they write is
protected by the operation of accommodation, and provided they
have the spirit with them, it will be true, at least in human terms,
which are for all practical purposes the same as divine; it amounts to
the same in the end. This is more daring than anything Hutchinson or
Heywood offers, though it is not so far from Pordage, whose father
had communicated with angels.

To see how Milton claims so much on behalf of accommodation,
however, it is necessary to examine the other element in the formula.
While accommodation is for the poet an insurance policy against
misrepresentation, Milton reaches deeper into sacred mysteries
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because of his belief in the operation of the spirit. Milton’s adaptation
of accommodation is not an excuse for writing figuratively, but
evidence that he is really inspired, guided by an inner illumination
that enables him to think that what he writes is, in a sense, true, as
literally true as scriptural accounts of God’s anger or right hand. The
next chapter—a transitional interlude in which this book moves from
considering angels and theology towards Milton’s angels and the
literary imagination—examines this operation of the spirit, understood
within the context of Protestant theology of the spirit and particularly
the inner light fundamental to British radicalism. It was understood in
several ways: inspiration, vision, the voice of an angel heard internally
or audibly, the voice of God, prophecy. Marvell asks the question most
eloquently:

Where couldst thou words of such a compass find?
Whence furnish such a vast expense of mind?

Just heaven thee like Tiresias to requite

Rewards with prophecy thy loss of sight.®



7

Spiritual Gifts
Angels, Inspiration, and Prophecy

Poetry, Prophecy, and the Poet—Prophet

The spirit of prophesie, is not like the spirit of the buttery . .. we must not in
raging, or aspiring affection presume to mount above the cloudes in the
highest region of the aire, or to pierce the unknowen deepes of the earthly
Center. It is a scrupulous, and vaine curiositie to busie our selves, or impor
tune other about any such inquiry, as neither is lawfull in practise, or assured in
use, but both impious in the one, and uncertaine in the other.

Thus cautioned the physician John Harvey, writing in 1588. His voice
was one in a chorus. Early modern Britain saw a surge both of
prophetic activity, and of cautions against the delusions of inspiration.
Calvin warned that true prophecy was rare, and that false prophets
abounded, yet it was intrinsic to the intellectual dynamics of Protest
antism that individual believers claimed special insight beyond priestly
jurisdiction.® Prophets appeared. Especially at times of political or
social fracture, in the 1580s and the 1640s, men and women pro
claimed themselves prophets. These prophets, however, were not
simply the enemies of orthodox theology. Many worked closely
within the tenets of Protestant belief to legitimize their activity.
Milton saw himself as a prophet. But what did this term mean to
him, and what did it mean in the context of mid seventeenth century
Britain? Milton was a vatic poet, in a tradition of poet—prophets who
opposed courtly political orthodoxies with religious truths.®> Scholars
have accentuated the authorial self fashioning in Milton’s stance. They
have emphasized the poet—prophet role, and the term prophet has been
heavily qualified by the term poet.* In the Renaissance poet—prophet
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tradition, a Protestant view of history is presented as seen through the
eyes of a poet elevated to a privileged position within his society (he
sees beyond its present circumstances). These poets resist the courtly
panegyric associated with the endorsement of a heavily hierarchical
vision of society—hence the ‘latent radicalism’ of the tradition—and
voice social criticism through Scripture, especially the prophetic
books.®

At the root of many seventeenth century poets’ claims to inspir
ation, and their aspiration to a role of legislator of virtue, lies Sidney’s
Apologie for Poetrie: ‘Among the Romans a Poet was called Vates, which
is as much as a Diviner, Fore seer, or Prophet, as by his conjoyned
wordes Vaticinium & Vaticinari, is manifest: so heavenly a title did that
excellent people bestow upon this hart ravishing knowledge.’® Sidney,
responding to Plato’s account of poetry as feigning, claims a special
kind of truth for poetry. In contrast to the limited truths of historians, a
poet ‘pictures what should be, and not stories what have beene, they
will never give the lye, to things not affirmatively, but allegorically,
and figurativelie written’.” The true poet does not speak falsehoods,
though his words may not be literal, argues Sidney, as the truths he
speaks are not simply affirmative. He speaks a prophetic truth that is
neither positive nor false.® The tradition extends through John Dennis,
who, in his Grounds of Criticism (1704), describes poetry as ‘one of the
Prophetick Functions’, but reduces this prophesy—poetry to secular
inspiration.” The early modern Protestant prophetic tradition is a
mode of writing, shaped by biblical forms."°

Milton is among the poets indebted to Sidney, yet his vision of the
poet—prophet is considerably more ambitious. To see the prophetic
element of Milton’s verse as being exclusively located within a poetic—
prophetic or a Sidneian tradition, as a social critic finding a voice in
Scripture, understates the truth claims he seeks to make. It places a
boundary between Milton and other early modern prophets, and finds
a creative tradition for his prophecy that confers social respectability. This
approach is certainly justified by the nature and quality of Milton’s
writing, the density of literary allusion, the breadth of genres he employs,
the music of the words. The younger Milton is frequently on the verge of
stepping decisively beyond this tradition, as in ‘Lycidas’, where he speaks
in St Peter’s voice, and subsequently claims that what he foretold in the
apocalyptic section of the poem had come true.'"' In Paradise Lost,
however, Milton’s truth claims are even greater. I propose to put aside
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the term poet, and ask: did Milton believe that he was not only imaginatively
inspired, but also prophetically inspired, speaking a truth about Creation
and the Fall brought to him by God? Is there a sense in which Paradise
Lost is not only an expression of political theology, but also a divine
vision of a hitherto undisclosed reality

Protestant Prophecy

Early modern Protestants agreed that the age of prophecy was over.'?
Like miracles, prophecy disappeared with the early Church, redundant in
the age of true faith, when, Augustine wrote, the eyes of the heart had
been opened. Thus, one speaker in James VI's dialogue Daemonologie says:

All we that are Christians, ought assuredly to know that since the comming of
Christ in the flesh, and the establishing of his Church by the Apostles, all
miracles, visions, prophecies, & appearances of Angels or good spirites are
ceased. . . . the Lawe and Prophets are thought sufficient to serve us, or make
us inexcusable.”

James associated prophecy, miracles, and angelic apparitions. This
connection is a common one, and it is significant. Reginald Scott, a
sceptic with a very different account of spiritual activity, wrote that
miracles and prophecies ceased with the Incarnation:

We maye as well looke to hear prophesies at the tabernacle, in the bush, or the
cherubin, among the clouds, from the angels, within the arke, or out of the
flame, &c. as to expect an oracle of a prophet in these dayes.

The Cambridge Platonist John Smith charted a more complex history:
the spirit of prophecy died under the Jews, was restored under the new
dispensation of the Messiah, then subsequently faded in the second
century. Miracles ended in the fourth.*

The age of prophecy was over. Protestants qualified this assertion,
however, observing that under extraordinary circumstances God might
raise up new prophets and work miracles.'® Peter Martyr Vermigli wrote
that now that people had emerged from darkness and gross idolatry, and
‘now that all places abound with bookes, and teachers, there is no need of
the helpe of prophets’. But he acknowledged that a small number of
prophets might continue to appear, though they would not be so celebrated
as those of former ages.”” The Elizabethan clergyman William Perkins offered
guidance in distinguishing between true and false prophets, signifying that
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modern prophecy was possible in principle.'® This special qualification
to the general rule not only provided security in case they were wrong,
but permitted the visible workings of providence, a doctrine that
extensively informed the Protestant understanding of the world.

There is a second qualification. Protestants redefine prophecy to
include the form of inward conviction that is experienced when
hearing or reading the word of God. Calvin writes:

Prophane men because they thynke religion standeth onely in opinion, to the
ende they woulde beleve nothing fondly or lightly, do covet and require to
have it proved to them by reason, that Moises and the Prophetes spake from
God. But I answere that the testimonie of the holy ghost is better than all
reason. For as onely God is a conveniente witnesse of hymselfe in hys owne
worde, so shal the same worde never finde credit in the hartes of men, until it
be sealed up with the inwarde witnesse of ye holy ghost.*®

This suggests the double bind of Calvinist hermeneutics, but one
consequence is that the only proof of the true prophet is inward
conviction in the auditor. This extends to reading the prophetic
books of Scripture. Reading Scripture, which is to say reading it with
faith and understanding it, relies on inspiration, the witness of the Holy
Ghost. Interpretation is a form of prophecy (especially, but not exclu

sively, interpretation of the prophetic books). Thus, Jeremy Taylor, in
Discourse of the Liberty of Prophesying (1647), defends the right and
necessity of every man to interpret Scripture according to his own
light and reason: ‘it is best every man should be left in that liberty from
which no man can justly take him, unlesse he could secure him from
errour: So that here also there is a necessity to conserve the liberty of
Prophesying, and Interpreting Scripture’.® Because there are no
failsafe human rules for interpretation, each man must rely on the
guidance of the spirit (which can be extinguished by the neglect of
one’s understanding); hence true interpretation is synonymous with
prophecy. Taylor’s position is unusually tolerationist, but a similar
identification of prophecy with interpretation can be found in the
writings of Charles Odingsells, who identifies four senses of prophecy
according to Scripture, the last of which is preaching or expounding
the doctrine of the prophets. “The gift of Prophecying in this sense’, he
writes, ‘is perpetual in the Church, and must not faile.’”*' In prophecy
could lie the apostolic continuity of the true Catholic Church, which
is to say the Protestant Church. The centrality of prophecy is partly
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consequent on the Protestant emphasis on the inner light, the priest

hood of all believers, and the need for a non institutional apostolic
succession (for which this specific sense of prophecy must not fail).
Some, however, restricted this prophetic practice to the proper
teachers of the Church.?? This is a specific mode of prophecy, related
to but distinct from the more general use of that term. It troubled the
Church at times of heightened apocalypticism, but did not undermine
the common understanding that prophecy had ceased.?

Putting this special sense to one side, how do Protestants understand
prophecy and the prophetic office? Most agree that prophets speak of
things far off in time or space: they speak of things done long ago, far
away, or to come.** Vermigli, highly influential in early modern
England, agrees that prophecy reveals past, present, and future, defin
ing it as ‘a facultie given unto certeine men by the spirit of God,
without teaching or learning, whereby they are able certeinlie to know
things heavenlie, high, and secret, and open the same unto others’.?
The gift of prophecy is independent of learning. However, prophets
must understand the meaning of their words, or they are madmen.
Vermigli distinguishes prophecy from dreams, oracles, and visions.
Instead prophecy arrives through the light of inspiration:

And the heavenlie light, wherewith a mans mind is then lightened, is rather as
a sudden passion, as that which may easily be remooved, than as a passible
qualitie: and is as light in the aire, but not like the light of the celestial bodies:
not as a palenesse comming of the natural temperature of the bodie; but as that
which riseth of a sudden frighting of the mind.?*

Without rushing ahead of my argument, recall Milton’s invocation to
Paradise Lost book 3:

Hail holy light, offspring of heaven first born,
Or of the eternal co eternal beam
May I express thee unblamed? (3.13)

By ‘unblamed’ Milton seems to mean without misrepresentation or sin
or error or blasphemy.

... Thee I revisit safe,
And feel thy sovereign vital lamp; but thou
Revisitst not these eyes, that roll in vain
To find thy piercing ray
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So much the rather thou celestial light

Shine inward, and the mind through all her powers

Irradiate, there plant eyes, all mist from thence

Purge and disperse, that I may see and tell

Of things invisible to mortal sight. (3-21 53)

This purging of ‘mental sight’ also happens to Adam when the angel
Michael prepares him to receive a prophetic vision of future history
(11. 411—22). This idea of visual enlightenment is integral to defin
itions of prophecy. True prophecy illuminates the mind.

John Smith, whose essay on prophecy is above all an attempt to
understand prophecy by exploring rabbinical writings on the subject,
describes a hierarchy of prophecy: from Mosaic through prophetic
dreams and visions to prophecy with no visual content based on hearing
the voice of God. All prophecy mixes reason and imagination, and the
more elevated the mode, the greater the role of reason. Smith focuses
on an issue that recurs throughout discussions of prophecy. With the
exception of Moses and the lowest form of prophecy, all prophetic
visions are mediated by angels: “The Hebrew masters here tell us that in
the beginning of Prophetical inspiration the Prophets use to have some
Apparition or Image of a Man or Angel presenting itself to their Imagin
ation.”®” He quotes Moses Maimonides equating angelic conversations
with prophetical visions, and approves Isaac Abarbanel’s suggestion that
the status or degree of the angel sent corresponded to the status of the
receiving prophet.?® Hence, an angel high in the hierarchy, a seraph or
cherub, would bring a more significant message than a mere angel or
archangel. Even those sceptical of contemporary prophecy—such as
Harvey, who refers scornfully to ‘seraphicall illuminations’ and sensa
tionalizing pamphlets—accept that angels are involved in prophecy.?
The numerous prophets who appeared in Lutheran Germany and
Scandinavia were frequently agitated by an encounter with an angel,
sometimes disguised as an old man, usually dressed in white. The angel
encourages the prophet to call his local community to repent.*® Angels
are a means by which inspiration is brought; they instigate visions; they
authenticate the prophet; they also symbolize the moment of transition
from ordinary man to visionary prophet.

How then could one distinguish between a true prophet and a false?
Taylor writes that any sure distinction is impossible. Smith writes the
false can be identified, that melancholy men cannot be prophets, for
example, but he thinks that ultimately it requires inspiration to recognize
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the true prophet.>' Others suggest more numerous external signs. For
Vermigli, the only signs of the true prophet are that he does not lead
his people into idolatry, and that his predictions are realized. False
prophets use indecent gestures, and do not understand their own
speech.®® William Perkins asserts that false prophets are personally
insufficient: they maintain heresies, they are rash and inconstant in
judgement, they are inclined to vice, and have a strange complexion
and body temperature. Young people, women, the talkative, and the
unruly were also unlikely to be true. Other warning signs included
ambiguous speeches (true prophecy was plainly spoken), and a ten
dency to provoke disquiet in church and commonwealth, or to touch
upon private interests. Perkins also warned against prophets that
seemed to go against the Word of God, including those who spoke
in particulars about things about which God had chosen to be vague.®
This implies the many predictions that circulated in early modern
Britain under the name of Merlin, Nostradamus, Piers Plowman,
and Mother Shipton, but it also seems to warn against visionary
insights into heaven or the angelic orders.** Thomas Hobbes, to
whom enthusiasm represented the greatest threat to social stability,
thought a true prophet was simply defined. Visions, voices, and
inspirations could not be persuasively communicated to another. In
stead the true prophet was known by ‘the doing of miracles” and ‘not
teaching any other Religion than that which is already established’.
And as the age of miracles was over, so was the age of prophets.>®

True prophecy is the gift of God. But this does not exclude all
human effort. Maimonides had insisted that, though prophecy was a
natural faculty of humankind, true prophets were prepared by educa
tion and training and prompted by the will of God. Fools and ignor
amuses could no more be prophets than asses or frogs.*® Most
Protestants rejected the role of education, but did insist that prophets
were honest and virtuous.*” Honesty and virtuous conduct could
therefore be a means of self preparation for prophecy. Vermigli
wrote that the gift of prophecy ‘must be given freelie’ and could not
be obtained by industry or purgation; however, fasting and prayers
could help prepare the prophet. Prophecy was not a habit, but ‘a
preparation’ or ‘disposition, being in a kind of qualitie’.*® This does
not imply collaboration with God, but that it is appropriate to cultivate
prophecy by preparing for it. Hence, the spirit of prophecy is not the
spirit of the buttery.
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These theological descriptions for the most part keep modern
prophecy at arm’s length. However, prophecy was important to
reformed communities, and early modern Protestant exegetes did
find self proclaimed prophets among their contemporaries. Calvin,
Luther, and Vermigli had their prophets in Germany and Scandinavia
and Italy; Perkins, Scott, and Harvey lived in the days of the enthusi
astic Elizabethan prophet ‘Frantic Hackett’.** Milton lived during the
apogee of English prophecy, the 1640s and 1650s, when radicals and
antinomians challenged traditional theological decorums and claimed
intimate relationships with God.* Lady Eleanor Davies, the most
notorious prophet of the 1620s, was succeeded by Anna Trapnel,
Elizabeth Poole, Mary Cary, Elinor Channel, and Esther Biddle, a
generation of women prophets who were widely reported, and often
abused in the pamphlet press.*! The Philadelphians encouraged proph
esying among women (Poole visited John Pordage at Bradfield).
Female prophecy was less controversial than female preaching, not
least because it seemed to be authorized by Joel 2: 28: ‘I will pour out
my spirit upon all flesh; and your sons and your daughters shall
prophesy.”* Prophecy was for women a means of negotiating a
voice, in which agency could be deflected onto a higher power.
Eleanor Davies’s prophecies, though frequently political and critical
of Laud and Charles I, were protected by their very obscurity (she
nonetheless spent many months in prison). Trapnel fell into a trance
and claimed not to recall her ecstatic outpourings.*®> Mary Cary was
inspired by visions of angels.** Female prophets in the1640s and 1650s
usually delivered their words in a semi conscious state: they were
merely conduits for God. However sincere such protestations were,
these prophets present their own role as that of a passive channel not
responsible for the form or content of their prophecies.

‘While such postures protect the prophetesses, act as a verification of
the divine inspiration, and demonstrate that they do not consciously
tinker with the inspired words—an important qualification—they do
not fit the common Protestant requirement that the prophet under
stand his or her words. Such trances alienate the mind, whereas true
prophecy, in Smith’s words, ‘doth not ravish the Mind, but inform and
enlighten it’.*> This can be contrasted with some of their male contem
poraries. Abiezer Coppe was one of the most eccentric of the period’s
prophets, but he presents himself as fully attuned to God’s voice, and a
co author of his prophecies. He is called by God and speaks as a
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Hebrew prophet, but he also fashions his words: ‘And I expect
prejudiciall hearts, eares, and eyes from some; But rejoyce exceedingly
that I know the Fathers voyce, though I cannot yet speak plaine enough
after him, or write that smoothly, which is written fairely in me, in this
particular.’* John Reeve, another self proclaimed messenger from
God whose bearing and meaning was inimical to socially respectable
forms of religion, claimed that on three consecutive mornings he heard
the voice of Jesus, ‘by voice of words’, telling him that he had been
given the gift of understanding Scripture. ‘I being as perfectly awaked
when he spoke to me...as I was at the writing hereof’. His were not
dream visions. The spirit of prophecy enables him to see things far off:
‘T declare by Revelation from the Holy Spirit, what was from Eternity.’
He proclaims: ‘woe would have been unto us, if wee had come in our
own name; but wee know that God sent us, as sure as he sent Moses,
the Prophets, and the Apostles’.#” Reeve was an antinomian, but he
observes the rules of prophecy: his words are from God, they will
come true, he has had revealed to him past, present, and future, he is
conscious when he receives his insights, and he is convinced of his
commission. This is neither like a Mother Shipton prophecy, not like
an Anna Trapnel pamphlet. This is not to suggest that Reeve cynically
fashions his prophecy according to Protestant textbooks; rather, his
convictions fit the details of the Protestant theology of prophecy, and
reveal the social force of that model.

Wisdom’s Sister, the Heavenly Muse

Which returns us to Milton. How does Milton relate to these pre

scriptions concerning true prophecy? Harvey warned, in the quotation
with which I began this chapter, ‘we must not in raging, or aspiring
affection presume to mount above the cloudes in the highest region of
the aire, or to pierce the unknowen deepes of the earthly Center’. The
‘centre’ referred to is hell. This soaring is what Milton does, and what
he thinks poets should do. He writes in Reason of Church Government
(1642) of ‘a Poet singing in the high region of his fancies with his
garland and singing robes about him’, and imagines himself writing in
the future the kind of poem not ‘to be obtain’d by the invocation of
Dame Memory and her Siren daughters, but by devout prayer to that
eternall Spirit who can enrich with all utterance and knowledge, and
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sends out his Seraphim with the hallow’d fire of his Altar to touch and
purify the lips of whom he pleases’.*® The angel is a figure for divine
inspiration, purifying sins by touching the prophet’s lips. It derives
from Isaiah, and informs many writings about prophecy.* Milton’s
angel is a seraph, high in the Pseudo Dionysian hierarchy. As we have
seen, the involvement of angels in the preparation for and experience
of prophecy is central to Protestant theological traditions, and it is
especially appropriate for Milton because of his understanding of the
Holy Spirit. In the same tract, Milton describes the prophetic vocation:
‘when God commands to take the trumpet and blow a dolorous or a
jarring blast, it lies not in mans will what he shall say, or what he
shall conceal’. God writes the message, and man is the messenger.
Nevertheless, it is the duty of the would be prophet and would be
poet to prepare for this command, and to augment his talent by study,
prayer, and careful living.®® The prophet is inspired by God, but
human labour and scholarship are necessary to the vocation. Milton’s
allusions to prophecy in this passage—in contrast to those in the Latin
Defensio®'—are not a merely decorative aggrandizing of his poetic
vocation: they engage deliberatively with discussions of what it
means to be a prophet. When referring to his experience of ‘inward
prompting’ he wants his readers to hear the motion of a divine spirit,
not a human impulse.*

In Paradise Lost the narrator describes the impulses of the spirit in
some detail. His muse is Urania, whom Guillaume du Bartas appro
priated from astronomy to appoint as the muse for Christian poetry.>
But Milton’s Urania is a figure for another, truer muse. His Urania, ‘if
rightly thou art called’, descends from heaven:

The meaning, not the name I call: for thou
Nor of the Muses nine, nor on the top

Of old Olympus dwellst, but heav’nly born,
Before the hills appeared, or fountain flowed,
Thou with eternal wisdom didst converse,
Wisdom thy sister, and with her didst play

In presence of the almighty Father, pleased

With thy celestial song. (7.5 12)

He tells her ‘thou art heav’nly’ while Orpheus’ muse was ‘an empty
dream’ (7. 39). In writing an epic Milton observes epic conventions,
but assures the reader that his Christian version supersedes and flies
higher than its pagan predecessors. Du Bartas’s Urania displaces the
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classical version, but Milton’s in turn displaces Du Bartas’s. The muse is
invoked earlier, in book 1, and it is the muse that inspired Moses and
that witnessed Creation:

Sing heavenly Muse, that on the secret top

Of Oreb, or of Sinai, didst inspire

That shepherd, who first taught the chosen seed,
In the beginning how the heavens and earth
Rose out of chaos. ..

thou from the first

Wast present, and with mighty wings outspread

Dovelike satst brooding on the vast abyss

And mad’st it pregnant: what is dark in me

Mumine. .. (1.6 23)

Though designated difterently, this is the same muse (hence ‘before
the hills appeared’) that inspires him throughout the poem; it is the
spirit through which God moves prophets.®* Juvencus, the earliest
Christian epic poet, invoked the Holy Ghost as his muse; but this
will not do for Milton.>® Importantly for our understanding of his idea
of prophecy, Milton does not believe in the Holy Spirit in this way. De
Doctrina Christiana argues that it is not a being, but a series of offices:
“The name of Spirit is also frequently applied to God and to angels, and
to the human mind.” Milton denies the Holy Spirit as understood in
Trinitarian theology. The ‘spirit’ signifies difterent things. Sometimes
it is the Son, the spirit that moves on the water. Sometimes it is an
angel, such as the spirit that takes up Ezekiel. Elsewhere it is inspir
ation: ‘Sometimes it means the light of truth, whether ordinary or
extraordinary, wherewith God enlightens and leads his people.” And
sometimes it is ‘used to signify the spiritual gifts conferred by God on
individuals, and the act of gift itself’.5¢ This is the sense in which
Milton’s muse is the spirit, why he calls the meaning, not the name,
and why the light that shines inward is invoked in book 3. The muse
and the spirit and the light are not beings but human qualities, inspir
ation and creative power, direct from God, brought by an angel, or
dwelling in the human. This is why blindness, his blindness, is like
living in the shade of angels’ wings (‘ceelestium alarum umbra’).>’

If this is the spirit or muse that brings Milton his poetry, then he
must mean that he is inspired, and that it is therefore in a sense true.
However, I want to raise a possible objection at this point. What
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if Milton is simply engaged in playing the role of a Thamyris, Homer,
or Tiresias?*® What if the reality of prophecy makes a good archetype
for fiction? What if he speaks metaphorically?

The possibility must be conceded. According to Ernst Robert
Curtius, in an uncharacteristically torpid moment, the opening lines
of Paradise Lost are an ‘artistic yet artificial prologue’, and Milton fails
to give life to Urania (a classical figure whom the poet has dressed up as
Christian).> If we read Paradise Lost as metaphor or uninterested
fiction, Milton’s interests are aesthetic, and detached from religious
truths. His claim to superiority to pagan and Catholic poets can be
understood as a secular claim, a purely egoistical pride in individual
achievement. His interlocutors are not the ‘fit audience...though
few’ (7. 31) of a godly remnant, but other poets: the tradition he
supersedes, Hesiod, Lucretius, Ovid, Prudentius, Dante, and the
poets that will follow him. As with all literary interpretation that
disentangles the text from the inconveniences of history and ideology,
a consistent case can be made for an uninspired literary Milton, a
Milton who lives in a hall of textual mirrors.

This constitutes a strangely secular view of Milton, and one better
fitting the modern literary academy than the world of early modern
antinomianism, experimental theology, and political enquiry. Dante’s
Commedia describes a world that was, the poet believed, more or less
like the real, invisible one. He did not think that each individual that
Dante the narrator encounters on his voyage was located precisely
where he put them. The narrative nonetheless exemplifies moral
truths, and incorporates, often in non narrative form, doctrinal truths
based on Church teaching, such as the angelic hierarchies. In so far as it
reaches beyond human understanding, it is through its imaginative
plenitude, not because Dante had visited his other world. However,
Milton’s religious ambitions (and his account of faith) are difterent.*
He writes with a startling literalism. In his religious beliefs, and his faith
in prophetic visions, he is more like John Reeve and John Pordage than
Dante. The grounds for thinking this are developed over the remain
der of this book; the remainder of this chapter shows that Milton’s
account of inspiration reflects a Protestant blueprint, and that he takes
care to authorize his own claims.

Milton not only writes about prophetic inspiration; he describes the
experience. In profound contrast with Thomas Heywood and Lucy
Hutchinson, Milton’s prophecy is more than the light that guides



INSPIRATION AND PROPHECY 201

scriptural interpretation and more than an event in scriptural history.!
It is a poetic fury leading the poet to hidden truths. How does Milton
experience inspiration? It is brought by the spirit, the spirit of God, an
inner light, or an angel. After describing the dangers with which he is
surrounded in the evil days of the Restoration, the poet remembers the
muse’s company:

yet not alone, while thou
Visitst my slumbers nightly, or when morn
Purples the east. .. (7. 28 30)

Notice the ‘or’ that balances a nocturnal against a dawn visit from the
spirit. Book 9’s invocation charts Milton’s decision to choose a divine
theme, more heroic than the chivalric epics he had considered writing
in his youth,

If answerable style I can obtain

Of my celestial patroness, who deigns

Her nightly vision unimplored,

And dictates to me slumbering, or inspires

Easy my unpremeditated verse . . . (9-20 4)

He is concerned that if not inspired he may not finish his poem, that
the climate or years may

damp my intended wing
Depressed, and much they may, if all be mine,
Not hers who brings it nightly to my ear. 9- 45 7)

The fact that the poem is finished is partial proof that it is inspired, that
it has been brought to his ear and his muse is heavenly, more powerful
than Orpheus’. The casualness of ‘celestial patroness’ almost conceals
the careful repetition of that ‘or’: does the muse dictate when he is
asleep, or inspire the lines after he wakes? Milton presents himself,
twice, as uncertain over when he receives his inspiration. Milton’s ‘ors’
are important.

Perhaps this gives a cue to his early biographers, who either repeat
Milton’s self mythologization or offer independent observations.
Milton’s nephew Edward Phillips writes: ‘And hee waking early (as
is the use of temperate men) had commonly a good Stock of Verses
ready against his Amanuensis came; which if it happend to bee later
than ordinary, hee would complain, Saying hee wanted to bee milkd.’
And Jonathan Richardson writes that Milton ‘frequently Compos’d
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lying in Bed in a Morning (‘twas Winter Sure Then) I have been Well
inform’d, that when he could not Sleep, but lay Awake whole
Nights, he Try’d; not One Verse could he make; at Other times
flow’d Easy his Unpremeditated Verse, with a certain Impetus and AEstro,
as Himself seem’d to Believe’.®? The ‘Z&stro’ perhaps echoes the
‘hallow’d fire’ driving the poet in Reason of Church Government.
The poem and the biographers describe a genius who receives his
compositions at the boundary between sleep and waking, who
discovers his words as much as he labours for them. This is a picture
of prophetic inspiration.

Further, consider the line Richardson quotes: the verse is ‘easy’
because he has the assistance of the spirit and makes little effort himself;
it is ‘unpremeditated’ because it is only partly conscious. If it were too
purposefully studied, it would not be inspired. The true prophet’s
labour is to prepare himself, to furnish himself with virtue and learn
ing, not to prepare the verse. Calvin would say that the words were
either God’s or the human’s. The biblical prophets were ‘forbidden to
invent anything of their own’; they were merely the ‘amanuenses’ of
the spirit, writes Calvin.®® The instrument of God cannot also be an
artist. If there is anything human in the prophecy, it cannot be divine.
The voice of God cannot be tampered with. Vermigli writes that
prophets ‘above all things’ must not add to or remove anything from
their inspiration; to do so would be to corrupt it, and to deceive
themselves and others.** For Perkins a prophecy that was false in the
smallest detail signified a false prophet.

Smith proposes a more complex account of human agency in
prophecy. He did so because of the influence of the Hebraic tradition:
if Milton was unfamiliar with Smith’s work, he certainly shared an
interest in the same traditions, unusual at the time.® Prophets interpret
their visions in the dialects familiar to them. Both Maimonides and
Abarbanel agree in this, and it is why an element of human learning is
necessary for a prophet. The spirit impressed his truth upon prophets
so clearly that ‘it became their own Sense’; and hence ‘those Words and
Phrases in which they were audibly express’d to the Hearers afterwards
or penned down, should be the Prophets own’.°® Smith allows an
element of human agency not only in the interpretation but in
the actual writing of prophecy. And in an unexpected turn of his
argument, he suggests that if writing is too consistent or rational
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in its presentation, it is probably uninspired. Prophecy is naturally
contradictory:

There is sometimes a seeming inconsistence in things spoken of, if we shall
come to examine them by the strict Logical rules of Method: we must not
therefore in the matter of any Prophetical Vision look for a constant Methodical
contexture of things carried on in a perpetual coherence. The Prophetical Spirit
doth not tie it self to these Rules of Art, or thus knit up its Dictates Systemat
ically, fitly framing one piece or member into a combination with the rest, as it
were with the joints and sinews of Method: For this indeed would rather argue
an humane and artificial contrivance then any Inspiration, which as it must
beget a Transportation in the Mind, so it must spend it self in such Abrupt kind
of Revelations as may argue indeed the Prophet to have been inspired.*’

Excessive artifice suggests human contrivance. Prophecy can contain
inconsistencies and multiplicities precisely because it does not conform
to the rules of art. Richardson reports that Milton ‘would Dictate
many, perhaps 40 Lines as it were in a Breath, and then reduce them
to half that Number’.®® Smith’s Hebraic account of prophecy would
permit room for revision. In this perspective, which I believe is
Milton’s, to call a poet a true prophet does not deny the imaginative
power of his art; nor does it lessen engagement with literary traditions.
Inspiration does not stop the prophet from using humanist learning,
rhetoric, or the sinews of a vernacular tongue.

Protestants declare that the age of prophecy is over, but nonetheless
outline in detail the circumstances in which prophecy takes place, the
qualifications of the true prophet, the nature of the communication,
and the means by which the true prophet can be distinguished from
the impostor. In mid seventeenth century Britain a handful of reli
gious enthusiasts declared that they were prophets in the tradition of
biblical prophecy. Milton was among them.

Paradise Lost describes events from the beginning of time to its end,
many in the words of angels: the narrator’s voice frames a series of
speeches and stories offered by angels to humans. Raphael’s narrative
of the war in heaven and Creation to Adam in books § to 8, and
Michael’s prophecy of future history in books 11 and 12, are true
because they are spoken by angels. Unfallen angels do not need to
present evidence or show their credentials: they are truth speakers.
The poet who repeats the things known only to God and angels in
the voice of angels either presents a pure fiction, or something that
has a special status, the status of a revealed truth. The centrality of
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angels to the narrative of Paradise Lost—a poem told by and about
angels—constitutes part of a truth claim. The rest is disclosed in the
representation of the inspired narrator in the poem, a narrator who is
Milton himself, and confirmed in De Doctrina Christiana’s account of
inspiration by the spirit. These are the truths revealed in Milton’s
dawn waking vision, brought by a spirit of God, perhaps an angel.
While these claims sit uncomfortably in the narratives of a secularized
literary history, they are integral to the texture of early modern
religious belief and practice.



PART II
Milton’s Angels
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Can Angels Feign?

Abdiel’s Flight

At the beginning of book 6 of Paradise Lost the seraph Abdiel returns to
the throne of God, having deserted his superior officer, Satan. He
arrives at dawn and is surprised when light discloses the sight of an army:

Chariots and flaming arms, and fiery steeds

Reflecting blaze on blaze, first met his view:

War he perceived, war in procinct, and found

Already known what he for news had thought

To have reported. . . (6. 17 21)

Abdiel had expected to relate to his fellow angels and to God the news
of Satan’s rebellion. The sight of the army reveals to him that this news
is already public. Milton’s angels are in many ways strikingly human,
and here it appears they are subject to the vicissitudes of light and
optics. Why else would Abdiel not have seen the angelic army earlier?
But there is a more troubling anthropomorphism implicit here, one
which has not been formerly noted.

To see it we must cross the partition between books § and 6. The
relevant passages appeared on consecutive openings in the 1667
edition of Paradise Lost (see Fig. 6), and have seldom done so since.
In the 1674 edition an opening was introduced between the passages,
accommodating the prose ‘argument’ to book 6; the effect is to
interrupt the narrative, and it is the narrative continuity that matters
here. Book 5 ends with a magnificent stand off between Satan and
Abdiel in which the zealous angel, surrounded by hostile forces,
presents in his fury a defence against the fallen angel’s seductive
arguments that is both rhetorically accomplished and thoroughly
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Figure 6. John Milton, Paradise Lost (1667), consecutive openings showing
the end of book 5 and beginning of book 6

reasoned.’ The ‘Ambiguous words and jealousies’ of Satan, his ‘ca
lumnious art | Of counterfeited truth’ have turned a third part of the
angels against their maker (5. 703, 771—2; 2. 692; 5. 710). Abdiel rises
against Satan’s falsehoods and defies him out of zeal for God’s
service. Yet in his zeal he may step beyond the bounds of his
commission. Abdiel is alone:

Among innumerable false, unmoved,

Unshaken, unseduced, unterrified

His loyalty he kept, his love, his zeal;

Nor number, nor example with him wrought

To swerve from truth, or change his constant mind

Though single. (s- 898 903)

He stands alone without help from God, who is characteristically
reserved when he is needed. Milton’s angels do not have perfect
knowledge. Their knowledge, and their means of knowing things,
are inferior to the penetrative, intuitive powers attributed to angels by
Aquinas and others.? Abdiel has to rely on his own wits.
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Satan asserts that the angels were self begot, and that God falsely
claimed the credit for this (a well known Gnostic heresy, and a
particularly resonant one in a poem about Creation).® In response
Abdiel counterblasts:

I see thy fall
Determined. . . henceforth
No more be troubled how to quit the yoke
Of God’s Messiah; those indulgent laws
Will not now be vouchsafed, other decrees
Against thee are gone forth without recall;

soon expect to feel

His thunder on thy head, devouring fire. (s- 878 93)

This is for the most part a reasonable observation based on evident
facts. Abdiel can see that Satan has fallen, and that punishment can
soundly be predicted. But the declaration that ‘decrees |...are gon
forth’ stretches beyond plausible inference.

In Paradise Lost ‘decrees’ specifically designate God’s public pro
clamations. For example: the decree by which God begets and
anoints his only Son. Milton is unusual among Christian exegetes
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in attributing Satan’s fall to envy over the Son’s promotion; one early
attack on the unorthodox theology of Milton’s epic singled out this
‘Groundless Supposition’, thinking it incompatible with orthodox
Trinitarianism: “This Scheme of the Angels revolt cannot Answer
either to the Eternal Generation of the Son, which was before the
Angels had a Being, or to His Temporal Generation of the B. Virgin,
that being long after the Fall of the Angels.” Charles Leslie was
probably right; Defoe also thought that the promotion of the Son
laid a ground for Arianism, and another reader of a 1669 edition
noted in the margin, ‘this acco<unt> of X" birth seems...
prophan<e> & destroys coxternity’.* Milton’s account of Satan’s
fall commences with a decree, so in Paradise Lost this word bears
considerable weight. The force of a decree is amplified by Milton’s
God’s intensely communicative nature. In Paradise Lost book 6, God
converses aloud with the Son in heaven. When he pronounces his
decree in book s, the angels seemingly cannot see him, but they
certainly hear the Word, and the decree is spoken aloud.® The audi
bility of speech and song in Paradise Lost follows from Milton’s com
mitment to materialism and his sense of community. Throughout De
Doctrina Christiana Milton uses the word ‘decree’ to designate both the
general Decree by which God effects the world and all that will
happen, and those special decrees by which he performs or proposes
particular events; they are audible announcements. Decrees are com
munications, not private resolutions.®

When Abdiel tells Satan that decrees are gone forth, he means that
God has told his court that Satan is to reap the consequences of his
disobedience. Yet after a night’s travelling he finds ‘Already known
what he for news had thought | To have reported’. Why does he not
expect an army already to be mustered? If the decree has already been
made, why does he expect to report news?

There are three possibilities. The first is that Milton overlooked this
detail, obscured by the book division that separates the passages, and
that it is an authorial inconsistency. If, however, an effective explan
ation can be found, then it should be preferred, not least on the
grounds of charity. The second possibility is that Abdiel is confusingly
referring to an earlier decree known to both himself and Satan. This
could be the decree pronounced by God that elevates the Son to his
right hand as the head of the angels; the angels must bow their knees to
the Son, confess him Lord, and
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abide
United as one individual soul
For ever happy. (5. 609 11)

This does not sound much like Abdiel’s ‘devouring fire’. Yet the
omnipotent adds:

Him who disobeys
Me disobeys, breaks union, and that day
Cast out from God and blessed vision, falls
Into utter darkness, deep engulfed, his place
Ordained without redemption, without end. (s. 611 15)

If this is understood to be a corollary to the main decree, Abdiel could
have just realized that Satan’s rebellion is foreshadowed in this decree,
and that his punishment is already certain.” In which case Abdiel is not
fabricating, but articulating something that has just occurred to him.
Though this solution is neat, it is not persuasive. First, Abdiel does
not explicitly invoke this earlier decree in order to strengthen his
defence. Satan was not the only auditor of the anointing decree; the
other rebel angels by whom Abdiel is surrounded and threatened were
also present. At this compelling moment in the drama, Abdiel might
hope to sway them by putting forward this interpretation, thereby
undermining the rebellion against God. Persuading them would not
only be brotherly, but would also diminish the physical threat he faces.
Secondly, this interpretation does not explain why Abdiel thought he
would report news; nor does it acknowledge the significance of the
anticlimax when the army appears; it only explains his certainty that
Satan is already doomed. The problem of why Abdiel thinks he is
going to report news, and why Milton’s narrator indicates this fact,
remains. Thirdly, from a literary point of view, it undermines the
dramatic tension of Abdiel’s flight. His poise is heroic because of his
felt isolation, and the nocturnal journey through the wide countryside
bridges books 5 and 6 precisely to suspend Abdiel between flight and
arrival. When at sunrise he sees ‘all the plain | Covered with thick
embattled squadrons bright’, it is a powerful moment: he apprehends
the full wonder of divine providence. If he has worked it all out in
advance, the episode loses the ‘blaze on blaze” of unanticipated fulfil
ment, and Abdiel ceases to be a heroic witness. If his rencounter with
Satan and subsequent journey is coloured by mechanical certainty
without doubt or hesitation, then God’s applause to one who has
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‘fought | The better fight’ and borne ‘Universal reproach’ (6. 20—30, 34)
is complacently forensic. Abdiel has struggled; hence his meriting of
praise; hence the significance ‘of so many myriads fallen, yet one |
Returned not lost’” (6. 24—5). Finally, Abdiel states that ‘other decrees |
Against thee are gone forth’. This firmly distinguishes them from the
‘indulgent laws’ of the anointment.® Abdiel means that these are decrees
other than the decree anointing the Son heard by all, ‘God’s first and most
excellent SPECIAL DECREE’, as it is described in De Doctrina.® The plural of
‘other decrees” emphasizes the distinction. These are something new and
difterent, according to Abdiel; both Abdiel and Satan know what the
earlier decree is, and they are not discussing it here.

This leaves a third, counter intuitive interpretation. It is in accord
with Milton’s theology that Abdiel is surprised at this point, and this is
not an oversight. There is a discrepancy between what Abdiel knows
and what he affirms in the heat of argument. Abdiel, unswerving from
a greater truth, is averring that which is merely speculative. In other
words, while arguing with Satan, he risks telling an untruth.

Unfallen angels should not falsify. The distortion of facts is super
ficially harmless, but in the context of the poem is breathtaking.
Abdiel, and through him Milton, is contending with the father of
lies (John 8: 44). The preceding lines emphasize Satan’s verbal evasion,
his deception, his equivocation.'® Raphael earlier told Adam that Satan
‘with lies | Drew after him the third part of heaven’s host’ (5. 709—10).
Commentators on Scripture commonly asserted that lies were essen
tial to the Fall of humankind, as Satan could only tempt Eve by
lying."* A fallen angel can lie without complication or compunction,
but surely not an unfallen one? Abdiel is threatened by physical
violence, a danger that echoes through Milton’s imagination; yet
lying is a more fearsome weapon than violence.’ God predicts that
Adam and Eve will not fall ‘By violence, no, for that shall be with
stood, | But by deceit and lies’ (5. 242—3); and so it transpires, when
God reports that man sins ‘believing lies | Against his maker’ (10. 42—
3). Abdiel, moreover, is one who refuses to ‘swerve from truth’, and is
usually held up as an example of virtuous conduct in the epic."
Received wisdom concerning Milton’s angels tells us that he is un
orthodox on two points: first, the matter of angelic digestion (angels
not only eat real food when it is polite, they digest it); secondly, that
angels embrace and penetrate each other for sexual pleasure.'* Abdiel’s

rhetorical liberty here may be an even greater heterodoxy.
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Doctrine and Story

A good angel who deceives or misleads demands some consideration
of the status of Milton’s angels. What are their offices in the poem?
How are they portrayed? What is their nature? Beginning with an
overview of critical responses to Milton’s angels, I will suggest that
the tendency is to allegorize them, and that this is founded on a
misapprehension of the nature of early modern angels. Milton’s
doctrine of angels—by which I mean beliefs, theological, political,
and natural philosophical, supported by learning and reason, and thus
often distinguished from acts of faith and imaginative speculation—is
interwoven with narrative. The basis for this, Milton’s understanding
of accommodation and inspiration, was outlined in the preceding two
chapters. The question for this chapter is: how should we read
Paradise Lost in the light of this? I will propose a reconsideration of
the relationship between doctrine and narratives in Milton’s poetry
and in early modern imaginative writing.

Faced with interpretative difficulties, readers tend to separate Mil
ton’s angel doctrine from his story. On the one hand, readers suggest,
this is what he believes, and on the other, here is the story he tells in
which angels play a fictional role. Patrick Hume, Milton’s first anno
tator and a reader bent on establishing Milton’s poem as a classic, was
puzzled that immaterial beings, ‘incapable of any Blow or Bruise’, who
could ‘feel no destroying deadly Wounds’, should wear armour.'
A few years later Charles Leslie thought the narrative indecently
fantastic: “The Gravity and Seriousness with which this Subject
ought to be treated, has not been Regarded in the Adventurous Flight
of Poets, who have Dress’d Angels in Armor, and put Swords and Guns
into their Hands, to Form Romantick Battles in the Plains of Heaven, a
Scene of Licentious fancy.”'® Samuel Johnson suggested that an ‘incon
venience of Milton’s design is, that it requires the description of what
cannot be described, the agency of spirits. He saw that immateriality
supplied no images, and that he could not show angels acting but by
instruments of action; he therefore invested them with form and
matter.” Johnson did not grasp the extent of Milton’s materialism, and
the philosophical underpinnings of angelic substance. For example,
Milton was committed to the idea of angelic armour: Raphael describes
it as ‘panoply’, referring to whole body armour (see Eph. 6: 11, 13), and
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thereby elegantly distinguishes angels’ armour from the spiritual ar
mour that was a commonplace of seventeenth century divinity. The
‘golden panoply’ and ‘celestial panoply’ (6. 527, 760) is pointedly
material, and suggests that this is an aspect of angels’ substantial
being, rather than a spiritual allegory.'” The angels suffer as they
struggle to release themselves from it. Johnson thought that Milton
had made his angels material in order to tell a good story, which
seemed to him a poorly conceived poetic fancy, and he regretted
that Milton’s angels ‘unhappily perplexed his poetry with his philoso
phy’.’® More emphatically, T. S. Eliot asserted a division in Milton
between ‘the philosopher, or theologian, and the poet’, evidence of
the ‘dissociation of sensibility’ that broke the organic relationship
between a writer’s thought and his language. Belief and poetry no
longer went hand in hand.' This view has cast a long shadow over
Milton and the interpretation of early modern imaginative writing.

The longest and most thoughtful account of Milton’s angels appears
in Robert West’s 1955 book Milton and the Angels, and it articulates
most clearly this critical paradigm. West distinguishes between
Milton’s serious and casual angelology, separating those ‘scientific’
and heterodox passages where Milton risks his poetry in order to
make a point about angels, from ‘creative’ passages involving angels,
in which their philosophical foundations—how they know things,
how they move, their physical composition—are merely incidental.?°
In doing so he drives a wedge between imaginative storytelling and
deliberated accounts, intended to be taken literally, of things that are
believed to be true. West is followed by Alastair Fowler, whose
learned editorial annotations distinguish between ‘story’ and ‘doc
trine’, as if the poetry is air or angels, but not both.?'

It seems to me that we cannot do this if we want fully to read
Paradise Lost as a poem. Because to do so we must accept that its ideas,
learning, ethical imperatives, aesthetics, and its historical situation,
meet within its narratives and verse in ways that cannot be regarded
as incidental or always extricable. To formulate it crudely: what
Milton writes about angels in Paradise Lost does not conflict with his
deliberated beliefs; what he imagines, he imagines on the basis of a
sustained engagement with writing about angels; when he tells stories,
they elaborate upon knowledge, and this knowledge is articulated
through narration. Rabbinic Midrashim, one source for Milton’s
thinking about and imagining of angels, tell stories around Scripture
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to resolve its narrative discontinuities and contradictions, and in so
doing indirectly elaborate theology or doctrine; just so Milton’s poetry
knots together story and doctrine, poetry and philosophy.??

The relationship between Milton’s systematic theology and his epic
suggests an intimacy between theology and the creative imagination.
In De Doctrina Christiana Milton asserts, ‘Anyone who asks what God
did before the creation of the world is a fool; and anyone who answers
him is not much wiser.”®? By the ‘creation’ of ‘this world’, Milton
means everything that is made by the Word and spirit of God, the
visible and invisible world, not limited to that described in Scripture.
Yet, despite his caveat, he is prepared to point out that God did not
spend the period before Creation preordaining that which took place
afterwards; and that he did make his own dwelling place in the highest
heaven, and that he made angels before the creation of the world
(indeed in all likelihood they fell before ‘the first beginnings of this
world’). He adds that angels have freewill, are assigned to oversee
particular kingdoms or nations, that there are many things of which
they are ignorant, and so on.?* Likewise in Paradise Lost: heaven exists
before the world, the angels are made and fall, of their own freewill,
before visible Creation, and hell is not in the centre of the earth. The
author exploits the grounds of his theology as the basis for narrative
elaborations: certainly treatise and poem agree, but more importantly,
belief is the premiss of imagination. The commonly held doctrine that
angels maintained their position not so much by their own strength but
by the grace of God might have made for a better poem, but it is not to
be found in Paradise Lost because Milton did not hold it to be true.?®

We can contrast Milton’s imaginative latitude (and the word
imaginative needs to be treated with some caution) with other Scripture
based poems that elaborate a version of accommodation. Thomas
Hobbes and Sir William Davenant, in their mid century exchange
on literary theory, concurred that a presumptuous poetic familiarity
with God was ‘saucy’, and a mark of dangerous inspiration.?® Milton’s
boldness in representing the sacred is proportionate to the strength of
his claim concerning accommodation and inspiration, but it is also
evident in the relationship between his narrative and doctrine, and this
can be seen in the very different narrative patterns on Heywood and
Hutchinson. The angel doctrine in the last four chapters of Hierarchie
of the Blessed Angells is presented in ways that contrast with Paradise
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Lost, and Heywood’s account of the war in heaven is resoundingly
allegorical:

But shall I now tell
The Weapons, Engines, and Atrtillerie
Used in this great Angelomachy.
No Lances, Swords, nor Bombards they had then,
Or other Weapons now in use with men;
None of the least materiall substance made,
Spirits by such give no offence or aid.
Onely spirituall Armes to them were lent,
And these were call’d Affection and Consent.?”

Heywood invites us to read his war in heaven, as critics tend to read
that in Paradise Lost, as an extended metaphor.?® While Milton uses his
imagination freely to describe the actions of angels in narrative form,
Heywood reveals his hesitation about straying into heterodoxy by
turning his elaboration into allegory, and by stressing that it is not
meant literally. Like Milton, he goes beyond the testimony of Scrip
ture: he contends, for example, that Lucifer had glory among the
angels for six days, and that God revealed the Son’s incarnation at
the end of Creation, commanding that all angels should obey the Son
and humankind, and that it was this that provoked the dissention
between Lucifer and Michael. In this and other interpretations, Hey
wood engages with prose literature on the nature, office, and history of
angels, borrowing and recasting exegesis. He does not allow his stories
to stand by themselves, however, but supports (and constrains) each
with extensive apparatus.?® While Milton lets narrative do its work,
Heywood’s muse does not travel unfettered.

Lucy Hutchinson’s Order and Disorder, written between 1660 and
1679, offers a revealing contrast with, and perhaps a conscious reaction
against, Milton. Echoes suggest that Hutchinson had seen some or all
of Paradise Lost, either in the 1667 edition or in manuscript, via a
mutual acquaintance, Arthur Annesley, Earl of Anglesey. Anglesey’s
library was a refuge for literary Nonconformists; Milton had consulted
him in connection with the publication of History of Britain; and to him
Hutchinson dedicated her earlier translation of Lucretius.** Hutchin
son’s caution in Order and Disorder, which corresponds to her debt to
du Bartas in Sylvester’s translation, is also a reaction against Milton’s
lack of it. Hutchinson retreats from the scandal that writing fiction
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about Eden, heaven, and angels risks. ‘Let’s waive Platonic dreams’,
her narrator enjoins,

Of worlds made in Idea, fitter themes

For poets’ fancies than the reverent view

Of contemplation, fixed on what is true

And only certain, kept upon record

In the Creator’s own revealed Word,

Which, when it taught us how the world was made,
Wrapped up th’invisible in mystic shade.®!

The story of the fall of angels is, according to Hutchinson’s stern
narrator, based on ‘circumstances that we cannot know’, and anything
we invent or guess is probably inspired by reports that the same fallen
angels themselves imparted to men gullible enough to believe ‘their
gross poetic fables’. She exhorts: look no further than the light doth
show’ 32

Hutchinson’s censures suggest a dialogue with Milton’s text.
Whereas the exchange between God and the Son in book 3 of Paradise
Lost represents their physical separateness, and suggests Milton’s anti
trinitarianism, canto 3 of Order and Disorder begins with God’s calling
‘in himself a sacred council’, stressing the triune nature of Hutchin
son’s God. Elsewhere Milton’s Adam speaks with God ‘concerning
solitude and fit society’ (8, argument) and convincingly maintains that
he needs an equal mate, ‘Collateral love, and dearest amity’; in
response to which God admits that in resisting Adam’s arguments he
was only testing the man, and that the creation of Eve was ‘Intended’
all along (8. 426). This daring dramatization adroitly both notes and
resolves the apparent discrepancy between the accounts of Eve’s
creation in Genesis T and 2.%* It is hard not to hear Milton’s creation
being chastised in Hutchinson’s single line assertion: “Whether he
begged a mate it is not known’ (3. 312; though a similar account of
Eve’s creation could be found in John White’s 1656 Commentary on
Genesis®?). These and other passages intimate that Hutchinson had
read Paradise Lost before writing the first five cantos of her epic.

It 1s possible to overstate the contrast between these authors and
their attitude to elaboration on Scripture. Hutchinson’s claims have
the air of rhetorical ploy or modesty topos. In her brief passage on the
creation and nature of angels, for example, despite her caveat against
prying ‘Too long on things wrapped up in mystery’ (1. 292), she
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endorses the Pseudo Dionysian orders of angels, and indicates that
angels were made on the first or second days of Creation. There is
some discrepancy between professed caution and practice. In later
cantos Hutchinson is prepared to elaborate with impunity, most mem
orably in her account of the parting between Rebecca and Jacob,
which is entirely extra scriptural (18. 275 ff.). Hutchinson’s warnings
against the excessive elaboration upon scriptural narrative may reflect a
dialogue with Milton, and anxiety over his influence. When Milton
effectively retired after Genesis 3, Hutchinson felt relatively free to
extemporize on the remaining chapters, though these are, of course,
set in the fallen world. What Heywood and Hutchinson do not do,
however, is develop doctrine through their narratives; they narrate and
articulate doctrine in discrete modes.

The most remarkable comparison with Paradise Lost is Pordage’s
Mundorum Explicatio (1661). Pordage both explicates doctrine and
explores it through narrative—as in the narrator’s voyage through
purgatory—and in this respect is as daring as Milton. Exploiting the
trappings of epic, Samuel attempts to re create in poetic narrative the
spiritual revelations of his father, John.** The imaginative expansive
ness of Mundorum Explicatio is founded on the authority of prophetic
vision; Milton takes similar risks, and he does so because he feels
possessed of a similar authority.

Milton himself articulates caution about speculation. On the mys
tery of the Incarnation, the deepest mystery remaining after disposing
of the Trinity, De Doctrina Christiana warns, ‘it is best for us to be
ignorant of things which God wishes to remain secret’, words that
resonate with Raphael’s reiterated counsel that the ‘great architect’ had
wisely concealed the ‘fabric of the heavens’ and much of his creation.*®
Others’ anxieties about the limits of knowledge draw attention both to
the abundance of Milton’s elaboration on Scripture, and to the intel
lectual consistency with which he sustains such elaboration. He does
not insure himself by writing allegorically, except in a few distinctive
passages. In his accommodated, prophetic mode, knowledge is central
to the imagination, and the relationship between doctrine and narra
tive assumes profound importance. Milton binds together doctrine and
narrative with an intensity that is unique, and to lose sight of the
connection between his fictional imperatives and the divine truths
he intended to impart through them is to diminish the force and
ambition of his poetry.
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The Left Hand

Storytelling and doctrine were not antipathetic, and the powers of
imagination and argument formed alliances in other kinds of writing.
Another literary form, the pamphlet, can illuminate these connections,
because of its close association with deception and manipulation, and
because of what it reveals about the relationship between the literary
imagination and the presentation of argument. Abdiel’s looseness with
the truth, his rhetorical opportunism, his feigning or deceiving (per
haps too strong a word), can be contextualized in the burgeoning
culture of news and pamphlets in the seventeenth century. Abdiel
expected to report news, and the rich meanings of these words devel
oped in this context. Bringing news was an activity in which truth and
lies competed, as the pamphleteer Milton well knew.

It is because of the reputation of pamphlets and newsbooks (whose
patron was said to be another ‘father of lies’, the god Mercury) for
manipulation, misrepresentation, temporizing, and lying, that it has
represented something of a scandal that the poet and Puritan Milton in
1641 became so closely involved with them. After his youthful career
Milton all but abandoned poetry for prose, returning to it in earnest
only in the mid 1650s, after he had put some distance between himself
and the compromised politics of Cromwell’s Protectorate.®” It is
possible to impose upon Milton’s life an opposition between his
working in prose and in poetry, one Milton himself encouraged in
1642 in referring to pamphleteering as something undertaken with his
left hand (with poetry, like the Son, seated on the right):

I should not choose this manner of writing [prose] wherein knowing myself
inferior to myself, led by the genial power of nature to another task, I have the
use, as I may account it, but of my left hand...a poet soaring in the high
region of his fancies with his garland and singing robes about him might
without apology speak more of himself than I mean to do...sitting here
below in the cool element of prose.*®

Some readers of the poetry have presented this pamphleteering career
as a distraction from Milton’s true vocation as a poet, an achievement
merely of the left hand while waiting for a suitable opportunity to
engage the right. Yet there are reasons beyond biography why, instead
of seeing this reductive opposition, readings of Paradise Lost could be
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informed by pamphlets and non canonical writings, reasons which
speak to how we judge both Abdiel’s and Milton’s acts of poetic
fabrication.

Between the mid sixteenth century and the end of the seventeenth,
pamphlets became part of everyday politics, a means of creating and
influencing public opinion, a foundation of the influential moral and
political communities that constitute a ‘public sphere’. Printed words,
and their exchanges with readers, moved to the centre of political life.
At the same time the pamphlet became a model of public speech, a way
of conceiving of the power of the word. Writers of poetry exploited
the form or its generic elements, and engaged in traffic with this
common and debased mode. Pamphlets were themselves a literary
form, often highly artful and indirect, best understood and appreciated
with reference not only to context, but also to the traditions and
conventions of pamphleteering. Pamphlets can rarely be reduced to a
simple argument, as they spoke through fictional and imaginative
devices. They rely on intertextuality, on pamphlet genres, conven
tions, personae, and decorum, just as Paradise Lost acquires meaning
through its relationship with Virgil and others.*

Pamphlets can teach us about seventeenth century poetry. One
adversary condemned the pamphleteer Milton as ‘a fabulist and a
mere poet, though his style is prosaic’.*® That was in a sense true,
and that was precisely why Milton was an accomplished propagandist.
Despite his dismissal of his polemical prose as an accomplishment of
the left hand, he knew that the work of the left and right hands was not
clearly distinguished. The literary elements of pamphlets, their rhet
orical tropes, eloquence, performances, persuasive fictions, were not
mere dressing for argument, but integral to it. Pamphlets conducted
arguments through imaginative discourse. The same is true of Paradise
Lost. To accept this principle is to reject the narrowly literary approach
that divorces figurative or allegorical writing from its historical con
texts and literal referents, that feels comfortable, for example, in
isolating Paradise Lost from technical writings on angels. This is the
approach adopted when Milton is assumed to write about angels as
angels infrequently, treating them more commonly as human figures.
If this were the case, there would be no conundrum to be resolved in
Abdiel’s conduct. He is merely a fictional narrative device, modelled
on humanity, and so deceit is no surprise. Poetry is thereby dissociated
from ideas.
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We need to integrate more fully our understanding of the relation
ship between polemic and poetry, as the noise of the marketplace can
help us to appreciate the music of Paradise Lost. In listening to both, we
stand to refine our understanding of the nature of writing in the
seventeenth century.*’ At a more local and less ambitious level, this
integration of imagination and argument suggests another perspective
on Milton’s deceiving angel: we should take both the narrative and the
doctrine seriously, as coexisting if not inseparably at least in a mutually
reinforcing framework.

The model for and condition of this approach mirrors Raphael’s
description of accommodation:

High matter thou enjoinst me, O prime of men,
Sad task and hard, for how shall I relate

To human sense the invisible exploits

Of warring spirits; how without remorse

The ruin of so many glorious once

And perfect while they stood; how last unfold
The secrets of another world, perhaps

Not lawful to reveal? Yet for thy good

This is dispensed, and what surmounts the reach
Of human sense, I shall delineate so,

By likening spiritual to corporal forms,

As may express them best, though what if earth
Be but the shadow of heav’n, and things therein
Each to other like, more than on earth is thought?#?

Humans are thereby able read about and discuss God in intelligible
terms without assuming that God is like us, and so the ‘shadowy
types’ accessible to limited human intelligence correspond to the
‘truths’ that are beyond human consciousness (12. 303). This associ
ation between representation and truth, as I argued in Chapter 6,
underlies Milton’s understanding of his poetry, and it provides a
model both for understanding the relationship between Milton’s literal
narrative and its implicit doctrines, and for how he should be read.
Raphael’s preamble has been used as the basis for historicist readings
that seek an allegory of recent history—of the civil wars, Common
wealth, and Protectorate—in Milton’s epic. In the early eighteenth
century, Francis Atterbury, reading Paradise Lost, commented alongside
the description of Moloch’s portentous frown (2. 106), ‘probably y©
picture of some great man in Milton’s time’.** This mode of reading
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the epic, and particularly the war in heaven, has prevailed. If the
imaginative narrative is understood to comprehend doctrinal truths,
however, through a creative process that resembles accommodation,
then any interpretative process that seeks encoded meanings will
always fall short of grasping either the poetic intentions or the richness
of the poetic outcomes. This is as true of interpretations that identify
historical or political allegories as of those that discover numerological
or alchemical subtexts. This is not to resist attempts to locate political
or historical meanings in literary works, but to insist that our historicist
hermeneutics need a fuller and more coherent account of signification,
one that goes beyond the mainstays of allegory and metaphor.

It is possible to offer a reading of the Abdiel episode that is guided
by just such a search for encoded history and politics, and this reading
illuminates Milton’s casuistry. To show this, I will erect my own
straw man. It is not hard to identify in the heroic Abdiel, who does
not change his mind under threat of violence, some degree of self
representation on Milton’s part. It may be that Milton is using the
occasion of the conflict with Satan to represent a particular biograph
ical incident. Critics have suggested that Milton portrays himself in
Abdiel and Cromwell in Satan; or that Abdiel’s royalist rhetoric
echoes Claudius Salmasius (the pro monarchical polemicist with
whom Milton exchanged tracts in 1649—s54), while Milton puts
himself in Satan, the good Puritan opposed to ceremony and pros
tration.** Neither analogy is persuasive.

There is a stronger case to be made for seeing Milton in Abdiel and
in Satan those enemies of the Good Old Cause with whom Milton
crossed quills. Milton’s opponents laid against him charges of deceit, in
resonant phrases. In the Defensio Regia (1649) Salmasius had suggested
that the regicides were only academically accomplished in ‘the arts of
deceiving, dissembling, falsifying, and lying’, in which arts none could
overcome them.* Alexander More, attacking Milton in the dedication
to Regii Sanguinis Clamor (1652), declared Charles II (so called) ‘chosen
of God, guarded by angels, acknowledged and hailed king by all men
(I do not name the executioners as exceptions, for they are not men,
but devils)’.*¢ Perhaps more damagingly for Milton, the anonymous
author of the main text of Clamor, Peter du Moulin, warned of the
dangers of pragmatism, of doing evil—telling lies perhaps—thinking
that good may come out of it, as ‘Satan has proved that there is no
reward more powerful than this fallacy for driving good men to the
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side of evil; he has produced no artifice more certain to undermine the
church.’* It was the printer Adrian Vlacq who, by reporting on his
correspondence with Samuel Hartlib concerning the authorship of
Clamor, drove home the charge that in Defensio Secunda (1654) Milton
had knowingly misled his readers.

This obscure but significant episode in some ways supports the
accusations of those who charged Milton with deceit. When Regii
Sanguinis Clamor appeared in 1652, Milton suspected that Alexander
More, who wrote the dedication, was in fact the author of the whole
work. He proceeded to write a response on this basis. This assumption
worked to Milton’s advantage partly because rumours were circulating
of More’s sexual misconduct (he had fathered a child with Salmasius’
maid, before abandoning her). Milton had apparently completed his
rebuttal in Defensio Secunda when Samuel Hartlib informed him of
grounds to doubt this attribution. Milton chose to ignore Hartlib, not
least because he wished to exploit the rhetorical advantage that slander
offered him. There were, then, real grounds for accusing Milton of
deceit. In unhesitatingly identifying Alexander More as the author of
that work, an identification that the printer Adrian Vlacq knew Milton
had reason to question, Milton had lied with his ‘black hand’. Vlacq
asked: ‘is that man in his right mind who writes something other than
that which he knows and.. . . is eager to impose upon the whole world
and to defame a neighbor with calumnies and the blackest lies’.*

Milton’s numerous antagonists thought that falsehood—misnaming,
deception—was at the heart of his apologia, and of the regicides’ cause.
In his presentation of Abdiel’s contest with Satan, Milton re presented
his isolation, and championed his own role as a zealous servant of the
truth unmasking the duplicity of royalist rhetoric. The scenario inverts
his various opponents’ accusations of falsehood and diabolical compli
city. Satan, like Salmasius, exploits the language of justice and liberty to
uphold a self interested monarchalism. The unfalling angel is an expli
cator of rhetorical deception and a guide to discriminating allegiance.*
In Mercurius Politicus, the weekly newsbook that supported and chron
icled the fortunes of the British Commonwealth, Marchamont
Nedham condemned Salmasius for being a promoter of tyranny
drunk with pride and ambition. In Abdiel’s exchange with Satan,
then, Milton interpreted and reappropriated the debates of the 1650s.
The conclusion to book s reflects on his deliberately misleading attri
bution of Clamor to More, and his continuing support (with his left
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hand, as a polemicist) of the Commonwealth after its republican ideals
had been tarnished by the establishment of the Protectorate. To reduce
this account to its boldest formulation: if it was legitimate for an angel to
tell half truths for the greater good in the service of the state, then why
not Milton?

The deceiving Abdiel is using his left hand according to the occa
sion. He lies for a greater good because he is Milton, required to
express, with his mastery of irony and fables, support of a government
for the good of the public, despite his uncertainties and the falsehoods
that make his work easier. Abdiel is Milton’s self representation, but
also his self exculpation.

There is something persuasive about this as a reading, and it fits the
mould of much criticism on Paradise Lost over recent decades. As if we
should say that Satan raises his standard in the ‘spacious north’ (5. 726)
because he is in part Charles I, or that in Adam Milton relives his own
anxieties.®® Yet there is also something unsatisfying in it, whether we
read this historicist interpretation as a forensic analysis of Milton’s
encounter with Salmasius, or even as a more general reflection upon
the ethics of verbal exchange. Allegorical decoding—whether histori
cist or aestheticist—Dbelies the account of accommodation offered by
Raphael, and the role of the literary imagination in controversial
writing. Such readings translate, with greater or lesser confidence,
poetry into prose, finding in the allegorical or symbolic surface of
the poem coded references to or descriptions of other meanings and
events about which the poet could not or did not want to write
directly. This mode of allegorically inclined historical interpretation
supposes a flerce separation between representation and thing repre
sented. It brings the left and right hands together only by finding the
left hand at work in a right handed text. It finds continuity in Milton’s
writings through the 1640s and 1660s, but at the expense of misrepre
senting the nature of pamphleteering. It finds a single code where there
are many, and even the most left handed of writers seek to persuade
through the interaction of multiple codes.

Moreover, this approach is not sympathetic to Milton’s angels: it
treats them as figures or allegories for humans. Their dilemmas and
their emotions seem familiar to us because they are in fact humans
with wings. Hence critical judgements like: ‘the good angels are
polemicists whose swords are symbolic of pens, printing presses,
pamphlets’. They encode political ideas or arguments. Their material



CAN ANGELS FEIGN? 225

being is not relevant, as Milton’s creation is a symbolic language in
which a sword is a printing press and chaos political discord.®" In this
account (whether the refraction is considered ‘flexibly symbolic’ or
rigid), a pamphlet is a prosy, stable, political proposition, and the
poetry a dark glass through which we view the pamphlet. This is to
misapprehend both. Even for a merely competent pamphleteer, pol
itical allegories are worked through narratives or performances that are
independently coherent; the prima facie meaning has to work as well
as any others it is intended to support. Pamphlets, at least imaginative,
effective pamphlets, are inventive and singular, just as poetry is;
singular both in their imaginative insight, and in their articulation of
a historical occasion. And so in poetry, which verbally comprehends
otherness: and, in Milton’s case, one of the most powerful instances of
otherness is the simultaneous familiarity and strangeness of angels.
Abdiel only figures human values because in the first instance he
stands tall as a representation of an angel.>

I have used a close reading of connected passages in Paradise Lost to
reassess the nature of Milton’s angels and to assert the value of
associating imaginative angels with theology and natural philosophy.
In contrast to Heywood’s and Hutchinson’s there is a peculiar inten
sity in Milton’s representation of angels. This is in part because of his
strong view of accommodation, and in part because of his inspiration.
Writing in the seventeenth century, even in topical pamphlets and
contentious prose, to which Milton committed his talents for two
decades, suggests that a more sympathetic means of reading Paradise
Lost might involve seeing the close relationship between doctrine and
poetic narratives. Finally, I offered and rejected a species of historicist
reading that used Milton’s political life as a key for understanding
Abdiel’s actions, and read the poetry as figurative or allegorical. It is
now time to resolve the main question.

Truth and Lies

Can Milton represent an unfallen angel feigning? The answer resides in
theology and in poetry, together. In the integration of story and
doctrine we find both Milton’s engagement with his communicative
environment, and his ability to absorb these materials and tell a story
self sufficient enough to speak angelology and poetry at the same time.
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Abdiel deceives because he is an angel. It is not really deceiving, but
I will hold onto that word momentarily. Abdiel deceives not because
he is really a human, but because he is an angel in a tight spot on a
rhetorical roll. Milton’s representation of Abdiel’s circumstances is
precise, and accords with the author’s account of the nature of angels.
Abdiel is confined by optics, he cannot see in the dark, cannot see
across heaven, and therefore cannot see sympathetic faces; he is con
fined by topography, and finite in his speed, as he has to fly all night to
find God; he is stranded with freewill, as just when he most needs a
comforting word from God, he finds himself unsupported and utterly
alone. But this does not make him human. If Milton’s angels seem
human, it is not because he wishes to use them imaginatively to reflect
upon human situations, but he presents angels in ways that are sym
pathetic to human circumstances because his angels are also sentient
and free material beings, confined by optics and subject to passion,
love, and divine decrees, the creatures of God. Milton’s angels act in
accordance with his natural philosophy, and he takes as cues customary
questions of theologians and natural philosophers, pressing the ques
tions unusually far, and resolving them in characteristically trenchant
ways.5 Early readers from Hume and Leslie onwards were troubled
with this uncompromising marriage of invention with learning. This is
not just ‘story’, but story and a serious point about angels, and therefore
a serious point about theology and natural philosophy.

Moreover, De Doctrina Christiana provides the ethical justification
for Abdiel’s actions. One chapter of the systematic theology attends to
those special duties we owe a neighbour when we are mindful of his
reputation or fortune. There, under the heading of veracity and
its antithesis, falsehood, Milton cites Job 13: 7 (‘should you speak
wickedly for the sake of God?’) as a proof text for the precept that
“We must not, then, tell a lie, even in the service of God.” It later
emerges, however, that a characteristic Miltonic pragmatism governs
this precept: ‘In practice, however, it frequently happens that not only
to disguise or conceal the truth, but actually to tell lies with deceitful
intent makes for the safety or advantage of one’s neighbor.’s* Indeed,
he goes on, the usual definition of falsehood—saying something
untrue with the intention to deceive—is wholly inadequate, as false
hood involves both ‘evil intent’ and a duty of truthfulness to the
auditor. In other words, you can lie to someone with a clean con
science if it is in his or her interest, and in any case falsehood only exists
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in relationships where truthfulness is specifically required. To say
something that is not strictly true is not necessarily to lie. Exactly the
same course appears in Milton’s account of the works of the faithful,
where he notes that, while these ‘never run contrary to the love of
God and of our neighbour’, they may ‘sometimes deviate from the
letter even of the gospel precepts (particularly those which are special
rather than general), in pursuance of their over riding motive, which
is charity’.®® Hence, deceitfulness, even to a neighbour, can be a
necessary course of action for the truly faithful .5

Perhaps Milton writes to exculpate himself here: he may well be
supplying a retrospective defence of his own action in the 1650s,
among them his wrongful accusation of More, and his failure to
speak out against Cromwell during what he later called a ‘short but
scandalous night of interruption’.”” But it also provides an explanation
of why Abdiel can be creative with the truth: it is in the interest of
Satan and the other falling angels that they are confronted with the
inevitable consequences of their rebellion, and therefore Abdiel (who
knows it, though he cannot prove it) is doing a service for Satan; and,
moreover, Abdiel does not owe a duty of truthfulness to a rebel against
God. Milton constrains himself here within a true, accommodated
representation of an angel, and in a sense the angel really does feign
something to Satan. According to Milton’s own casuistry, Abdiel can
therefore tell what may be the first untruth—it is wrong to call it a lie
after Milton’s careful casuistry—in history, and Satan can retain his title
as father of lies, for it is Satan, and not Abdiel, who bears responsibility
for Abdiel’s fabrication.

In his elaboration on falsehood in De Doctrina Christiana, Milton
explicitly reflects on the association between actual lies and modes of
figurative speech: ‘parables, hyperboles, fables and the various uses of
irony are not falsehoods since they are calculated not to deceive but to
instruct’.®® Figures of speech are like lies, but are not lies because they
are faithfully educative. Any reader of seventeenth century pamphlets
will find this proposition resonant. The figurative or fictional is an
essential and recognized element in the explication of doctrine;
pamphlets lie, but you knew that anyway and it is an instructive kind
of lying, and therefore not really lying at all. In this respect, angels and
pamphlets may be a little alike. Paradise Lost is as effective a gloss on
De Doctrina Christiana as De Doctrina Christiana on Paradise Lost, because
knowledge and imagination work together in the thought behind
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both. This reminds us, moreover, that Milton’s representation of a war
in heaven is no more feigned than, but just as feigned as, Abdiel’s
speech: both are intended to instruct, to lead their auditor’s attention
from a shadowy type to a truth. The parallel with angelic bodies is
exact, and this is because they are understood to be governed by
identical principles of truthful representation. Angels could not
deceive, and hence the virtual bodies they adopted were, though
angels had neither bodies nor shapes, nonetheless ‘True and unfeyned
formes’; angelic bodies, like scriptural figures of speech, were ‘no slur
on the truthfulness of holy angels’.>* Inspired poetry and angelic bodies
set truths before men’s eyes.

That an angel might justifiably mislead according to the standards of
human ethics is borne out by Raphael’s own caution over the problem
of accommodation:

how shall I relate
To human sense the invisible exploits
Of warring spirits?

Raphael’s shimmying here precisely resembles the structure of Milton’s
argument about accommodation in De Doctrina: descriptions of God
are figurative, but the resemblance is real, and more semblable than
you can understand. Raphael’s reservations are threefold: is narration
possible; is it lawful; is it too sad? He overcomes the last two reserva
tions on the grounds of divine dispensation. The first he washes away
by likening the spiritual to the corporeal (Milton’s monism means that
this is difference in degree and not kind, as both are substances), and
asking:

what if earth
Be but the shadow of heav’n, and things therein
Each to other like, more than on earth is thought?

What if we are more alike than you think? The premiss of Raphael’s
speaking to Adam at all is that he can talk in ‘parables, hyperboles,
fables and...irony’ in order to instruct, because unfallen angels can
speak falsehoods. Abdiel invents God’s decree both because Milton
needs to tell a good, coherent dramatic story, and because he is an
angel. And this, the poem tells us, is how we should read Paradise Lost.



9

Look Homeward Angel
Angelic Guardianship and Nationhood

The Vision of the Guarded Mount

In November 1637 John Milton drafted an elegy for his friend and
fellow student Edward King, in which the lyric voice instructs an angel
to ‘look homeward’. The poem, ‘Lycidas’, is a pastoral elegy for an
anonymous drowned shepherd which observes a structure conven
tional to the genre: it is spoken by a nameless shepherd who, following
an invocation, offers a history of their friendship in the pastoral mode,
a series of recriminations, a digression, in which St Peter condemns the
clergy for their failings, a laying on of flowers, and a consolation. It is
towards the end of the poem, in the consolation, that the angel is
invoked. That the shepherd might speak of an angel is understandable,
conventional even, as angels look to human affairs as sympathetic
witnesses. But where is an angel’s home?

These are the lines as they appeared in Milton’s notebook:
Ay mee whilst thee *the floods and sounding sea *Shoars
wash farre away, where ere thy bones are hurld
whether beyond the stormie Hebrides
where thou phapps under the humming tide
visit’st the bottome of the monstrous world
or whether thou to our moist vows deni’d
sleep’st by the fable of “Cesinens old *Bellerus
where the great vision of the guarded mount
looks toward Namanco ”'s, and Bayona’s field
looke homeward Angel now and melt wth ruth
and O yee Dolphins waft the haplesse youth."
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Edward King drowned in the Irish Sea when travelling from
Cambridge to his home in Ireland. In his poem Milton imagines a
displaced mourning. Whereas the procession of mourners in Bion’s
Lamentation for Adonis pass by the youth’s body on a ‘glorious bed of
State’, Milton’s mourners are deprived of a focus.? Edward King’s
body was lost, and, with its floating corpse, Milton’s pastoral elegy
threatens to turn away from Theocritus and Virgil and, perhaps inad
vertently, towards Lucan’s Pharsalia, another state of the nation poem
that exploits the pathos of unrecovered bodies. Cornelia laments there
for her unburied husband, Pompey: ‘Quid porro tumulis opus est aut
ulla requiris | Instrumenta, dolor?” (‘But what need is there of a grave,
or why does grief require any trappings?’). She consoles herself that his
image endures in her breast.> Perhaps one of the most extraordinary
qualities of ‘Lycidas’ is that it can harbour such an intensity of both
intertextual self consciousness and sharp political criticism.

Not only is the body lost, the angel invoked for protection is not
named. This renders more eftective the unexpected change of subject
in this sentence. When we read the verse ‘looke homeward Angel now
and melt wth ruth’, we ask ourselves: has Lycidas/King been renamed
an ‘Angel’, or is the unnamed angel addressed here ‘the great vision’
referred to earlier?* In retrospect, as soon as we have identified the
‘guarded mount’, it seems clear. The angel is the vision seen on the
mount, but for a moment we might be consoled by the idea that
Lycidas has become an angel, instructed to face his old home, from
which he has been mercifully delivered. This theme—the transmigra
tion of Edward King—is picked up again later when the poet addresses
Lycidas: ‘henceforth thou art the Genius of y© shoare’.> Here Lycidas
becomes a genius loci, a spirit associated with a particular feature of
landscape, a pagan prefiguration of an angel.® The earlier passage is
confusing because it does not yield meanings easily, and because the
poet’s voice, consistently unstable in ‘Lycidas’, shifts from addressing
Lycidas to addressing the angel and the dolphins. Milton’s conspicuous
revision, replacing ‘Corineus’ with ‘Bellerus’, suggests that he wasn’t
inclined to give anything away too easily, almost, as some critics have
suggested, as if the poem is coded.”

This emendation merits excavation. In Geoftrey of Monmouth’s
fantastical history of the settlement of Britain by Brutus, Aeneas’ great
grandson, Corineus is one of Brutus’ companions. Milton would later
retell the story in his History of Britain (commenced in the late 1640s).
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The land that Brutus arrived in was peopled by tyrannizing giants,
which he proceeded to eliminate in the process of founding a civilized
nation. Corineus was assigned to Cornwall, where he threw the great
est of the giants, Goémagog, off a coastal cliff, giving its name to
Langoémagog.® The name Milton chose in the earlier draft suggests
an imperial myth for the settlement of Britain. But he then crossed it
out, in favour of another name inscribed in the landscape. Bellerus
appears to be a coinage, but is clearly derived from ‘Bellerium’, the
Latin name for Land’s End.® Why is Bellerus a fable? The sense of ‘fable
of Corineus’ is straightforward: it is the fabulous history of Geofirey,
and Lycidas could sleep near the place of this legend. The revised
version is less direct. At first reading it seems to be a fable that the
reader has forgotten—perhaps another of Brutus’ companions, perhaps
another giant'>—and perhaps the fable is that of the vision of the
guarded mount, which is quite close to Land’s End. But Bellerus is at
best the personification of Bellerium, no legend comes to the reader’s
aid, and ‘quite close’ has insufficient explanatory force in such a dense
passage. The next reference intensifies the obscurity.

The ‘guarded mount’ is St Michael’s Mount, located in the bay of
the south side of Land’s End, or Bellerium, and from this we can
de anonymize the angel as Michael, archangel, head of the created
angels, antagonist of Satan in Revelation. Though one of the four
angels named in Scripture, he is not named here. The pages on
Cornwall in Camden’s Britannia ofter some clarification. There we
find ‘Belerium’ identified as Land’s End, the story of Corineus, and
also an account of the vision of the mount:

In the very top heereof within the Fortresse, there was a Chappell consecrated
to S. Michael, the Archangell, where William Earle of Cornwall and Moriton,
who by the bounteous gift of King William the First had great lands, & large
possessions in this tract, built a Cell for one or two monks; who avouched that
S. Michael appeared in that mount: which apparition, or the like, the Italians
challenge to their hill Carganus, and the Frenchmen likewise to their Michaels
mount in Normandie."

The ‘great vision’, then, was seen by monks, and there was reason for
Protestants to suspect this vision as popish superstition, founded on
spurious theology and a desire to manipulate the credulous. Camden
notes how monks of various nations seem to want to claim Michael as
their own, and implies that the multiplicity of visions suggest that all
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are spurious. Why would Milton seem to lay claim to this doubtful
angel, asking it to ‘looke homeward’?

Milton takes up the vision, though under suspicion of being a
monkish fable, because it conforms to his theology and speaks to his
idea of nationhood. The angel is a local guardian angel, assigned to
watch over a particular place. This is the sense in which an angel has a
home beyond or besides heaven. This doctrine appears elsewhere in
Milton’s writing, in De Doctrina Christiana and Paradise Regained, and it
shapes the conclusion of ‘Lycidas’.

Angels Appointed as Governors

Belief in individual guardian angels marked a clear, though not abso
lute, difference between Protestants and Roman Catholics.’?> The
question of angels assigned to a particular place or people, however,
was less polarized. Andrew Willet ascribed two erroneous belief to
papists: ‘Michael (say they) is the protector and keeper of the whole
Church of Christ, Dan. 10. 21. And as earthly kingdoms have their
speciall angels for their protectors, so also have particular Churches.’
Protestants, he claimed, believed the opposite: “The whole Church
hath Christ himselfe, who is the true Michael, for her protector and
defender: And so is that place in Daniel to be understood. . .. Secondly,
It cannot be proved out of scripture, that kingdomes have their speciall
Angels protectors.’*® This overstates the dichotomy, as many Protest
ants, among them writers that Milton knew well, believed that the
created angel Michael had a special role in protecting the Church, and
that angels were assigned to particular places and communities.

The belief was founded on the reference to ‘Michael your prince’ in
Daniel 10: 21, and also on Daniel 12: 1: ‘at that time shall Michael stand
up, the great prince which standeth for the children of thy people’.
Pseudo Dionysius elaborates the doctrine in The Celestial Hierarchy,
where he writes that the lowest ternion, consisting of principalities,
archangels, and angels, preside over human affairs, and among their
purposes is to establish ‘the boundaries of nations’. He adds:

the theologians also say that Michael presides over the government of the
Jewish people and that this is in order to make clear that Israel, like the other
nations, was assigned to one of the angels, to recognize through him the one
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universal ruling source. For there is only one Providence over all the world, a
supra being transcending all power visible and invisible; and over every nation
there are presiding angels entrusted with the task of raising up toward that
Providence, as their own source, everyone willing to follow, as far as possible.'*

These presiders were sometimes specifically designated principalities
or princes. Calvin accepted the doctrine: ‘Surely when Daniel bringeth
in the Angell of the Persians, & the Angell of the Grecians, he sheweth
that he ment, that there are to kingdomes and provinces certaine
Angels appointed as governours.”'s Peter Martyr concurs that angels
‘defend kingdoms and provinces (as it is written in Daniel)’.'® William
Lilly claimed that portents were ‘framed by the Guardian Angels or
Intelligencees of that Kingdom where they appear’.'” Later writers
adduced the accepted notion of a local guardian in support of the
more tendentious doctrine of individual guardians, perhaps following
Origen in doing so. Hence, William Austin writes: ‘Neither is it
strange, that one Angel should seeme sufficient to keepe one Man; since
wee find in Daniel, that one Angel is Set over a Nation. And, it may well
stand for likelihood; when we see daily before our Eies, that God sets one
Man (a Creature, much more feeble) to rule and protect divers Kingdomes.’
And an anonymous pamphleteer in 1702 argued: ‘It seems agreeable to
Reason, that as each particular Kingdom hath it’s Guardian Angel, so
each Province, City, Town, Village, and Particular family should have
theirs likewise; and then it will be easily inferred that every individual
Person, in each Family should have a Genius alloted to him.’*®

Other early modern British statements of the doctrine do not
conflate individual and local angels in this way, but explore the
scope of the body or community with which they are affiliated.
These can be ‘Bodies Politick’, or, according to Lilly, kingdoms."?
For the less monarchist Henry Lawrence, angels are assigned not only
to ‘Provinces & Countries’ but also to Churches.?* For Hardick
Warren in 1651, ‘Monarchies, Kingdoms and Cities” had their ‘presidential
Angel’ > And for Thomas Tryon in 1689: ‘Communities, Nations and
Countries have also particular Angels assigned to their government, or
super intendency.’?® Robert Dingley expanded the list in 1654, mak
ing a politic nod to the Lord Protector under the new constitution:
‘It is therefore most probable, that Cities, Shires, Provinces, Islands,
Churches and Kingdoms have particular Angels to be presidential over
them, and that each Republick hath an Angel to be its protector.’®
Angels can protect natural bodies (islands, for example, or mounts),
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political bodies (countries and shires), and religious communities.
In this doctrine of local guardianship, we can find an early modern
means of understanding the significance of belonging to a place or
nation.

This doctrine did not receive universal assent. Johannes Wollebius
cautioned against looking too closely into it. The Westminster Assem
bly’s Annotations evade the issue. It is a rabbinical fantasy according
to the godly clergyman George Hughes. One Calvinist preacher
condemned it as heathen and anti Christian.?* John Patrick, in his
Reflexions upon the Devotions of the Roman Church (1671), suggests that
Roman Catholic beliefs in guardian angels were formalized and made
more elaborate in the early seventeenth century, introducing ‘bold and
presuming speculations’ far beyond the legitimate interpretation of
Scripture:

howsoever some places may seem fairly to countenance this in the Scripture,
and make it a probable opinion; that at some particular Seasons at least, there
have been particular Angels deputed to preside over a Countrey or Province;
and so also that they have had the charge of particular Persons; yet the
evidence of it there, is not so cogent, as that it should be put as an Article of
Faith into Summs of Divinity, or that Praters and Offices should be made to
them, and they religiously courted and worshipped under that notion.?®

Scandalously and absurdly, Patrick reports, papists go so far as to assign
guardian angels to monasteries, colleges, even altars. The vision of
Michael at the monastery on St Michael’s Mount is, presumably, part
of this popish fabulation.

Despite his anti popish rhetoric, Milton subscribed to just such an
account of angelic guardianship. Although the chapter on the ‘Special
Government of Angels’ in Milton’s De Doctrina Christiana generally
follows Ames and Wollebius, he differs from them on this tenet. ‘It is
credible’, he writes, ‘that they also preside over peoples, kingdoms
and fixed places’ (‘Prasidere etiam populis, regnis, et certis loci
angelos credibile est’), citing Daniel 12: 1.2 This is the sense intended
by the Son in Paradise Regained when he refers to ‘his angels president |
In every province’.?”” Milton is more diffident about the idea of
individual guardian angels, though he does not directly rule them
out. In The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce (1644) he refers to ‘each
ones alloted Genius’, and in De Doctrina he quotes several of
the common proof texts, and glosses: “Tutelares nempe in ccetibus
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fidelium, ut nonnulli putant’. ‘To be sure, guardians at gatherings of
the faithful, as some suppose’ implicitly dismisses stronger readings
of the same passages, but makes a concession to angelic representation
and protection of communities. He notes that there are many more
examples in Scripture.®® In Paradise Lost the argument to book 9
describes how ‘Mans transgression known, the Guardian Angels forsake
Paradise,” and the phrase clearly indicates the widespread doctrine,
though it might indicate that the office of guardianship ends with
original sin. When Milton appeals to ‘the great vision of the guarded
mount’ in ‘Lycidas’, he is not simply conjuring a poetic image, a
monkish fable, or another echo of his pagan intertexts. The vision of
Michael as a protecting angel, assigned to a particular place, people, or
nation, is one rooted in his personal theological beliefs. The speaker of
‘Lycidas’ summons the angel to ‘look homeward’, knowing that it is the
angel’s responsibility to protect the people of country; this is the sense
in which an angel has a home.

At the end of the poem, following the consolation sequence in
which the angel appears, the poet—swain twitches his mantle and
heads for new woods and pastures. In 1638 Milton also departed his
country—where popular demonstrations and well received covenant
ing propaganda denounced the new Prayer Book in terms with which
Milton, judging by the anticlerical passages of ‘Lycidas’, would have
concurred—and travelled to Italy.?® There he wrote his next extant
poem, a lyric addressed to the singer Leonora Baroni:

Angelus unicuique suus (sic credite gentes)
Obtigit athereis ales ab ordinibus.

(Each individual has as his lot (believe thus, ye peoples) a winged angel from
the heavenly orders.*°)

Milton’s phrase is terse, and allows of two possibilities: he could be
suggesting that the belief in tutelary angels is one held by Leonora’s
audience at Rome, distancing himself from the belief; or the imperative
credite might encourage the belief (‘believe me’). His doctrine on this
point is no clearer here than in De Doctrina. What the continuity between
‘Lycidas’ and ‘Ad Leonoram’ does indicate is Milton’s grasp of the force
of this imagery: the intimate relations between humans and angels
suggests the enchantment of the world, the operation of providence,
hope emerging from a youth’s death in a time of religious darkness.
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Christian Angel and Classical Genius

Milton’s choice of angel is significant. As Pseudo Dionysius writes,
Scripture identifies Michael as the principality responsible for protect
ing the Jewish people. The Christian Church subsequently laid claim
to Michael as its own, understanding itself to have succeeded the Jews
as the true Church and to have inherited the protecting angel with
this status. Thereafter Michael could be associated with a Church or a
people.®’ Hence, John Prideaux in 1636: ‘some of our later writers
reject the particular deputations of severall Angels, to distinct Provinces, or
Persons, and content themselves with that which is certaine, that the
Angels indefinitely have a charge over Gods people’. Transformations
in the fortunes of cities or peoples could be associated with their
losing their angel, who could migrate to favour another: ‘so it is no
wonder if Monarchies, Kingdoms and Cities do change their manner of
Government, and as it were a thing forsaken of its presidential Angel,
flying to another nature of other power’. Prideaux, too, wondered if
angels always kept the same charge, or if they might be ambassadors
moving between negotiations while others succeeded to their
places.®? At the end of the century John Dryden described it as a
commonplace:

"Tis a Doctrine almost Universally receiv’d by Christians, as well Protestants
as Catholicks, that there are Guardian Angels appointed by God Almighty,
as his Vicegerents, for the Protection and Government of Cities, Provinces,
Kingdoms, and Monarchies; and those as well of Heathens, as of true
Believers. . .. St. Michael is mention’d by his Name, as the Patron of the Jews,
and is now taken by the Christians, as the Protector General of our Religion.*

It was for this reason that competing visions of Michael were observed
in Italy and France, and off the Cornish coast. After the Reformation
these visions had a more specifically denominational appeal in the
opposition between Roman Catholic and reformed Churches. Such
a vision could appear to endorse the Church, but also to assert a right
to be seen as a (though not necessarily the) chosen people.**

To claim Michael as a protecting angel was to draw upon a tradition
that was rich with theological and ideological meanings. It was to
present England or Britain as Israel, and its people as the Jews. In this
account Michael indeed has a home, the place or people to which he is
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assigned. When the shepherd—speaker of ‘Lycidas’ conjures this angel,
leaving it unnamed, and tells it to look homeward’, Milton not only
draws upon the doctrine of local guardians, he also presses upon
Michael the responsibility for protecting his home, protecting the
true Church, and imagines this ‘home’ as a place coextensive with its
people. As with the Jews, the people and the nation are one.

Milton’s concern with a missing body gives way, especially in the
digression in the voice of St Peter, to a broader theme, the sufferings of
a political body. The poet who regrets the corruption of the Church
hopes for a providential intervention by the angel responsible for
protecting the people who make that Church. Though Milton’s
landscape seems enchanted in places with pagan myth and ancient
history, it is also identified with a godly people, and a strictly Christian
theology. ‘Lycidas’ is a politically charged poem, a prophetic, Spen
serian attack on Laudianism and a call for reformation.*

There is also within this Christian story a pagan one. Samuel
Johnson is one of many who have been troubled by the mixing of
Christian and pagan imagery in the poem, attributing it to poor
judgement and frivolousness, the display of a college education rather
than grief or real invention.

With these trifling fictions are mingled the most awful and sacred truths, such
as ought never to be polluted with such irreverent combinations. The shep
herd likewise is now feeder of sheep, and afterwards an ecclesiastical pastor, a
superintendent of a Christian flock. Such equivocations are always unskilful;
but here they are indecent, and at least approach to impiety, of which,
however, I believe the writer not to have been conscious.>®

Johnson had a different notion of the funeral elegy from Milton, but
repeatedly found Milton’s angels irritating, mainly, I suspect, out of a
lack of sympathy with and understanding of Milton’s theology and
natural philosophy.?” Nonetheless, the unsettling relationship between
the Christian and pagan imagery is intensified once the angel’s role,
and its theological foundations, have been elaborated. It is not, after all,
a genial pagan god, a tree spirit, or an image borrowed from Virgil, but
a precise part of Christian theology.

The nature of the relationship between classical and Christian
ideas—and the opposed readings that it yields, some that see it as
focused on poetic tradition, and others that stress its political
critique**—cannot be lightly resolved. The archangel Michael and
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St Peter rub shoulders with old Damoetas and Neptune, and they do so
with scandalous grace. However, we can see how one of the pagan
figures merges into a Christian, as an antetype is revealed as a type
under the Law of the Gospel. Lycidas is, as a final consolation towards
the end of the poem, transformed into ‘the Genius of y© shoare’, or a
genius loci, a classical spirit assigned to a place, much as Sabrina is in
A Maske. In this Lycidas bears an evident semblance to the local
guardian angel. If the syntactical ambiguity surrounding ‘look home

ward angel’ invites a momentary misconception that Lycidas is that
angel, this line returns to that misconception and makes it true: he is a
sort of angel. Precedents for this have been identified in Virgil’s
Eclogue V, where the dead shepherd Daphnis is imagined as a God:

ipsi laetitia voces ad sidera iactant

intonsi montes; ipsae iam carmina rupes,

ipsa sonant arbusta: ‘deus, deus ille, Menalcal’
sis bonus o felixque tuis!

(The very mountains, with woods unshorn, joyously fling their voices star
ward; the very rocks, the very groves ring out the song: ‘A god is he,
Menalcas!” Be kind and gracious to thine own!*)

It has been claimed that Milton’s ‘genius of the shore’ is ‘more pagan
than Christian’ because of Virgil’s use of the same idea.** However,
though the landscape celebrates Daphnis’ deification, Virgil’s deity is
not assigned to the landscape. Virgil writes about not a genius loci but a
god, which is not the same thing as a spirit or an angel. A more likely
echo is Jacopo Sannazaro’s first piscatory eclogue (1526), in which a
shepherd named Lycidas laments a drowned shepherdess:

At tu, sive altum felix colis aethera, seu jam
Elysius inter manes coetusque verendos
Lethaeos, sequeris per stagna liquentia pisces,
Seu legis acternos formoso pollice flores. . .

Aspice nos, mitisque veni; tu numen aquarum
Semper eris, semper lactum piscantibus omen.

(But you, whether you in felicity dwell in the high Aether, or now among the
Elysian shades and venerable bands of Lethe pursue the fish through the crystal
streams, or whether you pluck unwithering flowers with your lovely hands. ..
look down on us and gently come to us; you shall ever be the godhead of
the waters, ever a happy sign to fishermen.*!)
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After wondering where she rests, Sannazaro’s Lycidas announces that
his shepherdess is turned into a genius loci, a water deity, and beseeches
her: ‘behold us’. The similarity between Milton’s angels and these
pagan intertexts is as superficial as that between ‘look homeward’
and ‘Aspice nos’. This semblance is limited as there is too much
theology in Milton’s genius. Milton’s Lycidas returns from the com
pany of saints in heaven to watch the shores and protect ‘all that
wander in that perilous flood’ (line 185), the flood being, presumably,
the Irish Sea. Though the notion of a ‘genius’ may be classical in
origin, here it is thoroughly Christianized. While this does not hold
for all of the classical elements in the poem, this one, at least, ought to
have secured Dr Johnson’s approval.

Milton’s angel is not a literary device, adapting classical poetry to a
Christian context; it is a concept grounded in Scholastic and Refor
mation theology. It is more sacred truth than trifling fiction. In
choosing Michael, Milton lays claim to a providential, Protestant
destiny for the country he protects. In the light of this, Lycidas
becomes one of an army of subaltern spirits watching over the land
under the wing of Michael, as well as a symbol of the failure of the
Church. This angel too is looking homeward, to the sufferings of the
political body, the people.

The Boundaries of Nations

Where does an angel look when it looks home? Where did Milton
think of as home in 1637, and how did he think of it?

Scholarship on the ‘British problem’, and especially on colonialism
and orientalism, has placed Milton in a narrative of incipient nation
alism, and accused ‘Lycidas’ of anti Irish sentiment and an aggressive,
imperialist sense of place.** Such a reading is typical of recent schol
arship that identifies a strong nationalistic strain in Milton’s writing,
both poetry and prose.** Milton was concerned with issues of nation
hood, the character of the English people, and especially with civility.
However, to place him in a tradition of blood and soil nationalism is
both to overstate the role of ethnicity in early modern identity
formation, and anachronistically to assume a stable and coherent
notion of the nation state, something that did not develop until
later.**
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Milton’s idea of Englishness did not assume a dichotomy between
the English and the foreigner so much as between the civilized and the
uncivilized. Hence, in Tenure of Kings and Magistrates (1649):

He therfore that keeps peace with me, neer or remote, of whatsoever
Nation, is to mee as farr as all civil and human offices an Englishman and a
neighbour: but if an Englishman forgetting all Laws, human, civil and reli
gious, offend against life and liberty, to him offended and to the Law in his
behalf, though born in the same womb, he is no better then a Turk, a Sarasin,
a Heathen.*

In his History of Britain Milton sways between expressing pride in the
resistance of the Britons (whom he associates with the Welsh) and
subsequently of the Saxons to Roman rule, and lamentation of their
shortcomings, describing lavishly the failures of these people. The
origins of the English people lie as much in the Celtic Britons as in
the Anglo Saxons, and the continuities are as much cultural and civic
as they are ethnic. When in the 1639 poem Mansus he ofters to sing of
the kings of his native land (indigenas), it is Arthur smashing Saxon
phalanxes under the might of warring Britons that he mentions.*® In
the History Milton grudgingly reiterates the story of the Brutus, which
he knows to be a fable, mainly in order to denigrate the Anglo Saxons.
His hero is not his people but civility itself, and his villain the barbarism
that is spread widely among peoples and nations.*” Milton’s expressions
of pride cannot be separated from his ambivalence, the same ambiva
lence that caused him to criticize the English and British for backslid
ing (often in advance of the offence), and to adopt the voice of a
Jeremiah.*®* When he eventually wrote his earlier promised English
epic, it neglected to mention the English people.*

Though Milton’s rhetoric is sometimes marked by phobia and
caricature, this does not originate in a stable, nationally focused iden
tity. When he articulates a sense of pride in the English people, it is not
with a simple sense of belonging; for his attention is simultaneously
drawn towards civic minded reflection on the state of the island,
towards the fate of Protestantism in Europe, towards the spirit of
liberty everywhere. In his most buoyant statements of national pride
we find both qualifications, and a particularity of focus that takes us
beyond England. In Areopagitica he asks: “Why else was this Nation
chos’n before any other, that out of her as out of Sion should
be proclam’d and sounded forth the first tidings and trumpet of
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Reformation to all Europ.”® He adds that the prelates suppressed the
light of Wyclif, and so the reforming glory went to our neighbours.
England was a chosen nation, but not the chosen nation, and he is in
any case concerned with the light spread across Europe.5!

Milton did define ‘patriotism’ in his later life, in his 1666 letter to
Peter Heimbach. There he notes that he worked for the republican
government in the 1650s not out of ‘Politicam’ (‘policy’, or ‘politics’)
but out of ‘Pietatem in Patriam’ (‘dutifulness towards one’s country’).
The civic minded tone of this Ciceronian phrase is clear, and he
playfully adds ‘Patria est, ubicunque est bene’ (‘One’s country is
wherever it is good with one’). We might attribute this to the political
and rhetorical invention of a disillusioned public servant cum epic
poet, but it is a commonplace derived from Cicero, and one that, in its
seventeenth century appropriations, articulates a very tenebrous sense
of belonging.** Milton’s definition turns one’s country into a matter of
policy or politics; one’s country is not a matter of ethnicity or culture,
but wherever one can identify oneself as a citizen, wherever one can be
and do good.

Interest in orientalism, imperialism, and empire, and in notions of
‘otherness’, has led critics to dwell on negative representations of the
foreign, on caricatures and stereotypes, in pursuit of constructions of
national identity. Boundaries and borders have eclipsed other consid
erations. 