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THE ASTONIED BODY IN PARADISE LOST 

BY ROSS LERNER 

He can please when pleasure is required; but it is his peculiar power 
to astonish.

—Samuel Johnson

What we call art exists in order to give back the sensation of life, in 
order to make us feel things, in order to make the stone stony.

 —Viktor Shklovsky

This article is motivated by my desire to diagram the connection 
between two experiences that I have regularly while reading and 
teaching John Milton’s Paradise Lost in its twelve-book format.1 The 
first experience is one of being moved by a moment of immobility: 
Adam standing “astonied” when he realizes Eve has fallen, before 
he has a chance to consider the consequences of her fall or what his 
response might be.2 For much of the poem I find myself much more 
compelled by Eve than by Adam, but in this moment in book 9 I feel 
an unprecedented and intense tremor of sympathy for Adam as he 
himself seems to lose the capacity to vibrate with life: 

Thus Eve with count’nance blithe her story told
But in her cheek distemper flushing glowed.
On th’ other side Adam, soon as he heard 
The fatal trespass done by Eve, amazed,
Astonied stood and blank while horror chill
Ran through his veins and all his joints relaxed.
From his slack hand the garland wreathed for Eve
Down dropped and all the faded roses shed.
Speechless he stood and pale till thus at length 
First to himself he inward silence broke. 
					     (9.886–95)

Shortly before this transformative moment, Adam has had misgivings 
regarding his dispute with Eve about whether to divide labor in Eden. 
Rather than tending the garden, he has spent his time apart wreathing 
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a garland for her, as an apology and a tribute to her rural labors. On 
hearing her story and seeing her bough of fairest fruit, he drops the 
garland, and we can feel his heartbreak: Adam is “on th’ other side” 
from her now, as the beginning of the third line indicates. There is a 
wedge between his prelapsarianism and her fallenness. 

I find this passage moving for reasons that extend beyond sympathy—
or, I should say, somewhat paradoxically, for reasons that block my 
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beloved make Dante himself—and his rhymes—turn to stone: “la mente 
mia ch’ è più dura che petra / in tener forte imagine di petra” (“my 
mind harder than stone to hold fast an image of stone”).8 Here it is 
the “dilation” of Eve’s fallen spirits and her desire to share that feeling 
of expansive, pseudo-angelic airiness with Adam that turns the first 
man to stone (9.876). The “while” in “Astonied stood and blank while 
horror chill / Ran through his veins and all his joints relaxed” suggests 
that the astonying and the relaxing are two concurrent but discrete 
processes; one happens “while” the other happens, and Adam is for 
an instant metamorphosed into a statue, albeit a strangely flaccid one. 
Yet perhaps “relaxed” and “astonied” are somehow different names for 
the same experience, not so much a contrast of hardness and slackness 
as two ways of describing the withdrawal of vitality from Adam’s body 
that is also, paradoxically, a moment of profound feeling, a traumatic, 
temporarily Ovidian transformation that will change Adam’s sense not 
only of Eve but of himself.9 “Astonied stood and blank” echoes Milton’s 
own description of his blindness in the proem to book 3: 

                 for the book of knowledge fair, 
Presented with a universal blank 
Of nature’s works to me expunged and razed 
				            (3.47–9) 

underscoring the sense of Adam’s isolation from Eve here but also, 
looking forward, his exile from the vibrant natural world of Eden, 
which has already been affected by Eve’s fall, with the “choicest 
flow’rs” (9.840) he had picked for Eve’s garland suddenly reduced to 
“faded roses.”10 Though cast in perplexingly perspectival terms, the 
“astonying” of Adam’s body is a moment of both excess of feeling (a 
shock so overwhelming that somehow Adam feels death before death 
becomes a possibility for him) and of an insentient petrification that 
seems to correspond with nature’s experience of the fall as well.11 

The oscillation between petrification and relaxation compounds 
Milton’s long-standing interest in the affective complexity that inheres 
in astonishment. Even in his first published poem, “On Shakespeare” 
(written in 1630 and first published in 1632 among prefatory material 
to the Shakespeare Second Folio), the “astonishment” that readers 
experience when confronted with the “live-long monument” of 
Shakespearean texts both animates them and turns them into stone: 
makes them “marble,” but precisely through “too much conceiving.”12 
But if in “On Shakespeare” Milton is intrigued by the tension between 
“astonishment” as dynamizing and as ossifying, the moment of Adam 
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“astonied” in Paradise Lost proves to be a weirder paradox. The double-
ness of Adam’s petrification as dynamic transformation and rigorous 
hardening is further complicated by the loosening of his joints. The 
simultaneity of astonying and relaxing at this moment in Paradise Lost 
registers something like a tremor, Adam’s body shocked into a limit-
experience of both softness and hardness, perhaps an aftershock of 
the earthquake caused by Eve’s fall or a proleptic intimation of Earth’s 
second seismic “trembl[ing]” after Adam himself falls: “Earth trembled 
from her entrails as again / In pangs” (9.1000–1).

This, then, is the first experience I would like to account for: that 
I am most sympathetic with Adam when he is turned momentarily 
into inanimate stone, both petrified in his shock and relaxed in his 
premonition of death. In a metareceptive moment, we witness Adam 
witnessing, yet this passage does not cue up a fallen readerly identi-
fication with the unfallen first man as an embodiment of “innocent 
insight,” an “ideal image of the intellectual,” or a “universal and impos-
sible remote object of identification,” but rather as figure for radical 
self-emptying and loss of sovereignty, overtaken by a sense—up against 
the limit of insentience—of his own inhabited corpus.13 This astonying 
and relaxing challenge our sense that the fall and its unfolding are 
punctual and teleological and that its material consequences can only 
be felt by Adam after he falls too. 

The second experience that I would like to try to explicate is as much 
my students’ as it is my own: that sense of disappointment or even 
dissatisfaction that comes with the stylistic change—what we might 
call, with reference to how Milton describes the defensive tone and 
contorted syntax of Adam’s postlapsarian speech, the “altered style” 
(9.1132)—that follows shortly after this moment in the poem. My 
students always note how both the tone and the rhythm of Milton’s 
verse changes in the final two books of the poem: the tone becomes 
more rigid and moralizing, and the verse contracts by a marked dimi-
nution of what had been, up through book 9 and most of 10, Milton’s 
ostensibly grand style. My students are not alone. Critics have long 
analyzed—or if not analyzed, certainly bemoaned—the changes in 
tone and style in the last two books. Though a few notable readers 
have found these books especially affecting—Dorothy Wordsworth, 
for example, records in her journals that one day, “after tea I read 
aloud the 11th Book of Paradise Lost we were much impressed & 
also melted into tears”—many have been left cold, not only by their 
tone but also by their form.14 Joseph Addison suggested that, in the 
last two books, especially the twelfth, “the author has been so attentive 
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to his divinity that he has neglected his poetry.”15 Such a view that 
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me correct, and offer valuable reasons for why we should care about 
books 11 and 12 and understand their style as performing important 
expressive work. But I do not think these claims have gotten to the 
heart of why and how the style of the last books feels so fundamen-
tally “altered”; as a totality, they feel both more compacted and more 
accelerated than any other passages of exposition earlier in the poem. 

My hypothesis is that these two experiences I have articulated are 
related, that my sense of the force and significance of the image of Adam 
“astonied” while “all his joints relaxed” relates to my, my students’, and 
many critics’ continued experience of the final books of Paradise Lost 
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the epic reaches its end.”25 For Quint, the shift in style at the end of 
the poem is an immanent critique of the earlier books’ generic iden-
tification with epic and their investment in imaginative excess. The 
poem, in this interpretation, “appears to have consumed its tradition 
and genre,” and Quint reads the “impoverishment” of style in the final 
books as according with “the severer Protestant practice of hearing 
the word of God [in book 12].”26 

As that last quotation from Quint makes clear, there is an obstacle 
in my attempt to build on Quint’s argument. The stylistic shift that 
Quint is focused on is really the one that takes place between books 
11 and 12 themselves: “The desolation of Eden coincides with the 
shift in Michael’s mode of exposition (12.8–11) from the visions that 
he has presented to Adam to sparer narration, a shift that aestheti-
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Yet oft his heart, divine of something ill,
Misgave him: he the falt’ring measure felt
And forth to meet her went the way she took
That morn when first they parted. 
				          (9.838–48)

Like Petrarch’s self-involving tendency to speak to his own “thoughts” 
as though they were a separate being, Adam is promising great joy 
to his thoughts, feeling fairly optimistic about his reconciliation with 
Eve.29 The rhythm of presence and absence, pleasure and deferral, 
that Adam takes solace in seems to echo his positive experience of 
Eve’s usual “sweet reluctant amorous delay” (4.311).
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related to the disordering of the rhythms of nature begun when Eve 
eats the apple and

Earth felt the wound and Nature from her seat 
Sighing through all her works gave signs of woe
That all was lost.
				             (9.782–84)35

Alastair Fowler suggests this connection but leaves it usefully unde-
cided, glossing “measure” as “rhythm [of his own heartbeats, or nature’s 
‘signs of woe’].”36 In this passage, Eve’s fall sends a disharmonizing 
tremor through the earth, and signs of woe appear; one of these signs 
might be Adam’s misgiving heart, registering the seismic shock. (As 
I have mentioned, such an earth tremor will be repeated after Adam 
falls, though described in slightly different terms at 9.1000–1.)37 

Kastan’s and Fowler’s claims seem right to me, and they are further 
supported by the fact that misgiving as bad giving will return soon after 
when Eve “
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drawn to the labor to maintain this line’s suspiciously regular iambic 
pentameter through elision reminds us that this faltering measure 
has been transmitted to Adam and to the verse itself through Eve’s 
fall.40 The next line further calls attention to the metrical appearance 
of regular pentameter with iambic monosyllables: “And forth to meet 
her went the way she took” reflects the evacuation of energy that both 
Adam and the verse seem to experience in their mutual—or perhaps 
sympathetic—faltering, as though iambic pentameter, especially articu-
lated across those monosyllables, is in this instance the poem’s own 
pained, exhausted sigh, an expressive sign of “something ill” wounding 
a poem whose lines tend more generally, in John Creaser’s memorable 
phrase, to “show an incalculable variety of [rhythmic] movement.”41 
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She scarce had said, though brief, when now more bold
The Tempter but with show of zeal and love
To man and indignation at his wrong	
New part puts on and as to passion moved 
Fluctuates disturbed, yet comely, and in act
Raised as of some great matter to begin. 
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faltering measure introduces a momentary cessation of life of which 
Adam astonied is a consequence or an echo, extended temporally in 
either phenomenological or narrative terms. My conviction is deepened 
further by the astonishing proliferation of the language of petrification 
in the later books of Paradise Lost. The shock wave I have described—
Satan transmits a deathly tremor to Eve that is then transmitted as a 
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to John Rumrich, as material potential for God’s creation—and “shoal” 
and “crowd” it together in order, ultimately, to petrify it.49 This petrific 
construction subdues the materials of chaos, providing the infrastruc-
ture for unfolding fully the narrative meaning and consequences of the 
fall, including Sin’s becoming “habitual habitant” on Earth (10.588). 
As with Angus Fletcher’s claim that personification allegory inclines 
toward the production of “topocosmic unity,” in which individual enti-
ties are fixed in their places and encompassed in a larger whole, so 
here, in exaggerated form, are all the disparate and flexible elements 
of chaos in the cosmos fastened and rendered unmovable: there is the 
condensing and crowding of all that is solid or slimy; Death’s mace 
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of matter to be “sublimed” and “refined” (5.483, 475).52 The pun 
contained in the repetition of “fast” across the binding antimetabole 
(“they made all fast: too fast they made”)—meaning both fastened 
into place, ossified, and also speedy, as in a slide that will move beings 
from Earth to Hell with maximum velocity—also looks ahead to one 
defining feature of the petrification of verse in books 11 and 12: the 
tension between, on the one hand, an acceleration of narrative and 
poetic rhythm and, on the other hand, a sense that things—including 
the future itself—have been entirely fixed in place, and that the narra-
tive and verse have, in turn, contracted and ossified.53 Thomas Newton 
had suggested that what defined the stylistic changes of books 11 and 
12 is in part “the reduction of so many and such various events into 
so narrow a compass,” and another way of putting this is that books 
11 and 12, not unlike the allegorical poetics of Sin and Death, effect 
the kind of capture of the “many and such various events” of human 
history in order to make them fit into “so narrow a compass.” The 
consequence is a verse in books 11 and 12 that is “all fast: too fast”: 
both fastening everything into place, and thus to some extent petrific, 
and overwhelmingly rapid.54 

As a material body in the world, the text of Paradise Lost also 
experiences the effects of this “falt’ring measure” as it is reenacted in 
the poem, and it undergoes a petrification in turn. Given the explicit 
presence of petrification over the course of book 10, it is perhaps not 
entirely surprising when we learn at the beginning of book 11 that 
Adam and Eve’s hearts, ever since the fall, had been turning into stone, 
and are only softened after by God’s grace: 

Thus they in lowliest plight repentant stood
Praying for from the mercy-seat above
Prevenient grace descending had removed 
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We see confirmed here the astonying of Adam and Eve that has taken 
place in the wake of Eve’s, and then Adam’s, fall. It is a familiar biblical 
figure from Ezekiel: “A new heart also will I give you, and a new 
spirit will I put within you: and I will take away the stony heart out of 
your flesh, and I will give you an heart of flesh.”55 In this instance, it 
is prevenient grace that can remove the stony from their hearts, and, 
in the final direct mythological allusion after the fall, and the only 
epic simile in books 11 and 12 until the poem’s final verse paragraph, 
Milton compares Adam and Eve to Deucalion and Pyrrha, who in 
Ovid’s Metamorphoses are the only survivors after the great deluge that 
ends the Bronze Age. Deucalion and Pyrrha throw stones over their 
shoulders that soften first into “form” (formam) in general; then, after 
becoming increasingly “milder” (mitior) in nature, they become like 
human sculptures emerging out of marble, and eventually are changed 
(“versa est”), on the outer layer at least, into flesh (“in corporis”).56 

Yet if the stoniness of Adam and Eve’s hearts and bodies begins to 
relent and regenerate into flesh at the start of book 11, stoniness is not 
exactly behind us. The afterlife of petrification is also true to Ovid’s 
version of the Deucalion and Pyrrha story. As Leonard Barkan has put 
it in his shrewd commentary, “Life in Ovid’s poem, and in the whole 
tradition of metamorphic literature that he inspires, is in flux between 
stoniness and the life that may emerge from or dissolve into stone. 
Hence despite its hopefulness, the Deucalion and Pyrrha story ends 
with a reminder that the stone remains within us.”57 And indeed, Adam 
and Eve may begin to “relent” (10.940) when they forgive each other 
(from re-lentare, to make flexible or soft again) and then to “regen-
erate” at the start of book 11, changed from stone to new flesh, but it 
is nonetheless in the last two books that the petrification of language 
is most palpably felt by readers.58 We are made to feel the stoniness 
of the verse, as fallen readers, more palpably after Adam and Eve get 
some relief from their own stony hearts but are also made to feel fully 
the consequences of their fall for all of history:59 the petrification of 
the verse belatedly registers the ongoingness of the fall’s astonying 
tremor even after regeneration becomes possible for Adam and Eve. 
But the delay between Adam’s astoniment and what I am calling the 
homologous astonying of the verse in books 11 and 12 needs to be 
further explained. I noted earlier that the image of Adam astonied is 
not only metapoetic but also metareceptive, meaning that it appeals to 
readerly sympathy by standing in for readerly experience. The poem 
is trying there to make us feel something of what Adam feels and it is 
drawing attention to its own ability to do this in the link between the 
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faltering measure and the punctum of Adam astonied. The majority 
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had not been present before, that it feels like the molecules have no 
space or kinetic energy to move around—and because of the marked 
reduction of Milton’s characteristic use of sentences of extraordinary 
length, hypotaxis, enjambment, main verb deferral, epic simile, flexible 
prosodic arrangement, and the unusually stressed (prosodically and 
rhetorically) word “or.” These elements are diminished significantly 
in books 11 and 12 and this difference seems to me an effect of the 
verse’s astoniment despite the fact that Adam and Eve’s hearts begin 
to have the stony removed from their hearts at the start of book 11. It 
is during this interval that they—and we—are now made to feel and 
to know the effects of the fall. 

Part of Milton’s justification for eschewing rhyme in Paradise Lost 
is that he wishes to have his verse embody and perform a maximum of 
liberty—and that liberty includes, but is not limited to, the elements 
of his characteristic style that I have briefly enumerated. It is worth 
recalling here William Kerrigan’s suggestive account of the angel body 
as “the metaphor deep-rooted in Paradise Lost for the poem itself”: 

Composing Book 3, its poet has actually visited heaven and “drawn 
Empyreal Air, / Thy tempering” (7.14–15), reclaiming in art the lost 
destiny of the human body. With the “sense variously drawn out from 
one Verse into another,” its unobstructed lines forsake the “vexation, 
hindrance, and constraint” of rhyme, stanzaic pattern, gnomic syntax, 
and other restrained conveyances in the corpus of poetry. Elevating 
deliberation to the higher state of intuition, its unpremeditated flow 
joins earth and heaven. . . . Its parts are “condense or rare,” enfolding 
the entirety with no loss in local concentration. It varies its body at 
will, dilating fact into metaphor and reintegrating metaphor into fact. 
It flies.62 
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there are extraordinarily beautiful lines in books 11 and 12, but they 
tend to lead to Michael’s revelations that beauty is idolatrous and 
should be denied, as with the invention of music (11.558–63) or the 
description of Eden destroyed (11.834–37). It would require another 
essay to detail the significance of all of these stylistic shifts in books 
11 and 12. I will focus here on a few in particular: the change in 
rhythm at the level of the line, sentence, and paragraph; the diminu-
tion of enjambment; the marginalization of the Miltonic “or”; and the 
absence of epic simile. 

As I have mentioned, Milton is explicit about Adam’s verbal style 
altering already in book 9 after the fall, and we see this unfold espe-
cially in book 10 when, in another moment of “falt’ring” (“Whence 
Adam falt’ring long thus answered brief” [10.115]), Adam’s admission 
of his fall to God unfolds across lines (10.115–43) that feel rhythmically 
contorted, not so much variously drawing out the sense from one line 
to the next—the enjambment there is reduced both in quantity and 
effect—as twisting it over the multiplying caesuras as Adam struggles 
with how to understand and explain what he has done. But such 
rhythmical alterations become more standard in books 11 and 12. The 
vision of the lazar-house in book 11 is a condensed—and therefore 
extreme—version of this effect: 

A lazar-house it seemed where were laid
Numbers of all diseased, all maladies
Of ghastly spasm or racking torture, qualms
Of heart-sick agony, all feverous kinds,
Convulsions, epilepsies, fierce catarrhs,
Intestine stone and ulcer, colic pangs,
Demoniac frenzy, moping melancholy
And moon-struck madness, pining atrophy,
Marasmus and wide-wasting pestilence,
Dropsies and asthmas and joint-racking rheums.
				             (11.479–88)

There is a sense in which the rhythm of this sentence is determined 
by its piling on of symptoms, but the effect is in excess of other 
moments of listing in the poem. In this case, the rhythm makes the 
reader, like Adam in his vision, feel the claustrophobia of this house 
of suffering, the pain of the intestine stone, the difficulty of breathing 
caused by “dropsies and asthmas and joint-racking rheums.” It is as if 
the caesuras themselves are meant to cause a momentary mimesis of 
asthma in the reader, the many pauses causing a renewed attention to 
the reader’s respiration. These lines are indeed “joint-racking,” partly 
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because they make visible the hardened joints of the poem that the 
multiplication of caesuras produces; what John Creaser has called 
Paradise Lost’s “unorthodox emphasis on enjambment, an overflow 
of semantic energy,” is pointedly absent here.63 Milton himself had 
made a diversity of enjambment—“the sense variously drawn out from 
one verse into another”—one of the characteristic features of “true 
musical delight” in his note on the verse of Paradise Lost.64 The lazar-
house sentence captures in exaggerated miniature these final books’ 
tendency not to “draw out” the sense across many lines. Though I have 
not quantified the general difference, enjambment generally plays a 
less structurally significant part of the verse in books 11 and 12 than 
it is in previous books. When enjambment is present in these books, 
it feels less like what T. S. Eliot called the “breathless leap” created 
by Miltonic enjambment than a contained phenomenon not drawn 
out for more than a line or two, and not creating any serious delays 
in the readers’ receipt of the syntactic or semantic movements of a 
sentence.65
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New Heav’ns, new Earth, ages of endless date
Founded in righteousness and peace and love 
To bring forth fruits’ joy and eternal bliss. 
				              (12.537–51)

Corns is surely right that the reader’s concentration is “taxed to its 
limit” by the sentence’s stunning thirteen clauses: “conflagrant mass” 
indeed.67 And yet, as Corns also notes, this sentence acts as a capstone 
to the “relentless tide of Michael’s vision”; it is not, rhythmically or 
semantically, an unfolding of ambiguous possibility but a prophecy 
of future certainty.68 Main verbs are not deferred, which makes each 
clause feel relatively contained, and so the sense of the sentence is 
painstakingly and linearly accretive rather than drawn out from line to 
line. This is verse of “respiration to the just” and thus appropriately, 
in the reading of it, offers a far more expansive rhythm of breathing 
than then lazar-house, but everything is still fixed in its place, fastened 
into durability, and all fast, too fast, the future is pinned into the 
certainty—the “just[ness]”—of eschatological history (even if it is 
here a fixity of eternal bliss, with purging and refining articulated in 
the past tense). 

In addition to the rhythmic complexity produced by the syntactic 
propulsion of Milton’s vast co-ordinations of line, sentence, and verse 
paragraph, another instrument that produces the wondrous tensile 
strength in many of Milton’s most complex poetic sentences earlier in 
the poem is his idiosyncratic use of “or”—also absent from Michael’s 
final narration—which Peter Hermann has argued is a crucial compo-
nent in Paradise Lost’s cultivation of “incertitude.”69 At key moments in 
nearly every book before the last two, Paradise Lost sustains alternative 
interpretive possibilities with this conjunction. Sometimes these are 
local and do not seem to have crucial significance—perhaps we do 
not need to know, for instance, if “the Tuscan artist” views the moon 
“from the top of Fesolè, / Or in Valdarno” (1.288–90)—but some-
times Milton’s “or” holds open very important interpretive questions. 
It does, for example, seem important for Milton and his readers to 
find out if “holy Light” is “offspring of Heav’n, first-born, / Or of th’ 
Eternal co-eternal beam” (3.1–2), or if it is ultimately impossible to 
know: “Or hear’st thou rather pure ethereal stream / Whose founda-
tion who shall tell?” (3.7–8). “Or” plays no such role throughout most 
of books 11 and 12, and sometimes its use seems, on the contrary, to 
show how possibilities are foreclosed, as in Michael’s description of 
good deaths: whether a temperate life ends by dropping, “like ripe 
fruit,” “into thy mother’s lap or be with ease / Gathered, not harshly 
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plucked, for Death mature” (11.535–37), Adam will unequivocally get 
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and by watching what happens to the universe and to Adam and Eve’s 
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