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       IMMORTALIT Y AND THE BODY IN THE 
AGE OF MILTON 

 Seventeenth-century England teemed with speculation on body and 
its relation to soul. Descartes’s dualist certainty was countered by 
materialisms, whether mechanist or vitalist. Th e most important and 
distinctive literary refl ection of this ferment is John Milton’s vitalist or 
animist materialism, which underwrites the cosmic worlds of  Paradise 
Lost . In a time of philosophical upheaval and innovation, Milton and 
an unusual collection of fascinating and diverse contemporary writ-
ers, including John Donne, Margaret Cavendish, John Bunyan, and 
Hester Pulter, addressed the potency of the body, now viewed not as a 
drag on the immaterial soul or a site of embarrassment but as an occa-
sion for heroic striving and a vehicle of transcendence. Th is collection 
addresses embodiment in relation to the immortal longings of early 
modern writers, variously abetted by the new science, print culture, 
and the Copernican upheaval of the heavens.  

  John Rumrich  is the A. J. and W. D. Th aman Professor of English 
at the University of Texas, Austin. An NEH Fellow and editor of 
 Texas Studies in Literature and Language  (1992– 2007), he has taught 
as a visiting professor in China, France, Ireland, and South Africa. 
His publications include monographs on John Milton, various arti-
cles, and the  Norton Critical Edition of Seventeenth Century Poetry  
(with Greg Chaplin), as well as several editions of Milton’s works for 
 Modern Library  (with Stephen M. Fallon and William Kerrigan). He 
was named an Honored Scholar of the Milton Society in 2013. 

  Stephen M.  Fallon  is Cavanaugh Professor of the Humanities at 
the University of Notre Dame. He is the author of  Milton among the 
Philosophers: Poetry and Materialism in Seventeenth- Century England  
and  Milton’s Peculiar Grace:  Self- Representation and Authority . He 
coedited  Th e Complete Poetry and Essential Prose of John Milton  with 
John Rumrich and William Kerrigan. He has been a visiting pro-
fessor in Australia and Jerusalem. A Guggenheim Fellow and two- 
time NEH Fellow, he was named an Honored Scholar of the Milton 
Society in 2011, and he subsequently served as the Society’s president. 
He is writing a book on Milton and Isaac Newton.   
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     Gordon Braden  retired from teaching English at the University of 
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 Unless otherwise noted, quotations from Milton are taken from these edi-
tions and cited parenthetically: 

    CPW        Complete Prose Works of John Milton . Edited by Don M. Wolfe et al. 
8 vols. in 10. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 1953– 82. For all of 
Milton’s prose except for the  Christian Doctrine.    

   DDC        Oxford Complete Works John Milton . Volume 8,  De doctrina christiana.  
Edited by John K. Hale and J. Donald Cullington. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012.   

   MLM        Th e Complete Poetry and Essential Prose of John Milton . Edited by William 
Kerrigan, John Rumrich, and Stephen M. Fallon. New York: Random 
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