SONNET XVII by John Milton

Background to the Poet/Poem

John Milton lived between 1608 and 1674. He remains one of the outstanding and committed poets in the English poetic tradition. He was inclined towards religious poetry. His Christian outlook is given expression in much of his work. He is best known for Paradise Lost which he dictated in his blind state. The poem was completed in 1664. His total blindness is dated between 1654 and 1674. The cause of his blindness is debated but bilateral retinal detachment or glaucoma is most likely. His blindness forced him to dictate his verse and prose to amanuenses (helpers), one of whom was the poet Andrew Marvell. One of his best-known sonnets, On His Blindness, is presumed to date from this period.


Milton read both ancient and modern works of theology, philosophy, history, politics, literature and science, in preparation for a prospective poetical career. As a result of such intensive study, Milton is considered to be among the most learned of all English poets. In addition to his years of private study, Milton had command of Latin, Greek, Hebrew, French, Spanish, and Italian from his school and undergraduate days; he also added Old English to his linguistic repertoire in the 1650s while researching his History of Britain, and probably acquired proficiency in Dutch soon after.
Incidentally one needs to draw on this insight into Milton’s blindness in order to understand the poem. In plain terms, the poem is about his blindness. It explores his blindness in the light of the Christian idea of stewardship in which man is seen as accountable to God. This comes out clearly in a parable told by Jesus during His earthly ministry about the Kingdom of Heaven in Matthew 25:14-30. The parable talks about a lord who gave his servants various amounts of money. The wise ones invested what they were given while the foolish one simply buried his. Their master was pleased with those that profited from using their talents and blamed the one that foolishly buried his. As far as Milton was concerned, his blindness would make him bury his talent. His worry was whether God would blame him for not utilising his talent which he saw as the ability to write poems. In a sense, the poem is a product of Milton’s anxiety.

Apart from the fact that the poem draws on Milton’s personal experience, it is also a sonnet. That means it is a fourteen-line poem. The sonnet originated from Italy and was originally concerned with the subject of love. A sonnet is traditionally divided into two main parts: the first eight lines (called the octave) and the last six (the sestet). It is normal for the development of the idea in a poem to be based on this division. For instance, the octave can raise a problem which the sextet will resolve. Milton put the sonnet to a special use.

Summary of the Poem

The background information provided has made us understand what made John Milton to write this poem. The poem starts with the poet-persona complaining. He is aware of the fact that he has some talent or gift from God which – like the servants in the parable told by Jesus – he has to put to good use and also profit with. At the same time he is conscious of his blindness. He feels that he is already going blind before half his days (“my light” line 1) is already gone. The loss of sight makes him to consider the world as dark. At the same time he will not want to bury his God-given ability to write poems, knowing the penalty that might come from doing otherwise (“which is death to hide” l. 3). His dilemma comes from the fact that while he wants to serve God, he is naturally handicapped. But then  he does not know what his fate will be due to this. As far as he is concerned, it is not unwillingness on his part that makes him not put his talent to use. While the octave states the argument of the poet, the answer to his question comes in the sestet in which Patience, apparently a personification of a virtue, replies the agitated poet. He is told that God is not made richer by man’s works or the gift He gives men and that there are different ways to serve God. Some may have to patiently endure their agony. God is already in matchless glory and has countless angels at His service. Many other people would have to just express their commitment and service by merely waiting on Him if they have no ability to run errands. In short, there are various ways of serving God. The poem therefore, is more of an externalisation of the thought of the poet. In other words, the poet seems to be thinking aloud in the poem. The first octave poses a question to which the sestet provides an answer.

Thematic Concerns of the Poem

The poem is primarily concerned with 

(1). Man’s responsibility/duty/accountability to God. The persona is burdened due to the awareness that he must put his God-given ability to use. But he sees his blindness as a barrier to realising his desire of being a poet. The question this raises has to do with whether what God expects from people is based on their ability. In his own case it would not be possible to render the kind of service he would have loved to God due to his disability and he would like to be assured that his failure to execute his desire would not be taken as a form of irresponsibility. 

(2). GOD’S JUST TREATMENT OF MANKIND also emerges in the last six lines of the poem, that is the sestet. The anxiety of the poet only gives way when he is told by Patience that God would not expect people to give what they do not have the ability to give to Him in form of service. This shows God as just and considerate in His expectations. This would bring a lot of relief to Milton who already asked whether God would expect the blind to do as much as their counterparts with the benefit of sight. 

POETIC DEVICES 

Milton’s “Sonnet XVII” succeeds largely because the poet has adopted appropriate devices. The most important of them are as follows:

(a) Biblical Allusion

The allusion to the Parable of the Kingdom of Heaven told by Jesus in Matthew 25:14-30 is so central to the success of this poem that attention has to be drawn to it. The allusion is important in the sense that it provides a basis for the persona to compare his state with that of the unfaithful servant that buried his talent. The ideas that are explored in the poem are also rooted in this biblical allusion. This suggests that it is impossible to properly appreciate the poem without a reference to the parable that inspired it. There is also an allusion to Matthew 11:29-30 where there is an encouragement to followers of Jesus to patiently bear their yoke. 

b. PERSONIFICATION: in lines 8 – 14, patience is personified as it is imbued with human quality, hence it could speak back to the poet, to calm him and deflate his tyre of anxiety, making him to understand God’s perspective to human labour here on earth. Note that patience in this context is, apparently a personification of the virtue (Any admirable quality or attribute).

c. ENJAMBMENT: starting from line 3 and runs virtually throughout the poem.

d. METAPHOR: Line 1: light (representing sight)

e. RHYME SCHEME: abba abba cdecde

(f) Structure/Form

You must have also observed that the poem is divided into two parts which coincide with the conventional division of a sonnet. The first eight lines (the octave) explore the problem bothering the persona while the last six (the sestet) answer his question and thereby render his anxiety unnecessary. This structure is logical as questions normally come before answers. This makes the poem complete in the sense that it is self-contained. However, note that there is no break in it as the octave runs into the sestet.
(g) Diction/Language

The fact that the inspiration for the writing of this poem is derived from the Bible is also reflected in the poet’s choice of words. Much of the poem is built around the idea of the “talent” (line 3) which originally meant a weight of gold. In the context of this poem it means ability or a potential. There is also a reference to “yoke” in line 11. This is derived from the admonition of Jesus in Matthew 11:29-30 in which reference is made to the cost of following Jesus.

These words are consistent with the concern of the poem and also appropriately used in such a way that their suggestions are not hidden.

In all, the words used, though simple and apt for the subject treated, reflect the English spoken at the time of the writing of the poem. So, the language could be said to be archaic (old)

(h) Poetic Mode

The poem is presented as a dramatic monologue. This enables the persona to directly express his experience. The fact that the persona relates his experience in this manner makes it more believable. 

Conclusion

John Milton’s “Sonnet XVII” is an interesting exploration of the poet’s personal experience. It demonstrates the viability of personal experience as raw material for poetic expression. The use to which the poet puts a religious conviction provides a basis for exploring his own aspiration in the light of the outlook on human aspiration that his religious persuasion dictates. The poet in a way reveals that religion and reason can be reconciled.

Analysis of BUILDING THE NATION By Henry Barlow 

Background to the Poem: 
Since independence, many African states are yet to climb out of the crypt of misery. The reason for this is, however, not far-fetched. African leaders that occupied the vacant seats vacated by the colonial masters merely continue in the garbs of their masters, plundering and fattening on the nation’s resources without recourse to conscience. To worsen things, they often pretend to be sacrificing their comforts in their bids to make life more meaningful for their hapless citizens. The follies of their actions and/or inactions, their high level of hypocrisy coupled with their corrupt tendencies, undoubtedly, account for the writing of the poem by Henry Barlow. 
Setting of the Poem 
The spatial setting of the poem is ‘Vic’, which can be regarded as a place where an event is taking place, in this case the luncheon is the event. The temporal setting is Post-Independence era marked by hypocrisy, abuse of power, corruption, ineptitudes, etc. 
Themes of the Poem: 
1. Hypocrisy/insincerity of leaders : 
This theme is in the heart of this poem. The persona, right from the first stanza intimates us how he drives the PS to ‘an important urgent function’. It is, however, disappointing to note that the so-called ‘important function’ is nothing but a luncheon, which provides them with the opportunity to dine and wine on the nation’s resources. This line in a way reveals the hypocritical nature of many African leaders who often play on psyches of their citizens, avowing that they are doing much to make life much more meaningful for them, even when all clues are pointing in the other direction. To heighten our disapproval of this important luncheon, the persona goes ahead to name some of the activities that take place at the arena of action: 
Cold bell beer with small talk, 

Then fried chicken with niceties 

Wine to fill the hollowness of the laughs 

Ice-cream to cover the stereotype jokes 

Coffee to keep the PS awake on return journey

What is most shocking, however, is the response of the PS when his driver tells him he has eaten noting upon request. He says shamelessly: 
Mwanainchi, I too had none!
I attended to matters of state.
Highly delicate diplomatic duties you know,
And friend, it goes against my grain,
Causes me stomach ulcers and wind.
Ah, he continued, yawning again,
The pains we suffer in building the nation! 
The response becomes an eye-opener for the citizens as it shows the level of hypocrisy of their leaders, subtly calling for a change in the status quo, if they ever desire to see a change. The poem no doubt portrays African leaders as leeches that feed on whatever they can to the utter disadvantage of the less privileged. Even at this, they still claim to be building the nation. What a tragedy! 
2. Corruption and Abuse of Power by Leaders 

This is another theme explored in this poem. This is made bare in how leaders appointed to serve as the representatives of the people- seeing to their welfare- often change gear to serve their stomachs. They become very greedy and insatiable, using their political power for selfish aggrandisement.  This is the case with the PS in this poem, appointed to serve the will of the people, to make the nation a better place to live in. However, in a manner characteristic of African leaders, he has learnt to drive very fast, carefully disguising his actions and intentions. In the first stanza, the persona’s statement, ‘I drove a Permanent Secretary/To an important urgent function’, no doubt, at first gives a false impression of a leader concerned with the welfare of the people. 

The persona, however, quickly adds the nature of the so-called function, ‘...to a luncheon at the Vic.’ From there, he goes ahead to catalogue some of the niceties that are put in place to satisfy the greedy tendencies of the PS and his comrades. Despite all these, the PS still claims he is working hard to ensure the enthronement of better life for his people, even when this adversely affects his health: 
Highly delicate diplomatic duties you know,
And friend, it goes against my grain,
Causes me stomach ulcers and wind.
Only a fool will not see through the high level of abuse of office, the corruption and the deception tucked in the PS’s statement. Indeed, African leaders have always seen their appointments into an office as an opportunity for self enrichment; thereby abuse the sanctity of their position. To cover their tracks, they always find a way to show how they have been working relentlessly. Fortunately enough, the governed always know about their treachery.

3.Disillusionment: 
Wherever corruption, abuse of power and carefree attitude abound, the people directly affected are often disillusioned/disappointed. This important fact which has characterised many post-independence African states is re-echoed in this poem. The corrupt tendency of the PS, a microcosm of African leaders, births in the driver disillusionment. After carefully analysing the type of luncheon the PS goes to, with its attendant privileges, he tells us how the PS uses him as an instrument to keep awake on the return journey, asking him whether or not he has eaten: 

I drove the Permanent Secretary back.
He yawned many times in back of the car
Then to keep awake, he suddenly asked,
Did you have any lunch friend?
I replied looking straight ahead
And secretly smiling at his belated concern
That I had not, but was slimming! 
         Note that the persona reveals the PS’ concern as a ‘belated’ one to show how late it is, how insensitive the PS has become. One, perhaps, expects the PS to show some level of human sympathy, but what follows is a thunderbolt:

Upon which he said with seriousness
That amused more than annoyed me,
Mwanainchi, I too had none!
I attended to matters of state.
Highly delicate diplomatic duties you know,
And friend, it goes against my grain,
Causes me stomach ulcers and wind.
Ah, he continued, yawning again,
The pains we suffer in building the nation! 
This is perhaps the highest level of wickedness any leader can do to his followers: to deceive them, to play on their intelligence, to make them see they don’t count and that their lives don’t matter much. Little wonder that the driver too suffers from ulcer, only that his is caused by his inability to have access to his rightful share from a common pot. 

At another level, the disillusionment of the people springs from the fact that while the real labourers continue to labour under harsh economic realities of the moment, with their lives dotted by austerity, their leaders keep enriching themselves with their sweats, claiming their action is for the benefits of all. Perhaps, the persona makes all this bare to awaken in the reader revolutionary tendencies, capable of changing the status quo. 

Poetic Devices 

1. Irony: 
The whole poem is an irony, evident in how the PS claims to be building the nation whereas he is only building his stomach.

2. Alliteration: lines 11, 17, 23. 

Language: simple and direct. This perhaps has been carefully, intentionally done as the intention of the persona is to awaken the consciousness of the masses to the unpardonable atrocities of their leaders. Hence, the choice of language they will easily understand. 

