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do a corner in divinity. But if it means death, then he must be
made to eat it, in order that he may die—for that reason and
no other, as her words make perfectly plain (826-30). And
hardly has she made this resolve before she is congratulating
herself upon it as a singular proof of the tenderness and
magnanimity of her love (830-33).

If the precise movement of Eve's mind at this point is not
always noticed, that is because Milton's truth to nature is
here almost too great, and the reader is involved in the same
illusion as Eve herself. The whole thing is so quick, each new
element of folly, malice, and corruption enters so unobtrusively,
so naturally, that it is hard to realize we have been watching
the genesis of murder. We expect something more like Lady
Macbeth's ‘unsex me here." But Lady Macbeth speaks thus
after the intention of murder has already been fully formed
in her mind. Milton is going closer to the actual moment of
decision. Thus, and not otherwise, does the mind turn to
embrace evil. No man, perhaps, ever at first described to
himself the act he was about to do as Murder, or Adultery, or
Fraud, or Treachery, or Perversion; and when he hears it so
described by other men he is (in a way) sincerely shocked
and surprised. Those others ‘don’t understand.’ If they knew
what it had really been like for him, they would not use
those crude ‘stock’ names. With a wink or a titter, or in a
cloud of muddy emotion, the thing has slipped into his will
as something not very extraordinary, something of which,
rightly understood and in all his highly peculiar circumstances,
he may even feel proud. If you or I, reader, ever commit a
great crime, be sure we shall feel very much more like Eve
than like lago.

She has still a further descent to make. Before leaving the
Tree she does ‘low Reverence' before it "as to the power that
dwelt within,” and thus completes the parallel between her
fall and Satan’s. She who thought it beneath her dignity to
bow to Adam or to God, now worships a vegetable. She has
at last become ‘primitive’ in the popular sense.

Adam fell by uxoriousness. We are not shown the
formation of his decision as we are shown the formation of
Eve's. Before he speaks to her, half-way through his inward
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monologue (896-916) we find the decision already made—
‘with thee Certain my resolution is to Die.' His sin is, of
course, intended to be a less ignoble sin than hers. Its half-
nobility is, perhaps, emphasized by the fact that he does not
argue about it. He is at that moment when a man's only
answer to all that would restrain him is: ‘I don't care;’ that
moment when we resolve to treat some lower or partial value
as an absolute—loyalty to a party or a family, faith to a lover,
the customs of good fellowship, the honour of our profession,
or the claims of science. If the reader finds it hard to look
upon Adam’s action as a sin at all, that is because he is not
really granting Milton's premises. If conjugal love were the
highest value in Adam’s world, then of course his resolve
would have been the correct one. But if there are things that
have an even higher claim on a man, if the universe is imagined
to be such that, when the pinch comes, a man ought to reject
wife and mother and his own life also, then the case is
altered, and then Adam can do no good to Eve (as, in fact, he
does no good) by becoming her accomplice. What would
have happened if instead of his ‘compliance bad’' Adam had
scolded or even chastised Eve and then interceded with God
on her behalf, we are not told. The reason we are not told is
that Milton does not know. And I think he knows he does not
know: he says cautiously that the situation 'seemd remediless’
(919). This ignorance is not without significance. We see the
results of our actions, but we do not know what would have
happened if we had abstained. For all Adam knew, God might
have had other cards in His hand; but Adam never raised the
question, and now nobody will ever know. Rejected goods
are invisible. Perhaps God would have killed Eve and left
Adam ‘in those wilde Woods forlorn': perhaps, if the man
had preferred honesty to party loyalty or established morals
to adultery, a friend would have been ruined or two hearts
broken. But then again, perhaps not. You can find out only
by trying it. The only thing Adam knows is that he must hold
the fort, and he does not hold it. The effects of the Fall on
him are quite unlike its effects on the woman. She had rushed
at once into false sentiment which made murder itself appear
a proof of fine sensibility. Adam, after eating the fruit, goes in
the opposite direction. He becomes a man of the world, a
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punster, an aspirant to fine raillery. He compliments Eve on
her palate and says the real weakness of Paradise is that
there were too few forbidden trees. The father of all the
h!igl'ﬂeplglrmmﬂcmuld the mother of all the cormupting

female novelists are now both before us. As critics have pointed
out, Adam and Eve ‘become human' at this point. Unfortunately
what follows is one of Milton's failures. Of course, they must
now lust after each other. And of course this lusting must be
something quite different from the innocent desires which
Milton attributes to their unfallen intercourse, Wholly new,
and perversely delicious, a tang of evil in sex is now to enter
their experience. What will reveal itself on waking as the
misery of shame now comes to them (they are growing "sapient,’
‘exact of taste’) as the delighted discovery that obscenity is
possible. But could poetry suffice to draw such a distinction?
Certainly not Milton's. His Homeric catalogue of flowers is
wide of the mark. Yet something he does. Adam’s hedonistic

calculus—his cool statement that he has never (except perhaps
once) been so ripe for ‘play’ as now—strikes the right note.

He would not have said that before he fell. Perhaps he would
not have said 'to enjoy thee.” Eve is becoming to him a thing.
And she does not mind: all her dreams of godhead have
come to that.



