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“IMPREGN'D WITH REASON;
EVE’S AURAL CONCEPTION
IN PARADISE LOST

Kent R. Lehnhof
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]N HIS sTUDY of sexual attitudes at the time of Milton, James Gran-
Ltham Turner reviews several interpretations of the Genesis myth in early
modern England. He demonstrates that a number of these éxp[icaﬁong
equate ive's Fall with some sort of sexual transgression. Both Paracelsus and
Cornelius Agrippa, for example, interpretively conflate the forbidden fruit
with Adan’s phallus and identify Eve’s sin as an act of copulation. According
to this outlook, Satan brings about the Fall of humanity by fostering in Eve a
Tust that leads to unlaw ol union with Adam.: Although Milton rejects this
particular formulation of the Fall, Paradise Lost nevertheless participates—at
lcast in part—in this sexualization of humanity’s first sin. Milton’s erotic inter-
pretation of the Genesis account, however, substitutes sexual companions.
Instead of Adamn, Satan serves as Eve’s first forbidden sexual partner. Rather
than simply prompting Eve to carnally enjoy her husband, Satan usurps
Adam’s role, in a certain sense copulating with Eve and causing her downfall.

In this approach, Milton aligns himself with another exegetical tradition also

examiucd by Turner. As Turner notes, rabbinical commentators often in-
strncted that Eve brought sin into the world by having sex with the serpent.
Catharist hercties who elaborated on this idea even stipulated the physical
particulars of this sex act, teaching that the serpent penetrated Eve with his
tail* In his epic croticization of the Temptation, Milton is not nearly so
aggressive. In Milton’s account, the physical is displaced onto the verbal.
Milton not only substitutes Satan for Adam but also substitutes discourse for
intercourse. In Paradise Lost Satan inseminates Eve not with his phallus or
with his tail but rather with his tongue. Using his mouth as an instrument of
generation, Satan impregnates Eve through her ear, causing her to conceive
sinand death.

The idea of oral insemination is not original to Milton, nor s it foreign to
the exegetical tradition of his Christian subject matter. For centuries certain
branches of Christianity have {ostered a tradition of aural impregnation in
commection with the Incarnation, contending that the Virgin Mary conceives
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the Son of God through the ear. According to this understanding, the Annun-
ciation does not foretell a conception to befall Mary in the future but actually
cffects that very event. The Virgin Mother conceives the Christ-child imme-
diately upon beuring the divine declaration/decree, “Thou shalt conceive.”
As John Wall indicates, the feasting calendur of the medieval and early mod-
ern church implicitly institutionalizes this idea, for the Feast of the Annun-
ciation is celebrated on March 25-—exactly nine months before the day of
Christ’s birth.2 The idea of aural conception is explicitly addressed in the
writings of a number of Christian authors, ranging from the imposing to the
obscure. For instance, the Breviary of the Maronites proclaims: “The Fa-
ther's Word entered through the ear of the Blessed One,” and a hymn
believed to have been written by either Thomas & Becket or St. Bonaventure
intones: “Rejoice, Virgin, mother of Christ, / Who conceived by the ear, / By
Guabriel’s message.”s St. Agobard is included in the list of auricular advocates,
asserting: “He came down from heaven sent from the Father’s citadel, he
entered in through the Virgin’s ear into our realm.”® The idea also appears
in texts tentatively attributed to St. Ephrem. The “Homily on the Nativity”
instructs:

Just as the bush on Horeb bore

God in the flame,

so did Mary bear

Christ in her virginity.

Perfectly God,

He entered the womb through her ear,

in all purity the God-Man

came forth from the womb into creation.”

Even St. Augustine is supposed to have espoused this interpretation of the
Annunciation, straightforwardly stating: “God spoke through the angel and
the Virgin was impregnated through the ear.”®

The idea of aural impregnation that underwrites these exegetical inter-
pretations also informs artistic approaches to the Annunciation. Several vi-
sual representations of the scriptural scene re-create the episode in terms of
oral insemination and aural penetration. Often, the angel is identified as the
inseminating instrument. In Simone Martini’s Annunciation (Figure 1), the
words issuing from Gabriel’s mouth procced directly into Mary’s ear. De-
murely receiving these words, Mary demonstrates the modest reluctance yet
eventual acceptance appropriate to an obedient virgin submitting to the
paternal wishes of an authoritative male.® In the Annunciation panel of Nico-
las of Verdun’s Klosterneuburg Altar (Figure 2), a ray of light emanating from
Gabriel’s outstretched index finger enters Mary’s ear. The angel leans forward
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as an astonished Mary raises her hands in surrender. The presentation in this
manner associates the Annunciation with the operation of an irresistible
impregnating force.* In Jacopo Torriti’s mosaic (Figure 3), the angel also
strelches out his finger towards Mary, but the ray of light comes not from the
angels finger but rather from the Father’s mouth. Visible in the heavens
above, the Father speaks forth an inseminating stream that carries the dove
of the Tloly Ghost directly into Mary’s ear. With its wings tucked in and its
beak foremost, the dove dives directly at the Virgin, emphasizing a penetra-
tive approach to the Annunciation.’* The Netze Passion Altar (Figure 4) also
shows a stream of light leaving the Father’s mouth and carrying a dove in the
divection of the Virgin's ear, but the head of the dove is no longer visible,
having alrcady entered Muary’s ear. The ray of light emanating from the Fa-
thers mouth also carries an embryonic Christ, or homunculus. The idea of
aural invasion indicated by the diving, half-visible bird is duplicated in the
posture of the homunculus. Like the dove that precedes him, the infant
descends headlong in the direction of Mary’s ear. Indeed, the divine child
shoulders a miniature cross that seems positioned to serve as a battering ram,
better enabling the child to penetrate the Virgin’s car and immediately enter

her womb. 2

In aiaster Bertiam’s portrayal of the Annunciation (Figure 5) not just
one but both of Mary’s cars are being invaded. A scroll of words unraveling
from Cabriels finger penetrates the Virgin’s left ear, while a dove and a
Christ-child issuing from the Father’s mouth in heaven enter her right ear.:s
Perhaps the most explicit expression of Mary’s auricular couception, how-
ever, is found in the Lady Chapel of the Wiirzburg Cathedral. The stone
relief above the north door of the chapel (Figure 6) shows the Father blowing
into a phallic-like tube, the other end of which is inserted into Mary’s ear. The
phallic symbolism of the tube as an instrument of insemination is indicated
by the anatomical route it traces, emerging from between the Father’s legs.
Emplasizing the aural endpoint of this tube, the artist has pulled back the
Virgin's long tresses in order to clearly expose her intricately carved ear. A
dove is pictured at the precise mowment of entering this ear. Having traveled
the length of the tube, the dove’s beak is just beginning to pierce the Virgin’s
anditory canal. A little higher up, Christ as a homunculus slides head-first
along the tube. With his hands clasped in front of him, the homunculus
assumes the position of a diver preparing to break the surface of the water.
Following the course of the bird of the Holy Spirit, the Christ-child readies
himself to plunge into Mary’s womb by means of her car.2+

The notion of aural conception in the theology, artwork, and religious
practices of the medieval and early modern eras has its counterpart in secular
dramy; Shakespeare’s texts often refer to the ear as an orifice of conception,

Figurc 1. Simone Martini. Annunciation (detail, center panel).



Figure 2. Nicolas of Verdun. Klostemeuburg Altar (detail).
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Figure 6. Annunciation (from the North portal of Marienkapelle Cathedral). Wiirzburg, Cermiany.
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Cleopatra, for example, tells Antony’s messenger to “Ram thou thy fruitful
tidings in mine ears, / That long time have been barren” (Antony and Cleo-
patra 2.5.24—25).s Philippa Berry demonstrates that the idea is also present
in Hamlet. According to Berry, much of the play’s imagery evolves out of “an
implicit quibble upon ‘earing’ as copulation.”*6

In the tragedy of Othello, however, the idea of aural impregnation is not
simply implicit—it informs the plot of the entire play. In his very first solilo-
quy Tago invokes images of auricular impregnation, claiming that he has
“engend’red” a scheme and explaining that by “abus[ing] Othello’s ear” he
will “bring this monstrous birth to the world's light” (1.3.395-404). Michael
Long follows this trail of insemination, incubation, and delivery, emphasizing
that the plot of the play imitates a repulsive pregnancy: “a hideous birth,
whose conception takes place in Act One and delivery in Act Five.” Accord-
ing to Long:

At first it is remote and small in “the womb of time”, then “engender’d” in the brain of
lago: “Hell and night / Must bring this monstrous birth to the worlds light” (1.3.397—
98). Thereafter we hear of its foetal formation—“tis here, but *tis confused”—and later
Othello senses its quickening and growth in the womb of Tagos brain: “As if there
were some monster in his thought / Too hideous to be shown,” (3.3.111-12); “As if
thou then hadst shut up in thy brain / Some horrible conceit” (3.3.118-1g).

Long observes that by Act Three, lago has successfully transplanted this
embryonic evil into Othello: “Emilia and Desdemona now sense its growth as
‘some unhatch’d practice’, some ‘conception’ now felt to be in the brain of
Othello.” Long claims that Othello originally fears Tago’s conception:

But then, with the vaginal ragings of “a cistern for foul toads / To knot and gender in”
and “the gate of hell,” the thing begins to be born in him. Desdemona’s “Alas, what
does this gentleman conceive?” is her bewildered response to its coming, and then his
eyes roll and his frame is shaken and we get “the strong conception / That I do groan
withal.”?7

The fact that Othello’s “strong conception” has come through the ear
does not escape John Wall. He accurately avers that in the course of the play:

Othellos ear and Tago’s tongue become displaced organs of generation, and lago is
revealed as the Moor’s aural-sexual partner. Iago’s words thus become the seed which
impregnates Othello’s mind through his ear so that it will produce the “monstrous
birth” of jealousy, the “green-eyed monster.” . . . It is Othello’s mind, assaulted through
his ear, which gives birth in this play, and not Desdemona’s abandoned, and thus
barren, womb.'8

Moreover, Wall not only connects Othello’s conception to the ear but also en-
visions the way in which this aspect of the play intersects with accounts of the
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Annunciation that evoke the idea of aural impregnation. Wall claims that Iago
is “a demonic Gabriel, creat[ing] through his words a ‘monstrous birth,” a
‘dangerous conceit’ borne to Othello’s ear.” According to Wall, Shakespeare
carefully connects Othello’s temptation to Mary’s Annunciation, showing
through this justaposition that language is capable of bringing about both
redemption and damnation. Shakespeare employs the idea of aural impreg-
nation, then, in order to “remind us of the doubleness of human words.” 19

Milton utilizes in his own writings this tradition of auricular conception.
Throughout Paradise Lost Milton patterns Eve’s Temptation after Mary’s
Annunciation, presenting the Temptation in terms of oral insemination and
aural impregnation. Milton’s account of the Fallin this way indicates that Eve
and the Temptation are typological precursors to Mary and the Annunciation.

Milton’s desire to link Eve and the Temptation to Mary and the Annun-
ciation surfaces in several places in the poem. For instance, Albert C. Labri-
ola observes that the appellations applied to Eve by both Adam and the epic
narrator are customarily associated in early modern literature with the Virgin
Mothcr When Raphael first meets Eve in Book Five, this implicit typology
is asserted openly, for Raphael’s salutation to Eve is identical to Gabriels later
greeting to Mary. The narrator takes pains to emphasize the overlap, stressing
that the “Haile” bestowed by Raphacl on Eve is, indeed, “the holy salutation
us'd / Long after to blest Marie, second Eve” (PL 5.385-87).2* Miiton’s typo-
logical intent is manifest in the simple fact that Mary is only mentioned by
name twice in the entire epic, yet each time she is identified as an antitype of
Eve: “blest Marie, second Eve” and “Mary second Eve” (5.387; 10.183).2 In
his concerted effort to connect Eve and Mary, Milton engages with a number
of patristic authors who elaborate at length a typological relationship be-
tween the two women.

In his study of Mariology in the patristic tradition, Walter Burghardt
claims that the typological vision of Mary as the New Eve constitutes “the pri-
mordial patristic insight with respect to the Mother of Churist.”3 Burghardt
traces this typology all the way back to the first century, when Bishop Papias
appears (o have asserted that the Annunciation took place on the same day as
the Temptation.>+ In the following centuries, analogies between Eve and
Mary were developed and disseminated by authorities in both the East and
the West. According to Burghardt, the three most significant literary figures
of the second and third centuries all championed the concept that Mary is the
Second Eve. In Burghar(lt’s view, Irenaeus occupies a prominent position in
this excgetical tradition, for he is the first to integrate the Eve-Mary analogy
with a formal theology.s In Adversus haeres_es Irenaeus instructs:

Just as Eve, wife of Adam yes, yet still a virgin . . . became by her disobedience the
cause of death for herself and the whole human race, so Mary too, espoused yet a
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virgin, became by her obedience the cause of salvation for Lerself and the whole
human race. . . . The point is, what is tied together cannot possibly be untied save by
inversion of the process whereby the bonds of union have arisen, so that the original
ties are loosed by the subsequent, and the subsequent set the original free. ... And so
it was that the knot of Eve’s disobedience was loosed by Mary’s obedience 26

The formulation of the Mary-Eve analogy found in Adversus haereses is par-
ticularly pertinent insofir as Milton is concerned, for Milton mentions the
tract in his own writings. In Of Prelatical Episcopacy, Milton points to the
very passage cited above, criticizing Irenacus for claiming that Mary’s obe-
dience is “the cause of salvation for . . . the whole human race.” Maintain-
ing that this salvific role belongs solely to the Son, Milton accuses Irenaeus
of idolatry and refuses to recognize his authority in doctrinal debates (YP
1:642).27

Although Milton rejects the veneration of Mary informing Irenaeus’s
interpretation of the relationship between Mary and Eve, he does not d(‘fny
that the two women are typologically tied to one another. Milton in fact
avails himself of the idea that Eve’s experience in Eden foreshadows the
supernatural conception experienced by Mary, adapting the analogy to con-
form with and express his own theological convictions. He appropriates for
his own ends the Marian traditions of patristic authors in the same way that
he drafts into service the pagan myths of classical eras. Christianizing the
pagan and Protestantizing the Catholic, Milton syncretizes that which ad-
vances his epic aims.

In this Protestant appropriation of the typology of the Second Eve,
Milton indicates that the Temptation in Eden constitutes a corruption of the
kind of conception enacted at the Annunciation. Although Mary’s union with
God preserves her purity, Eve’s relations with Satan in Paradise Lost com-
promise her chastity. Whereas Mary’s conception in the New Testament is
undeniably literal, Eve’s conception in the epic vacillates between the meta-
phorical, the allegorical, and the real. Thus, the Temptation in Eden con-
stitutes a vitiated and debased version of the Annunciation. Eve’s aural con-
ception parodically prefigures the Annunciation, wherein God impregnates
Mary thirough the ear.

Satan’s role as an oral author in this typological tale of aural impregna-
tion is evident from the outset—even before he has been expelled from
Heaven. Immediately after the Father has announced the begetting of his
Son, Satan seeks out his sub-commander and engages him in precisely the
type of oral/aural intercourse that we will see in Eden. Whispering into the
ear of Beclzebub, Satan metaphorically impregnates his second in command.
As Raphael explains, Satan “infus’d” into “th’ unwarie brest / Of his Asso-
ciate” the “deep malice” and “bad influence” that he has only a few lines



50 KENT R. LEHNHOF

carticr been “conceiving” within himself (5.666, 694—g6). After sowing sinful
thoughts in Beelzebub’s breast, the Adversary trains his “potent tongue” on

the other angels under his command (6.135). “With calumnious Art / Of

counterfeted truth,” Raphael recounts, Satan “thus held thir ears” (5.770—
71). Abusing the ears of his subordinates, Satan implants in his cohorts the
envy he feels within himsell. He uses insidious speech to refashion heavenly
inhabitants after his own likeness, transforming upright angels into dupli'—
cates of his own disobedient self.

When Michael rebukes Satan on the battlefields of Heaven, he fore-
grounds the reproductive signilicance of Satan’s deeds, adopling a terminol-
ogy u{'propaguti(m. Vilifying Satan as the “Author of evil” (6.262), Michael
exclaims:

how hast thou disturh'd
Heav'us blessed peace, and into Nature bmught
Miserie, uncreated till the crime
Of thy Rebellion? how hast thou instill'd
Thy malice into thousands, . . .

Ilence then, and evil go with thee along
Thy ofspring, to the place of evil, Hell,

Thou and thy wicked crew. (6.266-70, 275-77)

The ideas of insemination and creation that underwrite Michael’s accusation
are appropriate, for Satan has indeed impregnated his companions with evil.
[ the same way that Sin is to Satan both a lover and a child, the angels that
Satan imprcguat(‘s are simultancous]y his sexual partners and his progeny. In
keeping with the epics confusion of demonic genealogies, the fallen angels
assume the role of parent (the agent who conceives) and offspring (the new
being that issues from the conception). After conceiving Satan’s evil through
the car, the fallen angels become Satan’s children. No longer known as the
“Sons of Heaven” they are identified instead as the “sons of Darkness”
(1.654; 6.715).

Although the Son eventually fulfills Michael's wish to exile Satan and his
“ofspring,” the Adversary eventually escapes the confines of Hell. Satan’s
journev from Hell to Eden emphasizes at many points his intention to per-
vert creation by promoting and perpetrating improper propagation. When he
encounters his children, Sin and Death, at the edge of Hell, Satan succeeds
in re-seducing his former sexual partner. Persuading Sin to unlock the Gates
of Hell, Satan gains entry into the realm of Chaos. Michael Lieb alerts us to
the sexual implications of this trespass by reminding us that Chaos is repeat-
edly referred to as a womb, particularly the womb of God.# In this light,
Satan’s invasion of Chaos “takes on the character of a sexual offense to a
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realm associated with impregnation and procreation.” As Lieb writes: “The
privacy of the Abyss as a womb is violated in Satan and Sin’s perverted
indiscretion.” Satan’s own description of his journey supports this inter-
pretation; the villain boasts that he “plung’d in the womb / Of unoriginal
Night and Chaos wilde,” forcing “uncouth passage” (10.475-77).

Lieb notes that Satan’s arrival on earth is similarly associated with a
sexual violation, for Milton’s description of the new world is anatomically
suggestive: “The insulated world . . . that Satan approaches becomes in itself
a living organism that takes on characteristics of bodily functions.” Accord-
ing to Lieb, Milton deliberately chooses words with corporeal connotations
in his description of the landscape leading up to Eden in order to “Iplace]
the whole description within the human context.” These bodily images turn
Satan’s trespass into a tvpe of rape: “Sexually, Satan assumes the posture of an
assault: he is about to attempt to penetrate and thereby defile a pure, un-
fallen, womb-like area that shelters and sustains what exists within, 3

This demonic mission of sexual penetration eventually targets the matri-
monial bower of Adam and Eve. Intending to “violate sleep, and those /
Whose dwelling God hath planted here in bliss,” Satan sneaks into Adam and
Eve’s boudoir (4.883-84). Although the bower is so “sacred and sequesterd”
that “other Creature here / Beast, Bird, Insect, or Worin durst enter none,”
Satan nevertheless invades this privatized and enclosed interior of marital
intimacy (4.703-6). The fiend then essays another ‘nvasive act, one that
hearkens back to the aural impregnation associated with the Annunciation.
Satan speaks forth a strcam of words in an attempt to penetrate Eve’s ear and
gain access to her inner organs. As the narrator informs us, Satan crouches

Squat like a Toad, close at the eare of Eve;
Assaying by his Devilish art to reach
The Organs of her Fancie, and with them forge

Hlusions as he list. (4.800-803)

Describing the encounter in terms of penetration, the narrator presents
Satan and Eve’s interaction as a sim«lacrum of sexual intercourse. Satan’s
tongne acts as a phallus, and Eve’s ear—as the orifice that Satan penetrates
and through which he intends to introduce the seeds of sin—functions as a
vagina. The anatomical reordering herein effected finds numerous parallels
in early modemn discourses of the body.

As Carla Mazzio points out, early modern expositions on the tongne
often contemplate “the isomorphic relations between the tongue and the
peuis, that other bodily member with an apparent will of its own.” In Patho-
myatomia (164g), for instance, John Bulwer speculates that there is a connec-
tion between “the Egresse of the Tongue out of the mouth and of Pria-
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pisme.”s" Jacopo Berengario’s Microcosmogmphia, appearing in translation
in London in 1664, also explores the analogical re]ationship between the
extension of the tongue and the erection of the penis:

Yet there are many that say, that the Tongue is not moved to the outward parts volun-
tarily. but incerly naturally from the imagination, as the Yard; and some say that it, and
also the Yard are moved ol muscles, and of the imagination together, and some of the
imagination only, which by means of the spirit causeth a windinesse, dilating, and
erecting the Yard, and in like manner the Tongue, with bxinging it out of the mouth.32

Although comparisons of this kind can be found in medieval texts, Mazzio
claims that early modern authors elaborated on the tongue-penis homology
with increasing detail and specificity. According to Mazzio, “associations be-
tween the tongue and the penis became more explicit in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries,” as did “the imagined relationship between rhetorical
and sexual pcrf()rmance.’ 3 Paradise Lost appears to participate in this ana-
logical approach, implying that Satan’s tongue is a penetrative instrument of
insemination. In the same way that Renaissance texts conflate rhetorical
performance with sexual performance, Milton’s account of the dream temp-
tation blurs the boundarics between discourse znd intercourse.

As Eve engages in verbal/sexual congress with Satan, her car comes to
stand in for her vagina. This kind of anatomical reordering, substituting one
female orifice for another, also appears in ecarly modern texts. Karen Newman
demonstrates that Renaissance writers continually confuse the vagina with
the mouth, identifying immoderate consumption and excessive speech with
sexual impropriety. In carly modern texts, Newman explains, “women’s two
mouths are conflated. . . . An open mouth and immodest speech are tanta-
mount to open genitals and immodest acts.”3+ Although Newman only ad-
dresses the equivalency of mouth and vagina, carly modern exhortations to
virtue mention other orifices as well. Stephen Gosson, for instance, informs
his female audience: “If you doe but listen to the voyce of the {ouler, or joyue
lookes witlh an amorous gazer, you have already made your selves assaultuble,
and yeelded your cities to be sacked.”ss Gosson’s lesson on chastity advises
women to shut their mouths, but commands them to seal up other openings
as well:

The best councel that I can give you is to keepe at home, and shun all occasion of ill
speech. The virgins of Vesta were shut up fast in stone walles to the same end. You
must keepe your sweete faces from scorching in the sun, chapping in the winde, and
warping in the weather, which is best perfourmed by staying within; and if you per-
ceive your selves in any danger at your owne doors, either allured by curtesie in the
day, or assaulted with musike in the night, close uppe your eyes, stoppe your eares, tye
np your tongues.3°
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Commending the corporeal impermeability of the walled-in virgins of Vesta,
Gosson worries over every female orifice. Requin’ng women to close their
eyes, their ears, and their mouths, Gosson suggests that each bodily opening
potentially betokens the vagina. In Paradise Lost Milton plays upon this
signifying potential, turning Eve’s ear into a symbolic vagina.3” When Satan
inserts his phallic tongue into Eve’s receptive ear, the Adversary initiates an
act of intercourse that oscillates between the sexual and the verbal, the
analogical and the actual. As he tries to inseminate Eve through her ear,
Satan imitates the method through which the Father impregnates Mary.
Indeed, Satan’s “Devilish art” of “inspiring venom” is the demonic counter-
part to the Father's creative pronouncements at the time of the Annunciation
(4.801, So4).

The dream that Satan creates for Eve further reinforces the relationship
between the temptation in the bower and the Annunciation. In her dream,
Eve is approached not by a toad (Satan’s actual form at the moment) but by a
beautiful angel. J. M. Evans is on the right track when he teutatively proposes
that the gorgeous angel appearing in Eve’s dream mirrors the magnificent
Gabriel who appears to Mary at the Annunciation. Although Evans ulti-
mately backs away from his speculation, I believe that he is correct in his
initial proposition: “It is just conceivable that Miltor wished to strengthen
the standard typological parallel between Eve and Mary by giving Eve an
experience analogous to Mary’s vision of Gabriel at the Annunciation.”s8

A. B. Chambers also picks up on the correlation Fotween dream and
Annunciation. Linking Eve’s dream with the tradition of Mary’s conception
through the ear, Chambers explains that Eve conceives sin and death through
the words of a hellish angel in the same way that Mary conceives life and
salvation through the words of a divine angel. As Chambers writes: “By
means of his unwitting parody of Gabriel’s relationship to Mary, Satan does
cause an imaginative version of the conception of sin to occur.”9

Satan’s choice of bestial vehicle in the bower also suggests an aural
seduction and impregnation, for medieval and carly modern ideas about
toads tie them closely to lust, sexuality, and copulation. Francis Klingender
claims that during the twelfth century artists in France “degraded the ancient
Earth-Goddess nourishing infants or serpents at her breast into the hideous
nightmare of Lust devoured by toads and serpents.™ Roland F rye notes that
numerous medieval depictions of Hell identify lustful women by portraying
them with toads attached to their breasts or vaginas.+' Adolf Katzenellen-
bogen claims that sculptors of the Romanesque period take a similar ap-
proach: “the breasts and abdomen of the lustful woman are sucked out by
toads and repulsive serpents.”s* Brueghel utilizes this iconography in the Fall
of the Rebel Angcls, and Bosch employs it repeatedly in such works as the



54 KENT R. LEHNHOF

Seven Deadly Sins, the Hay Wain triptych, and the Garden of Earthly De-
lights triptych.4+

This artistic tradition of attaching toads to female genitals speaks to
Satan’s nocturnal transfornation. As a toad in the bower, Satan strives to
penetrate Eve’s ear with a stream of sinful suggestions. In this interchange,
Eves car substitutes for her vagina, serving as the orifice through which
Satan’s seed is intromitted. As Eve’s ear becomes a vagina, the gardens of
Milton and Bosch converge. Bosch's toads attached to the (genitaﬁ vagina in
the Garden of Earthly Delights correlates to Milton’s toad attached to the
(aural) vagina in the Garden of Eden. In both works, the -prcsence and
precise anatomical position of the toad signal an evil or illicit union. Gestur-
ing toward the iconographic significance of the toad as a marker of sinful
concupiscence, Paradise Lost 'transmogriﬁes Satan into a toad to imply a
sexual impurity in his interaction with Eve. ’

Although Frye claims that the toad symbolizes lechery only when specif-
ically situated on the genitals, Peter McCluskey persuasively argues for a
more widespread association between toads and lust, demonstrating that
carly modern texts often equate toads with loathsome sexuality.+ Shake-
speare’s Ajax, for instance, claims “I do hate a proud man, as I do hate the
engend'ring of toads” (Troilus and Cressida 2.3.158—59). When Othello vil-
ifies Desdemona as “a cestern for foul toads / To knot and gender in,” the
verbal association of toads and lust coalesces with the visual custom of using
toads to label the lascivious (Othello 4.2.61-62). Othello’s phrase not only
accuses Desdemona of possessing the repugnant lust of “foul toads,” but also
riffs on the iconographic idea that toads attached to awoman’s vagina indicate
her immorality. Othello revises the iconography, however, by locating the
toads on the interior rather than the exterior of Desdemona’s vagina: it is
Desdemona’s womb that serves as the receptacle that Othello calls a “ce-
stern.” In what Michael Long accurately terms Othello’s “vaginal ravings,”
Othello contends that his wife not only exhibits but also teems with toa(i-
some lust.4s

1t is no accident that Othello in his jealousy refers to the exact animal
that scquats at Eve’s car in the bower of Book Four. The toad appears in both
Othello and Paradise Lost because both texts are concerned with aural con-
ception and oral insemination. To explain why both Shakespearc and Milton
would associate the image of the toad with the idea of oral/aural reproduc-
tion, we turn to Edward Topsell's History of Serpents, first published in 1608
and reissued as a slightly revised version in 1658.46

In his scientific account of the animals that make up the serpent family,
Topsell acknowledges the aforementioned association of toads and Iust l;y
devoting a great deal of attention to their reproductive activities. In the
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course of this discussion, Topsell acknowledges a pervasive opinion that toads
inseminate their mates with their mouths rather than with their genitals.
Some have thought, Topsell relates, that the male performs the act of copula-
tion “by the mouth.” Topsell himself believes that the male services the
fernale with “the instrument of generation,” but his discussion in other ways
associates the toad with aural sex (719).47 Explaining that “with their croak-
ing voyces the male provoketh the female to carnal copulation,” Topsell
turns the voice of the toad into a sexual instrument, diminishing in this
manner the distance between oral and genital impregnation (71g). Both
Milton and Shakespeare gesture toward this understanding of the toad as an
oral inseminator (or, at least, as an oral seducer) by invoking the image of the
toad in situations suggestive of oral/aural propagation.

Topsells text is especially illuminating insofar as Milton’s toad is con-
cemed, for The History of Serpents identifies the toad not only with oral in-
semination but also with Satanic influence. Once again witnessing the toad’s
significance as an emblem of lust and debauchery, Topsell talks at length of
“the conception of Toads in Women.” Topsell reports “it hath also been seen,
that women conceiving with childe, have likewise conceived at the same time
a Frog, ora Toad, or a Lizard.” Topsell piously proclaims: “But what should
be the reason of these so strange and unnatural conceptions, I will not take
upor me o decide in nature, lest the Omnipotent hand of God should be
wronged.” Nevertheless, he cannot resist speculating. Pointing to apocalyptic
prophecies “that Frogs and Locusts should come out of the Whore of Baby-
lon,” Topsell triumphantly reports that all of these toad births have taken
place in Italy (728). These monstrous deliveries, Topsell avers, testify to
Satan’s grip on the Roman Catholic Church. Satan’s power over papal coun-
Lides is witnessed by the corruption of human reproductive behavior. Topsell's
observations easily align themselves with the implications of what takes place
in the bower of Paradise Lost. Were Satan to succeed in impregnating Eve
through the ear while she sleeps, the issue would perhaps resemble the toad
form its father took during the act of impregnation. Eve’s delivery of a toad
would illustrate her abasement. Her transformation into a Whore of Babylon
would be made manifest by her monstrous maternity.

Moreover, Satan’s strategy for engaging Eve in aural/sexual reproduc-
tion is perfectly harmonious with the reproductive behavior Topsell attributes
to toads. As Peter McCluskey points out: “Topsell’s moralistic description of
the engendering of toads almost reads as a gloss of Satan’s first temptation of
Eve.” As Topsell tells it, when toads emerge from hibernation:

With their croaking voyces the male provoketh: the female to carnal copulation, . . .
and this they perform in the night season, nature teaching them the modesty or
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shaniefastuesse of this action: And besides in that time they have more security to give

themselves to mutual imbraces, because of a general quietnesse, for men and all other

their adversaries are then at sleep and rest. (719)

In Milton’s account, Satan acts just like one of Topsell's toads. The Adversary
uses the cover of night to provoke Eve to a copulation confusingly located
somewhere between the carnal and the symbolic. And Eve’s physiological
response might attest to the success of Satan’s croaking. When Eve awakens
in Book Five, her face is flushed. Satan’s actions seem to have elicited the
secondary sexual response of increased blood flow. Eve’s “glowing Check”
perhaps signifies both her sexual arousal and her unconscious participation in
Satan’s carnal fantasy (5.10). Before Satan succeeds in “ingendring,” how-
ever, Ithuricl and Zephon stop the scene, prodding the Adversary in such a
way as Lo startle him (4.809). The narrator comipares Satan’s reaction to a pile
of gimpowder touched with a spark:

up he starts
Discoverd and surpriz’d. As when a spark
Lights on a heap of nitrous Powder, laid
I7it for the Tan som Magazin to store
Against a rumord Warr, the Smuttie graine

With sudden blaze diffus’d inflames the Aire. {4.813-18)

Forced to withdraw [rom Eve’s ear before effecting the kind of conception he
intends, Satan’s paternally minded pronouncements go up in smoke. The
piercing ray of light that appears in portrayals of the Annunciation is dissi-
pated in the accomnt of the dream temptation, turning into a short-lived burst
ol unfocused and undirected light that quickly fades. In contrast to the Fa-
ther’s words, which directly penetrate the ear of the virgin, Satan’s words flare
up and fizzle out.

But the gunpowder simile involves heat as well as light, and when we
read the passage in terms of Galenic models of reproduction, we uncover
another way in which the simile suggests activities associated with impregna-
tion. According to Galenic medical models prevalent during early modern
times. sexual reproduction is a function of heat: the chafing of intercourse
heats blood in both tlie male and the female. The blood heated in this fashion
hecomes the “male seed” and the “female seed” that unite to form a fetus.+*
In this physiological framework, then, semen is closely associated with heat.
As a few bold readers have been ready to point out, Milton employs this
Galenic equation of hieat and semen in A Mask. The throne on which Comus
confines the Lady is “smear’d with gumms of glutenous heat” (g17), a sub-
stance that scholars such as John Shaweross and William Kerrigan have iden-
tified as semen.# Miltons practice in A Mask of using “heat” to euphe-
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mistically denote “semen” illuminates the epic simile of Paradise Lost. If heat
signifies semen, then the gunpowder simile describing Satan’s premature
retreat from Eve’s ear can be seen to enact a type of coitus interruptus.
Because Satan is compelled to terminate his intimate interaction with Eve
before reaching his desired end, the words that he has attempted to intro-
duce into Eve’s ear/vagina are errantly expelled into the open. Satan relcases
into the air a burst of heat and energy suggestive of the vital heat of semen. In
this way, the Galenic clements of Milton's simile reinforce the notion that the
bower temptation sketclies out a simulacrum of sexual intercourse aiming at
aural conception. The inseminating stream of words that Satan directs upon
Eve in the second scene of temptation, however, is not misdirected.

As Milton begins the booi that will eventually describe the second
temptation of Eve, he briefly digresses from his epic plot in order to ac-
knowledge the divine source of his verse. The poet gratefully recognizes the
beneficence of Lis “Celestial Patroness,” who grants him “nightly visitations]
animplord, / And dictates to me slumbring, or inspires / Easie my unpre-
meditated Verse” (9.21-24). The digression establishes a heavenly origin for
Milton’s epic but simultaneously revives the model of auricular conception
that had been conveyed five books carlier in the account of Eve’s bower
temptation. The process of poetic composition that Milton claims for himself
closely parallels the events of Satan and Eve’s initial encounter in Eden, when
the uninvited Adversary visits the sleeping Eve and strives to influence the
“Organs of her Fancie,” by “forg[ing] / Tllusions” and “inspiring venom”
(4.802—4). Milton’ lines on the nightly visitation of his inspiring Muse gently
gesture backwards, reminding the reader of Eve’s own nocturnal visitor.
Declaring that he obtains his poetry from an otherworldly visitor who “brings

“it nightly to my Ear,” Milton resurrects the idea of auricular conception,

preparatory to the telling of the second temptation. ¥ oregrounding in the
first parts of Book Nine a model of literary creation based upon aural concep-
tion, Milton prompts the reader to recognize the aural aspects of the Tempta-
tion that will soon take place. Soon after priming the reader to perceive the
way in which Eve’s temptation becomes an insemination through the ear,
Milton launches into an account of Satan and Eve’s second encounter.

As was the case in the first meeting, Satan and Eve’s second encounter
occurs in a highly sexualized setting. The site of the second temptation is
likened to mythical gardens of amorous activity. Alluding to “those Gardens
feign'd / . . . of reviv'd Adonis” the text evokes Ovid’s myth of Venus and her
boar-slain lover, traditionally read as an allegory of the dangers of lust (9.439-
40). As a footnote in the Oxford Authors edition points out, the reference in
these lines also resonates with Spenser’s version of the tale, identifying Eden
with “the secret garden wherc Adonis and Venus make love.”s® The com-
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parison to the garden “not Mystic, where the Sapient King / Held dalliance
with his faire Egyptian Spouse” further identifies the setting in Paradisc with
sexual activity, linking it to the site of Solomon’s famous affairs (9.442—43).

These erotic undertones are heightened as Satan advances upon Eve.
Albert C. Labriola points out, for instance, that Milton has deliberately in-
sisted throughout the epic that Eve—although naked—is nonetheless “clad”
in honor, righteousness, and innocence (4.289). When Satan first sees the
solitary woman in Book Nine, this paradoxical state of naked modesty is
maintained, for Eve is clothed by a fragrani bank of flowers that render her
only half visible. Amidst the roses, Eve is “veild in a Cloud of Fragrance”; she
is only “half spi'd, so thick the Roses bushing round / About her glowd”
(9.425—27). Labriola notes, however, that Eve is disrobed and exposed as
Satan comes closer. Initially, “Eve appears clothed by the roses that surround
her,” Labriola writes, “but as Satan approaches her, she is figuratively un-
dressed and (ully naked to his view”:

What pleasing seemd, for her now pleases more,

She most, and in her look summs all Delight.

Such Pleasure took the Serpent to behold

This Flourie Plat, the sweet recess of Eve. (9.453-56)

According to Labriola, the “Flourie Plat” or “sweet recess of Eve” that Satan
takes such pleasure in contemplating is Eve’s pudendum: “the middle of
Eves body.” Separated from her husband and protector, Eve’s sexualized
body is exposed to the Adversarv’s voyeuristic gaze. As Labriola remarks:
“Satan’s view of Eve . . . arouses his concupiscence and debases her.”s*

Wolfgang Rudat believes that Satan’s lustful concern with Eve’s sexual
organs manifests itself in his dialogue with her. Rudat stresses the sexual
significance of 9.626-29, where the serpent responds to Eve’s interrogative
about the location of the magical tree:

Empress, the way is readie, and not long,
Beyond a row of Myrtles, on a Flat,

Fast by a Fountain, one small Thicket past
Of blowing Myrrh and Balme.

According to Rudat:

This is a description of the landscape of a woman’s body, similar to a description
likewise set in a seduction scene, namely, to the words with which in Shakespeare’s
Venus and Adonis the goddess of love had tried to seduce the young man: “I'll be a
park, and thou shalt be my deer: / Feed where thou wilt, on mountain, or in dalc; /
Graze on my lips, and if those hills be dry, / Stray lower, where the pleasant foun-
tains lie.”
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Rudat believes that the passage in Paradise Lost, like the lines in Venus and
Adonis, transforms topography into anatomy. In Milton’s epic, “the anatomi-
cally descending order from the ‘row of Myrtles’ (breasts) over the ‘Flat’
(abdomen) and the “Thicket’ (pubic hair) to the ‘Fountain’” suggests a caress
that concludes at the female genitalia—the fountain just beyond the thicket.
By way of this titillating topography, “Milton presents Satan as trying to get to
Lve’s ‘Fountain.” 7s*

When Satan is likened to both Jupiter Ammon aud Jupiter Capitolanus
in lines 507-10, the sexual expectancy of the scene is enhanced, for the
comparison classifies the imbruted Adversary with other legendary lovers
who have assumed the serpent’s shape in order to have sex with and impreg-
nate the objects of their desire. The phallicization of the Satanic serpent is
furthered in other moments as well. Calling to mind the image of an erect
penis emerging from curling pubic hair, Satan is said to advance upon Eve,
“crect / Amidst his circling Spires” (9.501—02). Writing of the way in which
the imbruted Adversary approaches Eve, Wolfgang Rudat emphasizes the
sexual echoes of the text. He claims that Milton's description at this point
deliberately calls to mind Augustine’s contention that prelapsarian man could
completely control his sexual member, moving it with the same dexterity that
we now move our fingers or our mouths. According to Rudat: “In his descrip-
tion of the controlled movement of the Satanic Serpent . .. Milton appropri-
ates, and transforms into poetry, the prosaically graphic description of a
phallic demonstration which he had found in The City of God.”s3 This perva-
sive phallicism also informs the idea of tumescence underlying the descrip-
tion of Satan as he begins his assault in carnest: “to highth upgrown / The

Tempter all impassiond thus began” (9.677-78).

With the onset of Satan’s temptation, the devilish art of aural/vaginal
penetration begins anew. Indicating an invasion of Eve’s interior spaces, the
narrator notes that Satan’s words “replete with guile / Into her heart too easie
entrance won” (g.733—34). Reproaching Eve for granting Satan “too easie
entrance,” the narrator calls Eve’s chastity into question, accusing her of
insufficiently policing her bodily openings. This sexualized account of the
Temptation reaches its climax in the succeeding lines, as Eve contemplates

the forbidden fruit:

Fixt on the Fruit she gaz'd, which to behold

Might tempt alone, and in her ears the sound

Yet rung of his perswasive words, impregn’d

With Reason, to her seeming, and with Truth. (9.735-38)

As she accommodates within herself the “perswasive words” implanted by
Satan, Eve performs a symbolic act of conception. The sexual significance of
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this act is signaled by the idea of impregnation expressed in lines 737-38.
Although a strict reading of these lines Vsuggests that the sexually charged
participle “impregn’d” modifies the words that Satan speaks, Lara Bovils

insists that the idea of impregnation is also valid insofar as Eve is concerned:

Though, literally, Satan’s argument is the impregnated object in lines 43738 [sic], its
insertion throngh Eve's car into her heart suggests that his “truth” germinates within
her as well, as another Satanic birth. The “easy entrance” of Satan’s speech, its designs
to awaken Eve's “eager appetite,” and its impregnation in her heart define a lraject;)ry
which mimics coitus—and conception.ss -

The conceptual trajectory established in Book Nine progresses rapidly from
insemination to gestation. After giving ear to Satan’s pregnant and impregnating
rhetoric. Eve mulls over the Adversary’s invitation: “Pausing a while, thus to her self
she mus'd” (9.744). This introspective interval acts as a gesfaﬁonal period, in which
Satans conceit grows within her. Eve’s meditative gestation hearkens back to the
n;.unnfnll of incubation Sin mentions in her description of the conception and delivery
of Death:

Pensive here I sat
Alone, but long I sat not, till my womb
Pregnant by thee, and now excessive grown

Prodigious motion felt and rueful throes. (2.777-80)

As was the case with Sin, Eve’s gestational period does not last long. Dilating
upon Satan’s disobedient dialogue, Eve approaches the tree and eats: “Her
rash hand in evil hour / Forth reaching to the Fruit, she pluck'd, she cat”
(9.780-781).55

Ive’s disobedience is accompanied by terrestrial tremors, as Nature,
“sighing through all her Works gave signs of woe” (9.783). The pangs that
Nature [eels are not unlike the pains that Sin describes in her own account of
tabor: the “signs of woe” in Book Nine echo the “rucful throes” of Book Two.
The Earth’s obstetric carthquake emulates Eve’s own conception and deliv-
ery. Drawing upon the pathetic fallacy, Milton puts Paradise through parturi-
tion at the precise moment of the Fall to reinforce the idea that Eve’s inter-
course with Satan has caused her to conceive and deliver sin. Satan has
succeeded in using seductive words to bring about an aural impregnation like
unto that associated with the Annunciation. In the same way that Cods words
impregnate Mary, Satan’s words “irapregn” Eve.

In this symbolic conflation of sin and conception, Paradise Lost parallels
Milton’s description of iniquity in the Christian Doctrine. In the Christian
Doctrine Milton also explains the descent into sin in terms of insemination,
gestation, and delivery. He writes that the soul is genuinely fallen “when it
has conceived sin, when it is heavy with it, and alrcady giving birth to it” (YP
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6:332).5% Milton’s equation of sin with sexual reproduction in the Christian
Doctrine appears to grow out of the writings of St. Paul. Milton’s metaphor
immediately follows a reference to the first chapter of James, where Paul
describes sin and death as the issue of several unseemly conceptions. Appar-
ently providing Milton with a pattern for the sexualizing of sin, Paul declares:
“When lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin: and sin, when it is finished,
bringeth forth death.”s7 A. B. Chambers asserts that Milton was not the only
early modern exegete attracted to Paul’s maternal metaphors. Chambers
claims that many of Milton’s contemporaries pick up on the propagative
nature of Paul’s definition and develop in their own writings the connection
between sin and sexual reproduction. Robert Jenison’s The Height of Israels
Heathenish Idolatrie {1621} typifies this type of writing. Teasing out Paul’s
reproductive images, Jenison explains that in the course of sin, the soul first

lyeth open to the Deuils suggestions. Secondly, wicked thoughts . . . cast in by Satan,
arc as the seed in the wombe. Then, sudden delight is as the retention of the seed in
the wombe. Fourthly, Consent is the conception of sinne. Fifthly, a more permanent
and enduring delight vpon consent, is as the fashioning and articulation of it. Then,
Sixtly, purpose to commit sinne is as the springing of the child in the wonibe, hastning
the birth and egresse. Then Seuenthly, {oliows the act it selfe, as the birth of sinne.

These are the degrees about the breeding and hatching of sinne.s

As Chambers points out, Milton’s approach to the Temptation of Eve paral-
lels this modcl of sin-as-pregnancy: “The process described by Jenison is
a‘r(—:asunably accurate account of what happens to Eve in Book Nine.”s
Jenison’s description, however, does not simply delineate the sexualized tra-
jectory of the Fall in Paradise Lost. It intervenes importantly in Milton’s
narrative, for the conrection ]enison makes between Concepticm and con-
sent (“Consent is the conception of sinne”) indicates the way in which Eve’s
agency is asserted in the act of sin, in spite of the numerous suggestions that
the Fall is a verbal/sexual ravishment.

Relying upon such classical authorities as Galen and Aristotle, the early
moderns asserted the existence of a female seed analogous to the male se-
men. Although the female seed was believed to be weaker and less pure than
the male seed, it was nevertheless considered vital for conception. Concep-
tion, it was thought, could only occur if both the male and the female seeds
were discharged during the sexual encounter. Because they believed that a
female only emits her seed upon attaining orgasm, the early moderns insisted
that conception could only come about if a woman enjoyed the sexual act.
Thus, conception came to constitute concrete proof that a woman acted as a
desiring, consenting participant in any given episode of intercourse. This
putative connection is codified in Renaissance rape laws. As Sir Henry Finch
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professes in the enormously influential Law, or a discourse thereof (1627):
“Rape is the carnal abusing of a woman against her will. But if she conceives
upon any carnal abusing of her, that is no rape, for she cannot conceive unless
she consent.”® Richard Burns reiterates the idea in his guide for English
magistrates, citing classical authorities to establish that “a woman can not
conceive unless she doth consent,”s According to Thomas Laqueur, the
beliet that pregnancy proves complicity was so entrenched in English soci-
cty that its physiological basis was not even questioned until the second half
of the cighteenth or the first hulf of the nineteenth century.®> The medico-
legal maxim that conception requires consent alleviates concerns about Eve’s
agency in Eden. When Eve conceives at Satan's suggestion, she conclusively
demonstrates to an early modern audience that her will has not been vio-
lated, for “a woman can not conceive unless she consent.” Suspicions that
Satan has overwhelimed or abrogated Eve’s agency are undone by the simple
fact of her conception. Eve’s impregnation establishes that she has not only
consented in her relations with Satan but has also derived delight from them.

After the once-erect serpent succeeds in effecting through Eve’s ear the
conception of sin, it undergoes a post-coital detumescence: “Back to the
Thicket stunk / The guiltie Serpent” (9.784-8s). Eve’s return is even more
significant, pointing to a disastrous deflowering. Emphasizing the idea that
ve has in some sense aurally conceived as a result of her discursive inter-
course with Satan, the narrator recounts:

Adam, soon as he heard

The fatal Trespass don by Eve, amaz'd,
Astonied stood and Blank, while horror chill
Ran through his veins, and «il his joynts relax'd;
From his slack hand the Garland wreath’d for Eve
Down drop’d, and all the faded Roses shed. (9.888-93)
Playing upon the traditional association of female chastity and maidenhood
with flowers, the passage points to Eve’s despoiling, for the “faded Roses” of
the Garland are irreparably “shed.”® The encounter with Satan deprives Eve
of that which she has possessed only a few hundred lines earlier: “Virgin
Majestic” (9.270). As the narrator remarks, Eve has been “Despoild of In-
nocence” (9.411). Adam, immediately intuiting the sexual pollution of his
spouse, bewails Eve’s deflowering: “How art thou lost, how on a sudden lost, /
Defac't, deflourd, and now to Death devote” (g.goo—o01).54

The union with Satan, however, does more than merely compromise
Eves chastity and transfer her individual allegiance from the Father to the
Adversary. Eve's intercourse with Satan also affects the race that is to spring
from her womb. Because Satan succeeds in insinuating himself into Eve’s
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creative lifc, he is able to assume a quasi-paternal relationship in regard to
Eve’s offspring. Satan’s ability to usurp this paternal role unsettles the pat-
terns of obedience that pertain in the prelapsarian Garden, for Edenic obe-
dience is predicated upon subordinating one’s self to one’s creator(s).

The importance in Eden of submitting to one’s creator is illustrated by
the fact that Adam’s first utterance in the Garden does not proceed for more
than  line and a half before referring to “the power / That made us, and for
us this ample World” (4.412—-13). When he and Eve narrate the stories of
their “births,” we learn that both sought to learn the source of their existence
and the nature of their creator immediately upon gaining sclf-awareness.%
Adam’s account registers not only his desire to discover the source of his
existence but also explains the motive that drives that desire. Imploring the
animals to reveal to him the identity of his “Maker,” Adam exclaims: “Tell me,
how may I know him, how adore, / From whom I have that thus I move and
live” (8.280-81). Adam wants to know his creator so that he can adore him.
He intuitively recognizes that in Eden, relations of obedience are forged
according to creation.

This concept is made even more concrete in Adam and Eve’s recporded
prayers, the nightly orison of Book Four and the matinal invocation of B?ok
Five. Both prayers follow the same basic form: a lengthy catalog of all that
God has created followed by declarations of devotion directed at the “Maker
Omnipotent” (4.725). Each prayer suggests that adoraticn ar?ses from an
appreciation of the Father’s creativeness. Adam and EYS worship th'e Fu.tl}.cr
because he has given them (and all cther inhabitants of Eden) the gift of life.

Instances of lawgiving in Paradise Lost also demonstrate that structures
of obedience in Eden are founded upon creation. Just before informing
Adam of the terms and conditions of his paradisal state, God proclainis:
“Whom thou sought'st I am, /. . . Author of all this thou seest / Above, or
round about thee or beneath” (8.316-18). No additional justification for the
succeeding prohibitions is offered or asked: Gud's status as Adam's‘ creator
fully legitimizes his authority as lawgives. Raphaels later visit, designed to
reiterate the injunction against eating the forbidden fruit, similarly structures
its prohibition around assertions of zuthorship. The angel begins his admom;
tion by reminding Adam and Eve that they “proceed” from “one Almightie
(5.469-70). Asserting that Adam and Eve have been fashioned from th.e
primary matter by the Father, Raphael simultancously establishes their obli-
gation to obey the F ather. From this point, the angel need do nothing more
than explain what the Father requires, for his unfallen audience fully accepts
the burden of obedience they owe their creator. As Adam fervently professes:
“We never shall forget to love / Our maker, and obey him whose commandl/
Single, is yet so just” (5.550-52). Adam acknowledges the justice of his
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maker’s authority so completely that he cannot even imagine opposing him:
“Can we want obedience then / 1o him, or possibly his love desert / Who
formd us from the dust?” (5.514-16).

The obedience that Adam owes to his Maker is fairly straightforward, for
God acted alone in forming the first man from the dust of the earth. Since
none but the Father and the Son had a hand in his genesis, Adam need
rcecognize no other authority than that of God. Eve’s obligations are a little
more complex. As Adam is quick to tell his wife, he contributed to her
creation: “To give thee being, I lent / Out of my side to thee, neerest iy
heart / Substantial Life” (4.483-85). Because he donated “his flesh, his bone”
to Eve’s creation, Adam is in some ways Eve’s second father (4.483). As Adam
reminds her, Eve is “Daughter of God and Man” (4.660). As a result of
Adam’s collaboration in her creation, Eve must submit herself not only to
God, her primary creator, but also to Adam, her secondary creator. Possess-
ing multiple makers, Eve must acknowledge multiple masters. This state of
affairs is outlined in Book Four, when the differences between Adam and
Eve’s respective “formations” are said to produce differences in their respec-
tive respousibilitics. Whereas Adam answers to one creator, Eve obeys two:
“Hee for God only, shee for God in him” (4.299). On scveral occasions, Eve
acknowledges her numerous obligations and simultaneously recognizes that
these obligations arise from the conditions of her creation. In Book Four, for
instance, Eve’s declaration of subnission to Adam accounts for and explains
this submsission by pointing to the fact that Adam “authored” her: “My Au-
thor and Disposer, what thou bidst / Unargu’d 1 obey; so God ordains”
(4.635 -36). Adawm is one of Eve’s masters because he is one of Eve’s makers.
In Eden, authorship and authority are inextricable. )

Iad Adam and Eve remained faithful in Eden, their children would
have been born into this straightforward system of allegiance. Adam and Eve,
made fertile by the Father, would have brought forth a race of humans whe
would consequently have recognized three authors: God, Adam, and Eve.
Owing obedience to these authority figures (and only these), the children of
Adam and Eve would have readily perceived their devotional obligations to
God the Father. They would have constituted the “Race of Worshippers” that
Raphacl describes in 7.630. Satan muddies this model of metaphysical obe-
dience, however, when he impregnates Eve with evil. When Eve turns her
back on her husband and her God in order to unite with Satan, she affords
the Adversary a role in the authorship of the human race. Supplanting the
Father as co-creator of the human race, Satan becomes one of humanity’s
multiple authors. In this position of quasi-paternity, Satan commands from
Lve’s children an amount of filial obedience. Like Sin, the children of Eve
must now acknowledge (albeit to a lesser degree) the presence of Satan in
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their pedigree. Because Edenic obedicnce is structured sccording to author-
ity, Eve’s children must in some ways echo Sin’s statement to Satan:
s

Thou art my Father, thou my Author, thou
My being gav'st me; whom should I obey

But thee, whom follow? (2.864-66)

Eve recognizes this condition when she laments that her children will be
compelled by nature of their creation to render obeisance to l';he Adversary.
Eve bewails the fact that her impure loins can bring nothing into the world
other than “a woful Race” subject to Sin, Death, and Satan (10.984). As Eve
herself realizes, “all by mee is lost” (12.621). The syntax of this assessment
neatly conveys the complexity of the situation, encouraging Fwo (:(>1n§)}§mcn—
tary interpretations. At one level, Eve a(:knowle?(lges Ler primary gulll. in the
fall of humanity: all is lost by (i.e., because of) me. At th'e same ‘nme,'she
recognizes that sin has perverted her reproductive potential and made x_t 50
that her tainted womb can only produce fallen children: all by me (ie.,
begotten by me) is lost. i
7 Adam confirms Tve’s conclusions when he claims that as a couple they
can no longer beget anything other than a “propagated curse” (10.729).
Indeed, Adam seems to be fully aware that Eve’s sin has bmug}}.‘: about a §tf1te
of reproductive contamination. Reproaching Lve in BQi)k Nine for giving
“eare” to their enemy, Adam calls attention to the orifice th_rough which
Eve is deflowered but also punningly points to the reproductive repercus-
sions of that deflowering: “O Eve, in evil hour thou didst give eare / T(? tl‘mt
false Worm” (g.1067-68). Remembering that in early modern pronux}cxathn
“car” and “heir” are homonyms, we become aware of a crucial quibble in
Adam’s statement.® Entertaining the serpent’s sexualized imdtations., !Eve
allows Satan to impregnate her. By giving “ears” to Satari‘, Eve gives h.elrs to
Satan. Having seduced Eve, Satan can in some sense claim her. posterity. Her
offspring become his offspring, owing him the kind of obedience due to a
creator. ’ 4
On this point Paradise Lost alludes to the theory of the u’uqum(zmgntum,
or the physical contamination of Eve. The theory is often expressed in rabi
binic biblical commentary and folklore. As Robert Graves and Raphael Patai
point out in their investigation of Hebraic myth: “Spme [commentators]fay
that Samacl disguised himself as the serpent and, after vengefully persuading
man to eat from the Tree of Knowledge, fathered Cain upon EE\/P, thus
defiling all the offspring of her subsequent union with Adan?. 67 Within Fhe
Christian tradition, Origen is one of the first to elaborate thc' idea. Acc_ordmg
to Origen: “The serpent . .. had beguiled Eve and by spreading the poison of
sin in her with his inbreathed encouragement had infected the whole of her
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posterity with the contagion of the Fall.”s8 In Paradise Lost, Satan’s success-
tul temptation of Eve pollutes both her person and her progeny. As the Son
explains in Book Three, the serpent’s intercourse/discourse with Eve con-
taminates the human family. The Son forcsees that when Satan retreats from
Eden, he will do so “with revenge accomplish’t and to Hell / Draw after him
the whole Race of mankind, / By him corrupted” (3.160—62).5

Eve’s first-born child testifies to the corruption of the human race. Cain’s
wickedness clearly establishes that metaphysical allegiances have been al-
tered as a result of Satan’s ability to insinuate himself into Eve’s acts of
reproduction. Succumbing to Satan’s temptation, Eve fails to “multiply a
Race of Worshippers,” but rather gives birth to the first murderer (7.630).
Killing his own brother, Cain performs the function of Death, further liter-
alizing the doubled relationship between Satan’s two sexual partners, Sin and
Eve. Sin begets an allegorical murderer of humankind; Eve begets an actual
murderer of humankind.7 But Cain’s submission to Satan is just the begin-
ning. The scquence of visions that Michael shows to and narrates for Adam in
Books Eleven and Twelve is little more than a long march of Hell-bound
progeny. For several hundred lines, it appears that Satan’s aural impregnation
ol Eve has captured for him all of humankind.

But then comes a vision that arrests the procession. The Father unites
with Mary to beget “the true / Anointed King Messiah” (12.358-359). The
manner in which the Father impregnates Mary provides a perfect counter-
point to the Adversary’s earlier actions, for the Annunciation of Book Twelve
simultane,ous]_\' re-enacts and outstrips Satan’s insemination of Eve. In Book
Nine Satan’s impregnation of Eve occupies a shadowy area between allegory,
metaphor, and reality. God’s impregnation of Mary, on the other hand, is
irrefutably literal. Whereas Satan’s conpling with Eve effects a deflowering,
the Father’s union with Mary preserves virginity. Most importantly, Mary’s
virginal conception, in which “God with man unites,” overturns Eve’s de-
spoiling, for it brings about a second creation of humanity (12.382).

This second creation of humankind is outlined in Book Three, when the
Father tells the Son that those who follow him, “live in thee transplanted, and
from thee / Receive new life” (3-293-94). “Receiv[ing] new life” from the
Son. the disciples of God are reborn, or regenerated. The process of rebirth is
spelled out in the Christian Doctrine, where Milton teaches that the earthly
mission of the Son creates afresh the human race, allowing each man and
each woman to become a “new creature” (YP 6:461). Those who take advan-
tage of the atonement, Milton explains, “are said to be regenerated and born
again and created anew” (YP 6:394). “The old man is destroved,” Milton
writes, “and . . . the inner man is regenerated by God . . . as if he were a new
creature” (YP 6:461).
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In many ways, humanity’s second creation is identical to its first cre-
ation. Soon after forming the Earth, the Father gives life to the human
family through the instrumentality of the Son. Acting as the Father’s agent,
the Son is sent to Earth from Heaver: and successfully performs the creative
task cnjoined upon him by the Father. When the Father undertakes to create
the human faniily a second time, he uses the same method, again sending the
Son to Earth with a creative assignment. The Son’s cecond trip to the ter-
restrial world, like his first trip, centers in the act of creating the human
race. When Adam prophetically foresees the life of the Son, it is telling
that he immediately understznds the Sen’s salvific mission to be an act of
creation. Adam identifies the rogeneration of the human race as an act of
creation similar—but superior—to the original act of creation that produced

the earth:

O goodness infinite, goodness immense!

That 2}l this good of evil shall produce,

And evil turn to good; more wonderful

Then that which by creation first brought forth

Light out of darkness! (12.469~-73)

Because structures of obedience and authority in the epic are estab-
lished according to creation, the Son’s ability to recreate or regenerate the
human race successfully redraws structures of filial obedience. When Satan
inserts himself into Eive’s reproductive life, he in part enables himself to
command from Eve’s children the kind of loyalty that creatures owe to their
creators. When the Son recreates humanity, however, lie gives the penitent
individual the chance to breuk with the corrupted race over which Satan
presides as co-creator and graft him or herself into a new family, of which
God alone is head. The Son’s atonement establishes an alternate race into
which the saved soul can be adopted. This alternate race acknowledges God
alone as its creator and, consequently, recognizes no authority other than
God. When adopted into this new family springing from the Son’s sacrifice,
then, each individual returns to his or her elementary condition of straight-
forward submission to God. The regeneration wrought by the Son restores
humanitv’s original relationship to God: “Regeneration means that the old
man is destroyed and that the inner man is regenerated . . . so that his whole
mind is restored to the image of God, as if he were a new creature” (YP
6:461). In sum, the Father overturns Satan’s paternal usurpation of thg hu-
man family by begetting a divine child upon a human mother. Responding to
the Temptation with the Annunciation, the Father regains his human family
by showing himself to be the superior creator. ‘

In order to encourage the reader to recognize the cause-effect, point-
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counterpoint relationship that links the Temptation and the Annunciation
Milton presents the Temptation as a debased and weakened version of the)
Annunciation. Incorporating into his account of Eve’s sin the idea of an
auricular conception, Milton ties the Temptation to traditional accounts of
the Annunciation and transforms the Temptation into a parodic version of
the Aununciation. This parodic relationship prompts the reader to juxtapose
the conception of Eve and the conception of Mary and thereby perceive their
interrelatedness. In iany ways, the epic constructs its accounts of the Temp-
tation and the Annunciation in a method similar to the country-western
contest of ducling banjos (to employ an anachronistic and utterly undivine
analogy). Using the female body as a procreative instrument, the Adversary
and the Father strive to best one another through increasingly impressive
demonstratious of paternal power. In this dueling banjo format, Satan is the
first to pick out his part. Using his “potent tongue” Satan impregnates with
false reason the mother of all humankind and thereby perverts her progeny
(6.135). l" he Father, however, upstages the Advcrsm}: with a virtuoso perf()r'—

mance of supreme omnipotence. Surpassing at each point Satan’s earlier

attempt at sireship, the Father reasserts his paternal power with an un-

paralleled procreative act. The magnificence of the Annunciation in this way

exposes the Temptation to be yet another perverse attempt on the part of
Satan to emulate godly power. Imitating the process without possessing the

virtne that makes that process efficacious, Satan falls short vet agairn. Stidt:m

attempts to rival the Father by inseminating a virgin throug}; the ear, but his

parody of divine paternity is overturned and overshadowed by the Father’s

omuipotent ability to beget a Messiah upon the Virgin Mary.

The passages in the poem that proclaim the Father’s Jtriumph over the
Adversary exploit carly modern homonyms to subtly emphasize the wavﬁl
which the auditory canals of Eve and Mary constitute in some sense the
cosmic battleground between good and evil. When the Father tells the fallen
C()I-IP](“ that the seed of the woman shall bruise the head of the serpent, the
epic narrator interjects:

So spake this Oracle, then verifi'd

When Jesus son of Mary second Eve,

Saw Satan fall like Lightning down from Ieav'n,
Prince of the Aire; then rising from his Grave
Spoild Principalities and Powers, triumpht

In open shew, and with ascention bright
Captivity led captive through tlie Aire,

The Realm it self of Satan long usurpt,

Whom he shall tread at last under our feet. (10.182-go)
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Explicitly identifying Mary as the “second Eve,” the passzge connects Eve’s
and Mary’s respective conceptions. In less explicit fashion, though, the test
takes steps to reiterate the importance of the ear in these women’s maternal
roles. Earlier in the epic, Adam plays upon the homonymic relationship
between “ear” and “heir”; at this point in the poem the epic narrator draws
upon another set of homonyms—“air” and “ear”—in order to explain the way
in which aurality impinges upon the epic’s eschatology.” In the passage cited
above, the epic narrator exploits “air” and “ear” to punningly paraphrase the
way in which oral insemination operates in the epic as a means of either
usurping or regaining power in the counterposed events of the Annunciation
and the Temptation. According to the narrator, Satan commandeers a part of
God’s kingdom and becomes a temporary ruler {(“Prince of the Aire”) by
commanding Eve’s ear (“Prince of the Ear”). His appropriation of Eve’s ear
marks out both the air and the ear (the air because of the ear) as “the
realm . .. of Satan long usurpt.” Inseminating Mary through the ear, however,
the Father sets in motion the series of events that will end Satan’s reign,
effectively “spoil[ing] Principalities and Powers.” When the aurally begotten
Son deposes the Father’s enemy, “Captivity [is] led captive through the Aire.”
“Aire” describes the ethereal medium through which the captive is carried
but also homonymically indicates the means whereby he is toppled. Satan is
made captive “through the Ear”—through the ear of the Virgin who au-
ricularly conceives Christ.

But the epic narrator is not the only voice in the epic to play on “air” and
“ear.” Indeed, the pun receives divine sanction in Book Three, when the Son
employs this very homonymic pair. After volunteering to mediate for human-
kind. the Son assures the assembled hosts of angels that he will not fail to
subdue with [inality Heaven’s encmy. Proleptically describing his eventual
victory, the Son declares: “I through the ample Air in Triumph high / Shall
lead Hell Ciptive maugre Iell” (3.254-55). As the epic narrator will do after
him, the Son guibbles on “air” and “ear” to depict Satan’s defeat while simul-
taneously describing the incarnational moment that begins the Adversary’s
overthrow. Referring to the “air” that is ample enough to accommodate his
flight, the Son punningly points to the “ear” that was ample enough to pro-
vide for his entry into Maxy’s womb. Moreover, the Son utilizes the pun to
chart the complete course of his condescension. His return to Heaven takes
place only after he has detoured or passed through the “ample Air/Ear” of
Mary. Abasing and reducing himself to such an extent as to be able to enter
the Virgin through an orifice as small as her ear, the Son eventually resumes
his former godlike grandeur. He returns to “Triumph high” after passing
“through the ample [ear].” Recapitulating the depths to which he willingly
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descended, the Son uses the air/ear pun to contrast the indignity of the
Incarnation with the divine splendor to which he returns. )

The epic narrator is not the only one to notice the Son’s deft manipula-
tion of “air” and “ear.” Michael (who presumably overheard the Son’s pun-
ning performance in Book Three) also employs the homonymic pair. After
revealing to Adam in Book Twelve a vision of the redemptive life of the Son,
Michacl shows the first man how the Son “shall surprise / The Serpent,
Prince of aire™ (12.453 -54). Informing Adam that God will defeat once and
tor all the rebel raler of the Air/ Ear, Michael teaches, “Then to the Heav'n of
[Ieav‘ns he shall ascend / With victory, triumphing through the aire / Over his
foes and thine” (12.451-53). The Son’s triumphant flight through the air is
made possible by the FFather’s paternal intercession through the ear. Through
the ear of the Virgin Mary (“through the airc™), God recuperates the human
family temporarily lost when Satan aurally invades Eve. Imitating the Son’s
divine wordplay with the homonyms “air” and “ear,” Michael informns Adam
that the Father and the Son triumph through the ear/air cer their foes
and ours.

In short, Milton’s epic utilizes the idea of aural conception in order to
transform the Temptation into a parodic prefiguration of the Annunciation.
The relationship of reverse typology calls attention to the inadequacies of the
Adversary while emphasizing the superiority of the Father. Both Satan and
God impregnate virgins through the ear. Satan, however, succeeds only in
siring temporary death and destruction. The Almighty God, on the other
hand, fathers everlasting life and redemption. Through the ears of Eve and
Mary, the epic shows how the demonic virility of Satan, the “great Potentate,”
is met and overmatched by the divine fecundity of the Father, the “Maker
(})umip(}lent" (5.706; 4.725). In the end, God does indeed triumph "‘throxjgh
the aire/ear.”
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70. Eves connection to Sin is suggested by the fact that after her fall Eve is accused of
possessing the snake-like shape that characterizes Sin. As Albert Labriola reminds us: “At the
birth of Death, her offspring by Satan, Sin became serpentine from the waist downward (2.650—

Lve’s Aural Conception in Paradise Lost 75

53, 782-85). After Eve :as fallen to Satan, Adam describes her as if she had been trans*nogr(::{'if:d:
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