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substitution, insists on a particular kind of weakness: the inability 
to redeem deprivation.

In much criticism on “Lycidas,” the major discontinuities in 
the poem, which might call into question its successful processes 
of mourning, are usually located with the procession of mourners 
in the middle of the text, starting with what John Crowe Ransom 
calls the “incredible interpolation” of Apollo at line 76.29 Whether 
seen as intentional or not, as Victoria Silver has shown, “Lycidas” 
courts incoherence nowhere more than during the polyphony of 
its central verse paragraphs.30 Whereas the profusion of voices 
in the middle passages is often seen as a crisis within the poem, 
the voice in the beginning and ending of the poem is traditionally 
taken to be the most self-coherent. Whether in psychoanalytic, 
metrical, or theological terms, critics who emphasize the resolv
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This experience of compulsive weakness in “Lycidas” shifts 
the focus swiftly from the radical event of loss to the inevitability 
of death. The poet’s invocation of the muses to “somwhat loudly 
sweep the string” marks the first shift in the poem from vocative 
to imperative, underscoring the urgency of song in the repetition 
of “Begin.” But the speaker then moves to invoke another “gentle 
Muse” (one other than the “Sisters,” gendered masculine) to be-
seech “favour” for his own “destin’d Urn”:

So may som gentle Muse
With lucky words favour my destin’d Urn,
And as he passes turn,
And bid fair peace be to my sable shrowd.

The ambiguity of “So may” is in tension with the absoluteness 
and unified image of “my destin’d Urn,” which Harold Bloom de-
scribes as the major irony of the poem: the inevitability of death 
is precisely that from which the Miltonic poet “swerves.”34 In thus 
seeking to create a song that might properly mourn Lycidas, the 
Miltonic poet shifts from recollection to self-reflection to repres-
sion. The poet turns to witness the catastrophe of the past—the 
loss of Lycidas—only then reflexively to turn upon himself in 
consciousness of his own death. He then turns yet once more in 
a movement that appears to suppress the threat to self in poetic 
production. The weak incapacity to mourn is indexed in part by 
such an untimely collapse of temporalities. It is the temporal 
heterogeneity of the opening, wherein time is irrevocably mixed, 
that prevents any decisively redemptive movement forward or 
backward.

The poet follows the conflation of grief for Lycidas and grief 
for the self with the introduction of yet another temporality: a 
prelapsarian past—one before the death of Lycidas—that is char-
acterized by presence and mutuality:

For we were nurst upon the self-same hill,
Fed the same flock, by fountain, shade, and rill.
 Together both, ere the high Lawns appear’d
Under the opening eye-lids of the morn,
We drove a field, and both together heard
What time the Gray-fly winds her sultry horn,
Batt’ning our flocks with the fresh dews of night,
Oft till the Star that rose, at Ev’ning, bright
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against his inability to do it. In the move to “goary visage,” the 
poet employs a kind of prosopopeia in order to ascribe a face to 
the absent, irrecoverable friend. Milton’s use of prosopopeia seems 
reflexively aware of de Man’s claim that prosopopeia is driven 
by a desire to make the other present through a figuration that 
“deprives and disfigures to the precise extent that it restores.”38 
Yet for Milton, in contrast to de Man, this weakness is not simply 
privative. Instead it is the failed struggle to capture loss here that 
constitutes the effectiveness of the poet’s attempt to witness it. 
If “goary visage” tries to image the loss more directly than, say, 
“goarie scalp” and thus, through that figuration, to mitigate loss, 
then the figuration’s inevitable disfiguration of the head of Lycidas 
dramatizes the productive failure of consolation, the weak tribute 
of poetic figuration itself. Milton insists on this inability to sub-
stitute for the dismembered body, even if he feels compelled to do 
so, rendering this internal sonnet a weak but necessary ritual.

Despite the poem’s insistence on this weakness, it moves on 
from this moment to its most self-assertive passages. The image 
of Phoebus “touch[ing] my trembling ears,” and the incipient 
connection between Apollo and consolation, remains unconvinc-
ingly sublime (line 77). But this unconvincingly sublime excess 
of meaning does not prepare us for the even more shocking 
substitution at the end of the poem. There is little preparation in 
“Lycidas” for the implausible imperative, “Weep no more, woful 
Shepherds weep no more,” in the penultimate verse paragraph or 
the increasing regularization of meter that follows (line 165). The 
arbitrary assertion of strength merely works to underscore the 
poet’s weakness in the face of loss. The apotheosizing figuration 
of Lycidas’s “head” as a star, part of that cosmic cycle—“So sinks 
the day-star”—of departure and return which was earlier denied, 
“repairs” a loss that the poet earlier declared was irrevocable (lines 
168 and 169). Pace Sacks’s comment that this act of substitu-
tion offers closure at the end of the poem, and pace Rosemond 
Tuve’s sense that this moment in the poem achieves “[r]estraint 
and tranquility,” I would argue that the unanticipated utterance 
of “Weep no more” is itself a violent overcompensation, working 
as protest of the unavailing narrative of substitution.39 As Forsyth 
has recently put it, “Why anyone should believe this transpar-
ent and belated fantasy is not clear.”40 Unlike Forsyth, I see this 
arbitrary bid for consolation as a self-conscious revelation of the 
poet’s own weakness, regardless of whether it is also, ultimately, 
as much a “veiled critique” of Lycidas as it is a genuine elegy.41

If the resolution of grief is a repression of the trauma of the 
dismemberment passage, then this repression itself works by way 
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of a violence, a violence that refuses to accept the irrecoverable loss 
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Yet, minding Milton’s early dwelling in weakness, we might 
view the poet’s assertion of compensation for blindness at the end 
of this proem as a less unambiguous testimonial of inspiration 
than it seems at first sight. Recently, Fallon has persuasively ar-
gued that the proem to book 3 reveals “substantial anxiety about 
inspiration”—that its claim to divine illumination is less certain 
than most critics have declared.50 Fallon demonstrates that we 
cannot see the concluding divine compensation as laying to rest 
Milton’s own doubts about his blindness because the proem is 
structured around “an unceasing oscillation between despair and 
confidence.”51 Attending to the early theorization of weakness in 
Milton’s poetics might allow us to continue to locate in passages 
like this one—which seems to offer us a vision of Milton at his 
most confident—energies that reveal Milton’s deep interest not 
only in his fears and anxieties (as Fallon shows) but also in his 
inabilities and failures. We need not “[p]urge and disperse” these 
inabilities.

Perhaps what the proem to book 3 figures for us is not so 
much the triumphant emergence of prophetic or spectatorial vi-
sion but rather two different kinds of weakness: on the one hand, 
the inability to see, which Milton must experience to become the 
instrument of God as light, and on the other hand, the poet’s 
seeming inability to be certain about his own divine illumination, 
the potential impossibility of ascertaining the source of what might 
inspire him. John Guillory has said of the proem to book 3 that the 
“inspiration has taken place, and yet we have not seen it.”52 But 
what if Milton cannot have seen whether inspiration took place 
either?53 Perhaps, ultimately, Milton’s weakness in the proem to 
book 3 resides in his inability to be certain about the presence and 
effect of divine inspiration. After the initial apostrophe to Light, 
Milton puts forward a complex set of definitions of the terms that 
will define his divine illumination:

 Since God is light
And never but in unapproachèd light
Dwelt from eternity, dwelt then in thee,
Bright effluence of bright essence increate.
Or hear’st thou rather pure ethereal stream
Whose fountain who shall tell?54

Readers usually struggle with the extraordinary difficulty of lines 
5–6. But Kerrigan offers the more accessible question posed in 
lines 7 and 8 as the crux hidden in plain view, because the poet 
“permits the light to keep the secret of its own beginnings.”55 An 
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understanding of “weak Milton” may be relevant here and lead 
us to take those lines as the poetic and epistemological core of 








