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Understanding C.S. Lewis's Preface to Paradise Lost

C.S. Lewis’s preface to Paradise Lost serves as both an introduction to John Milton’s epic poem and an
insightful commentary on its themes, structure, and lasting impact on literature and faith. Published in
1942, Lewis's preface provides a comprehensive examination of Milton's work, reflecting on its theological
underpinnings and literary significance. This article will explore the key points Lewis presents in his
preface, the context surrounding Milton’s original work, and the relevance of these discussions in

contemporary literary and theological circles.

The Context of Milton’s Paradise Lost

To fully appreciate Lewis's insights, it is essential to understand the context in which Paradise Lost was
written. Milton composed his epic during the 17th century, a time of great political and religious upheaval
in England. The English Civil War and the subsequent establishment of the Commonwealth under Oliver

Cromwell had a profound impact on Milton's worldview and his writings.

Key Themes in Paradise Lost

Paradise Lost explores several crucial themes, including:

1. Free Will: One of the most prominent themes is the concept of free will, particularly in relation to the
Fall of Man. Milton presents Adam and Eve’s choices as pivotal to the narrative, emphasizing that their

disobedience stems from their own decision-making rather than preordained fate.

2. The Nature of Evil: Milton's depiction of Satan as a charismatic and complex character raises questions
about the nature of evil. Lewis delves into this portrayal, noting how Milton humanizes Satan, making him

a compelling figure despite his rebellion against God.

3. Redemption and Grace: The poem ultimately conveys a message of hope and redemption. Lewis
highlights how Milton's work reflects Christian beliefs about sin and salvation, showing that even in the

depths of despair, grace is available.



CS. Lewis's Perspective on Milton’s Work

Lewis's preface is not merely an introduction; it is also a critical engagement with Milton's text.

Throughout the preface, Lewis addresses several key issues related to Paradise Lost:

Milton's Purpose and Style

Lewis argues that Milton's primary purpose in writing Paradise Lost was to "justify the ways of God to

men." This ambition shapes the poem's structure and style, as Milton employs grand language and classical
references to elevate his subject matter. Lewis appreciates Milton's use of blank verse, noting that it allows
for a more natural and expressive form of storytelling. He asserts that Milton's choice of style is essential in

conveying the poem's grandeur and seriousness.

The Role of the Reader

In his preface, Lewis emphasizes the role of the reader in interpreting Paradise Lost. He points out that
readers must engage actively with the text, as Milton’s complex language and intricate themes require
thoughtful consideration. Lewis encourages readers to approach the poem with an understanding of its

historical and theological context, which enriches the reading experience.

Critical Reception and Impact

Lewis’s preface has played a significant role in shaping the critical reception of Paradise Lost. His insights
have encouraged subsequent generations of readers and scholars to revisit Milton’s work with a renewed
perspective. Several themes and questions posed by Lewis remain relevant in contemporary discussions

about literature and faith.

Influence on Modern Literature

Lewis’s analysis has influenced various aspects of modern literature, particularly in how authors approach
the theme of evil and the complexity of human nature. Many contemporary writers draw from Milton’s
depiction of Satan, exploring the idea of a flawed anti-hero, which can be traced back to Milton’s nuanced

portrayal.



Theological Discussions

Moreover, Lewis’s preface has contributed to ongoing theological discussions about free will, sin, and
redemption. His interpretation of Paradise Lost encourages readers and theologians alike to grapple with
significant questions of morality and the nature of divine justice. In a world where these issues continue to
be relevant, Lewis’s insights provide a framework for understanding the moral dilemmas faced by

humanity.

Conclusion

C.S. Lewis’s preface to Paradise Lost is not just an introduction to Milton's epic; it is a profound exploration
of its themes, literary techniques, and theological implications. By illuminating the complexities of free
will, the nature of evil, and the possibility of redemption, Lewis invites readers to engage deeply with
Milton's work. His reflections resonate beyond the confines of literature, touching on essential questions of

faith and morality that remain significant in today’s world.

As we continue to reflect on the themes presented in Paradise Lost, Lewis's preface serves as a valuable
resource, encouraging a deeper understanding and appreciation of both Milton's masterpiece and the
enduring questions it raises about the human condition. Through this lens, we can see how literature

transcends time, offering insights that remain relevant across generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of C.S. Lewis's preface to 'Paradise Lost"?

CS. Lewis's preface serves to provide context for John Milton's 'Paradise Lost', explaining its significance in

literature and offering insights into its themes, structure, and historical background.

How does C.S. Lewis interpret the character of Satan in "Paradise Lost'?

Lewis presents Satan as a complex character, emphasizing his tragic qualities and the moral ambiguity of his

rebellion against God, which contributes to the poem's exploration of free will and temptation.

What are some key themes that Lewis highlights in his preface?

In his preface, Lewis highlights themes such as the nature of good and evil, the concept of free will, the fall

of man, and the relationship between humanity and divinity.



What does C.S. Lewis say about the poetic style of 'Paradise Lost'?

Lewis praises Milton's use of blank verse and the grandeur of his language, noting how the poetic form

enhances the themes and emotional weight of the narrative.

In what ways does Lewis's preface reflect his own theological views?

Lewis's preface reflects his Christian beliefs, particularly his understanding of sin, redemption, and the

nature of God, which align with Milton's intentions in portraying the biblical story of creation and the fall.
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