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Typology and Tradition : Refiguring
the Bible in Milton’s Paradise Lost

James M. Kee

Abstract. This essay examines how biblical narrative is
typologically refigured in Milton’s Paradise Lost. Typology is a
form of discourse found in major poems of the Christian
tradition. More than just an exegetical mode, typology makes
possible a poiesis in which those who live after Christ can
discern in the shadowy events of their own experience just
how they paricipate in history’s eschatological truth.
Typological poems labor to assimilate themselves to the
tradition and assimilate the tradition to themselves. While
many elements of Milton’s argument are traditional, the way
in which biblical narrative is refigured in the poem reflects
Milton’s struggle with the necessities imposed by modernity’s
newly emerging discursive order. The poem struggles to make
a vast range of materials from earlier epochs function
meaningfully within the configurations of this new epoch. The
poem carries out these labors with remarkable integrity, but
the historical mediation finally achieved in its ending is
extremely unstable.

Key words: typology; tradition; Milton; Paradise Lost;
the Bible
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