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Negotiating Death Now and Later: Humanism, Eternity, and Milton's "Two-Handed Engine"
Lines 108-131 of "Lycidas" have been disputed for over three centuries, and the debate
over the meaning of Milton's "two-handed engine" is still far from over. 1 I join here the
seemingly illimitable number of readers who propose a solution to lines 130-131, and I argue that
we need go no further than the poem itself to discover that Milton has in mind the Pilot's keys.
My aim will be, first, to foreground the combined Christian and humanistic feature which
informs the unity of the work. Then I propose a clear identification of the speaker in the passage.
A number of unsatisfactory interpretations begin with a misunderstanding of who the "dread
voice" really is, and smoking him out will, I hope, enable us to derive from Milton's other poetry
and prose the most likely meaning he would have attached, within the context of the poem, to a
"two-handed engine." The Pilot of the Gallilean Lake passage is, after all, a series of lines whose
context begs to be situated; it deliberately invites a close reading of its structure. Even so, we
shall see that the passage does not at all cloak itself in mystery.
The reason for the sudden appearance of the disruptive "dread voice," coming as it does
about three-fourths of the way into a pastoral elegy, has occupied critics who struggle to account
for the unity of the poem. Cleanth Brooks and John Edward Hardy, for example, consider the
Pilot's speech an interruption of the already tenuous atmosphere of bucolic hope in a poem which
tries to come to terms with death: "Though the speech as a whole praises Lycidas in terms of the
larger theme, it makes his death even more meaningless. The good shepherd has been taken, the
wicked remain" (152). Brooks and Hardy suggest that, as an incongruous intrusion, the passage
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is a reminder that evil can triumph in the England of 1637. Rosemond Tuve, however, believes
that the passage reinforces the hope contained at the center of the poem, since the Pilot's words,
like the rest of the work, form an allegorical response to the possibility of a meaningless world.
In Tuve's view, the passage joins the pastoral element in offering a humanistic consolation, a
turning "from what seems senseless in death to death made tolerable," in the hope that death
itself will reveal meaning (175-76).
Tuve's argument takes on added significance if we may infer that Milton was affected by
the censure and public disfigurement of William Prynne in 1637 for the publication of his A
Breviate of the Prelates intollerable usurpations, which virulently denounces the increasing
temporal power of the Anglican Church under Laud. The tract begins with a passage from
Ezekiel 34, in which God demands of the corrupt priesthood of Israel "that doe feed themselves":
"Should not the Shepheards feede the Flock? Yee eate the fat, and ye [sic] cloathe you with the
wooll, yee kill them that are fed, yee feed not the Flocke" (qtd. in Elledge 198-99). During his
punishment, Prynne is described in an anonymous eye-witness account as "rejoycing" in the
notion that God had counted him worthy to suffer for the truth (qtd. in Elledge 208). 2
The point I wish to make is that such rejoicing aligns with the sense of meaning Tuve
underscores in her reading, although her interpretation of the "dread voice" passage does not
allow for an emphasis on a Christian after-life. I submit, however, that if Milton had in mind
only a humanistic (or, as some analyses would have it, a temporal) allusion in the case of the
"two-handed engine," the poem not only fails in its unity; it fails to offer hope. If, on the other
hand, Milton envisioned an after-life event in the engine's ability to "smite once, and smite no
more" (130), then "Lycidas" offers hope not only for the next life but for this one as well.
"Lycidas" is a poem that tries to come to terms with death while simultaneously trying to
map out the purpose of man on earth. It has been proposed that Milton intends a rationale for the
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role of the poet in a disordered world (see, for example, Tillyard, Miltonic Setting 38-42), yet, if
we recall Milton's intense interest in matters of both church and state, often articulated in his
preoccupation with free will, David Daichess more convincingly maintains that the subject of
"Lycidas" is that of the poet as a social being, a "priest" who must deal with the meaning of both
life and death (106). Confronted with this combined social and spiritual program, our
identification of the Pilot becomes vital. If Milton and his contemporary audience are to come
away with a sense of control over the vagaries of life and death, the Pilot should logically be a
mediator between God and man, and man himself should have a share in dealing with mystery.
Of course, Christ has been proposed as the ideal speaker (Hone), as well as the "twohanded engine" itself (see, for instance, Marilla and Roberts), 3 and it is true that He fulfills the
twin roles of Son of God and Son of Man. Yet if we are to explain the appearance of "Miter'd
locks" in line 112, a reference most often associated with a human being holding an earthly
position of responsibility to Christ, we must discount the likelihood of Christ Himself playing the
role of the Pilot. This paper was downloaded from the internet. A more compelling choice, it
seems to me, is St. Peter, who has been shown to resemble Dante's own Peter in the latter's
allusion to greedy clergymen as wolves (McKenzie) and who, in the Gospel of Luke, more
appropriately than Christ fits the description of someone in the guise of a "pilot" on a "Gallilean
lake." Here, Christ is is so crowded by the multitudes on the shore of the lake of Gennesaret that
he boards Simon's fishing boat. It is significant to note in this passage the respective activities of
the two principals, for while it is true that Christ directs Peter "out into the deep" in order to catch
a "multitude of fishes," it is nonetheless Peter who pilots the vessel and Christ who assumes the
role of passenger: "And he entered into one of the ships, which was Simon's, and prayed him
that he would thrust out a little from the land. And he sat down, and taught the people out of the
ship" (Luke 5:3; emphasis added). While Peter does the "thrusting" and will later "launch out
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into the deep" (Luke 5:4), Christ first acknowledges Peter's role as pilot by asking him merely to
"thrust out a little" and eventually telling him that he can catch a great many fish if he moves not
to a specific location but simply "out into the deep." Christ, in other words, trusts Peter with the
management of the boat, just as he will later trust him with the management of the keys to the
kingdom.
A number of critics argue against the idea that Peter and the "dread voice" are one and the
same on the grounds that Milton, a staunch Nonconformist, de-emphasized Peter's supernatural
autonomy as a saint. Thus, his ability to "smite once" is not so much in question as his ability to
"smite no more," or with apocalyptic finality. Milton himself, in De doctrina Christiana,
undermines the power of the prelates by arguing (ironically, in this instance) that they cannot
draw their power from St. Peter "inasmuch as the power of the keys, as it is called, or the right of
binding or loosing, is not entrusted to him alone" (231). Alinda Sumers, moreover, points out
that, in Milton's contemporary ideology would not have admitted of an earthly minister's power
to dispense the justice of God. Emphasizing Milton's alignment with theologians on the order of
William Perkins and Jeremy Taylor, Sumers finds it improbable that Milton's audience would
have equated the Pilot with St. Peter, "since for them Peter was no different than any other
minister of the gospel" (234). We must remember, however, that Milton frequently invoked not
only St. Peter but any number of biblical figures, including Christ Himself in Doctrine and
Discipline of Divorce, as additions to his rhetorical and poetical armory, and it is not surprising
to find them appropriated in various ways, depending on the point Milton wanted to make. 4
And, more often than not, these points coalesced into the problem of the individual's
responsibility and/or freedom in the face of corrupting forces.
It is fitting, therefore, that Milton should have wanted a human being to provide a sense of
control in the face of death and disorder, and what many readers seem to miss in their dismissals
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of St. Peter as the Pilot in "Lycidas" is the poet's awareness that the dread voice is not a
permanent fixture, either in the natural world or in the theological cosmos. Like the other figures
who try but fail to explain Lycidas's death, the Pilot, who "last came, and last did go" (108),
appears for a moment and leaves, suggesting the mortality of (and thus a a very particularized
identification with) humankind. The difference between his visitation and those of the other
figures, however, is the disconcerting sense of authority. Even Neptune must ask the waves and
winds for an explanation of the events surrounding Lycidas's death, but the Pilot, who is just as
ephemeral but whose topic and rhetoric are strikingly contemporary if we think of Prynne at the
pillory, is in no doubt as to the problem he addresses: "The hungry Sheep look up, and are not
fed" (125) while the "grim Woolf with privy paw / Daily devours apace, and nothing sed" (128129).
The identity of the grim wolf has been in any number of ways identified with Archbishop
Laud and the Roman Catholic Church, though the placement of "and nothing sed" seems to
suggest that the prelates have allowed the corrupting influence of Catholicism to "devour" the
liberties--and thus the entire well-being--of the flock. 5 Milton is clearly addressing the failure of
human beings, whether Anglican or Nonconformist, to speak out, to alleviate the problem
inherent in the phrase "and nothing sed." Yet he calls on a being to whom has been attributed the
dual qualities of sainthood and human frailty, a human being who perhaps more than any other
came to understand the consequences of failing to identify himself with righteousness in a
moment of crisis and who, nonetheless, would be given the keys to the kingdom of
righteousness.
I have discussed the identity of the Pilot at length in order to gain a foothold amid the
welter of interpretations which have been offered for the meaning of the "two-handed engine."
By establishing St. Peter as the "dread voice," we may more easily account for Milton's recursive
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thematic triangle of God, man, and free will and its operation in "Lycidas." This paper was
downloaded from the internet. While I am aware that Milton's privileging of free will would
increase as his career progressed, I believe that the poet's obvious attack on the prelates suggests
that he finds meaning in a combination of human activity and divine judgment. As humans, the
flock might be expected to "smite," but it would take a supernatural agency to "smite once, and
smite no more."
Interpretations of the "two-handed engine," therefore, should ideally take into
consideration the elements of human autonomy and divine finality, though most do not
satisfactorily take care of both. Most readers proceed from one of many definitions of engine or
two-handed, and most attempt to capitalize on the idea that the engine can be practically anything
within the poem so long as it can be metonymically or metaphorically wielded by practically
anything else that can be described by the many definitions of two-handed. Weapons and farm
implements have enjoyed repeated currency by scholars who have, over time, seen the engine as
a sword (see especially Verity 147, and David Masson in Elledge 295-96; H. L.; Howard), a
scythe (M. D.), a sheep hook (Studley), an axe (Powell; see also Thomas Newton in Elledge
293-94), and the rod of God (Tillyard 387; Reesing 31-32). What nearly all of these suggestions
have in common as "two-handed engines" is that they can be used as devices of either
construction or destruction, and nearly all the writers mentioned here suggest that the engines are
two-handed in the sense that they can literally be held in two hands. Other commentators insist
that Milton does not have a literal device or implement in mind; nor does he intend a literal gloss
of the phrase two-handed. One appealing argument is that the two-handed engine is the potential
alliance of the English Independents and the Scots. Heinrich Mutschman contends that Milton
envisioned these factions joined in a military coup against the secular and ecclesiastical English
ruling classes. Edward Le Comte, however, notes that the Independents and Scots would
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eventually unite but that they were "far from united in November, 1637. The only pertinent
event, so far, in Scotland had been the the riots over the Prayer Book. The Covenant belongs to
the next year" (n. 592). Donald Stauffer takes much the same view as Mutschman, adding in his
defense that the Independent-Scottish alliance is a much more likely explanation for the "twohanded engine" than another popular argument, namely the engine as the two houses of
Parliament. Stauffer is thinking of the time problem associated with William Vaughan Moody's
observation that in 1645 Parliament beheaded Archbishop Laud with an axe (394), though Le
Comte and other writers doubt that Milton could possibly have anticipated Laud's ignominious
death at the hands of Parliament, which in 1637 would, if called, have necessarily included the
"lords spiritual": "Years were to pass before a Root-and-Branch party was to be organized, and
more years and fighting before the Bishops were ousted" (Le Comte n. 591).
Even the power of prayer has been suggested as a two-handed engine that would restore
the clergy to righteousness (Forrest), though it is doubtful that Milton, righteous as he was, had
much interest in the salvation of the Anglican clergy. In Of Reformation, he predicts that
after a shamefull end in this Life (which God grant them) [, they] shall be thrown
downe eternally into the darkest and deepest Gulf of Hell, where under the
despightfull controule, the trample and spurne of all the other Damned, that in the
anguish of their Torture shall have no other ease than to exercise a Raving and
Bestiall Tyranny over them as their Slaves and Negro's, they shall remaine in that
plight for ever, the basest, the lowermost, the most dejected, most underfoot and
downtrodden Vassals of Perdition. (qtd. in Le Comte 597)
This is not charitable language, and its most distinctive feature is its insistence that the
corrupt clergy will meet, first, a physical death and, more important to Milton, an eternal death
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characterized by their being controlled and controlling others. This paper was downloaded from
the internet. We are reminded of the plight that awaits Satan in Paradise Lost and of the "death"
that will precede his eternal consignment to hell: humankind's heel bruising his head. We can
also hardly help notice the references to the clergy's spatial doom in "the darkest and deepest
Gulf of Hell," a place from which all hope of escape must be abandoned. Hell, at least in
Milton's poetical cosmology, is a place of supernatural finality, but it is also a place described in
terms of the physical, spatial, human world. In Paradise Lost, Sin reminds Satan that she has
been charged with keeping the key to the gates of hell:
. . . this powerful Key
Into my hand was giv'n, with charge to keep
These Gates for ever shut, which none can pass
Without my op'ning. . . . (2.774-777)
Only a few lines later, she reiterates her charge:
The key of this eternal Pit by due,
And by command of Heav'n's all-powerful King
I keep, by him forbidden to unlock
These Adamantine Gates. . . . (2.850-853)
A supernatural being has been placed in charge of the "adamantine" or unbreakable gates,
and it is only by Satan's tampering with her will--her freedom to choose--that he can pass through
to contaminate the world. Curiously, Sin is able to open the gate through which Satan passes,
"but to shut / Excell'd her power" (2.883-884). In Book III, where Milton leaps suddenly forward
to the aftermath of Christ's crucifixion, we see St. Peter "at Heav'n's Wicket," who "seems / To
wait" the arrival of foolish Dominicans, Franciscans, and other misguided souls (484-485).
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We have returned to the Pilot, who obviously has the power to open heaven's gate. In
"Lycidas," the Pilot's two keys are fashioned of "metals twain," and each has its function: "The
Golden opes, the Iron shuts amain" (110-111). As several readers have pointed out, the gate of
hell is fashioned of "massy Iron" (Paradise Lost 2.878), though our attention should be drawn to
the notion that, if indeed the Pilot is St. Peter, the keys to heaven and hell are now in the hands of
a being who once was human and who now occupies a hypothetical spatial domain in an afterlife that is removed from temporal limitations. His humanness, in fact, is what compelled him,
after his failure to acknowledge that he knew Christ, to become the kind of "shepherd" Milton
hoped would replace the corrupt clergy in England. The reference to his "massy Keyes" comes
early in the "dread voice" passage, and the "that" standing before "two-handed engine" seems to
refer structurally to the keys so near to the reference (Stith 61). More significantly, the allusion
to the keys fits neatly into the triangle of God/man/and free will, for by having exercised his will
to be counted later among the greatest of Christ's friends--and by standing as an example to a
misguided and potentially damned clergy--he very likely became the wielder of the "two-handed
engine" Milton envisioned: the keys of life and death.
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Notes
1 For some editors, debate might be too dignified a term to characterize the fuss over the
"two-handed engine." C.A. Patrides, for instance, apologetically suggests that readers may be
"amused" at the "obsession" of academics whose theories about Milton's meaning have
proliferated into countless articles, notes, and editorial asides (356). While Merritt Y. Hughes
more diplomatically calls the disagreement an "absorbing problem, he also implies that squinting
too hard at the ambiguity of the Pilot of the Gallilean Lake passage obscures the poem's literary
value: "Our interest in it becomes more historical than literary, and the narrower our view of its
historical context, the worse for the poem as poetry" (117). Although I concur in the belief that
too limited a preoccupation with context is counterproductive to an understanding of literature,
my own discussion proceeds from the very different view that the mysteries surrounding
"Lycidas" may tantalize but that they add little, if anything, to its merit as a work of art.
Scholastic "obsession," in fact, might one day clear the way for a more complete appreciation of
the poem, though, as I believe I show in the present study, the meaning of lines 130-131 is built
in to the "dread voice" passage itself.
2 The pamphlet, entitled A Briefe Relation Of certain speciall and most materiall
passages, and speeches in the Starre-Chamber . . ., also recounts the disfigurement of Dr.
Bastwicke and Robert Burton and gives the date of punishment as June 14. Scott Elledge
reminds us that Edward King's was only one event in the year 1637 which may have tried
Milton's faith in the order of things. Among others were the plague, which had made its way by
spring to Horton, as well as the death of Ben Jonson in August and the death of Milton's mother
seven months prior to the composition of "Lycidas" (165-66). The events, coming in such close
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succession, would seem to argue for Tuve's belief that Milton was searching for some means to
make the apparent senselessness of death "tolerable."
3 Christ's identity as the "two-handed engine" has found a number of supporters. Perhaps
the most interesting views are those of Esmond Marilla, who believes that Milton might have
been influenced by the millenialist doctrine. Marilla argues that the engine will "smite once, and
smite no more" in the sense that Christ's thousand-year reign on earth will set the world in order
permanently. Harry F. Robins invokes the Oxford English Dictionary to suggest that Milton
meant by engine a form of intelligence; the phrase "two-handed" thus indicates a human being of
great power--i.e., God in the form of Christ.
4 Christ's authority in Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce is displaced by the Mosaic law
which allowed a writing of divorcement. Additionally, in The Reason of Church Government
Urged Against Prelaty, St. Peter is is accorded a sense of primacy as the first ecclesiastical
shepherd, whose original commission was to later shepherds who would be entrusted with the
duty of feeding God's flocks and defending them against "innovators" (646-47).
5 Laud is convincingly removed from consideration as the grim wolf by C.S. Jerram, who
in his The "Lycidas" and "Epitaphium Damonis" of Milton remarks, "The language which Milton
here employs respecting the 'wolf' presents at least a twofold objection to [the notion that Milton
meant to refer to Archbishop Laud]. First, the evil is an external one, being distinguished from
the abuses previously mentioned as existing within the fold--the word 'besides' indicates this--and
secondly, the expression 'privy paw,' denoting secrecy, would be a most unfit one if it were
intended to describe the doings of Laud and the High Commission Court, whose attacks on
Noncomfority were open and undisguised; nor was there perhaps any character more prominent
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at this time than that of the Archbishop." Jerram cites a number of authorities to demonstrate
that Laud opposed the Catholic incursion as much as Milton himself (qtd. in Elledge 289-90).
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