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third-generation source γ” (5: 462), is an exaggerated one, asserting 
something that the editors do not know. Here if anywhere we have 
“an unwarranted amount of pure conjecture” (5: xciv).

In the end, the textual editors conclude that HuntUn‘s canonic-
ity “must be considered uncertain” (5: 464), rather than “dubious 
or spurious” (5: lxxi) or “not certain” (5: 454). Without mention of 
Robbins, the editors have not cited any dispute or doubt apart from 
Grierson’s momentary suspicion and their own choice to disregard 
the comparative authority of B, although it is illustrated in their own 
stemma. Instead they still seem to favor the testimony of three manu-
script attributions descended not only from the postulated but missing 
witness β	but from the second and third missing witnesses γ and δ. 

6
The editors of Variorum Volume 5 have departed from their pre-

decessors in three main ways. First they avoid dating the Verse Letters, 
then they fail to order them in accord with any logical organizing 
principle, and third they posit a valid stemma for HuntUn and then 
proceed to argue against the conclusion that their own stemma logi-
cally implies, undermining their whole procedure and presenting a 
deeply incoherent argument about the canonicity of this poem. These 
policy departures by the current textual editors seem to warp the course 
of remaining Variorum volumes in a direction inconsistent with the 
stemmatological achievements of earlier leadership.

David V. Urban. Milton and the Parables of Jesus: Self-Representation 
and the Bible in Milton’s Writings. University Park, PA: Penn State 
University Press, 2018. xii + 316 pp. $89.95. Review by Jason A. 
Kerr, Brigham Young University.

The centrality of the Parable of the Talents (Matthew 25:14–30) 
to Milton’s practices of self-representation has been long familiar, 
owing especially to Dayton Haskin’s Milton’s Burden of Interpretation 
(Pennsylvania, 1994). David V. Urban’s recent book aims to build 
on Haskin’s work in two ways: by connecting it to Stephen M. Fal-
lon’s study of Milton’s self-representation in Milton’s Peculiar Grace 
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(Cornell, 2008) and by adding the Parable of the Laborers (Matthew 
20:1–16), the Parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins (Matthew 
25:1–13), and the Parable of the Householder (Matthew 13:52) as 
points of significant engagement for Milton. The book is divided 
into three sections. The first section argues that Milton often uses the 
Parable of the Laborers to offset the stern reckoning central to the 
Parable of the Talents with some grace. The second section uses the 
Parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins as a jumping-off point for 
considering Milton’s views on the relationship between wisdom and 
virginity. The third section then uses the Parable of the Householder 
(who brings “out of his treasury things new and old”) to reflect on 
Milton’s practice of scriptural interpretation. In my estimation the 
book’s contribution rests primarily on this final section, although the 
other two have their strengths.

Urban situates his book in the history of parable interpretation, 
which he divides between a pre-19th-century penchant for elaborate 
allegorizing, a subsequent anti-allegorizing “Sitz im Leben Jesu” 
movement, and, more recently, what he calls a “restrained allegorical” 
approach that reads parabolic characters as exemplifying categories of 
people. He finds this last approach at work in Milton, alongside a range 
of other writers working in the broader Reformed tradition, beginning 
with Calvin himself and including Matthew Poole, Richard Sibbes, 
James Ussher, John Owen, and John Bunyan. Urban acknowledges, 
though, that his methodological interest in Miltonic self-representation 
takes him beyond the restrained allegorical approach, as his argument 
moves “from Milton’s explicit self-identification with parabolic figures 
to his more pervasive implicit manifestation of these figures in his 
self-referential characters” (24). He admits that readers might object 
to this method, and he declares himself in partial sympathy to such 
an objection, given the appropriateness of “some healthy skepticism 
toward any approach to literary studies that appears to take undue 
interpretive liberties by connecting particular scriptural texts to par-
ticular literary works,” although he considers that his own approach 
does not go “against the spirit of a broader scriptural warrant” (24). 
Urban here candidly acknowledges a problem that will inform my 
evaluation of the book’s first two parts—and especially the second—
both of which stray unhelpfully away from scriptural warrant, in the 
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sense that the particularities of the relevant biblical texts become less 
relevant to the analysis at hand. Urban’s candor is to his credit, though, 
and the book’s third section ruminates helpfully on the conceptual 
complexities attending the concept of scriptural warrant in Milton’s 
own work. In a sense, Urban in the first two sections may be hewing 
fairly close to Milton’s own practice, which does not always entail 
sticking fastidiously to the scriptural particulars.

One way of putting the hermeneutic question at issue here would 
be to ask how far one allows the biblical text to push back against one’s 
own uses of it. This question arises in the first section, whose three 
chapters track Milton’s tandem engagements with the parables of the 
talents and of the laborers in the vineyard. Urban reads Milton as us-
ing the latter to mitigate the former, such that the relative proportion 
of the two indicates Milton’s relative openness to grace. Following 
Haskin, Urban’s first chapter reads Milton as using the parable of the 
talents to reflect anxieties about his own calling, initially to ordina-
tion in the Church of England (Sonnet 7 [“How soon hath time”] 
and the “Letter to a Friend”) and then to a prophetic role carried out 
through writing (“Ad Patrem,” The Reason of Church-Government, and 
Sonnet 19 [“When I consider”]). Milton pairs the two parables in the 
sonnets, but not in the prose tract, which leaves it as the high-water 
mark of his anxiety.

Appropriately enough, Urban uses this first chapter to lay an 
argumentative foundation for the next chapters in the section. In his 
discussion of “Ad Patrem,” Urban rightly connects that poem’s engage-
ment with the parable of the talents to Milton’s father’s profession as 
a scrivener and his consequent familiarity with the language of debt. 
Beyond his reading of this poem, though, Urban mostly treats debt 
as a metaphor, which Milton, who made much of his living through 
debt instruments, could not entirely. This slippage does not particu-
larly pose problems for this chapter, but it lays foundations for some 
missed opportunities in the chapters that follow. Although Urban does 
not frame it in these terms, both the parable of the talents and the 
parable of the laborers traffic in the time-value of money: the former 
assumes that the passing of time should bring financial increase, and 
the latter works directly against this assumption. Milton’s Sonnet 9 
uses the figure of Patience to mediate between these views, in a way 
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that builds on the Milton’s assurance in “Ad Patrem” that his father 
will eventually recoup the investment in Milton’s education. That is, 
even though Milton identifies as the unprofitable servant in the poem’s 
octave, the sestet (on Urban’s reading) in effect argues that the reader 
has the wrong parable, and that the day’s wage will be forthcoming 
even if the laborer isn’t called until the 11th hour. Thus, both the 
laborer and the one to whom the laborer is indebted must stand and 
wait. The effect is to evoke debt as a concept only to argue it away.

The argument becomes more complicated in the next chapter, on 
Samson Agonistes, where Urban takes the framework of the preceding 
chapter as a lens for reading the closet drama. The result is that Urban 
argues more by analogy than allusion or direct reference, which raises 
the question of biblical warrant. Indeed, I’d argue that Sonnet 19 
becomes the framework rather than either of the parables it invokes, 
which makes good sense as a reading of Milton, but requires more 
nuance if Urban is to claim it as a reading of Milton reading scripture. 
Staking out a series of what he admits are minority positions regarding 
the play’s endorsement of redemptive violence and the reliability of the 
chorus, Urban reads Samson as waiting patiently until God “hires” him 
in the eleventh hour, at which point he uses his “talent” to maximum 
effect. Granting Urban’s priors, this is persuasive enough, if only as 
a different gloss on a mostly familiar redemptive reading of the play. 
Pulling the parables themselves more explicitly back into play could, 
however, potentially pay larger dividends. Urban rightly finds echoes 
of Sonnet 19 in Samson’s query “To what can I be useful” (line 563), 
but the next phrases raise the question of to whom Samson owes the 
“use value” of his gift: “wherein serve / My Nation, and the work from 
Heav’n impos’d” (lines 563–64). Samson conjoins Nation and Heaven 
as his debtors, but they need not be the same. The distinction emerges 
when Urban contrasts the patience urged by the Chorus (line 654) 
with the kind of pagan heroism celebrated in classical epics. Here the 
critical voices on the other side of Urban’s minority position reassert 
themselves, asking to whom Samson must account for the talent he 
was lent, which would involve tackling the poem’s political-theological 
alignment of Nation and Heaven and reckoning with the notion of 
paying a debt via mass slaughter (corpses as currency). Reading through 
the lens of Sonnet 19 keeps debt safely metaphorical in a way that 
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the biblical parables do not quite—and that the sonnet arguably does 
not do either, even though the directly economic nature of its anxiety 
might be less pronounced than in “Ad Patrem.” By agreeing up front 
with Michael Lieb and David Loewenstein about redemptive violence 
in the play, Urban has missed an opportunity to use the parables as an 
occasion to think carefully about the poem’s theology of debt.

Urban’s treatment of the Parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins 
in Part 2 similarly begins by addressing a poem that engages directly 
with the parable and then using that as a framework for reading other 
Miltonic texts. This time the poem is Sonnet 9 (“Lady that in the 
prime”), which invokes the parable by way of calling on its addressee 
to be a “Virgin wise and pure.” Here Urban’s interest in Miltonic self-
representations leads him into an argument that the “Lady” is both 
Milton and (per Urban’s dating) his soon-to-be first wife Mary Powell, 
such that their companionate “one flesh” will entail a marital chastity 
that still counts as a kind of virginity worthy of God’s approbation. 
This line of argument produces a discussion of Milton’s own complexly 
evolving sexual identity and then, in the ensuing three chapters, a 
series of arguments about the role of virginity in several Miltonic texts 
(A Mask, Paradise Lost, and the 1671 poems). Here the question of 
fidelity to the biblical witness rears its head. Arguably the parable in 
Matthew 25—especially read in context of the parables of the talents 
and the sheep and the goats that follow—is more about apocalyptic 
expectation and what one must do to meet with divine approval at the 
Lord’s coming than anything to do with virginity per se. The Greek 
text identifies the women waiting for the bridegroom as parthenoi, a 
word that does imply sexual inexperience, but the difference between 
the wise and the foolish parthenoi has to do with provision of sufficient 
oil for their lamps, not with sexuality per se. They are not awaiting 
the bridegroom as prospective brides, but as members of the wedding 
party. Milton’s obsession with virginity is well known, but Urban’s 
book still leaves me wondering how much that has to do with the 
Matthean parable. It could well be that Sonnet 9’s concluding address 
to a “Virgin wise and pure” makes the “deeds of light” that “fill [the] 
odorous Lamp” of such a virgin have to do with chastity, even though 
“pity and ruth” are the virtues that the poem explicitly names, along 
with “Wisely ... shunn[ing] the broad way and the green,” none of 
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which seems reducible to chastity per se. Similarly, in the chapter on 
Eve and virginity, the parable’s emphasis on individual preparation 
is not obviously compatible with the gender hierarchy within which 
Urban finds Milton framing Eve’s (un)wise virginity. (Urban reads 
Eve more with Diane McColley than with, say, Mary Nyquist.) In 
other words, perhaps it is Milton who wrenches the parable toward 
chastity and its attendant social structures, or perhaps it is Urban—and 
thus the matter of fidelity to the biblical witness presents itself with 
renewed urgency. (For the record, I think it is Milton, but I also think 
that Urban could have been clearer about the ways that the biblical 
parable resists what Milton tries to do with it.)

Happily, the book’s final section takes up the question of inter-
pretative fidelity to the Bible via the parable of the householder who 
brings “out of his treasury things new and old.” Here Urban begins 
with two texts—The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce and De Doc-
trina Christiana—that both use the parable to justify what might be 
called eccentric practices of scriptural interpretation as “new treasures” 
that accord with the biblical witness despite breaking with tradition. 
Indeed, Milton considers the new treasures necessary if the biblical 
witness is to be recovered from the encroachments of tradition. Argu-
ing again by analogy, Urban then uses this framework to make sense of 
the relationship between Milton’s major poems and the biblical text, 
showing how they can be biblical even as they expand on the Bible 
by appeal to spiritual inspiration. This argument leads Urban to a 
nuanced reading of Milton’s approach to such inspiration that strikes 
me as right: that even as it goes beyond the normative approaches on 
evidence in contemporary preaching or commentaries, it neverthe-
less builds on and indeed requires a prior fidelity to the Bible. Urban 
articulates this approach using Samson Agonistes, holding that Samson’s 
renewed obedience to Mosaic law enables him to recognize further 
revelation through the Spirit. In all the major poems this process results 
in controversial ways of “fulfilling the Bible,” but Urban is right to 
argue, I think, that Milton understands these results as biblical, albeit 
in a complex and idiosyncratic way.

This third section in particular makes the book worth reading 
for anyone interested in Milton’s practices of biblical interpretation. 
The preceding sections benefit from reading backward through this 
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concluding framework, which provokes rich and fascinating questions 
about Milton’s relationship to these parables of Jesus and his practices 
of exegesis more broadly. Urban’s readings of Milton tend toward the 
traditional, but he, too, brings new things out of his treasury, and 
readers will be glad to have them.

Thomas Festa and Kevin J. Donovan, eds. Scholarly Milton. Clemson, 
South Carolina: Clemson University Press, 2019. viii+ 295. $104.96.  
Review by John Mulryan, St. Bonaventure University. 

Thomas Festa’s and Kevin J. Donovan’s “Introduction” offers an 
admirable summary of the essays that follow, and a rationale for the 
collection itself: “Taken together, the chapters in this collection enrich 
our understanding of Milton’s self-conscious commitments to scholar-
ship and his engagements with the learned traditions that influenced 
him the most—of ‘scholarly Milton’ as a formidably learned writer 
of poetry and prose” (15). Unfortunately, the use of an unnecessarily 
complex and difficult vocabulary in many of the essays clearly discour-
ages the general reader from engaging with the arguments presented 
by the authors. Finally, the tripartite division of essays on “Milton and 
the Ethical Ends of Learning,” “Milton and the Trivium,” and “Milton 
and Scholarly Commentary,” seems forced and arbitrary. 

In “High Enterprise: Milton and the Genres of Scholarship in the 
Divorce Tracts,” Sharon Achinstein praises Milton’s deep learning, but 
lets Milton off the hook for ignoring plain facts with the argument 
for “inner scripture,” an unverifiable, unarguable source for Milton’s 
pseudo-arguments: “How did Milton cope with the philological work 
on the Bible that was discrediting the authority of biblical texts? In-
deed, Milton came to a position where he could both use the tools of 
philology and disavow the textualism on which philology depended 
by his notion of ‘inner scripture” (22). In my opinion, if Milton is 
permitted to play the spiritual card whenever he runs into scholarly 
difficulties, then he is bending the facts to justify his preconceived 
point of view; this is not scholarship, but propaganda. As Achinstein 
herself notes, “Milton’s deployment of commentary and philology was 
thus selective, chosen to serve his argument” (30). I understand the 


