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It is late November here in Hickory, North Carolina, and the beautiful sounds of the
Christmas season are fast approaching, if they are not already arrived. Christmas is considered by
many to be the most wonderful time of the year, whilst it ruins others’ days, weeks, and lives due
to the increasingly familiar “holiday-rush.” Indeed, the meaning of Christmas has changed in
many ways, becoming less and less about its namesake and instead becoming more and more
about being the child with the most toys, the adult with the nicest piece of technology, or the
family with the biggest, brightest, and most noticeable holiday decorations. In response to this
consumeristic attitude, there have been numerous efforts to “bring back” the original meaning of
Christmas, yet these have all met with failure. One could argue that this is due to the forces of
greed, capitalism, and the want for material things, and that is in part true. However, I would
suggest that it is also due to the issue of perception with regards to Christmas itself. Whether we,
as a society, approve of it or not, the meaning of Christmas has never been static, nor will it ever
be. It is that very lack of staticity that is so intriguing to me, however, as the art of story, whether
in its original form or retold and reinterpreted, is one of the most important aspects of our
collective human experience. Indeed, it is in the act of interpreting and retelling our society’s
stories, both in general and in regards to Christmas, that allows for a continued understanding of
both the beauty and the meaning found within those stories. And since it is the act of telling and
retelling the Christmas story that makes the narrative so powerful, it would be helpful to remind
ourselves, as a twenty-first century society, how people of the past told that very same story so
that we might rediscover how that same story is relevant to us today.

John Milton’s nativity ode, officially titled On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity, can help
us better explore the Christmas story. Milton, commonly known for Paradise Lost, was a 17th
century English poet and intellectual. While his epic telling of the fall of man and the following
expulsion from Eden remains his most famous work, Milton wrote many other things before the
1667 publication of his magnum opus. Among these other poems is the nativity ode, written in
1629 (when Milton was twenty-one years old) and published in 1645 as part of the Poems of Mr.
John Milton.
On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity is a retelling of the story of Christ’s birth from the
point of a view of a heavily biased narrator. There are many, many arguments as to which way
that bias points, but it is important to note two things about the poem: 1) that this is not
necessarily a poem written from the Milton’s point of view, and 2) that the narrator is most likely
not Christian due to the ways in which the narrator not only uses Greek and Roman mythology –
even comparing the Christ child to Pan, the Greek god of the wild – but also in the ways in
which a reader could interpret the narrator’s proclamation of Christ’s coming as one full of fear,
angst, and even hatred, not happiness or joy. There is one agreed upon fact in regards to the
narrator, however. He, she, or they are most certainly musically inclined. Christina Fawcett, in
her article The Orphic Singer of Milton’s Nativity Ode, makes the argument that the poem might
not be representative of hope or excitement for the coming of Christ, saying that the “central
element is not… a welcoming of the Christ child, but rather an expression of anxiety about the
rise of powers other than the poet’s own voice and music” (Fawcett 105), and R. M. Fransson
furthers Fawcett’s argument by discussing Milton’s transformation of Roman ritual and myth
into Christian ideas in his short reflection on the nativity ode. Finally, Andrew Mattison, in the
wonderful article Sweet Imperfection: Milton and the Troubled Metaphor of Harmony, claims

that Milton himself uses the pretext of a narrator to explore the social functions and concepts of
music within poetry. While the arguments presented by Fawcett, Fransson, Mattison, and several
others are both interesting and educational, it is the argument presented by J. Martin Evans that I
would like us to focus on today.
In the first chapter of his book The Miltonic Moment, Evans argues that the nativity ode is
“the most rigorously depersonalized of all Milton’s nondramatic work” (Evans 12), and that the
narrator of the poem is not an individual of any kind, but a communal chorus. Having established
the nature of the narrator, Evans goes on to claim that On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity has, at
least for Milton, an intended companion piece in The Passion (an unfinished ode of Milton’s
written around 1630 and focusing on Christ’s crucifixion). Evans’ argument fits here due to
Milton’s comments on the music the angels played on the day of Christ’s birth. He passionately
describes the angels singing, arguing in the tenth stanza that the voices of the angels alone could
better the earth and even bring it closer to heaven, saying that “She knew such harmony
alone/Could hold all Heav’n and Earth in happier union” (Milton 107-8). Milton goes so far in
the twelfth stanza as to suggest that such music had not been made since Creation itself, a
beautiful image in support of the “rebirth” through Jesus Christ. If such music were to have
continued, Milton says, the world would have been made perfect, “And leprous sin [would have
melted] from earthly mould” (Milton 138) and it would have been heaven on earth.
However, and this is where Evans’ argument comes to fruition, heaven on earth would
have been unattainable had Jesus not died for our sins, Milton notes on stanza sixteen. No
indeed, only after death could Jesus claim his throne. Here, Milton truly differs from other
tellings of the Christmas story, especially those told today. Milton’s self-aware belief of the true
meaning of Christmas, that our sins would be forgiven, forces the reader to do more than simply

focus on the beauty of the landscape, the beauty of the presents given by the wise men, or even
the beauty of Christ’s birth inasmuch as the fact that he was birthed. Instead, Milton notes the
true beauty of Christ’s birth is that we, mere mortals undeserving of grace, love, or forgiveness,
will be saved not by our own actions, but by the actions of He whom is our savior.

So, why does a 17th century poet’s thoughts on the Christmas story matter to us? Perhaps
it does not. If you do not find any utility in past interpretations or retellings of the Christmas
story, that is perfectly understandable. However, as I said at the very beginning, the act of telling
stories is as important as the stories themselves. Allow me to go one step further, though.
Perhaps it is the different ways in which we tell the exact same story time and again that allows
and encourages us, as both readers and hearers of the tale, to come up with ever more beautiful
and, indeed, meaningful interpretations of that very same story. To conclude, then, I have a
question. How do you do it, as a reader, hearer, and teller of tales? How do you tell your
Christmas story?
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