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On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity

It was the Winter wild,
While the heav’n-born child,
All meanly wrapt in the rude manger lies;
Nature in awe to him
Had doff’d her gaudy trim,

With her great Master so to sympathize:
It was no season then for her
To wanton with the Sun, her lusty Paramour.
No War, or Battles’ sound
Was heard the World around:
The idle spear and shield were high up hung;

The hooked Chariot stood
Unstain’d with hostile blood,
The Trumpet spake not to the armed throng,
And Kings sat still with awful eye,
As if they surely knew their sovreign Lord was by.
But peaceful was the night
Wherein the Prince of light
His reign of peace upon the earth began:
The Winds with wonder whist,
Smoothly the water kissed,
Whispering new joys to the mild Océan,
Who now hath quite forgot to rave,
While Birds of Calm sit brooding on the charméd wave.
John Milton
1629

JOHN MILTON
(1608-1674)
This is the first distinctively Miltonic work by the author of Paradise Lost,
which his 17th century contemporary John Dryden described as “one of the
greatest, most noble and sublime poems which either this age or nation has
produced”.
He was one of the most influential Puritan thinkers at the time of the
English Civil War, and wrote powerful pamphlets in defence of religious,
civil and domestic liberties.
It was during the Civil War that Milton became aware of his growing
blindness, and by 1652 he was totally without sight.
Not everybody loves Milton, but he is generally regarded as one of
the greatest English poets, and was revered by Blake, Wordsworth and
Hardy. “He lives in his own isolation,” wrote the Bristol-born poet C. H.
Sissson, “and Wordsworth was being not flattering but precise when he
addressed him in that sonnet of 1802:

Thy soul was like a star, and dwelt apart:
Thou hadst a voice whose sound was like the sea.

GIOTTO
(c. 1267-1327)
Giotto di Bondone, the mediaeval Florentine painter and architect, is
credited with being the inspiration of the Italian Renaissance. He broke
away from the highly stylized Byzantine art to a much more natural way
of painting. The detail of the Nativity we have used to illustrate this poem
is taken from the cycle of frescoes in the Scrovegni Chapel at Padua, one
of Giotto’s most famous works. As an architect he is known for the
Campanile, or bell tower, of Florence cathedral. These are the only works
that are certainly known to be by Giotto, though several others are
ascribed to him.
There is a story related by the Renaissance art historian Vasari that
Dante visited Giotto while he was painting the Scrovegni Chapel and,
seeing the artist’s children underfoot, asked how a man who painted such
beautiful pictures could have such plain children. Giotto replied, “I make
my pictures by day, and my babies by night.”

