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 During two different points in the seventeenth century, the great 
English poet John Milton delved into the world of Biblical translation, 
translating two different Tehillim as a precocious fifteen-year-old at 
Cambridge before translating seventeen Tehillim “into meter” and “into 
verse” twenty-five years later. Milton's work is especially fascinating 
when compared to the biblical exegeses of several mefarshim, and 
reveals the incredible depth and profundity of these Psalms, with 
Tehillim 136 as a paradigmatic example.
 When comparing Milton’s annotations and insertions made in his 
translation of Psalm 136 to the explanations of the rabbinical scholars, it 
becomes evident that Milton used the same line of thinking to explain 
the glory of Hashem and His actions. The fourth verse of the Psalm, 
which translates literally to “To Him Who performs great wonders alone 
…,” is translated by Milton to “That with his miracles doth make, 
Amazed Heav'n and Earth to shake…“ which is especially fascinating 
given the omission of Heaven and Earth in the Hebrew text. However, 
Rashi comments on the mention of “great wonders” that “in the 
beginning, no angel was created when He made the wonders: the 
heaven, the earth, the sun and the moon,” integrating the Heaven and 
Earth into the verse, just as Ibn Ezra did, and as Milton would do 
centuries later. 
 Moreover, when commenting on verses applauding God for 
splitting the Red Sea in the Exodus from Egypt by praising “Who split 
apart the Sea of Reeds…and made Israel pass through it,” Milton says, 
“…The floods stood still like Walls of Glass, While the Hebrew Bands 
did pass,” curiously inserting a puzzling simile for the walls. Yet 



Milton’s analogy becomes strikingly accurate upon reading the 
midrashic of the verse that one of the ten miracles involving the splitting 
of the Sea was that “the water [in the Red Sea] froze from two parts and 
became a kind of bolus [shapeless mass] of glass,” implying that Milton 
was cognizant of such aggadic literature that revealed the true nature of 
Hashem’s miracles.
 One last proof of Milton’s impressive translations in this Psalm can 
be found towards the end of the section discussing God saving the 
people, as the twenty-third and twenty-fourth verses state, “Who took 
note of us in our degradation…and rescued us from our enemies,” and 
Milton translates them as “He hath with a piteous eye Beheld us in our 
misery. And freed us from the slavery Of the invading enimy.” inserting a 
description of pity in God’s eyes as well as a mention of slavery from 
the people. While the mention of pity initially appears to be gratuitous, 
the Chida writes in his work Chomat Anakh on Psalms that “the Divine 
Presence remembered the people with pitiful mercy.” Moreover, although 
such contextual insertions of slavery may at first seem quizzical, they 
are reconciled with the exegesis of the Metzudat David that this verse is 
“praising God for remembering the [Israelites] in utter humiliation 
during their time in Egypt, when they were seen as despicable and dirty 
in their hard labor.”
 Milton’s translations not only displayed an affectionate interest in 
Tehillim, but also a keen reverence for the text and a sincere 
appreciation of Hashem and His gloriousness. His translations mirror the 
comments of the Meforshim, whose explanations of the pasukim 
demonstrate why this chapter is worthy of being codified as “The Great 
Hallel,” a true ode of praise to the glory and greatness of Hashem.

 


