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I.  INTRODUCTION
     A.  TITLE OF THE POEM


1.  The Dunciad was probably the last poem that Pope wrote.  


2.   He chose the word dunce to designate the fools who, Pope felt, were taking over every aspect of English life during his time.  

3.  The word is derived from the name of one of the great medieval minds, Duns Scotus (1265-1308), whose name had come to stand for silly and useless logical hairsplitting (2574), which results in dullness, the universal sin, according to Pope.    

     B.  VERSIONS OF THE POEM

1.    Pope worked on The Dunciad for over 15 years, with four versions appearing.

2.   The first Dunciad was published in three books in 1728. It was a mock-epic reply to Pope’s critics and other petty authors (2573).    



a.   This Dunciad was based on Dryden’s Mac Flecknoe.  Like Dryden’s poem, it attacks literary charlatanism, by mock-celebrating the triumph of the hordes of hack writers of Grub Street.  



b.  It enshrined Lewis Theobald (pronounced Tibald)—who had attacked Pope’s edition of Shakespeare in 1725--as the King of Dunces, successor to Elkanah Settle.    


3.  Second version:  Indeed, so many obscure hacks were mentioned that a Dunciad Variorum (1729) was required, in which mock-scholarly notes identify the victims (2573).


4.    Third version:  A third version, entitled  The New Dunciad,   appeared in 1742, dealing with all new matters; it is a continuation of the original Dunciad, not a revision of it.


a.  It broadens the attack, moving away from hack writers to the social rot of England at the time.



b.  It attacks (1) politics where Robert Walpole and George II had promoted crass and greedy vulgarism; (2) society, especially its commercialism, with Pope contending that in modern England, authors write for money and ministers govern for profit; (3) education, which had come to concentrate on minute, hairsplitting matters; and (4) religion, which was being disrupted by Deists who challenged belief in God (2573-74).

5.    Fourth version:   The last version was published in 1743.



a.  Here the poem now consists of four books:  the three books of the original 1728 version and as the fourth book, the 1742 New Dunciad.



b.  However, Pope revised the original first-version Dunciad, substituting the actor and poet laureate Colley Cibber for Theobald as the hero and as Monarch of Dullness.   



c.  Pope considered the appointment of Cibber, a staunch Whig, but no poet, as poet laureate as the nadir of contemporary letters.    



d.  Pope even retains many details which applied to Theobald (such as the description of his library) even though their retention seems incongruous when applied to Cibber.  


6.  Despite such minor inconsistencies, it is a tribute to Pope’s literary discernment that through all four versions he understood the worthlessness of writers he lampooned.  

II.    STRUCTURE

LINES 579-604



1.   The goddess Dulness—Pope’s spelling of our Dullness—having taught her “children” (579) the “theory” (580) of  being “proud,” “selfish,”  and “dull” (582), now bids the leaders of England to put in “practice” (580) this theoretical dullness.



2.   She lists ten groups who will spread dullness and disorder throughout the land, starting with the nobility, then the judiciary, then the parliamentarians, next the religious leaders, followed by the gentry, then the king, and finally the prime minister.



(1)   Four members of the nobility are mentioned first, each of whom has embarrassed himself by pursuing non-noble obsessions:  A Duke has become a jockey (585); a Marquis acts the role of a footman (586); an Earl drives stagecoaches (587-88); and a Baron draws butterflies or tries to obtain silk from spider webs (as in Gulliver’s Travels, Bk. 3) (589-90).




(2)  Four other renowned groups also are acting like dunces:  A judge becomes a riotous dancer (591); a Senator (parliamentarian) plays cricket (592); a Bishop luxuriates in food (593-94); and a squire has become obsessed with French cuisine (595-96).



(3)  Kings and parliamentarians have taken up musical arts:  The “kings” “fiddle” (like Nero while Rome burned) and “senates dance” (as do the rope-dancing Lilliputian courtiers in Gulliver’s Travels ) (598).



(4)  Overseeing all is Robert Walpole, the “First” Minister, who uses “princes” as “things” and Kings “as slaves” (601-02).   He is “Tyrant supreme,” having complete control over the “three estates” or ruling classes of England—nobility, clergy, and the House of Commons (603).  Walpole has turned England into “ONE MIGHTY DUNCIAD” (604).



3.  Having signaled the extent of her reign of dullness, debauchery, and decay, Dulness stops her speech. 


LINES 605-618



1.  Dulness yawns, and all of Nature begins to nod off, the poet states.


2.  Churches, schools, convocations, Parliament, even Walpole, armies, and navies begin to doze, caught up in the dullness that is spreading over the land and thus unable to function as they were supposed to. 

LINES 619-626



1.    The poet asks his Muse (619)—identified as Chaos and Night in line 2 of the fourth book of The Dunciad (p. 2574)—to tell him who went to sleep first and who last (621).  


2.   What spell was in that yawn of Dulness, which has stopped factions, lulled ambition, made quiet the venal (corrupt), and put the dull in a trance (623-24)?



3.  Soon in the whole country, “sense and shame, and right, and wrong” were “drowned” (625).

LINES 627-656



1.  At line 627, Pope provides arrow of asterisks to mark a division between Dulness’s triumph in “the contemporary world of affairs” (fn. 8, p. 2578) and her assault upon the elemental intellectual and moral order. 


2.  Similarly, Pope shifts from the past tense to the present tense in an effort to involve us personally in his sudden revelation of what nonsense ultimately leads to.  


 3.  The goddess Dulness suddenly “comes” forth again (629).  Her mission now is to extinguish all order and return the world to “Night primeval” and “Chaos old” (630).  



4.    The advancing power of Dulness puts an end to the arts and sciences,   




5.  First “fancy” (imagination) is blotted out (631-32).  “Wit” (knowledge or understanding) likewise is overcome (633-34).  



6.   With these mental capacities gone, “Art after Art goes out, and all is Night” (640).  



7.  “Truth” (641) then flees, defeated by “casuistry” (false, even immoral, reasoning).  



8.  “Philosophy” (science), having become separated from the First Cause, God, becomes “no more” than a “second cause” (643-44).



9.   “Physic” (645) or “Mathematics” (647), both aspects of natural science, and “Metaphysic” (645)  or “Mystery” (647), standing for religious truth, encroach upon each other in a vicious cycle of self-dependence and destruction, the end being that both “turn giddy, rave,  and die” (648).   


10.  “Religion” and “Morality” next expire (649-50), the death of reason and humanistic value recalling the Christian treatment of doomsday.  



11.  Dulness has the power to destroy the bases of order as God established them and as man has kept them up:  “Nor human spark is left, nor glimpse divine!” (652). 



12.   The end is utter blackness.   “CHAOS! is restored; /  “Light dies before thy uncreating word” (653-54):   The light of Genesis and the Word which St. John says was in the beginning are both obliterated by this new and blasphemous un-Creation.  


  13.  The destruction of order—“great Anarch!” (655)--equals the destruction of reality as human beings know it:  “Universal Darkness buries All” (656).



14.   Thus The Dunciad closes in spiritual darkness and chaos.



15.  In this final famous passage, the word “light” appears only once (654).  


16.  However, throughout the passage darkness and light are in opposition, and the basic metaphor of the ending involves Dulness putting out various kinds of light.  


