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JONATHAN SWIFT (1667-1745)
This handout was prepared by Dr. William Tarvin, a retired professor of literature. Please visit my free website www.tarvinlit.com. Over 500 works of American and British literature are analyzed there for free.

Text used:  W. H. Abrams, ed.  The Norton Anthology of English Literature, 7th ed.  Vol. 
1.  New York:  Norton, 2000.

I.   LIFE 


1.  Some critics have perceived a series of paradoxes in Swift’s life and outlook.    


(1)  In his literary works, Swift despised and vilified office seekers, yet he himself for most of his mature life was a ferociously sought political and religious advancement.  


(2)  He was fond of practical jokes, but reportedly he laughed only twice in his life.  


(3)  He was vicious toward humanity in his satires, but suffered greatly when he heard of anyone else’s misery:  “I hate and detest that animal called man, although I heartily love” individuals” (partially quoted on page 2299 in Abrams).



(4) He loathed Ireland, calling it a rathole, but today he is still honored as one of Ireland’s greatest national heroes.  


(5)  He was, in the words of one critic, paradoxically a “practical idealist.” 

2.  Where and when was Swift born?  What does “posthumous” mean?  Comment on his education.    

(1)  Born in Dublin in 1667 of English parents who had settled there.  


(2)  Posthumous:  His father died before his birth.  Swift was descended from the same great grandfather as Dryden. The family lived in abject poverty during his early years.

(3)
It was only through the help of an uncle that he received any education at all.  Took a degree at Trinity College in Dublin.


3.   How was Sir William Temple important in Swift’s life?    


In 1689, Swift traveled to London; near there, he secured employment as the private secretary of a distant relative, the wealthy Sir William Temple, from 1689-1699.

4.  What profession did Swift choose?  What was Swift’s religion?     


In  1695 Swift was ordained in the Church  of  English; after Temple's death in 1699, he returned to Dublin, near which he took a parish  post as chaplain to the lord justice the earl of Berkeley 

5.  Although employed in Ireland, Swift made frequent trips to London; he published his The Tale of a Tub, a prose satire, in 1704, which brought him some literary attention.


6.   For which political party did Swift work at the beginning of his career?  Why did he leave this party?  Which party did he join?  


(1)  The Whigs. 



(2)   “In 1710 he abandoned the Whigs, because he opposed their indifference to the welfare of the Anglican Church in Ireland and their desire to repeal the Test Act, which required all holders of offices of state to take the Sacrament according to the Anglican rites, thus excluding Roman Catholics and Dissenters” (Abrams 2298).    



(3)  He joined the Tories.

7.  As a result of his political service, what religious position did Swift receive?  When?  


In 1713, Queen Anne appointed him Dean of St.  Patrick's Cathedral in Dublin, forcing him unwillingly to return to Ireland; he had wanted to be an Anglican Bishop in England.   There he was to remain the rest of his life.


8.  In 1726, Swift published Gulliver’s Travels, which established him as the most brilliant writer of the period.


9.    In the 1720's, tortured by the dreadful misery in which the Irish suffered at the hands of the English, Swift championed various Irish causes.  Who is M. B. Drapier?  Explain in several sentences the controversy surrounding Drapier.  Not in your text:  One line from Swift’s Irish writings supporting an Irish boycott of all things British became a rallying cry in the history of Ireland:  “__________ everything from England except its coal.” 



 “Under the pseudonym ‘M. B. Drapier’ [“cloth maker or seller”], he published the famous series of public letters that aroused [Ireland] to refuse to accept £100,000 in new copper coins (minted in England by William Wood, who had obtained his patent through court corruption), which, it was feared, would further debase the coinage of the already poverty-stricken kingdom.  Although his authorship of the letters was known to all Dublin, no one could be found to earn the £300 offered by the government for information as to the identity of the drapier.  Swift is still venerated in Ireland as a national hero.”

10.  Write several sentences on Swift’s last years.  Note:  “Méniére’s” is pronounced as main yerz, with the accent on the second syllable.   From 1738 to the end of his life, he was the victim of a terrible ear disease; he was tortured by dreadful pain, and for long periods was senile and could not even speak.  He died in 1745. 


11.  Who were some of Swift’s distinguished friends?   Not given in your text:  When Swift came to London in 1688, he visited Dryden, a distant relative, as mentioned above, even showing the latter some of his poetry.  After reading the verse, Dryden (reportedly) declaimed famously, “Cousin Swift, you will never be a poet.”   After that, Swift did not seek out Dryden’s friendship, and Dryden died (in 1700) before Swift achieved any literary success.



“His distinguished friends included Joseph Addison, Alexander Pope, John Arbuthnot, John Gay, Matthew Prior, Lord Oxford and Lord Bolingbroke.”   


12. Identify Stella, and discuss her importance in Swift’s life.  Stella was Swift’s nickname for Esther Johnson.  Swift met her in 1689, shortly after he took up work for William Temple.  He was 21 and Esther only nine.  Your textbook identifies her as the daughter of William Temple’s steward, but some textbooks speculate that she may have been Temple’s natural daughter.  At first, Swift was Esther’s tutor, but he “came to love her as he was to love no other person,” your textbook states.  When Swift moved to Dublin in 1699 (after Temple’s death), Esther followed him.  They lived in separate residences, seeing each other almost daily when Swift was in Dublin, but never without someone else present.  (There is unconvincing evidence that they were secretly married in 1716).  Stella’s death in 1728 (at 47) greatly depressed Swift.  At his death 17 years later, he was buried according to his wishes beside Stella in St. Patrick's. 


13.  Identify Hester Vanhomrigh (pronounced van um mer y, with the accent on the second syllable).  Hester (or Ether) Vanhomrigh was born in Ireland in 1687 of Dutch parents.  She was 20 when Swift (who was 40) met her in London.  She became infatuated with him, even following him to Dublin when he was named Dean of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in 1713.   Over the next ten years, she “pushed” herself on Swift, much to his (and presumably Stella’s) embarrassment.  Her early death in Dublin in 1723 caused evil tongues to wag, but her death was of natural causes.  Swift captures their relationship in his poem “Cadenus [an anagram for the Latin form of Dean, Swift’s religious title] and Vanessa [the first three letters of Vanhomrigh’s name].”
II.  PHILOSOPHY

1.  Summarize in 4-5 sentences the comments of your textbook editors (2299/2009) on Swift’s misanthropy.  

A misanthrope is a hater of humanity.  Gulliver’s Travels is often considered as an expression of savage misanthropy.  Swift proclaimed himself a misanthrope in a letter to Pope, declaring that though he loved individuals, he hated “that animal called man” in general.  He defined a human being as not animal rationale (“a rational animal’) but as merely animal rationis capax (“an animal capable of reason”).  This statement, he declared, is the “great foundation” on which he erected his “misanthropy.”   Swift was stating not his hatred of his fellow creatures but his antagonism to the current optimistic view that human nature is essentially good, as was held by sentimentalists and Deists during his time.   Painting over human weaknesses, Swift felt, was taking the easy way out, by encouraging people to tolerate their sinful nature.  Instead, only by pointing out human folly do human beings have the hope (or capability) to eliminate such folly.     


2.  Take notes on my comments on his philosophy.



  Swift certainly shares an idealistic, deeply emotional devotion to Reason.  He wrote in opposition to the Enlightenment and as an enemy of modernism, particularly the following ideas:



(a)  Rationalism:   Swift doubted the capacity of human reason to attain metaphysical and theological truth.



(b)   Experimental and theoretical science:   Science gave to human beings the idea of progress, deluding them with the promise of an improving future.



(c) Optimism:  The new conception of humanity stressed the essential goodness of human nature.   Swift accepted the Anglican view that human beings were fallen creatures.



(d)   The  new  moneyed wealth:   Swift  regarded  this wealth  and  its  owners as irresponsible and  dangerous  to  the state; it produced vulgarity and corrupted society.



(e)   The increasing power of centralized government:  Swift opposed the ministerial system developing in his time.



Swift accepted the Elizabethan idea that a human occupies a middle state in creation, midway between the angels (intellect) and the animals (sensuality).

III.  LITERARY STYLE


1.  Swift is one of our greatest writers of English prose.   Using the last paragraph of our textbook’s introduction to Swift (2299/2009), what is Swift’s definition of style and what are some aspects of Swift’s own writing style?



He defined style as “proper words in proper places.”



His style is marked by clear, simple, concrete diction, uncomplicated syntax, economy and conciseness of language.  He shuns linguistic ornaments.  His poetry is “unpoetic” in both subject matter and style.     

2.  Take notes on my comments on his style.



His principal type of writing was satire, and his favorite technique was irony.



  "Last week I saw a woman flayed, and you will hardly believe how much it altered her person for the worse."



Inversion is one of Swift's favorite satiric techniques.



Exaggeration. 



At one moment he will make outrageously inhuman proposals, with a show of great reasonableness.



Use of misdirection - Directs the reader in one way, but then presents the reversal.

IV.  MAJOR WORKS BEFORE GULLIVER’S TRAVELS

INSTRUCTIONS:   Fill in the blanks as I lecture:

A.   “BATTLE OF THE BOOKS”


1.  Written in 1696-97.  Published with A Tale of a Tub in 1704.  Revised in 1710.


2.  It is a prose mock-epic, since it describes an epic battle not between great warriors but between lowly books.


3.  Summary:  The books in St. James Library take up the Ancients vs. Moderns quarrel.  Ancients participating in the verbal battle include Homer, Virgil, Plato, and Aristotle.  Moderns include Milton, Hobbes, and Descartes.  


4.  Neither side is granted victory, but Swift’s sympathies are plainly with the Ancients because of their fidelity to Nature.


5.  The most famous episode of the work concerns an argument between a bee and a spider, which occurs while the main battle is going on.  The bee says that it produces honey and wax, that is, “sweetness and light,” while the spider weaves its web from within itself, producing only “dirt and poison,” that is its sticky web and its bite.

B.  A TALE OF A TUB


1.  Written, published, and revised at the same time as “Battle of the Books.”



2.   An excerpt from this is given in your textbook on 2312-20/2023-31.



3.  Its title comes from nautical lore:  When a ship was being attacked by a whale, the ship’s sailors would throw an empty tub into the sea to divert the whale from the ship.



4.  The narrator says that his book is meant to be the “tub” thrown before those who attack Christianity in order to divert them until Christianity can gather strength for a proper counterattack.    



5.  Footnote 1 (2312/2023) briefly explains the basic narrative, which is intended as a satire on the divisions of the Christian religion.  


6.  Summary:  Three brothers inherit from their father three suits of clothes (the Christian faith) and a will (the Bible) which instructs them on how to properly use these suits.  The three brothers are Peter (St. Peter), Martin (Martin Luther), and Jack (John Calvin), who stand for the Roman Catholic Church, the Anglican Church, and the Dissenters or Puritans.  


7.  Even though the father’s will prohibits any alteration of the suits, Peter sets out to change his.



8.  He adds many ornaments to his suit, justifying these additions, even when the will (the Bible) forbids them.  These forbidden ornaments stand for the various ceremonies of the Catholic Church not specifically mentioned in the Bible, according to Swift.  Peter also demands that the other brothers pay homage to him (i.e., papal supremacy).



9.  Rebelling, the younger brothers Martin and Jack obtain copies of the will (the translations of the Bible) and insist on improvement (the Protestant Reformation).   



10.  Martin (the Anglican Church) carefully removes the false ornaments which Peter had put on Martin’s suit, leaving his suit intact.


11.  However Jack (representing Calvinism, the Puritans, or other Dissenters), rips off these false ornaments so frantically that he leaves his own suit in tatters.



12.  While Martin insists on the authority of the Holy Scriptures, Jack allows mystic revelations.



13.  One of the most ingenious allegories in literature, A Tale of a Tub pleads for the elimination of the superficial trappings of Christianity and for the unity of 
all Christians, whatever they call themselves.




14.  Within the religious narrative, Swift puts chapters which he calls “digressions.”  One is even titled a “Digression on Digression.”


15.  The most famous of these digressions is “A Digression on Madness,” which is printed in your text.  Here Swift argues that many great people—more than we think--(whether king, politician, religious reformer, military general, judge, lawyer, doctor, etc.) are controlled by a mania-like madness.



16.  In fact, the narrator says that for a person to maintain her or his sanity, it is preferable to be mad, since a foolish person accepts things at face value and does not desire to get at any worrisome or disturbing deep truth.  



17.  Read pp. 2317-18/2208-09, the paragraph beginning “In the proportion,” and fill in the following blanks:  “In the proportion that credulity [easily believing something, without proof] is a more ______________ possession of the mind than ________________ [the desire to know things completely], so far preferable is that wisdom, which converse about the _____________, to that pretended philosophy which enters into the ___________ of things . . . .  [To illustrate how we should not attempt to get beneath the surface of things, the narrator says:]  Last week I saw a ___________ flayed [skinned alive], and you will hardly believe how much it ___________ her person for the _____________. . . . [Instead of looking too closely at something], the “truly ________ man” [contents himself with deception].   This is the sublime and refined point of _______________, called the possession of being well ________________; the serene and peaceful state of being a ___________ [a stupid or mad person] among _______________ [dishonest, deceitful people].”       


C.  THE PATRIDGE PREDICTIONS


1.  The three pamphlets which make up this collection brought off one of the great practical jokes in literature.



2.  John Patridge was a real-life quack doctor who also edited a yearly almanac in which he made bizarre predictions.  He tried to pass astrology off as a valid area of knowledge, even asserting that it had a Biblical basis. 



3.   The conservative theologian Swift could not tolerate this assertion, so he decided to “kill off” Patridge.



4.  In February 1708, there was issued a rival almanac by “Isaac Bickerstaff” (of course, Swift), in which the death of Partridge was prophesized to occur on March 29 “about eleven at night.”  



5.  On March 30, there appeared another pamphlet with a full description of the last hours and death of Patridge.  



6.  Poor Partridge tried to prove he was still alive, but with only limited success.  



7.  Many people ceased buying Partridge’s almanac, believing that since Patridge was “dead,” his new almanac must be a fraud.  

