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When I am reading a book, whether wise or silly, it seemeth to me to be alive and talking to me.


Swift, Thoughts on Various Subjects






















He had, early in life, imbibed such a strong hatred to hypocrisy, that he fell into the opposite extreme; and no mortal ever took more pains to display his good qualities, and appear in the best light to the world, than he did to conceal his, or even to put on the semblance of their contraries …


Lord Bolingbroke, who knew him well, in two words summed up his character in this respect, by saying that Swift was a hypocrite reversed.


Sheridan, Life of Jonathan Swift (1784)






















PREFACE





A TRUE critic, we are told in A Tale of a Tub, is ‘like a dog at a feast … apt to snarl most when there are the fewest bones’. Swift has been most obliging to his critics and biographers, leaving a goodly scatter of bones buried just beneath the surface of his works. The more enthusiastic burrowers have dragged whole skeletons into the light of day: his uncertain parentage; his secret marriage to Stella; his enigmatic relationship with Vanessa; his alleged misanthropy and madness. Generations of critics have picked over the bones without yet gnawing them clean.


Few authors’ reputations have fluctuated as violently as Swift’s. From the beginning, commentators arranged themselves in rival camps. For some he was a champion of liberty, the hero of an oppressed nation; for others, a sadistic misanthrope, the mysterious tormentor of mankind in general and of two unfortunate young women in particular. Lord Orrery’s Remarks, published seven years after Swift’s death, presented the picture of a man whose disappointments ‘rendered him splenetic, and angry with the world’. Patrick Delany, Deane Swift, and Thomas Sheridan rallied to Swift’s defence, emphasizing his sense of fun, his private acts of charity and his public commitment to principles of liberty and justice. Yet to most nineteenth-century critics Swift appeared as quite simply a monster. Writing in the Edinburgh Review (1816) Francis Jeffrey observed that Swift used ‘at one and the same moment, his sword and his poisoned dagger–his hands and his teeth and his envenomed breath’. But it was Thackeray who most famously expressed the full force of Victorian horror at Swift’s life and works.




As is the case with madmen, certain subjects provoke him, and awaken his fits of wrath. Marriage is one of these; in a hundred passages in his writings he rages against it; rages against children … What had this man done? What secret remorse was rankling at his heart? What fever was boiling in him that he should see all the world bloodshot? (The English Humourists of the Eighteenth Century, p. 33.)





Contemporary criticism has removed the bones from the charnel house to the laboratory. The modern true critic is a specialist, trained to analyse one aspect, one phase, even one work from among Swift’s total output. Over the past forty years dozens of books and hundreds of articles have appeared examining different elements in Swift’s life and works and greatly expanding our understanding of both. For years, biographies of Swift were bedevilled by legends of his madness and by romantic mysteries surrounding his relationships with Stella and Vanessa. By a familiar process of transposition the more grotesque and misanthropic images from Swift’s works were used as metaphors for his life; and macabre anecdotes accumulated around the morose and lonely Dean in his latter years which lost nothing in the telling and re-telling. It is only in the present century that any serious attempts have been made to disentangle facts from fiction and to study Swift’s works in the context of the intellectual and political developments of his age. We now know a considerable amount about his career in the Church, about his contribution to politics in both England and Ireland, about his attitude to the ‘new science’, about his literary mentors and models. Freudian critics have psychoanalysed Swift and, most recently a group of persuasive studies have insisted on Swift’s significance as a poet.


It is the aim of this biography to offer a new, comprehensive view of the man and his works, based on the accumulated wealth of evidence which is now available. In the Preface to his monumental study Swift, the Man, his Works and the Age, Irvin Ehrenpreis declared, ‘I have been less concerned to add than to eliminate fables’. In consequence he excluded a number of traditional anecdotes from his biography and avoided all discussion of such doubtful incidents in Swift’s life as the possible secret marriage to Stella. At the time when Ehrenpreis began his biography in the late 1950s this was both a valuable and a courageous decision, which enabled students of Swift to see him for the first time free of the dubious accretions of legend. It may seem somewhat perverse, therefore, that I have chosen to reinstate some of these anecdotes in the present biography. I have done so not because I necessarily believe them to be true-in most cases there can be no way of deciding that; nor simply to lend colour to a life which has suffered too much from over-colourful interpretations. They have been restored because they have played such an important part in the transmission of Swift’s reputation through the ages that to have omitted them would have been to ignore an important element in the enigmatic record of a man who deliberately cultivated false images of himself.


Reading through the ever-lengthening bibliography of Swift studies, I have become aware of two main tendencies in critical approaches to Swift. Specialist works often produce partial or lop-sided views of his writings by giving undue prominence to a particular theme or genre, while the broad sweeps of the generalizing critic run the risk of missing the teasing particularity of Swift’s ironies altogether. In this critical biography I have attempted to walk a middle path by offering some fresh points of interpretation of Swift’s life and works without losing the general reader in academic groves that have sprouted into thickets. Swift’s works are full of warnings for those who attempt such a middle course. Yet, unless I have completely misread his irony, he also insists that it is the only way to avoid shipwreck on the opposing rocks of pedantry or populism. Throughout his life Swift adhered to an ideal of conservative humanism which saw specialization itself as a first dangerous step towards that distorted simplification of complex human phenomena which characterized the views of all factions and fanatics. I have therefore attempted to present a portrait of the whole man in his multifarious roles as satirist, politician, churchman and friend and, in particular, have sought to re-establish the balance between his public and private lives which has been missing from some other recent biographies.


I have included discussions of all Swift’s major works and of many of his minor ones. To have examined all his writings would have meant expanding what is already a substantial volume to Brobdingnagian proportions with little compensating gain in our understanding of his significance. To those who may have anticipated a fresh analysis of Pethox the Great, or a new insight into The Dying Words of Ebenezor Elliston, I apologize. I leave those as bones for others to chew upon. I have modernized spellings and regularized punctuation in accordance with normal modern practice.


I should like to acknowledge with gratitude the help, inspiration, and guidance that I have received from the following people in the preparation of this book and in the years of study which preceded it: Barbara Ansell, Richard Axton, Gerald Baker, Tom Deveson, Alan Downie, Howard Erskine-Hill, Hanif Kureishi, Frank Miles, Mike Neve, Tristram Powell, Clive Probyn, David Profumo, John Rathmell, Claude Rawson, Christine Rees, Pat Rogers.
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Part One


THE CONJURED SPIRIT





I




Lo here I sit at holy head


With muddy ale and mouldy bread …


I never was in haste before


To reach that slavish hateful shore:


Before, I always found the wind


To me was most malicious kind,


But now the danger of a friend


On whom my fears and hopes depend,


Absent from whom all climes are cursed,


With whom I’m happy in the worst,


With rage impatient makes me wait


A passage to the land I hate.1





ON SUNDAY 24 September 1727 Jonathan Swift, accompanied by his servant Wat, arrived at Mrs Welch’s inn at Holyhead. The wind had changed the previous night and was now unfavourable for crossing to Ireland. Only the day before a number of people had sailed on the last of the wind. Had not Swift’s horse cast a shoe on the rocky ways of Llangueveny he might have been in time to join them, but to spare the creature he completed his land journey on foot. As a result he found not only an absence of wind but also of wine. The departing travellers had drunk the cellar dry, save for some stale beer, ‘the worst ale in the world’.


Swift was now within three months of his sixtieth birthday, a famous, even a notorious figure–but not at Holyhead. He was still physically robust and not much altered in appearance from the portrait of him done by Jervas fifteen years earlier. That shows a determined face, heavy jowls and piercing eyes which Pope described as being as azure as the heavens. He was a witty, charming man who could be amusing or tyrannical according to mood, but whose pleasure in social life had been greatly diminished by increasingly severe bouts of deafness. During such attacks even the company of close friends was irksome to him. He had suffered badly from deafness while in London that summer, which had hastened his decision to leave. The previous eighteen months had brought him considerable triumphs. His Drapier’s Letters had inflicted an embarrassing defeat on the English government, and Gulliver’s Travels had met with immediate and universal acclaim. Yet as he left England for what he knew was the last time, his pleasure at these successes was overshadowed by the knowledge that his dearest friend, Esther Johnson–Stella–was dangerously ill in Dublin. With every post from Ireland he expected to hear the worst, and could scarcely bear to return while her condition remained in doubt.




I am determined not to go to Ireland to find her just dead or dying – nothing but extremity could make me so familiar with those terrible words applied to such a dear friend.2





Throughout his life Swift sought to distance himself from emotional demands. Now, as Stella was dying, he sent instructions that she should be removed from her lodgings in the Deanery. He could not endure even so distant a contact with her suffering as that she should die under his roof.


While becalmed in this rocky corner of Anglesey Swift kept a journal in which he acted out his isolation like a shipwrecked mariner. From infancy he had divided his life between England and Ireland without ever feeling truly at home in either country. He relished the irony of his new-found reputation as an Irish patriot leader yet made no secret of his contempt for the Irish themselves. ‘I reckon no man thoroughly miserable’, he declared, ‘unless he be condemned to live in Ireland.’ Significantly, he arranged that his body should be sent to Holyhead for burial. Though condemned to Ireland for the remainder of his life, he was determined to spend eternity if not in English, at least not in Irish soil. He chose as a final resting place this Welsh haven, midway between the extremes of London and Dublin. In this, as in so many things, he was disappointed, and Swift’s body lies in St Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin.


Holyhead was no conventional haven, and Swift’s Holyhead Journal is a catalogue of complaints about uneatable food, unmannerly servants, unwashed clothes, and unventilated rooms. Yet there is a tone of self-mockery behind the censure and a feeling of psychic release. ‘I come from being used like an Emperor, to be used worse than a dog at Holyhead.’ He found something salutary about affronts applied openly and universally, without respect for reputations. ‘By my conscience, I believe Caesar would be the same without his army at his back.’ He concluded his litany of complaints on a very different note.




Yet here I could live with two or three friends, in a warm house, and good wine–much better than being a slave in Ireland.3





There is a deliberate comic exaggeration in Swift’s deadpan self-portrait as the victim of idle servants, rascally captains, and ignorant Welshmen. The blunders of his servant Wat are like a running joke throughout the journal. One day Swift climbed the mountain of Holy Head to look across at the Wicklow hills but he was caught in a rainstorm and forced to shelter in a peasant cabin.




There was only an old Welshwoman sifting flour, who understood no English, and a boy who fell a roaring for fear of me. Wat (otherwise called unfortunate Jack) ran home for my coat, but stayed so long that I came home in worse rain without him, and he was so lucky to miss me, but took care to carry the key of my room where a fire was ready for me. So I cooled my heels in the parlour till he came.*





The Holyhead Journal places Swift in the tradition of stoic comedians and his grumbling is a kind of surface noise, designed to divert more unpleasant thoughts. Underlying the journal with its domestic anecdotes, its jottings of rhymes, riddles, and dreams, is the memory of the daily Journal to Stella that he wrote between 1710 and 1713. Swift strives hard to recapture the intimate playful idiom of that earlier work.




Is this strange stuff? Why, what would you have me do? I have writ verses and put down hints till I am weary … so adieu till I see you at the Deanery.





Yet the irony is that Stella, to whom he addresses these musings, was, he believed, probably dead; or, if alive, certainly not at the Deanery from which he had ordered her removal. It is as if, by cataloguing his penances in the sanctuary of this Welsh no man’s land, Swift sought absolution from the spirit of the one person who had been able to see through his customary guise of misanthropy to the humanity beneath.


In fact Stella did not die for another four months. Even then Swift could not bring himself to attend her funeral, but moved to another apartment ‘that I may not see the light in the church, which is just over against the window of my bed-chamber’.4 Though long anticipated, her death was still a shock to him and led to a period of anxious self-examination. As part of that process he began an autobiography, but did not get very far.5 Ten quarto sheets preserve a few anecdotes of his own early life and of his ancestors but come to an abrupt halt in 1704. A later hand has commented in the margin of the manuscript: ‘either indolence, sickness, old age or carelessness hindered the Dean from proceeding further in these Memoirs.’ These may have been the reasons. Or it may be that after the initial autobiographical urge declined, deeper and more characteristic instincts took over: a despair of being understood; a disinclination to explain himself to the vulgar Prince Posterity; a desire to leave mysteries still mysterious. For the autobiography introduces as many enigmas as it solves. Not only is it brief; it is also demonstrably inaccurate at times and teasingly imprecise at others. It is written in the third person, maintaining a typical pose of impersonality. Swift wishes to gain a reader’s sympathy, but cannot ask for it directly and so writes of himself as of someone else. The evident unreliability of the autobiography has led subsequent biographers to question not only Swift’s facts but also his motives in supplying them. Here are a few deceptively simple statements.




J.S.D.D., and D of St P was the only son of Jonathan Swift, who was the seventh or eighth son of (that eminent person) Mr Thomas Swift…. He was born in Dublin on St Andrews day….





Not one of these facts can be proved and each has been contested at some time, occasionally by Swift himself. He was a posthumous child born, probably, some seven months after Jonathan Swift senior’s death, but just in time, as he told Laetitia Pilkington ‘to save his mother’s credit’.6 Several early biographers wondered whether he was in fact the son of his father and even suggested that Sir William Temple, who was later Swift’s patron, may have been Swift’s real father. The place of his birth has also been debated. In later years, when expressing his vehement hatred of all things Irish, Swift would sometimes claim to be a native Englishman, though usually he admitted to the misfortune of having been ‘dropped’ in Dublin. Even the year of his birth has been questioned and ingenious arguments in support of 1669 or 1670 have been offered in place of the generally accepted 1667.


The uncertainty about such matters is taken by some biographers as implicit confirmation that a certain judicious confusion was part of Abigail Swift’s method of saving her credit. For Herbert Davis the inaccuracies of the autobiography are the result of simple carelessness. ‘He seems to have written entirely from memory and has not even taken the trouble to verify all his dates’.7 While for Denis Johnston they are part of a deliberate cover-up, as Swift prepares an ‘account of what he wished to have said of himself’.8 For most readers of Swift these are academic quibbles, yet it seems ironically appropriate that a writer whose works specialize in the creation of false identities should, from the moment of conception, have no settled identity of his own. By accident or design, the ‘real’ Jonathan Swift of the autobiographical fragment is as much a creature of the imagination as the memory.


II


‘THE FAMILY of the Swifts was ancient in Yorkshire’ is the opening statement of the autobiography.9 Swift makes two immediate and important assertions: that the family is of some antiquity, and that it is English. The first ancestor mentioned in the synoptical summary of this ancient family is one ‘Cavaliero Swift, a man of wit and humour’ who ‘was made an Irish peer by King James or K. Charles I … but never was in that kingdom’. How Swift envied him that. The rest of the family tree is sketched in briefly, although for two of his ancestors he does have more to say. The first was the ‘heiress of Philpot’ who married William Swift in the reign of James I, ‘a capricious, ill natured and passionate woman’ who ‘absolutely disinherited her only son, Thomas, for no greater crime than that of robbing an orchard when he was a boy’. That disinherited son was Swift’s grandfather and first hero, Thomas Swift, vicar of Goodrich, whose fierce loyalty to Charles I caused him to be ‘plundered by the roundheads six and thirty times’. Swift proudly relates how once his grandfather sewed all his money up into a quilted waistcoat, rode to a town that was held for the king, and presented the waistcoat to the governor,




who, ordering it to be unripped found it lined with three hundred broad pieces of gold, which as it proved a seasonable relief must be allowed an extraordinary supply from a private clergyman with ten children of a small estate, so often plundered and soon after turned out of his livings in the church.10





Three hundred broad pieces of gold must be reckoned very extraordinary indeed for a man who had been completely disinherited, whose revenues brought in only £100 per annum, and who had been plundered thirty-six times. Swift was always liable to exaggerate when recalling the sufferings of this revered ancestor. Ten years later he informed Pope that his grandfather had been ‘persecuted and plundered two and fifty times by the barbarity of Cromwell’s hellish crew’.11


Thomas Swift married Elizabeth Dryden of Northampton, thereby establishing the link with Dryden of which Swift at first boasted, and subsequently complained. They had, according to Swift ‘ten sons and three or four daughters’ (it seems churlish to correct such an imperiously casual estimate, but the actual figures are six sons and five daughters). It was this generation of Swifts who made the move to Ireland, ‘driven thither by their sufferings, and by the death of their father’. Note the word driven. It was Swift’s settled conviction that no one would ever choose Ireland who had any reasonable alternative.


At this time the pickings in Ireland, after the Cromwellian Settlement, were very good. The Swift sons, Godwin, William, Adam, and Jonathan, were part of the army of occupation of landless gentry who took advantage of that act of arbitrary power by which the whole territory of Ireland was declared confiscated.12 After the Restoration, attempts were made to regularize and legitimize the chaotic state of Irish property rights. Very roughly, the Act of Settlement (1662) divided the land so that a third reverted to the native Catholic landlords, a third went to the older established Protestant families, and a third was granted to the newcomers, including the Swifts. In those days, Deane Swift later observed, ‘Ireland was very moderately supplied with lawyers.’13 Nothing makes more work for lawyers than a contentious system of land tenure, and the Swifts soon set about supplying this shortage. Of the brothers, Godwin was the most successful, Jonathan the least. Consequently after the death of Jonathan in early 1667, it was upon the charity of uncle Godwin that his yet unborn son would have to rely. Swift’s lifelong resentment of any kind of dependence dates from these earliest years. However, in Godwin’s defence it must be said that Swift could not have been the easiest or most grateful of nephews to support. Godwin’s four marriages had resulted in thirteen children of his own, all probably more agreeable than his sulky nephew, and he may be forgiven for having found the quality of his charity somewhat strained towards this cuckoo in the nest. In later years Swift remarked that his family were ‘of all mortals what I despise and hate’ and evidently a sense of neglect of his special qualities burned into him deeply as a child. He explained his poor performance at university as a result of the ‘ill treatment of his nearest relations’ which made him ‘so discouraged and sunk in his spirits, that he too much neglected his academical studies’.14 Swift’s description of his uncle is grudging but shrewd. He was, he reports ‘a little too dextrous in the subtle parts of the law’. It was a recipe for success and Godwin soon rose to be Attorney General to the County of Tipperary. It was he who brought the Swift family into contact with the Ormondes and the Temples, two of Ireland’s most influential families who represented the two traditions of Anglo-Irish settlers. The Ormondes were well established grandees, who identified their own interests with those of the Irish; whereas the Temples, more recently arrived, saw themselves as colonial administrators of a dependent territory. Both families were to be of major importance throughout Swift’s career.


The family of Swift’s mother, Abigail Erick, derived its lineage, he claimed, from Erick the Forester, ‘a great commander, who raised an army to oppose the invasion of William the Conqueror’. From these heroic origins it had gradually declined until the family was now ‘in the condition of very private gentlemen’.15 Swift was in no doubt that his parents’ marriage was a mistake. This was not a matter of love or temperament–merely of money. His lifelong aversion to impetuous matches derived from the neglect he had suffered in infancy.




This marriage was on both sides very indiscreet, for his wife brought her husband little or no fortune, and his death happening so suddenly before he could make a sufficient establishment for his family: And his son (not then born) hath often been heard to say that he felt the consequences of that marriage not only through the whole course of his education, but during the greater part of his life.16





Disapproval of his parents’ marriage carried with it an implied desire not to have been born. This was a characteristic of adolescence which Swift never lost and which, in fact, he later developed into a careful ritual, repeating upon his birthday these grim verses from the Book of Job (3:3–5).




Let the day perish wherein I was born, and the night in which it was said, there is a man child conceived. Let that day be darkness; let not God regard it from above, neither let the light shine upon it. Let darkness and the shadow of death stain it; let a cloud dwell upon it; let the blackness of the day terrify it.





In all probability, Jonathan Swift was born on 30 November 1667, at 7 Hoey’s Court in the parish of St Werburgh’s in Dublin. The house belonged to Godwin, but the infant Swift was not, initially at least, a burden to his uncle.




When he was a year old, an event happened to him that seems very unusual; for his nurse, who was a woman of Whitehaven, being under an absolute necessity of seeing one of her relations, who was then extremely sick, and from whom she expected a legacy; and being at the same time extremely fond of the infant, she stole him on shipboard unknown to his mother and uncle, and carried him with her to Whitehaven, where he continued for almost three years. For when the matter was discovered, his mother sent orders by all means not to hazard a second voyage, till he could be better able to bear it.17





To lose one parent, as Lady Bracknell observes, is a misfortune; to lose both seems a little like carelessness. There is a feeling of something akin to carelessness about that rather absent-minded remark ‘when the matter was discovered’ and about Swift’s mother’s apparent lack of concern. His ‘loss’ of both parents at this formative stage may perhaps have caused problems of identity that might help to account for his later predilection for ironic masks. Swift’s relationship with his mother was the first of his several enigmatic relationships with women. The evidence suggests that she neglected him in an age when neglect of children was not the invariable rule that has sometimes been claimed. After his return to Ireland he was packed off to school at Kilkenny, seventy miles south-west of Dublin, while his mother appears to have joined the rest of her family in Leicester. Nevertheless, Swift always excepted his mother from the general contempt which he expressed towards his family. As a young man he wrote to her and visited her often, and at her death, wrote movingly of her virtues. It may have been Abigail Swift who instilled in him an instinctive association of love and distance. One senses that the infant Swift was anxious to earn the love of this remote mother, and was encouraged by his nurse to believe that good works might gain him the affection he craved. ‘The nurse was so careful of him that before he returned he had learnt to spell, and by the time that he was three years old he could read any chapter in the bible.’


From the ages of six to fourteen Swift was a pupil at Kilkenny College, the foremost Anglican school in Ireland. School statutes prescribed a rigorous schedule of Greek, Latin, morality, and prayers. His cousin, Thomas Swift, was a contemporary there, and Congreve enrolled in Swift’s final year. Tom Sheridan tells a story that shows Swift’s developing character in childhood as moody, self-dramatizing, and subject to the extremes of exultation and despair.18 One day he spent all the money that he had in the world on a horse that was on its way to the slaughterhouse, for the momentary glory of riding his own horse through Kilkenny. Many years later Swift reflected on the unreliability of most childhood recollections.




I have observed from myself and others … that men are never more mistaken, than when they reflect upon past things, and from what they retain in their memory, compare them with the present. Because when we reflect on what is past, our memories lead us only to the pleasant side, but in present things our minds are chiefly taken up with reflecting on what we dislike in our condition. So I formerly used to envy my own happiness when I was a schoolboy, the delicious holidays, the Saturday afternoon, and the charming custards in a blind alley; I never considered the confinement ten hours a day to nouns and verbs, the terror of the rod, the bloody noses and broken shins.19





However this wise old saw about the unreliability of our memories is itself unreliable. Swift’s memory is not stored in this conventional way, with nostalgic recollections of golden days. On the contrary he harbours the memories of snubs, slights, and disappointments, which he tells over to himself obsessively. His main recollection from his schooldays introduces a note that predominates in his presentation of his life.




I remember, when I was a little boy, I felt a great fish at the end of my line which I drew up almost on the ground. But it dropped in and the disappointment vexeth me to this very day and I believe it was the type of all my future disappointments.20





It seemed to Swift that the pattern of his life was already determined on those sunny Saturday afternoons in childhood.


Feelings of waste and neglect afflicted him strongly during adolescence, and as with Johnson at Oxford, the combination of poverty and pride did not make him an ideal student. Yet possibly Swift exaggerated his own insufficiencies. It is a harmless vice of elderly sages to look back in mock penitence at their youthful misdemeanours. So Swift reports that




he was stopped of his degree for dullness and insufficiency, and at last hardly admitted in a manner little to his credit, which is called in that college speciali gratia. And this discreditable mark, as I am told, stands upon record in their college registry.21





He blamed his failure on his relations, which was unfair. Godwin lost his fortune at this time in an ill-conceived scheme for an iron-works, but Swift’s uncle William stepped in to support him through college. The truth was that Swift had little relish for the course of studies prescribed, and spent much of his time reading poetry and history, instead of getting his syllogisms by rote. Primarily a training college for the Anglican clergy of Ireland, Trinity was expanding both physically and intellectually. The provost during Swift’s time, Narcissus Marsh, was noted for his piety and scholarship, though in later years Swift claimed that Marsh’s disposition to study was ‘the very same with that of an usurer to hoard up money, or of a vicious young fellow to a wench; nothing but avarice and evil concupiscence’.22 The most enduring influence on Swift at Trinity was his friend and tutor St George Ashe. Like Marsh, Ashe belonged to the Dublin Philosophical Society, that city’s centre for experimental natural philosophy and the new science. Ashe was a relentless experimenter. In the harsh winter of 1683 he was busy comparing the effects of freezing on eggs and urine. In the summer he turned his attention to a solar eclipse. It is one of the ironies of Swift’s life that he, so often regarded as a critic of the new scientific methods, should have had as two of his closest friends men who were enthusiastically committed to them, St George Ashe and John Arbuthnot.


The daily routine at Trinity College was similar to that at Kilkenny. Undergraduates were required to attend three services daily, with a penny fine for each absence. Lectures were in Latin, and students were expected to produce a weekly commentary, also in Latin, on some moral or political subject. The central method of instruction was disputation: a formal system of debates, conducted according to strict syllogistic rules. Disputants would be confronted with some contentious metaphysical proposition, such as this:




An praeter esse reale actualis essentiae sit aliud esse necessarium quo res actualiter existat?


Whether besides the real being of actual being, there be any other thing necessary to cause a thing to be?23





Each disputant was required to furnish twenty-four arguments in support of the incorrect answer, and twelve arguments in support of the correct (or what was believed to be the correct) one. Though Swift despised the mechanical manipulation of formulas which this method encouraged, it proved a sound training for some of his own favourite satiric techniques. It was at Trinity that he first discovered how to use rules to confute rules, and reason to confound reason. He learnt more than mere techniques, however, for among the tropes and truisms which he was required to debate he encountered formulas which were to stay in his mind for several decades. Many of the themes for disputation were taken from Marsh’s own textbook Institutiones logicae which provides these classic examples of syllogistic configurations.




homo est animal rationale


nullus equus est rationale


solum animal rationale est disciplinae capax.


Man is a rational animal. No horse is rational. Only rational animals are capable of discipline.24





As Gulliver’s Travels demonstrates, Swift was clearly paying attention when these themes were debated.


In fact the mark sheets which survive show that Swift was a fairly average student. In the Easter term of 1685 he was graded as bene for Latin and Greek, negligenter for Latin theme, and only male for physics. His cousin Thomas was mediocriter for everything. Nor was Swift alone in receiving his degree speciali gratia.25  Four of his thirty-seven contemporaries also left Trinity with ‘specials’.


Yet he was by no means a model student. In March 1687 he was admonished for ‘neglect of duties and frequenting the town’. On his birthday in 1688 he was found guilty of starting tumults in College and insulting the Junior Dean. In the politically sensitive atmosphere of that year the College authorities were nervous of all tumults, however innocent the cause, and may well have over-reacted to the high-spirited excesses of Swift and his companions. As a punishment he was suspended from his degree for one month, and required to beg the Junior Dean’s pardon publicly, on bended knee. It was exactly the kind of public indignity that Swift most hated, and the humiliation of that punishment rankled with him long afterwards.


Swift later declared that he was ‘ashamed to have been more obliged in a few weeks to strangers’ (that is to Oxford University for his MA), than he ever was ‘in seven years to Dublin College’.26 This is a typical piece of anti-Irish exaggeration, and Swift’s attempts to present himself as an Oxford man are among the more distressing minor snobberies of his latter years. At the very least he made some valuable and enduring friendships at Trinity, and received a sound education in the respective strengths and limitations of rhetoric and logic. It is true, however, that his main education took place elsewhere, not at Oxford, but at Moor Park. His friend Patrick Delany noted that Swift ‘had often been heard to say that from the time of taking his degree he studied at least eight hours a day, one with another, for seven years’.27 It was at the home of Sir William Temple, in Surrey, that Swift accomplished the transition from being a mediocre student to becoming the outstanding writer of his generation.


III


‘THE TROUBLES then breaking out, he went to his mother who lived in Leicester.’28 This latest eruption of troubles in Ireland deprived Swift of his MA. In April 1689 he would have completed the residence requirements for the degree, but in February the College authorities took fright at the political-upheavals and allowed those who wished to leave ‘for their better security’.29 William of Orange, at the head of an army of Dutchmen, English, and Scottish exiles had landed at Torbay on 5 November, and marched unresisted towards London, where he was crowned in February. James II, having fled from England, returned to Ireland in April in an attempt to rally the Catholics there to his cause. It was a short-lived campaign, and on 1 July 1690, at the battle of the Boyne, William won a victory for Protestantism that has reverberated through Irish history ever since.


Swift took this opportunity to visit his mother, to relax, and to flirt. Indeed his attentions towards Miss Betty Jones became so marked that his mother feared he might be sprung into an imprudent match. She need not have worried, for Swift’s impulsiveness was all on the surface. Actually he had his emotions well under control. Miss Jones was the first of a number of girls with whom he flirted in the next two or three years. On another visit to Leicester his behaviour again caused gossip, which he laughed off with the affected swagger of a lady-killer.




I could remember twenty women in my life to whom I have behaved myself just the same way, and I profess without any other design than that of entertaining myself when I am very idle, or when something goes amiss in my affairs.





Explaining this restlessness he could not resist adding a little mysterious allusion.




A person of great honour in Ireland (who was pleased to stoop so low as to look into my mind) … used to tell me, that my mind was like a conjured spirit, that would do mischief if I would not give it employment.30





Whoever this person of great honour was (tradition ascribes the remark to Lord Berkeley), this offers a sharp insight into Swift’s character. What more natural outlet for that conjured spirit than to break the hearts of provincial girls, and to confound the tales of local gossips? There was no danger of marriage. Only fools, especially learned fools, were deceived by a pretty face. Swift laughed at them with a callow worldliness.




Among all the young gentlemen that I have known to have ruined theirselves by marrying (which I assure you is a great number) I have made this general rule, that they are either young, raw and ignorant scholars, who for want of knowing company, believe every silk petticoat includes an angel, or else they have been a sort of honest young men who perhaps are too literal in rather marrying than burning and entail misery on themselves and posterity by an over-acting modesty.31





His father had entailed just such misery on his posterity. Behind these conventional tropes lies a determination much stronger than the usual young man’s boast of not getting caught. Throughout his career Swift was fascinated with exposing what exactly was contained within a silk petticoat, if not an angel. Whenever the idea of matrimony entered his head, ‘a thousand household thoughts’ drove it thence, he claimed.32 ‘Household thoughts’ are hardly characteristic of passionate young men, and would seem to indicate the preoccupations of a lonely, defensive child with an overriding need for a secure and comfortable home. Experience, he wrote, had taught him ‘not to think of marriage, till I settle my fortune in the world, which I am sure will not be in some years, and even then myself I am so hard to please that I suppose I shall put it off to the other world’.33 This declaration has a curious blend of tones, from rakishness to a cold determination, and even fear. Swift was clearly attractive to women, and was testing his powers over them. It is interesting that so many of his flirtations took place in Leicester. He may well have liked to demonstrate his powers over women as a method of seeking the affection of the one woman, his mother, who had so hurt him by her neglect. ‘I should not have behaved myself after the manner I did in Leicester’, he wrote, ‘if I had not valued my own entertainment beyond the obloquy of a parcel of very wretched fools.’ Arrogance was the cover he assumed for his continuing insecurity.


It was shortly after this that one of Swift’s relatives invoked the family tie with the Temples, and in the spring of 1689 Swift entered the service of Sir William Temple firstly at Sheen, and later at Moor Park in Surrey.


Temple, who was the same age as Swift’s uncle Godwin, had retired from an active life in politics and diplomacy to enjoy the meditative pleasures of philosophy at Moor Park. Educated at Emmanuel College Cambridge, a centre of intellectual puritanism, he had found gentler pursuits, ‘especially tennis’, more agreeable to his temperament. His major achievement in diplomacy had been to negotiate the Triple Alliance between England, Sweden, and the United Provinces in 1668 to secure ‘the general interests of Christendom … against the power and attempts of France’.34 Charles II was never committed to the treaty, however, and within two years abandoned it in favour of an alliance with Louis XIV. Temple’s disillusionment with the machinations of power politics dated from this reverse. Charles kept him on as a dishonest broker at The Hague, sweetening his position with promises of peerages and pensions, but the hypocrisy of these years gave Temple ‘a distaste to the thoughts of all public employments’.35 In his essay ‘Upon the Gardens of Epicurus’ Temple wrote in praise of Horace’s choice of the life of retirement and meditation, in preference to that of high public office, and at Moor Park he strove to follow that Horatian example. Yet although the man whom Swift came to serve in 1689 had retired, he was not forgotten. He maintained influential contacts in France, Holland, and Ireland, and frequently entertained members of King William’s court, including the King himself, at his new estate in Surrey.


There is some continuing debate about Swift’s exact position in Temple’s household. Some years after Swift’s death Jack Temple, Sir William’s nephew, asserted that Swift had been a mere servant in the house, hired ‘at the rate of 20L. a year and his board’. He went on to add that ‘Sir William never favoured him with his conversation, because of his ill qualities, nor allowed him to sit down at table with him’.36 This story enjoyed a considerable vogue among Victorian critics such as Macaulay and Thackeray, for whom Swift was a monster of misanthropy ‘alone and gnashing in the darkness’.37 They presented the picture of an embittered young man, smouldering with rage and resentment as he ate his meals at the servants’ table. More recently there have been attempts to rehabilitate the story, although the fact is that Jack Temple was not himself present at Moor Park at the time, and had come by the story at second hand.38 Since Swift quarrelled violently with the Temple family after Sir William’s death, little reliance can be placed on an anecdote from so prejudiced a source.


In fact there are sound reasons for believing that Swift’s relationship with Temple was far stronger than that between master and servant. Swift entered the Temple household at a peculiarly sensitive time. Only months before, Temple’s last surviving son John had committed suicide at the age of twenty-five. On his father’s recommendation he had been appointed Secretary for War, and his first act had been to advise the King to free the Irish general Hamilton so that he could persuade the rebel Tyrconnel to surrender. Instead Hamilton joined the rebels. When he heard the news John Temple took a boat out on to the Thames, filled his pockets with stones, and jumped in by London bridge. He left this sad note.




‘Tis not out of any dissatisfaction with my friends, from whom I have received infinitely more kindness and friendship than I deserve, I say it is not from any such reason that I do myself this violence, but having been long tired with the burden of this life, ’tis now become insupportable. From my father and mother I have had especially of late all the marks of tenderness in the world.39





The death was a terrible blow to Temple. ‘It brought a cloud upon the remainder of his life,’ observed his sister, Lady Giffard, adding that he ‘was often heard to say how happy his life had been if it had ended at fifty’.40 Swift was bound to remind Temple of his loss, and at first a certain awkward reserve was evident on both sides. But the needs of the fatherless son and the sonless father were too great for this initial awkwardness to last. During the next ten years Swift’s relationship with Temple went through all the stages of a filial relationship beginning with hero-worship, passing through jealousy and struggles, and concluding with an assertion of independence. It was Temple who moulded Swift’s ideas at this formative stage; Temple whose theories and experiences shaped his secretary’s views of politics and learning. Swift’s early works abound with borrowings from Temple, and although many are ironic, they demonstrate clearly that it was through analysing his patron’s attitudes that Swift arrived at his own.


The family atmosphere of Moor Park was as important to Swift as the intellectual stimulation that he received there. The love of Sir William and Lady Temple was something of note in a Restoration period not over-sentimental about the joys of matrimony. Their six-year courtship, carried on against parental opposition, was the basis for a marriage which was able to withstand many tribulations, including the deaths of nine children in infancy. Temple’s sister, Lady Giffard, also lived at Moor Park. Ten years younger than her brother, she had left home at twenty-three to marry an Irish landowner, who died within a fortnight of the wedding. She returned home, happily independent, and prepared to devote the rest of her life to assisting her brother’s career. To Swift she appeared snobbish and stubborn, and her close friend at court, the Duchess of Somerset, was to become one of his greatest enemies. Lady Giffard’s waiting-woman was Rebecca Dingley, a spinster, distantly related to the Temple family. The housekeeper was Bridget Johnson, who had three children of whom the eldest was a frail little girl called Esther. Esther Johnson was eight years old when Swift arrived although he, always notoriously imprecise about her age, insisted that she was only six. He also renamed her as Stella. There is even more uncertainty about Stella’s status at Moor Park than about Swift’s. Writing immediately after her death in 1728 Swift noted only that ‘her father was a younger brother of a good family in Nottinghamshire, her mother of a lower degree; and indeed she had little to boast of her birth’.41 Stella’s father, Edward Johnson, may well have been Temple’s steward, but it is clear that the little girl was singled out for special treatment from an early age. Swift records that she would often receive presents of gold pieces from ‘her mother and other friends’ and that ‘she grew into such a spirit of thrift, that in about three years, they amounted to above two hundred pounds. She used to show them with boasting.’42 Bridget Johnson, whose annual salary was £20, could not have been the source of such gifts, which must have come from Temple himself. In his will he left her a lease of lands in Co. Wicklow worth £1,000 and £500 made up of gifts during his lifetime. This is in marked contrast to his bequest of a year and a half’s wages to her mother and of nothing at all to her brother and sister. Clearly little Esther Johnson was something of a favourite in the household. She was taught not only French, as most young ladies were, but also physic and anatomy ‘in which she was instructed by an eminent physician’. By Swift she was introduced to a wide range of intellectual disciplines generally thought too demanding for softly formed feminine minds.


It is significant that Swift excludes any mention of Temple in his account of her life, saying only that she lived ‘generally in the country with a family where she contracted an intimate friendship with a lady of more advanced years’.43 The favouritism with which Stella was treated inevitably caused gossip and it was often rumoured that she was Temple’s natural daughter. This theory has irresistible attractions for those who believe that Swift was, or believed himself to be, Temple’s natural son. This could explain the enigma of their relationship in a way that involves romantic heartache, artistic symmetry, a guilty secret, and a vibrant sub-text for a great many of Swift’s works. As with most Keys to All Mythologies, there is a strong magnetic charge to the theory, but rather too many facts that it does not fit. Yet it is possible that Swift feared something of the sort. The suppression of all references to Temple in his account of her life may be taken as his reaction to such rumours. He was determined to take her out of Temple’s influence, and secure her firmly within his own.


Whether or not she was Temple’s child, it was natural enough that he should have virtually adopted her after the death of his last little daughter Diana in 1679. ‘My heart is so broken,’ he wrote, ‘that I have done nothing since as I should do, and fear I never shall again.’44 Stella was born two years later. After Swift’s arrival the little girl who was Temple’s favourite soon became his favourite too, and his consistent tendency to make her younger than she was reflects his desire to have known her and formed her from the beginning.


It was at this time that Swift suffered the first attacks of the giddiness and deafness that were to torment him for the rest of his life. They were the result, he believed of ‘eating a hundred golden pippins at a time’, and so severe that they ‘almost brought him to his grave’.45 The physicians whom he consulted recommended a return to Ireland in the unlikely hope that ‘his native air might be of some use to recover his health’. It seems that Temple had only intended to offer him a temporary post until the Irish troubles were over, and he now supplied Swift with a letter of introduction to Sir Robert Southwell, the principal Secretary of State for Ireland. The terms of this testimonial are formal and do not suggest that Temple had yet detected any remarkable qualities in his young secretary.




He has lived in my house, read to me, writ for me, and kept all accounts as far as my small occasions required. He has latin and greek, some French, writes a very good and current hand, is very honest and diligent …46





Temple asked Southwell to find a place for Swift either in his own service or as a Fellow of Trinity College, but it was a fruitless expedition. The College was still struggling to regain normality and no new Fellows were appointed till 1692. Even Swift’s health grew worse in the atmosphere of his ‘native air’. He returned quickly to England, and spent the autumn of 1691 in Leicester, where he flirted once more. In November he visited his cousin Thomas at Oxford, and made arrangements to take his own MA there the following year. By Christmas he was back at Moor Park.


IV


DURING SWIFT’S second period of residence at Moor Park, Temple grew increasingly to recognize and rely upon his talents, entrusting to him many of the responsibilities which might naturally have devolved upon a son. ‘I never read his writings,’ wrote Swift at 25, ‘but I prefer him to all others at present in England’, adding that the ‘likeness of humours’ between himself and his patron made this preference for Temple ‘all but a piece of self-love’.47 At this time he was not content with admiring Temple, but strove to imitate him. Eight years later, when his attitude to Temple had changed rather, he still declared that Temple ‘had advanced our English tongue to as great a perfection as it can well bear’.48 In 1690 he embarked upon his literary career with a series of odes which are, both in form and content, a set of homages to Temple. The odes were a false start to his career, but they give a valuable insight into Swift’s ambitions and insecurities at this formative period.


Like most young men embarking upon a literary career, he had a joyous vanity in his own work. ‘I am Cowley to myself,’ he told his cousin, though confessing that he was hardly an instinctive poet. ‘It makes me mad to hear you talk of making a copy of verses next morning, which … are what I could not do under 2 or 3 days … I seldom write above 2 stanzas in a week … and when all’s done, I alter them a hundred times, and yet I do not believe myself to be a laborious dry writer’.49 Most of those who have set themselves to read these early odes have found them both laborious and dry. Even Deane Swift was unable to ‘drudge through’ more than fifty or sixty lines. The ode ‘To the Athenian Society’, a miracle of dispatch which was ‘all rough drawn in a week’ is not conspicuously better for this greater speed of composition though recently some ingenious arguments have been advanced to reveal unsuspected ironies beneath the dry conceits.50


The opening line of Swift’s literary œuvre could hardly be more uncharacteristic of his subsequent works and reputation.




Sure there’s some wondrous Joy in doing Good.





This philanthropic exclamation begins Swift’s ode ‘To the King, on his Irish Expedition’, a shameless piece of place-seeking in which Swift celebrates King William as the embodiment of goodness and greatness combined. The conceits and allusions of the poem, though not indecipherable are certainly opaque. The circuitous syntax and hyperbolic imagery strain after an inspired effect.51 Each of these early odes is couched in the form of a dialogue between Swift and an inspirational muse such as ‘fame’, ‘philosophy’, or ‘poetry’, usually clouded in veils of mystic glory. King William is presented as a ‘bold romantic knight’ rescuing the ‘airy goddess’ Fame from ‘the giant’s fort’. Against him, Louis XIV is shown to be not the Sun King; but merely a gilded meteor, that has already overshot its zenith.








Giddy he grows, and down is hurled


And as a mortal to his vile disease,


Falls sick in the posteriors of the world.











This ‘vile disease’ we are informed in a footnote, was a fistula in ano, a royal ailment which so beautifully typified Swift’s view of the vanity of human wishes that he returned to it in A Tale of a Tub; ‘The same spirits which, in their superior progress would conquer a kingdom, descending upon the anus, conclude in a fistula’.52 If this early appearance of the posteriors of the world strikes us as typically Swiftian, it is worth noting that the axiom illustrated here can be traced directly back to Temple who, as a retired diplomat, knew that the fates of nations often depended upon the whims of princes. In his Introduction to the History of England Temple declared that whoever examined the causes of political actions would ‘often be forced to derive them from the same passions and personal dispositions which govern the affairs of private lives’.53


Swift’s next ode, ‘To the Athenian Society’ was written in a week after Temple had spoken to him ‘so much in their praise’ that Swift was ‘zealous for their cause’.54 Temple’s enthusiasm for this ‘society’, which was in reality no more than a group of enterprising hacks, is an indication of the uncertain state of learning at the time. According to Johnson this was the poem which Swift showed to Dryden, only to receive the rebuff ‘Cousin Swift, you will never be a poet.’ One can sympathize with Dryden. Seldom can enlightenment have been celebrated with such obscurity. The syntax is tortuous, the imagery hideously contrived. Borrowing from Cowley’s ‘Ode to the Royal Society’, Swift invokes Philosophy to his aid. But whereas Cowley’s Philosophy was male, Swift’s is female and he quickly loses himself in her wardrobe.







With a huge fardingal to swell her fustian stuff,


A new commode, a top-knot and a ruff,


Her face patched o’er with modern pedantry.55


                                                        (ll. 161–4)





One would like to think that some of Swift’s confusion comes from a sense of the absurdity of celebrating John Dunton and the other ‘Athenians’ as ‘ye great, unknown and far-exalted men’, but we have no reason to think so. No less exalted but far better known, Temple himself was the subject of Swift’s third and least successful ode. The tone of this poem is sometimes hectoring and sometimes shrill as Swift takes it upon himself to resent the slights that Temple has suffered from an ignorant court. Not only good and great, like his friend and monarch, Temple is learned, good, and great, uniting the virtues of Virgil, Epicurus, and Caesar.




Your happy frame at once controls


This great triumvirate of souls.56


                                        (ll. 68–9)





Swift concludes the poem prostrate with humility, marvelling that he should walk so close a path with greatness.








Shall I believe a spirit so divine


Was cast in the same mould with mine?


                                       (ll. 178–9)











Such intense hero-worship was bound to lead to disillusionment, and even here one may sometimes detect a tell-tale hint of irony lurking within the hyperbole.


As Swift began to copy out the essays and letters that flowed from Temple’s pen, an intimacy developed between the two men stronger even than that between blood relatives. For, as Temple wrote, ‘we are constrained … in our demeanour towards our parents by our respect and an awful sense of their arbitrary power over us’.57 There were, however, certain topics upon which they always disagreed, most notably religion. Temple’s education at Cambridge, and his long years in the Netherlands had led him to recommend a greater degree of toleration than Swift could ever countenance. Temple’s plan to encourage Protestant immigration into Ireland ‘by some large degree of liberty in matters of religion’ came very close to the policy which Swift vehemently condemned ten years later, when he wrote:




These men take it into their imagination that trade can never flourish unless the country becomes a common receptacle for all nations, religions and languages.58





Swift found his religious hero in the person of Archbishop Sancroft, the subject of his fourth ode. Sancroft was the leader of the seven bishops condemned to the Tower by James II in 1688 for refusing to read his Declaration of Indulgence from their pulpits. He subsequently confirmed his commitment to principle–or obstinacy-by refusing to acknowledge the authority of William III either. Sancroft became a symbol of an uncompromising spiritual independence that sought no accommodation with the temporal powers. He was, said Swift, ‘a gentleman I admire at a degree more than I can express’.59 He was precisely the kind of austere moral figure to appeal to an idealistic young man who was cynical about the ‘petty engines’ that drove state affairs. Swift began his Ode to Sancroft in January 1692, but five months later was forced to abandon it. ‘I have done nine stanzas and do not like half of them’, he confessed.60 His difficulty, an interesting prefigurement of many subsequent dilemmas in his career, was to find a way of praising Sancroft without implicitly criticizing the king. His abandonment of this poem was an unhappy omen for his many later struggles to reconcile the conflicting claims of Church and State.


For his next ode, ‘To Mr Congreve’, Swift finally discarded the clumsy Pindaric form and turned instead to couplets.61 Still only twenty, Congreve had already gained a considerable reputation as a writer, and there is an interesting ambiguity of tone in this poem as Swift compares his own situation with that of his younger schoolfriend. While applauding Congreve’s success, Swift affects to sympathize with him for the exposure to fools which is the inevitable price of fame. But an element of envy is unmistakable in these lines, though it strives hard to masquerade as pity.








      Truth I could pity you; but this is it


You find, to be the fashionable wit;


These are the slaves whom reputation chains


Whose maintenance requires no help from brains.


                                                                      (ll. 161–4)











By contrast, Swift presents himself as happily obscure in his rural seclusion ‘by a mountain’s side’ at Moor Park. But these are remarks which cry out to be read by contraries. By November 1693 Swift too wanted the excitement and acclaim of literary success and was tired of being a captive audience for a superannuated diplomat’s reminiscences in the Horatian calm of Moor Park.


There was now a clash of interests between Swift and Temple. Swift looked upon his period at Moor Park as an education in philosophy and statecraft from a patron who would then help to launch him upon a career. In his poems we can hear him attempting to tune his youthful treble to his master’s sombre tones, attacking society fops and political jugglers, singing the praises of retirement. But the resulting tone is hollow and unconvincing. Yet as Temple came to rely more heavily on Swift’s services he was correspondingly reluctant to part with him for a career in the metropolitan world that he had grown to despise. The most he would do was to send Swift on little diplomatic errands, ‘treats’ that would stem his complaints. In 1693 the Whigs attempted to limit William’s prerogative by introducing a Bill instituting Triennial parliaments. William was dogmatically opposed to the move, believing that ‘K Ch Ist lost his crown and life by consenting to pass such a bill’. He sought Temple’s advice on the matter. Temple believed that William exaggerated the disadvantages of such a change, and sent Swift with a letter to tell him so.




Whereupon Mr Swift was sent to Kensington with the whole account of that matter, in writing, to convince the King … how ill [he] was informed…. Mr Swift who was well versed in English history although he were then under twenty-one years old, gave the king a short account of the matter.





Despite the efforts of his earnest young pedagogue, William refused to pass the bill. Swift was, as Temple intended, suitably disillusioned.




This was the first time that Mr Swift had ever any converse with courts, and he told his friends it was the first incident that helped to cure him of vanity.62





After this Temple made little effort to find a post for Swift in either Church or State. In November 1692 Swift told his uncle William that although Temple promised him ‘the certainty’ of a prebendary, he was ‘less forward than I could wish, because I suppose, he believes I shall leave him, and upon some accounts, he thinks me a little necessary to him at present’.63 Years later he reminded Stella of the anguish and insecurity he had often experienced at Moor Park.




Don’t you remember how I used to be in pain when Sir William Temple would look cold and out of humour for three or four days, and I used to suspect a hundred reasons?64





It is clear that Swift sought sympathy and amusement from this twelve-year-old girl, when his heart was full of a renewed sense of neglect. The tensions in his relationship with Temple are evident in the last poem which he wrote at Moor Park, ‘Occasioned by Sir W.T.’s late Illness and Recovery’. The poem is less about Temple’s illness than Swift’s dejection. He presents himself as




… an abandoned wretch by hopes forsook;


Forsook by hopes, ill fortune’s last relief,


Assigned for life to unremitting grief.65


                                                (ll. 108–10)





The repetitions here toll with self-pity. Congreve was the toast of London, but Swift had achieved nothing, and he complains of his Muse, since he cannot bring himself openly to complain of Temple.








To thee I owe that fatal bent of mind


Still to unhappy restless thoughts inclined;


To thee, what oft I vainly strive to hide


That scorn of fools, by fools mistook for pride.


                                                                         (ll. 131–4)











Of course Temple was right; the world was full of fools and hypocrites. It could only be Swift’s unhappy restless thoughts, his ‘conjured spirit’, that urged him to quit the happy valley of Moor Park.


Without Temple’s assistance, Swift’s best hopes of preferment lay within the Church of Ireland. However he had a scruple against entering the church ‘merely for support’. His scruple was genuine, though it chimed in with his sense of being worth rather more than the obscurity of a country parish, with a congregation of a dozen narrow-minded, stiff-necked Anglo-Irish landowners. Above all, he told his cousin Thomas that he wished to keep his thoughts ‘in a ferment, for I imagine a dead calm to be [the] troublesomest part of our voyage thro’ the world’.66 A dead calm was how Moor Park seemed to him now, the doldrums.


At last Temple, then Master of the Rolls in Ireland, found Swift a post in that office worth £120 a year; whereupon Swift, ever the casuist, ‘told him, that since he had now an opportunity of living without being driven into the church for a maintenance, he was resolved to go to Ireland and take Holy Orders’.67 The apparent perversity of Swift’s behaviour is a good illustration of the lengths to which he would go to convince himself, and others, that he was exercising free choice, and not being driven to an expedient. In fact he was only doing what his family had always expected him to do, and what his cousin Thomas had already done. But it was of vital importance to Swift to feel that he was finally taking charge of his own life. He was declaring his independence of Temple in a gesture which caused a good deal of bitterness and recrimination on both sides. Swift left Moor Park in May 1694, and, as he told his cousin Deane, Temple ‘was extreme[ly] angry I left him, and yet would not oblige himself any further than upon my good behaviour, nor would promise anything firmly to me at all, so that everybody judged I did best to leave him’.68 Swift hoped to be ordained the following September, and set himself to ‘make what endeavours I can to find something in the church’. He had escaped from the dead calm, and for a few weeks he felt quite heady with the sense of freedom. He even expressed an interest in becoming a chaplain in Lisbon where his cousin Willoughby was a merchant. After the doldrums he wanted storms.


In fact he settled for something less adventurous but equally demanding. The Church of Ireland, that is, the established Anglican church of that country, was in a parlous condition. Protestants generally were in a minority of less than 20 per cent throughout Ireland, and of those by far the greater number were Presbyterians of Scottish descent. In the eyes of all but a tiny minority of the population, the Anglican church was at best an irrelevance, at worst an alien imposition. With tiny congregations, pluralism became commonplace; churches, seldom used, fell into disrepair. Church tithes were often impropriated to the lay landowners who made up the church’s sole membership, which caused bitter disputes between the spiritual and temporal wings of the Anglican ascendancy. Short of money, land, talent, and parishioners, the Church of Ireland was presided over by Archbishop Michael Boyle, a half-deaf, half-blind, senile octogenarian. This was the institution which Swift was to serve for the rest of his life.


The canons of the Church stated that Swift could not be ordained until he could certify that he had ‘a living in readiness’ so he set out from Leicester to Dublin to sound out his contacts there, including Narcissus Marsh, now Archbishop of Dublin. He was told that he would need to supply testimonials of his ‘good life and behaviour’ in the years since he had left university. It was a bitter condition, but one which he could not circumvent. Swallowing his pride he wrote to Temple in October 1694. Macaulay described the language of this ‘penitential’ letter as resembling that of ‘a lacquey, or rather of a beggar’.69 But this misses the point of the constrained humility that Swift adopts. Swift is like a teenager, fresh from home who needs simultaneously to assert his independence, while seeking a favour that requires humility.




The sense I am in, how low I am fallen in your Honour’s thoughts has denied me assurance enough to beg this favour till I find it impossible to avoid.70





When he declares that he stands ‘in need of all your goodness to excuse my many weaknesses and follies and oversights’ the language is strictly conventional. Pride struggles with self-abasement here. Swift is entirely in Temple’s hands, but he will not apologize for the past or assume a false contrition. Luckily Temple was above spite, and sent the required testimonial by return. Swift was ordained deacon in October, and presented to the prebend of Kilroot in the diocese of Down and Connor the following January. The value of this living was estimated at £100, slightly less than the post which Temple had offered. Swift soon found that the price of independence was rather more than twenty pounds, however. Kilroot was a lonely run-down parish, part of a union of Kilroot, Templecorran, and Ballynure, the larger portion of whose tithes went to the lay impropriator, the Earl of Donegal. The church building at Kilroot was ruined, and the spiritual condition of the parish little better. Bishop Leslie reported on the tiny congregations of the Anglican churches of Antrim only three years before Swift arrived there.




The Nonconformists are much the most numerous portion of the Protestants in Ulster…. Some parishes have not ten, some not six, that come to church, while the presbyterian meetings are crowded with thousands covering all the fields.71





Kilroot itself, just a few miles from Belfast, was in the stronghold of Ulster Presbyterianism. Indeed Swift’s predecessor at Kilroot had so neglected the parish that ‘several considerable persons … were forced to frequent the presbyterian meetings for want of a fit minister to attend that cure’.72 There was no such occasional nonconformity while Swift held the living. His original dislike of Dissent hardened to a fierce antagonism with his experience of the stern intolerance of the Presbyterians that he encountered at Kilroot. He became friendly with John Winder, vicar of nearby Carmoney, and was later instrumental in having Winder appointed as his successor at Kilroot. Despite this friendship, and the company of a few local landowners, Swift found even less to stimulate him in Ulster than at Moor Park, and was soon confessing his weariness. By the spring of 1696 both he and Temple were in conciliatory moods. Temple asked him to return and Swift was happy to agree, having stayed at Kilroot for barely a year. He subsequently told Winder, ‘had I been assured of your neighbourhood, I should not have been so unsatisfied with the region I was planted in’.73 Yet the company of Winder alone would hardly have been sufficient to inure him to this inhospitable land. There was one person, however, who might have softened the hardships of that life and encouraged him to stay. Her name was Jane Waring.


V


THE WARING family was sufficiently distinguished to have lent their name to their native town, Waringstown, thirty miles south-west of Carrickfergus. Jane’s father, formerly Archdeacon of Dromore, had died in 1692, and when Swift met her she was a frail young woman in need of guidance and protection. Two of Jane’s cousins had been at Trinity with Swift and from these beginnings a friendship developed. The rift with Temple had left Swift with an emotional scar, and his voluntary exile from the comforts of a close family environment to exposure in the bleak Ulster landscape made him look for new diversions. Jane’s situation may have reminded him of young Esther Johnson, now sixteen, who had humoured him out of his black moods in Moor Park. At twenty-one Jane was still immature, and it was easy for Swift to guide the relationship into the form that suited him best, in which he was part father, part lover, and part tutor. As in Leicester he was surrounded at Kilroot by a ‘parcel of fools’ and he sought this natural outlet for his conjured spirit. But Swift had now reached an age when he felt he should take charge of his destiny. His cousin Thomas had followed his ordination with marriage, and if Swift was to consolidate his new choice of life, then marriage was an obvious next step.


It was Temple who precipitated a decision. Typically, it was the invitation to return to Moor Park that prompted Swift to propose to Jane Waring. As with his decision to enter the church, he would not be driven into marriage, and would only risk a proposal when he had a secure alternative. His letter of proposal, so full of the contradictions of his character, makes fascinating reading.74 It is a virtuoso display of impetuosity and high passion, and yet one senses that the rhetoric of love is used to conceal a lack of real feeling. As with Esther Johnson (Stella) and later with Hester Vanhomrigh (Vanessa), he Latinized Jane Waring’s name to Varina. The device was a common enough feature of the amatory lyrics of the time, but in Swift’s case his habit of renaming these fatherless girls is a distancing process that both elevates them to mock divinities and reduces them to pets. At all events, it stops him from having to confront them as women. He could not address Jane Waring in the voice of the courtly lover that he adopts towards Varina.




Surely, Varina, you have but a very mean opinion of the joys that accompany a true, honourable, unlimited love; yet either nature and our ancestors have hugely deceived us, or else all other sublunary things are dross in comparison. Is it possible you cannot be yet insensible to the prospect of a rapture and delight so innocent and so exalted? Trust me, Varina, Heaven has given us nothing else worth the loss of a thought. Ambition, high appearance, friends and fortune, are all tasteless and insipid when they come in competition; yet millions of such glorious minutes are we perpetually losing, for ever losing, irrecoverably losing, to gratify empty forms and wrong notions, and affected coldnesses and peevish humour.





This is not a tone that we are accustomed to hearing from Swift, but it would be wrong to accuse him of insincerity on that account alone. He was clearly attracted to Jane Waring, and to the life that he might hope to live with her, and yet the impetuosity with which he writes, the casting aside of empty forms and peevish humours, is not simply the result of passion. There is also a peremptory note behind these declarations, an autocratic pride that wishes to command rather than to sue. He makes it clear that he has other options before him. ‘I am once more offered the advantage to have the same acquaintance with greatness that I formerly enjoyed, and with better prospects of interest.’ However, he is willing to sacrifice his career to his love, if she will take him now, immediately, without further question. If not, then ‘in one fortnight I must take eternal farewell of Varina’. If she rejects him now, it will be forever, for Swift makes this melodramatic pledge.




I here solemnly protest, by all that can be witness to an oath, that if I leave this kingdom before you are mine, I will endure the utmost indignities of fortune rather than ever return again, though the king would send me back his deputy.





He deliberately dramatizes the choice that she must make. It is all or nothing. There is a quality of brinkmanship in this proposal that is part of the pattern of his life, a pattern that made disappointments and rejection almost inevitable. One suspects that for all their months of friendship and flirtation, Swift had never expressed himself so seriously before. Having possibly heard tales of his Leicester conquests, Jane Waring may have had doubts about his intentions. Swift’s friends, he admitted, had reproached him for ‘neglecting a close siege’. Now suddenly he confronted her with this ultimatum. One phrase in his letter is particularly revealing. ‘Why was I so foolish to put my hopes and fears into the power or management of another?’ Throughout his life Swift suffered agonies of resentment at finding himself in the power of others. He had already undergone the cold looks of Sir William Temple, and would not suffer ‘affected coldnesses and peevish humour’ from Jane Waring. She, confused, bullied, and astonished, could do nothing but refuse him, though she did so with reluctance. So be it. As far as Swift was concerned the episode was over. He returned to Moor Park a lonely but an independent man.


During his absence Temple had employed his cousin Thomas as secretary, but a comparison of the capabilities of the two cousins left Temple in no doubt of Swift’s value to him. However Swift did not resign his living at Kilroot until January 1698 when a suitable moment occurred to provoke another dramatic gesture of renunciation. His main hopes of advancement at court rested upon Temple’s friendship with the Lord Chamberlain, the Earl of Sunderland. But in December 1697 Sunderland resigned, without having found anything for Swift. It was in response to this midwinter blow to his hopes that Swift decided to burn his bridges at Kilroot, rather than be driven back there by circumstances. To Winder he wrote that ‘10 days before my resignation, my lord Sunderland fell, and I with him’.75 Looking back on his life, Swift could portray this as one of those little ironies that had turned his career into a series of disappointments, but in fact one sees that he deliberately courted disaster, and even made a boastful virtue of his defeat. It is as though he was seeking consciously to deride the ‘paltry maxims’ of prudence ‘calculated for the rabble of mankind’ that he had condemned in his letter to Jane Waring. Swift’s sister claimed that it was Temple who ‘made him give up his living in [Ireland,] to stay with him at Moor Park, and promised to get him one in England’,76 but there is no evidence to support this. On the contary, Temple advised Swift to renew his licence at Kilroot. It was Swift’s own ambition that prevented him from settling there. He was assiduous in promoting Winder’s claims to the parish, and it pleased him when his imprudent behaviour became the subject of gossip. He assured Winder that he had no regrets about leaving.




Since the resignation of my living and the noise it made amongst you, I have had at least 3 or 4 very wise letters unsubscribed, from the Lord knows who, declaring much sorrow for my quitting Kilroot, blaming my prudence for doing it before I was possessed of something else, and censuring my truth in relation to a certain lady. One or two of them talked of you as one who was less my friend than you pretended, with more of the same sort, too tedious to trouble you or myself with.77





He could feel at least a minor sense of triumph in confounding the narrow views of such anonymous well-wishers.


Swift now became Temple’s official literary executor, and Temple added a codicil to his will granting Swift £100 for his labours. He began collecting, copying, and editing Temple’s essays, memoirs, poems, and letters, although Temple would not allow his letters to be published while he was still alive. Swift enjoyed greater independence than formerly, but still no place was found for him, and there were times when Temple’s aloofness continued to cause him pain. Many years later he repudiated the imputation of indebtedness to Temple. ‘Being born to no fortune, I was at his death as far to seek as ever’.78 Probably Swift made it as difficult for Temple to assist him, as he had made it for Jane Waring to accept him. He was a proud man, quick to take offence, and would have done so at the slightest hint of condescension on Temple’s part.


Temple’s health and spirits were gradually declining. His wife had died in February 1695, and his gout grew worse, though he complained little. In September 1698 we have a colourful picture of him visiting the Somersets at Petworth, where he won twelve guineas at cards and was ‘insufferably pert’.79 He died on 29 January, quite suddenly ‘and with him’, wrote Swift, ‘all that was good and amiable among men’.80 In a later tribute he described Temple as ‘a person of the greatest wisdom, justice, liberality, politeness, eloquence, of his age and nation; the truest lover of his country, and one that deserved more from it by his eminent public services, than any man before or since’.81 Many have remarked on the extravagance and impersonality of this eulogy, and some have suspected irony here. In his latter years at Moor Park Swift came to distrust the casual superiority that Temple assumed in literary and political matters, and came to suspect that Temple’s vaunted Epicureanism was merely a polite name for intellectual laziness. Nevertheless his affection and respect went deeper than such reservations, and he sincerely mourned the passing of his mentor and patron.


Swift stayed on at Moor Park to assist with the settlement of Temple’s affairs. He also made a final attempt to capitalize on Temple’s friendship with King William by petitioning the King for a promised prebend of either Canterbury or Westminster. The Earl of Romney promised to second Swift’s petition but as he was, in Swift’s words, ‘an old vicious illiterate rake, without any sense of truth or honour’82 he apparently said nothing to the King. In fact the only position that Swift was offered was in Ireland. Lord Berkeley was travelling to Dublin as a Lord Justice, and invited Swift to accompany him there as his secretary and chaplain. After the grandiloquence of his eternal renunciation of Ireland to Varina, it was a bitter prospect to contemplate returning. But there was worse to come, for after he had forced himself to accept this humiliating post, Swift discovered that Dublin promises could be as false as London ones. According to his own account he had served Berkeley as his secretary for the whole of the journey to Dublin when ‘another person … so far insinuated himself into the Earl’s favour, by telling him that the post of secretary was not proper for a clergymen … that his lordship after a poor apology gave that office to the other’. There is a neatness to the way Swift shapes this story that has the ring of paranoia. For, having insinuated his way into the position of secretary with the argument that it would be of no value ‘to one who aimed only at Church preferment’, this scheming rival then used that position to block Swift’s hopes of church preferments too.




In some months the Deanery of Derry fell vacant; and it was the Earl of Berkeley’s turn to dispose of it. Yet things were so ordered that the secretary having received a bribe, the Deanery was disposed of to another, and Mr Swift was put off with some other Church-living not worth above a third part of that rich Deanery, and at this present time, not a sixth. The excuse pretended was his being too young, although he were then 30 years old.83





With this thoroughly characteristic example of the perfidy of great men, Swift finally abandoned his fragment of autobiography, as though it were a case now proved beyond any further doubt or argument. The facts of the matter are, inevitably, less clear-cut than his painful memories and partial knowledge admitted. Berkeley had no reason to snub Swift, who was something of a favourite in his household, especially among the ladies. The Earl’s appointment had been somewhat hurried, part of the King’s response to a deteriorating political situation. In normal times Ireland was governed by a single Lord Lieutenant, but in his absence, a number of Lord Justices would preside. William was resisting Tory pressure to appoint a new Lord Lieutenant by persevering with a number of loyal, if undynamic Whig lords. In the hurry of preparations, misunderstandings about Swift’s exact position in the entourage might easily have arisen, but with his tendency to assign causality to coincidence he presents the achievement of his rival, Arthur Bushe, in entering Dublin in Berkeley’s own coach, as a masterpiece of guile. The attraction to Swift of the dual roles of chaplain and secretary was precisely that it further postponed the necessity of choosing between a literary or a clerical career. In the event he retained only the post of domestic chaplain, and since Berkeley had at least one official chaplain, his duties were very light. When not leading family prayers Swift would spend his time cultivating contacts at Dublin Castle or playing at puns and riddles with the Earl’s eldest daughter, Lady Betty, a lively and witty teenager, typical of the young women in whose company he always felt most relaxed.


Swift was also wrong to believe that the deanery of Derry was in Berkeley’s gift, or that his own claims to the post were particularly strong. John Bolton, Berkeley’s official chaplain who had been in orders for twenty years, was a much stronger candidate. The crucial figure in making the appointment was the Bishop of Derry, Dr William King, a man who was to have a significant influence on the whole of Swift’s career in the Church of Ireland. On this occasion Swift’s name simply never entered King’s head. The post was first offered to Bolton who, being happily settled in his living at Laracor, close to Dublin, refused it. It was then offered to a second person who also refused it, but even now Swift was not considered. Instead attempts were made to tempt Bolton to accept the Deanery by allowing him to retain the living of Ratoath, adjacent to Laracor, in addition. This was at a time when strenuous efforts were being made, notably by King himself, to end such pluralism. The offer was too good to refuse, and Bolton thanked the authorities for their ‘kindness and goodness’ to him. Swift’s part of the deal was to be offered the remainder of Bolton’s original cure, after the living of Ratoath was detached. There could hardly be a more graphic illustration of his true status within the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Contrary to his belief that Bolton had offered a bribe to obtain the Deanery, he had actually been given a bribe to take it.


Swift found some relief from bitterness by voiding his resentment in the form of some smutty verses that can hardly be redeemed by the most sympathetic of Freudian analyses. In ‘The Problem’ the ‘vicious illiterate rake’ Lord Romney is shown farting contentedly amid a circle of admiring ladies, each of whom seeks to approach this ‘back-way to his heart’ while in ‘The Discovery’ the services that secretary Bushe performs for Berkeley are revealed as being as profound and intimate as an enema.84


After ten years of unsuccessful attendance on great men, Swift had finally gained a living for himself. He soon developed a strong affection for Laracor, and held on to the cure there for the rest of his life. Even after the detachment of Ratoath, it was hardly a poor living, comprising a union of the three parishes of Laracor, Agher, and Rathbeggan which together brought in an income of £230 a year. In fact Swift had to petition the Primate for the right to continue to hold the three parishes in a union, arguing that together they offered ‘but a comfortable support’. His petition was approved, and he was presented to the living in February 1700. In the autumn he was also appointed to Bolton’s vacant prebend of Dunlavin, which brought him a few additional duties, a small additional income of some £15, but most significantly, his first entry into St Patrick’s Cathedral.


VI


NOW A man of thirty-two, Swift’s feet had finally touched ground. As a parish priest he had a house near Trim from which to oversee his little domain; as a prebendary had access to the ecclesiastical hierarchy of the Church of Ireland, and as chaplain to one of the three Lords Justices he kept in touch with political developments. Yet he could not conceal from himself that as a courtier he had proved a miserable failure. The man who, as the favoured protégé of Sir William Temple, had been offering advice to the King seven years before, was now easily outmanouevred by a self-important mediocrity like Bushe. Swift had an unmistakable sense of narrowing horizons. He was no longer young, and it seemed probable that a career as a parish priest–an eccentric, possibly even a literary parish priest, but still only a parish priest–was looming before him. He would have to be content with the slow and worthy path of ecclesiastical promotion, rather than the carrière ouverte aux talents of a courtly environment. It was when his thoughts were full of such thoughts as these that Jane Waring let it be known that she might now be prepared to reconsider his proposal. Maybe she thought that Swift’s disappointments might have inclined him to a mood for compromise. If so she misjudged his character badly. His stomach was too full of humble pie and he seized this opportunity to assert a residual power, rather than accept her as consolation for his defeated hopes.


His sense of humiliation was increased by his sister’s marriage to Joseph Fenton, a tanner, in December 1699. Whether from a snobbish distaste for Fenton’s trade, or from personal dislike of the man, Swift thoroughly disapproved of the match, and felt betrayed by his sister. However, Jane Swift was thirty-three, no great beauty, and had virtually no dowry to offer. She may well have considered the widower Fenton a reasonable catch. But Swift felt she had let the family down by marrying this dunce, and he ensured that their mother should leave Jane’s money in his safe keeping, with the stipulation that it was ‘not to come to her husband’. In old age he remarked bad-temperedly that he did not care ‘one straw’ what happened to her, and ‘did not employ one thought upon her except to her disadvantage’ since she had ‘during her whole life disobliged me in the most [material] circumstances of her conduct’.85 Was this all that the Swifts were to become? Parish priests and tanners’ wives? It was with a mind perplexed by such household thoughts that he received the ‘imperious’ and ‘untractable’ questions of Jane Waring concerning his own matrimonial intentions.


His reply is a disingenuous letter that completely lacks the impetuous bravado of his original proposal. Now he was trapped in Ireland and found himself subjected to the arguments and recriminations of a woman who showed every sign of becoming a ‘clog’. He exerts all his rhetorical skills to manoeuvre the situation to his own advantage and deliver another triumphantly unacceptable proposal, but does not quite succeed. There is a cruelty of tone and hostility of intention in his letter.86 He addresses her de haut en bas, as though she were guilty of some monstrous presumption in having taken the play-acting gallantry of his proposal seriously. His difficulty was an inability, which remained with him all his life, to acknowledge that he had simply changed his mind. No, he insists that he had been perfectly consistent, and to prove this he allows what was previously only a playful condescension to become open cruelty. Jane had cited her health as the main reason for her hesitation about marrying. Swift returns again and again to this weak point in her position, subjecting an emotional qualm to the rigours of logical cross-examination. ‘I am extremely concerned at the account you give of your health’, he begins, though concern is hardly the feeling that emerges. Her other stated reservation had been financial, and here again, Swift is anxious to know what she thinks has changed.




The dismal account you say I have given you of my livings I can assure you to be a true one; and since it is a dismal one even in your own opinion, you can best draw consequences from it.





Swift’s protestations of consistency did not in the least deceive Jane who knew that his tone had changed completely, and she asked him directly whether he had found someone else. The starchy solemnity of his reply reeks of insincerity.




The other thing you would know is, whether this change of style be owing to the thoughts of a new mistress. I declare, upon the word of a Christian and a gentleman, it is not; neither had I ever thoughts of being married to any other person but yourself.





Yet when he left London in August 1699, Esther Johnson was nineteen and, as he later recalled, ‘looked upon as one of the most beautiful, graceful and agreeable young women in London, only a little too fat’.87 This image of Esther was much in his mind during those trying months in Ireland. It may be true that he had no thoughts of marrying her, for in the series of resolutions entitled ‘When I come to be old’ which he wrote at this time, the very first one is ‘Not to marry a young woman’. But the tone of this, and of his declaration to Jane, smacks more of a self-denying ordinance, imposed with difficulty, than of a straightforward choice. Evidently the thought of marriage to a young woman, specifically to Esther Johnson, had occurred to him forcefully, and yet for some reason he, ‘as a Christian and a gentleman’ could not acknowledge it. The hostile tone of his letter to Jane results from being required to explain to her motives and emotions which he was unwilling or unable to explain to himself. His language sounds more appropriate to a couple contemplating divorce than marriage: ‘All I had in answer from you, was nothing but a great deal of arguing, and sometimes in a style so very imperious as I thought might have been spared.’ He is contemptuous of any arguments of hers based on her expectations in her present family situation, a ‘sink’ from which he had already advised her to move: ‘No young woman in the world of the same income would dwindle away her health and life in such a sink, and among such family conversation’. It was to be a familiar feature of all Swift’s relationships with women that they should be not only frail and fatherless, but should be prepared to give up any remaining family ties and rely entirely upon him. Willingness to make such a sacrifice was the guarantee that he needed of a woman’s loyalty. They must also be prepared to be moulded and educated by him. Such demands might seem formidable and repugnant, but only those with a very superficial view of human nature will be surprised that at least two women found his dictated terms irresistible.


At the conclusion of his letter Swift details a set of marriage conditions that read like punishments for Jane’s presumption in seeking to bandy terms. For a short while his happiness had seemed dependent upon her will; now, in revenge, he acts the tyrant, showing her just how dependent she must be on him. Expressed here as a cold and formal contract, without compassion or individuality, Swift’s conditions seem like the rules of a penal institution. Yet the terms upon which Esther Johnson agreed to bind her life to his were scarcely less rigorous, though never expressed in so callous a manner.




Are you in a condition to manage domestic affairs, with an income of less (perhaps) than three hundred pounds a year? Have you such an inclination to my person and humour as to comply with my desires and way of living, and endeavour to make us both as happy as you can? Will you be ready to engage in those methods I shall direct for the improvement of your mind, so as to make us entertaining company for each other, without being miserable when we are neither visiting nor visited? Can you bend your love and esteem and indifference to others the same way as I do mine?





The imperiousness of that ‘bend’ stimulates his imagination to assume the arrogance of a Petruchio. Just as in his proposal letter he had played the rake, so here he plays the shrew-tamer.




Have you so much good-nature as to endeavour by soft words to smooth any rugged humour occasioned by the cross accidents of life? Shall the place wherever your husband is thrown be more welcome than courts or cities without him? In short, these are some of the necessary methods to please men, who, like me, are deep-read in the world; and to a person thus made, I should be proud in giving all due returns towards making her happy. These are the questions I have always resolved to propose to her with whom I mean to pass my life.





By becoming literary, Swift manages to wriggle out of addressing Jane Waring face-to-face. He is now being witty at the expense of Varina, and hence can conclude with an epigram which, if delivered in propria persona, would be an intolerable insult.




Whenever you can heartily answer them in the affirmative, I shall be blessed to have you in my arms, without regarding whether your person be beautiful, or your fortune large. Cleanliness in the first, and competency in the other, is all I look for.





No reply from Jane Waring has survived.


It is worth taking a closer look at those resolutions ‘When I come to be Old’ which Swift wrote during this gloomy period when the world seemed to be closing in on him, and he set his features firmly against taking the Waring way out. They give the impression of a man no longer young anticipating, even welcoming the thought of a deprived and attenuated old age. Just as, many years later, Swift was to anticipate his own death, here he anticipates old age like a Beckett character, paring his life down to a bare minimum. In despair at his inability to expand his world according to his ambitions, he makes this gesture of regulated self-denial, by closing any further chinks of vulnerability in the armour of his self-sufficiency.




Not to marry a young woman.


Not to keep young company unless they really desire it.


Not to be peevish or morose, or suspicious.


Not to scorn present ways, or wits, or fashions, or men, or war etc.


Not to be fond of children, or let them come near me hardly.


Not to tell the same story over and over to the same people.


Not to be covetous.


Not to neglect decency, or cleanliness, for fear of falling into nastiness.


Not to be over severe with young people, but give allowance for their youthful follies and weaknesses.


Not to be influenced by, or give ear to knavish tattling servants or others.


Not to be too free of advice nor trouble any but those that desire it.


To desire some good friends to inform me which of these resolutions I break or neglect, & wherein; and reform accordingly.


Not to talk much, nor of myself.


Not to boast of my former beauty, or strength, or favour with ladies, etc.


Not to harken to flatteries, nor conceive I can be beloved by a young woman, et eos qui hereditatem captant odisse ac vitare.


Not to be positive or opiniative.


Not to set up for observing all these rules, for fear I should observe none.88





The repeated reminder to avoid falling in love with a young woman is the cry of a damaged sensibility that wishes to draw attention to its own damage. Coupled with the references to children, it suggests a deep disturbance in Swift’s affective life, and shows how much more easily, even at this stage in his life, he could don the mask of misanthropy than face up to the problems of involvement in human relationships. He is asserting ground rules for life, and among the first rules seems to be a resolution to trust no one. ‘Why was I so foolish to put my hopes and fears into the power or management of another?’ He would not willingly do so again. The bleak emphasis on cleanliness here, repeated in his letter to Jane, indicates the kind of austere minimum requirements that he has of life. Obviously there is an element of self-mocking exaggeration in these resolutions, but that should not blind us to their significance. Swift had evidently watched with distaste how vain old men would dote on children and make fools of themselves over young women. Murry suggests quite plausibly that something in Temple’s ‘infinite fondness’ for children, and notably for Esther, had shocked Swift.89 He sensed similar tendencies within himself, in the ‘little language’ which he reserved for her. He liked to believe that his admiration for Esther was based on her wit and understanding, her strength of mind and character, all of which he had helped to form. But he knew that his real tenderness for her had other sources, and feared that some day such weakness might get him by the throat. Hurt by Jane Waring, he made this gesture of setting his face against any further emotional disturbances. The child that he had educated and cared for would not get the


better of him by making him feel that she could love him. His resolutions indicate a deliberate attempt at self-mortification: not the hair shirt, but the reductive moral imperative.


VII


IT SEEMS appropriate that the composition of A Tale of a Tub can be assigned to no particular period in Swift’s life. This work in which he walks the fence between ancients and moderns, was itself fairly antique by the time it appeared in 1704. In the ‘Apology’ which he added to the fifth edition of the Tale in 1710, Swift declared that ‘the greatest part’ of the book was ‘finished above thirteen years since’. However, since the intention of this ‘Apology’ was to excuse ‘several youthful sallies’ in the Tale, ‘which from the grave and wise may deserve a rebuke’, this statement cannot be taken as definitive. The excuse of youth was the only concession that Swift was prepared to make to the many critics of the Tale. For the most part he was unrepentant, and demanded




to be answerable no farther than he is guilty, and that his faults may not be multiplied by the ignorant, the unnatural, and uncharitable applications of those who have neither candour to suppose good meanings, nor palate to distinguish true ones.90





Parts of the Tale may well have been written at Trinity College, while the central narrative, with its fierce attack upon the Dissenters, no doubt derived from Swift’s feelings of isolation among the Presbyterian hordes in Kilroot. The principal context for the Tale, and for The Battle of the Books however, was the dispute between the ancients and the moderns, or more specifically, between Temple and Boyle, the champions of ancient learning, and Bentley and Wotton, the defenders of the moderns. Temple’s essay ‘Of Ancient and Modern Learning’ which appeared in 1690 is a polite and dilettante piece, with all the intellectual rigour of an after-dinner speech. Having already, in his essay ‘On the Gardens of Epicurus’ (1685) poured scorn on the main achievements of modern learning, including Harvey’s discovery of the circulation of the blood and Copernicus’s discovery of the revolutions of the planets, Temple now chose to base his claims for the superiority of ancient culture upon the Epistles of Phalaris. His arguments were first politely challenged by William Wotton in his Reflections upon Ancient and Modern Learning (1694) and subsequently devastated by Richard Bentley in his Dissertation on the Phalaris epistles. Bentley, the foremost philologist and classical scholar of his age proved conclusively that these epistles were in fact spurious concoctions, and his contemptuous dismissal of Temple’s feeble attempts at scholarship signalled a clear dichotomy between the professional philologist and the gentleman amateur.


When Swift returned to Moor Park in June 1696, it was natural that Temple should have encouraged him to participate in this controversy. However, neither the Tale nor the Battle of the Books is a simple vindication of Temple. Although many of the ideas and images in both works have their origins in Temple’s writings, Swift’s treatment of them is full of ironies. A Tale of a Tub is a bibliomaniac’s fantasy, a virtuoso display of book-learning that draws attention to Swift’s years of study at Moor Park. ‘It exhibits’, wrote Johnson, ‘a vehemence and rapidity of mind, a copiousness of images, and vivacity of diction, such as he afterwards never possessed, or never exerted’.91 Swift agreed, ‘What a genius I had when I wrote that book,’ he declared, forty years later.92 It is this exuberant excess of Swift’s verbal pyrotechnics that both dazzles and disturbs the modern reader. It is easy enough to sense the energy of the Tale. It is far less easy to detect the direction of its arguments.


One of Swift’s favourite satiric techniques throughout his career was to mimic and parody the voices of his enemies. In the guise of an astrologer he undermined the astrologer Partridge; as a political economist he subverted the modest proposals of political economy. So here, to attack the hacks of modern culture he becomes a hack himself. The Tale embodies the vanity, pretensions, sycophancy, but above all, the ephemerality of modern literature. Books had become commodities, to be sold when fresh, like hot pies or wet fish. ‘I am living fast to see the time when a book that misses its tide, shall be neglected, as the moon by day, or like mackerel a week after the season’.93 The market shortens all perspectives, of distance as well as time. ‘Such a jest there is,’ we are told in the Preface, ‘that will not pass out of Covent-Garden; and such a one, that is nowhere intelligible but at Hyde-Park corner.’94 The contrast between a classical culture, presenting the ‘genuine progeny of common humanity’, and a modern one calculated to satisfy the London fashion of the week, obsessed both Swift and Pope. In the Preface to his Works (1717) Pope wrote:




They [the Ancients] writ in languages that became universal and everlasting, while ours are extremely limited both in extent and duration. A mighty foundation for our pride! when the utmost we can hope, is but to be read in one island, and to be thrown aside at the end of one age.95





In 1712 Swift published his Proposals for Correcting, Improving and Ascertaining the English Tongue, in which he asked:




How then shall any man, who hath a genius for history equal to the best of the ancients, be able to undertake such a work with spirit and cheerfulness, when he considers that he will be read with pleasure but a very few years, and in an age or two shall hardly be understood without an interpreter?96





Yet paradoxically the excitement and animation of the Tale comes precisely from the hectic variety and novelty of the Hack’s ephemeral talents. With the consummate knowingness of an impresario he tosses off prefaces, digressions, interpolations, epic similes, and moral sententiae. The work is full of the cant of the book-trade; in-jokes that deliberately devalue a culture to provide tit-bits for a metropolitan coterie.


It is usual for commentators to divide the Tale into ‘narrative’ and ‘digressions’, or between satire on religion and satire on learning. By such divisions the modern critic hopes to rule Swift’s anarchic material. But there is a danger that such demarcations may block the imaginative currents that flow through the whole work. The tale proper begins with the words ‘once upon a time …’ and this phrase, together with the emphatically conventional narrative formula of the old man with his three sons recall the secure homiletic world of fables. However, the forty pages of satiric fantasy that precede this point should prevent us from interpreting the story of the three brothers with their magic coats as a simple moral allegory. The clothing metaphor itself is something which serves to bind together several different strands of satire. The brothers, Martin, Peter, and Jack clearly represent the three competing brands of Christianity in post-Reformation Europe, and it is customary for critics to note that Martin, the Anglican Church, is far less confidently characterized than either Peter (Roman Catholicism) or Jack (Calvinism). Yet the description of Martin’s painstaking removal of the layers of ornamentation with which the brothers had decorated their coats on first coming to town, is a concise image of the Anglican compromise.




Where he observed the embroidery to be worked so close, as not to be got away without damaging the cloth, or where it served to hide or strengthen any flaw in the body of the coat, contracted by the perpetual tampering of workmen upon it; he concluded the wisest course was to let it remain, resolving in no case whatsoever, that the substance of the stuff should suffer injury.97





Clothing is used as an effective medium for a parody of syllogistic reasoning when Peter seeks to justify his fashionable predilection for shoulder-knots by a casuistical deconstruction of their father’s will (the Bible). Having failed to find any mention of shoulder-knots totidem verbis (in so many words), or totidem syllabis (syllable by syllable) he even fails to spell out the desired words totidem literis (letter by letter) since ‘a K was not to be found’; Unabashed, he proclaims that ‘K was a modern illegitimate letter, unknown to the learned ages’,98 and confidently assures his brothers that they can wear their shoulder-knots with a clear conscience. Ironically, this kind of redefinition is one of Swift’s own most characteristic satiric devices, and the casuistry which he attacks here he would use elsewhere for his own purposes.


The clothes ‘philosophy’ in the Tale which culminates in the worship of a tailor’s dummy, is in reality no more than a restatement of a well-worked theme: that people should pay more attention to their souls than to their bodies. Yet in this triumphantly rhetorical strip-tease, Swift provides a new animation for old tropes.




Is not religion a cloak, honesty a pair of shoes, worn out in the dirt, self-love a surtout, vanity a shirt, and conscience a pair of breeches, which, though a cover for lewdness as well as nastiness, is easily slipt down for the service of both?99





An analogy is an analogy is an analogy. Swift was never happier than when stringing together such homely metaphors as a more pedestrian preacher might drag in to prove a point, and turning them inside out. Those breeches lead us back to familiar Swiftian territory and pose a besetting problem. Is it better to cover nastiness or to cure it? To patch or to purge? When in the ‘Digression on Madness’ the Hack orders the carcass of a beau to be stripped, he affects surprise at finding ‘so many unsuspected faults under one suit of clothes’. He ‘justly’ forms the conclusion that mankind is best served by those who contrive to conceal such unpalatable truths and endeavour to ‘patch up the flaws and imperfections of nature … Happiness’, he declares, ‘is a perpetual possession of being well deceived.’ Many of the ironies in this Digression can be traced back to Swift’s own ambiguous attitude to Temple. Thus when, as part of his argument, the Hack commends those who can ‘with Epicurus content their ideas with the films and images that fly off upon their senses from the superficies of things’, this is clearly an allusion to the self-styled Epicurean, Temple. Similarly, in the Preface to the Tale, satire is described as ‘a ball bandied to and fro, and every man carries a racket about him to strike it from himself among the rest of the company’. This has been plausibly interpreted as another oblique reference to Temple, whose love of tennis was well known.100 In fact the Hack’s arguments abound in borrowings from Temple, but few if any of them are used uncritically. While Swift had little sympathy for the egotistical modern pedantry of Bentley, he was intelligent enough to realise that Temple’s complacent superficiality represented not only intellectual bankruptcy but also social snobbery and moral blindness. As a satirist Swift recognized that the process of flaying, stripping, and dissecting his victims might well produce no moral improvement in society at all, yet his preference throughout his life was for the instruments of correction, the lash and the knife, rather than the more civilized implements of his patron.


‘Written for the universal improvement of mankind’ is the Tale’s bold motto. Such confidently asserted reformism is, naturally, ironic. The Hack is the first of a series of Swiftian personae who offer their panaceas for the ills of mankind. In fact the Tale fairly bristles with good intentions. In the Preface, explaining the title of the work, he offers this analogy: ‘That sea-men have a custom when they meet a whale, to fling him out an empty tub, by way of amusement, to divert him from laying violent hands upon the ship’.101 This pleasant image of a whale with violent hands is quickly unscrambled as a reference to Hobbe’s Leviathan ‘which tosses and plays with all other schemes of religion and government’, and Hobbesian materialism lies at the root of many of the Hack’s physico-logical parodies. According to this explanation, the ‘sole design’ of the Tale was to ‘employ those unquiet spirits’ for an interim of some months. But, in yet another statement of intent, the Hack congratulates himself on having written ‘so elaborate and useful a discourse without one grain of satire intermixt’. This is followed by one of those famous passages in which the man and the manner neatly contradict each other.




I have observed some satirists to use the public much at the rate that pedants do a naughty boy ready horsed for discipline: First expostulate the case, then plead the necessity of the rod, from great provocations, and conclude every period with a lash. Now, if I know anything of mankind, these gentlemen might very well spare their reproof and correction: For there is not, through all nature, another so callous and insensible member as the world’s posteriors, whether you apply to it the toe or the birch.102





‘When you think of the world, give it one lash the more, at my request,’ Swift wrote to Pope, many years later, no doubt recalling this passage with the rueful irony of an ageing pedagogue. No satirist, before or since, has delivered such chastisement to the world’s insensitive posteriors; and it was from their posteriors that the yahoos of the world voided back their indifference at his creature, Gulliver. For Swift, the sting is always in the tail. Like a good moralist, he spent his lifetime regarding the end.


One of the best ways to examine this ‘physico-logical’ system, according to which the Hack seeks to prove the interdependence of man’s mental and physical faculties and which, coincidentally, links the satire on religion with the satire on learning in the Tale, is to consider briefly Swift’s use of puns. Swift was a lifelong punster, a man whose love of riddles, verbal games, ‘pun-ic wars’, crambo, and Anglo-Latin doggerel demonstrated his adherence to the motto ‘vive la bagatelle’. Yet he shared with his fellow Dubliner Joyce an interest in pun at a deeper level, as a form of ironic revelation. Epiphanies, Joyce called them; acts of verbal magic that could transform old words into new ideas. Swift’s puns are not so much epiphanies as incarnations, a constant process of words becoming flesh and spirit becoming substance. Swift transubstantiates words into things as a means of ‘proving’ the physical origins of all visionary phenomena. No word is used with greater ambiguity in the Tale than the word ‘spirit’. Much of the Hack’s ingenuity is devoted to presenting variations on the theme made explicit in the title of Swift’s ‘Fragment’, The Mechanical Operation of the Spirit. There was a persisting uncertainty among philosophers as diverse as Bacon, Hobbes, and Berkeley, concerning the exact nature, status, and meaning of the term ‘spirit’. For an age which had yet to discover the nervous system, ‘animal spirits’ were envisaged as providing the links between mind, body, and soul without entirely belonging to any one of these faculties. But the question of determining at what point mortal man contained an immortal, immaterial soul was infinitely perplexing, not least after Descartes confidently asserted the material location of the soul in the pineal gland. Swift presents the mechanical operations of the spirit like the changes in a volatile chemical, alternately evaporating and condensing in the human body. In doing so he reaffirms certain axioms: that the same operations link the fantasies of critics, fanatics, madmen, and tyrants; that polar extremes are frequently indistinguishable in their effects; and that public revolutions have their origins in private indispositions. Thus Louis XIV’s imperial ambitions were all the result of a disorder of the bowels. ‘The same spirits which in their superior progress would conquer a kingdom, descending upon the anus, conclude in a fistula.’103 In Section VIII of the Tale the Hack presents the learned Aeolists who maintain ‘the original cause of all things to be wind’. This is their interpretation of the concept of the ‘anima mundi; that is to say, the spirit, or breath, or wind of the world’. By literalizing puritan claims to inspiration in this way, Swift ‘proves’ them to be nothing but windbags. The wind/spirit pun is developed in a memorable cumulative fantasy. Since inspiration is prized above reason, ‘the wise Aeolists affirm the gift of BELCHING, to be the noblest act of a rational creature’. In this they are at one with the ‘modern saints’ of the Introduction who have ‘spiritualized and refined’ their writings ‘from the dross and grossness of sense and human reason’. To cultivate this noble art and render it ‘more serviceable to mankind’ the Aeolists used several methods.




At … times were to be seen several hundreds linked together in a circular chain, with every man a pair of bellows applied to his neighbour’s breech, by which they blew up each other to the shape and size of a tun; and for that reason, with great propriety of speech, did usually call their bodies, their vessels. When, by these and the like performances, they were grown sufficiently replete, they would immediately depart, and disembogue for the public good a plentiful share of their acquirements into their disciples’ chaps.104





In the Mechanical Operation of the Spirit the vapours of enlightenment flow through other bodily channels. Recalling his observations at Kilroot, Swift describes the atmosphere of a revivalist meeting whose members ‘grow visionary’ from the influence of a ‘short pipe of tobacco’, while their bodies move up and down until ‘the reasoning faculties are all suspended’ and ‘a thousand deliriums’ crowd their brains. The spiritual harangues of the dissenting preachers concentrate on sounds rather than sense.




Thus it is frequent for a single vowel to draw sighs from a multitude, and for a whole assembly of saints to sob to the music of one solitary liquid. But these are trifles; when even sounds inarticulate are observed to produce as forcible effects. A master-workman shall blow his nose so powerfully, as to pierce the hearts of his people, who are disposed to receive the excrements of his brain with the same reverence, as the issue of it.105





This droning delirium leads to a state of spiritual ecstasy that has an appropriate climax.




in the height and orgasmus of their spiritual exercise it has been frequent with them *****; immediately after which, they found the spirit to relax and flag of a sudden with the nerves, and they were forced to hasten to a conclusion.106





These techniques of literalization and reductio ad absurdum which are so characteristic of Swift’s major satires carry with them interesting biographical and psychological implications. Taken together with his partiality for ironic masks, they indicate a mind which is happiest when parodying theories and ridiculing abstractions but seems unwilling or unable to tackle metaphysical concepts head-on. The robust literal-mindedness which instinctively equates inspiration with inflation, evangelism with cant, and enthusiasm with insanity is well equipped to satirize the follies, vices, and vanities of mankind. Throughout his works Swift plays his transubstantiation trick to good effect, reducing dreams of empire to an inflammation of the bowels and transforming the statistics of political economy into hecatombs of baby-flesh. It is in Swift’s sermons that we see the negative side of this instinctive materialism, as he struggles to reduce the mystery of the Trinity to common-sense terms, or to reconcile his axiomatic belief in human self-interest with the morality of the Sermon on the Mount.


Like an expert impresario, the Hack of the Tale gives us a book of the world of the book, inviting us to indulge ourselves in the blissful ignorance of the Aeolist, the Bedlamite, and the thoroughly accomplished Modern. Yet for all the surface dazzle of the Tale, the truth is that we are never in any doubt about Swift’s values. We may occasionally find ourselves misreading a parallel for an antithesis, or stumbling blindly through a short-cut out of one of his rhetorical mazes. We may mistake a positive for a negative charge in the battery of his allusions. But that is all part of the strategy of the work. To err is human, and the Renaissance humanists, whose heir Swift is in this work, exploited the human facility for error deliberately. As Rosalie Colie says of Erasmus’s Praise of Folly, ‘Mistake-making serves man well, since his salvation depends upon his ultimate realisation of his own folly’.107 In the end it is perfectly correct to read the Tale as a defence of the established Anglican Church, of classical literary standards, of constitutional monarchy, of rationality and moderation. But Swift is both more entertaining and more convincing when he argues his case through paradoxes and parodies than when, as a reformist himself, he allows his authoritarian tendencies to get the better of his delight in la bagatelle.
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