10 Literary Forms

2. Neither a borrower nor a lender be,
For loan oft loses both itself and friend.
—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Hamlet

3. In much wisdom there is much grief: and he that increaseth
knowledge increaseth sorrow.
—ECCLESIASTES 1.18

4. Bore: A person who talks when you wish him to listen.
—AMBROSE BIERCE, The Devil’s Dictionary

5. Candy
Is dandy
But liquor
Is quicker.
—OGDEN NASH, “Reflections on Ice-Breaking”

6. Necessity never made a good bargain.
—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN, Poor Richard’s Almanac

7. Man is the only animal that blushes. Or needs to.
—MARK TWAIN, Following the Equator, volume 1,
Pudd’nhead Wilson’s New Calendar

8. It was a delightful visit;—perfect, in being much too short.
—JANE AUSTEN, Emma

9. The course of true love never did run smooth.
—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, A Midsummer Night’s Dream

10. Rob had no interestin art, although he could see the necessity
of having something on the walls.
—MARGARET ATWOOD, “Death by Landscape”

Satire
Satire is a genre of COMEDY in poetry, fiction, or drama that is directed at
ridiculing human foibles and vices, such as vanity, hypocrisy, stupidity, and

greed. Tt differs from pure comedy in that the aim is not simply to evoke
laughter, but to expose and censure such faults, often with the aim of cor-
recting them. The target of the satire may vary. In some works, it is a
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particular individual, as in John Dryden’s “Mac Flecknoe” (1682, 1684),
directed at a contemporary playwright, Thomas Shadwell, whom Dryden
depicts as fatuous and self-satisfied. Other satires target a group or set of
people, such as the members of the American military establishment in
Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (1961), or an institution, such as totalitarianism
in George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1946). Some satires even aim at the whole
of humanity—for example, Book IV of Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels
(1726). That section of the novel is set on an imaginary island, which is
inhabited by two radically opposed species: the brutish Yahoos, who have the
outward form of human beings, and their masters, the Houyhnhnms, talking
horses who embody the humane intelligence that the Yahoos entirely lack.

A useful means of categorizing satire is into “direct” and “indirect”
modes of presentation. In direct satire, also called formal satire, the
FIRST-PERSON NARRATOR addresses a specific audience, either the reader or
an invented listener, whom he or she expects will sympathize with the
views expressed. For example, in Lord Byron’s mock epic, Don Juan (1824),
the urbane narrator confides to the reader the amorous adventures of Don
Juan, a legendary rake, in his youth; Byron depicts him as naive and irre-
sistibly attractive. Alexander Pope’s “Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot” (1735) is a
formal satire on members of the eighteenth-century London literary estab-
lishment, such as talentless versifiers who appeal to Pope for praise of their
works, spiteful rival poets, and easily flattered patrons. In the poem, Pope
represents himself as addressing his physician and friend, Dr. John Arbuth-
not; he begins with a mock-desperate plea for sanctuary from such gadflies:
“Shut, shut the door, good John! (fatigued I said), / Tie up the knocker, say
I'm sick, I'm dead.” Arbuthnot serves largely as the audience to the narra-
tive, attempting to calm the indignant speaker and to mitigate his ridicule,
though occasionally he, too, joins in the skewering process.

Indirect satire, the usual mode of ridicule in satiric PLAYS and works of
PROSE FICTION, is not cast in the form of a direct address to the audience.
Rather, the indictment of the characters’ vices and follies is implied by sim-
ply representing their thoughts, words, and actions. Sometimes that pre-
sentation is abetted by the commentary of an INTRUSIVE THIRD-PERSON
NARRATOR, as in William Makepeace Thackeray’s Vanity Fair (1847). The
oldest known indirect satires are those of the ancient Greek playwright
Aristophanes (c.450-c.385 B.C.E.), who wrote satiric depictions of Athenian

society such as The Frogs and The Clouds. Other examples include Ben Jon-
son’s satire on vanity and greed, Volpone (1606); Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s
witty exposure of licentiousness and hypocrisy in London high society, The
School for Scandal (1777), and Evelyn Waugh's The Loved One (1948), a clever
depiction of shallowness, rapacity, and mawkish sentimentality, set at a pet
cemetery in Hollywood.
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Although satire began with the plays of Aristophanes, the main found-
ers of the form were two Roman poets, Horace (68-65 B.C.E.) and Juvenal
(c.65-¢.135 c.E.). Each wrote a distinctive type of satire that has given its
name to and inspired the two major categories of subsequent satiric works.
Horatian satire is tolerant and urbane, indulgently mocking faults with the
aim of evoking wry amusement rather than repulsion or indignation in the
audience. Some examples include Pope’s “The Rape of the Lock” (1712),
which gently ridicules the vanity and idleness of the British upper classes in
the form of a mock epic on the supposed tragedy of the lovely Belinda, alock
of whose hair is ravished by the scissors of a wicked Baron; Lord Byron’s
Don Juan (1819), mentioned above; and the Emmeline Grangerford episode
in Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884), in which Twain
pokes fun at the preoccupation with death in the mawkish drawings and
bathetic verse of an adolescent would-be poet. Juvenalian satire, in con-
trast, is harsh and censorious, bitterly condemning vices and foibles and
inciting the audience to feelings of indignation and even disgust. Examples
of Juvenalian satire include Samuel Johnson’s “The Vanity of Human
Wishes” (1749), and Mark Twain’s Pudd’nhead Wilson (1894), an acerbic
denunciation of the injustices of slavery. A supreme example of the form is
Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal” (1729), in which the author denounces
the exploitation of Catholic peasants in his native Ireland by absentee Brit-
ish landlords, who were indifferent to the suffering they were causing and
who were abetted by the apathy of the British Parliament and monarchy.
Swift’'s NARRATOR is an imperturbably rational social commentator, who
advocates combating overpopulation and hunger by what he perceives as
the inspired plan of using the babies of the poor as food.

Satire has been popular throughout the history of English literature,
from the ridicule of vanity, promiscuity, and impiety in Geoffrey Chaucer’s
“The Miller’s Tale” and “The Pardoner’s Tale” (1386-1400) to the mockery of
racial, religious, and class divisions in modern-day London in Zadie Smith’s
White Teeth (2000). The great period of satire, however, was the Restora-
tion and eighteenth century, notably in the witty heroic couplets of John
Dryden and Alexander Pope, the REPARTEE among the profligate members
of high society in the Restoration comedies of William Congreve, and, later
in the century, of Richard Brinsley Sheridan; and the sociopolitical satires
of Jonathan Swift and Samuel Johnson. In later ages, the satiric works of
writers such as Lord Byron, Jane Austen, William Makepeace Thackeray,
Mark Twain, and Ambrose Bierce in the nineteenth century, and George
Bernard Shaw, Evelyn Waugh, Dorothy Parker, James Thurber, and Kurt
Vonnegut in the twentieth have continued to sustain the vitality of the lit-
erary form.







