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IMAGINE YOURSELF in 18th-century Dublin. You have just seen your favorite 
Irish actress ‘Peg’ Woffington in a new production at the Smock Alley Theatre. Working 
your way through the urban scrum of street musicians, beggars, and broadsheet hawkers, 
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you meander over to Fishamble Street and enter the busy bookshop of James Esdall. 
While surveying Esdall’s stock in newssheets and political pamphlets -- crack! -- the 
shop’s old door flies open. In steps a formidable figure in clerical gown and wig; under 
his arm, you spy a sheaf of papers and a bottle of rum. Pausing, he notes your interest and 
takes your measure in a single glance. “Best not shake the hand of that man,” murmurs a 
fellow customer, “why, ye could end up in one of his hoaxes tomorrow! That there’s Dr 
Swift, Dean of St Pat’s Cathedral, always in some fray or ‘nother. Why, Master George 
Faulkner of this very city was called up by the Law owin’ to what Faulkner printed for 
that man. Mister Esdall, proprietor of this very shop, learned the trade from Faulkner, ye 
know. Hah! And then our astrologer John Partridge. Why, made out a perfect blockhead, 
he was, by the clever pen of that man. O, the Dean had a good laugh there! Well, citizen, 
I see ye be new to the ol’ stones of Dublin City, so out the door with ye. Don’t be courtin’ 
trouble here now.”  

_______________ 
 
 

Such a scene might play out daily in an 18th-century Dublin bookshop where cheap 
reprints and romantic novels competed with literary tattle. Jonathan Swift, 18th-century 
Dublin’s most important public writer, was a legend in his own time; and being an 
energetic walker, he was a keen observer of city streets. Dublin’s inky brotherhood of 
printers and booksellers was among his special interests.  
 
Although Swift maintained a loyal circle of friends in London and Dublin (John 
Arbuthnot, John Gay, Alexander Pope; Mary Barber, Mary and Patrick Delany, George 
Faulkner, Constantia Grierson, Laetitia and Matthew Pilkington, Thomas Sheridan, 
Elizabeth Sican), the Dean was seldom on amiable terms with the universe: not everyone 
rushed to clasp his hand. Dating from the first biographical accounts of Swift by John 
Hawkesworth, as well as John (Boyle) Earl of Orrery, George Faulkner, and Samuel 
Johnson, along with anecdotal information from Swift’s literary circles, household staff, 
and Irish neighbors, the facts of the Dean’s life have been recorded since his death 
(1745). Yet the Swift saga has been modified and revised by a continuing list of 
commentators, making any real ‘truth’ about the Dean often inconclusive. But in this 
second decade of the 21st century, which has seen a resurgence in Swift studies, we do 
have a rather reliable profile of this daunting literary figure:   
 
Jonathan Swift (Dublin, 1667–Dublin, 1745) was first and last an English priest; he 
hadn’t a drop of Irish blood in his veins. How ironic that he was hailed by the people of 
Ireland, whom he initially loathed, as their savior and Hibernian Patriot -- how this must 
have amused him. Swift was born and died in Dublin, and his dual career as Anglican 
cleric and writer was established in Dublin, but he was not of  “the Irish”, as he called 
them. Swift descended from English stock; his parents, Abigail Erick[e] and (as recorded) 
Jonathan Swift, Sr., hailed from old English lines in Leicestershire and Canterbury.  
 
Swift’s formative years were marked by rejection, displacement, and disappointment; his 
was not a normal socialization (nor, evidently, sexualization). Owing to financial 
difficulties upon the sudden death (1667) of Swift’s father, Swift’s mother left Dublin for 
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her family home in Leicestershire; but her new baby, Jonathan, evidently conceived after 
the death of Swift’s father, was left behind in the care of his Irish nurse, who thereafter 
left Dublin with the infant for Cumberland, England. (That the nurse kidnapped the 
infant, as sometimes suggested, seems unlikely; but that the mother was hiding something 
from her family – say, an illegitimate son – scans a bit better.) Swift remained in the 
nurse’s care, deprived of maternal love, for some years. Curiously, he would not see his 
mother again until 1689, then age twenty-two. Although Swift would later visit his 
mother regularly in Leicestershire, this was an odd situation of which we still know little 
(likewise Swift’s relationship with his sister, Jane, whom he paid an annuity of £15 to 
stay out of his life in Dublin).  
 
As a student (Kilkenny Boarding School, c1673; B.A., 1686, Trinity College Dublin; 
M.A., 1692, Hart Hall, Oxford; Doctor of Divinity, 1702, Trinity College Dublin), Swift 
was wholly unpromising, calling himself a perfect dunce. Perhaps during these tedious 
preparatory years he formed the attitudes about institutions, authority, and relationships 
which grounded his boldest writings.  
 
His career apprenticeship began modestly and subserviently in Surrey, England, in 1689, 
as secretary to Sir William Temple, a broadly connected English diplomat and sometime 
writer. Recent scholarship (attractively) suggests that Swift’s real father might have been 
the highly placed Sir John Temple, father of Sir William Temple, thus explaining Swift’s 
early and long association with the Temple household and the opportunities which came 
his way as clergyman and writer. During his employment with Sir William Temple, Swift 
began a lifelong appreciation of Classical and European literatures (Homer, Pindar, 
Vergil, Juvenal; La Rochefoucauld); he also edited and improved his employer’s dismal 
writings on the superiority of “the Ancients” to “the Moderns”, a subject inspiring Swift’s 
first masterpiece in comic satire, A Tale of a Tub (c1690s; publd 1704). Also during this 
time, Swift was busy in London, deep in political writing. His talent as a Tory 
propagandist won favor with well-connected statesmen, like Robert (Harley), Earl of 
Oxford; but for all of his work in London political circles, Swift was denied what he most 
coveted: a preferment in the Church of England.  
 
Mind you, there was nothing white-glove and genteel about Jonathan Swift: this was a 
coarse, bumptious fellow who defied decorum, sovereign to himself alone. He was 
not always welcome in refined circles, and his hope of a high clerical appointment 
was certainly delusional. So he accepted what was on offer, being modest 
rectorships of provincial churches in Antrim and Meath, Ireland. This return to Ireland 
in 1695 was a crushing “exile” for Swift; but he soon realized that Ireland, with its 
fraught ties to England, supplied a convenient platform for his writings. And in those 
writings and in his advocacy for Irish rights, he could take a vengeful stick to the 
English establishment which had denied him advancement (“Fair Liberty was all his 
Cry,” as he wrote of his career in 1731). Proving himself a capable church 
administrator, Swift was given a huge career lift in 1713 with his appointment as Dean 
of St Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin. He now had a suitable income and a respectable base 
of operations; and his Irish identity (if he ever truly had one) could begin in earnest. For 
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all its faults, old Mother Ireland offered Swift a stage. And getting up the English nose 
was ever his delight. 

 
Swift flourished in Dublin as clergyman and writer, but he complicated his life at mid-
career with bungled associations with two young women.  
 

                    
 

Swift ‘made a mess of two women’s lives,’ said James Joyce (Ellmann, Joyce, 545). 
Left: Esther Johnson (“Stella”) by Sir Godfrey Kneller. National Gallery of Ireland. 

Right: Hester Vonhomrigh (“Vanessa”) by Philip Hussey. National Gallery of Ireland. 
Mulvihill Collection of Rare & Special Books & Images.     

 
Owing to a range of circumstances, not least his own deceitful and selfish behavior, 
Swift arguably ruined the lives of the two individuals most devoted to his happiness: the 
young Esther Johnson (his “Stella”), the fixed star and centre of his emotional life for 
many years; and Hester Vonhomrigh  (his “Vanessa”), a woman of a wholly different 
grain. Her sexual partnership with Swift was disclosed in Swift’s (confidential) poem 
Cadenus and Vanessa, published spitefully by “Vanessa” in 1726 (15 printings within a 
year). Swift kept both women in play concurrently, and they came to know it. Ugly 
confrontations, ultimatums, surprise visits … all such followed. And in the end, no one 
won. (Swift’s alleged marriage to “Stella” in 1716, a commitment she insisted upon, was 
not legally binding, but rather a sacramental union in a private garden ceremony; in 1727, 
she signed her will, “Esther Johnson: spinster.”) The entire triangulated affair was an 
utter shambles, and it may have produced a bastard son by Swift and “Vanessa” (S. Le 
Brocquy, Cadenus, 1962; L. Barnett, Swift, 2006).  
 
Though a gifted humorist with a quick eye for the comedy in human affairs, Swift led a 
sad, tragic life marked by frustrated ambition, political setbacks, odd relationships with 
women, and paternity rumours surrounding both himself and “Stella.” For it was quietly 
said that “Stella” was illegitimate issue of Swift’s first employer and patron, Sir William 
Temple, and Temple’s housekeeper, Bridget Johnson. There was also quiet talk about 
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“Stella” as incestuous issue of Sir William Temple and Sir William’s own sister, Lady 
Martha Giffard. If Swift himself was also a bastard of the Temple line, as the son of Sir 
John Temple, Swift and “Stella” were blood relatives, thus a legal marriage was pre-
empted (consanguinity). Most Swift specialists agree that the Temple household probably 
held spectacular secrets, and that Swift eventually discovered some of them. If even half 
of the rumours were true, and if Swift came to know these buried truths, some of his 
actions and attitudes are more understandable, making him a more sympathetic figure.    
 
Jonathan Swift suffered a long, horrendous death from chronic Ménière's Disease and 
then dementia. There were also boils (shingles), crippling arthritis, and a painful tumor on 
his eyelid; when he attempted to pull out his eye, five men were required to restrain him. 
How biblically ironic that the century’s best writer on madness should himself go mad. 
But when his wits were sharpest, Swift produced a dazzling body of work: essays, poetry, 
hoaxes, political writings, an extraordinary novel, and impressive correspondence with 
statesmen, lords and ladies, men and women writers, and those two unfortunate lady 
friends. He gave to literature a whole new species of ventriloquized satire delivered in 
impersonated voices; thus, Swift’s many personae or masks (he never signed his work). 
Some of his writings were very comic; others, dark and ferocious. A satyr-satirist in the 
Juvenalian vein, Swift lashed his targets for their pride, political corruption, and 
academic pretension. He was a stern moralist and intellectual élitist, and his satiric 
techniques (irony, sarcasm, ridicule, reductio ad absurdum, ribaldry) continue to offend 
some readers, especially women whom he often disparaged in explicit scatological verse 
(1730s). In light raillery and banter with guests and correspondents, women were often 
“beasts in skirts”, or “brats” and “sluts”: sometimes he was teasing, sometimes not.  
 
When the Irish actor Peter O’Toole began reading from Swift’s Modest Proposal, at the 
reopening ceremony of Dublin’s Gaiety Theater (October, 1984), most of the audience 
left in disgust, not appreciating the irony. This response would have humored Swift as a 
modern-day validation of his will’s famous bequest; and that last turn of the Swiftian 
screw is immortalized in the very elegy Swift wrote (1731) on his own death: He gave the 
little Wealth he had, / To build a House for Fools and Mad:/ And shew’d by one satyric 
Touch, / No Nation wanted it so much. Swift’s epitaph, however, also penned by himself, 
carries the full force of moral gravitas. Surely you know the words: Here lies the body of 
Jonathan Swift … where savage indignation can lacerate his heart no more. Traveler, go, 
and imitate, if you can, his tireless efforts in defense of Liberty. Swift sleeps under the 
greatest epitaph in history, wrote Yeats in 1930.   
 
Enter Leo Damrosch.  

 
_______________ 

 
 
Giving Swift a new spin on the wheel of scholarship is Leo Damrosch’s new biography, 
short-listed for a Pulitzer Prize in 2014: Jonathan Swift: His Life & His World (Yale UP, 
2013). Damrosch, Ernest Bernbaum Research Professor of Literature at Harvard 
University, lets us know at once that his Swift will serve two ends: it will correct, update, 
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and thus improve the standing authoritative biography, namely Swift: The Man, His 
Works, and the Age, 3 volumes (1962-1983), by Irvin Ehrenpreis (1920-1985), a former 
colleague of Damrosch at the University of Virginia; moreover, the Damrosch Swift will 
give readers the complete man by offering broader context and new information on Swift, 
1983-2013. A remarkable agenda.  
 
At the outset of his project, Damrosch must have found himself in a procedural pickle. If 
this new biography were to eclipse Ehrenpreis’s imposing achievement, Damrosch would 
have to make a long, serious commitment; he also would have to offer new finds based 
on his own original, on-site research in numerous English and Irish archives. In actuarial 
terms, this was unrealistic for a senior scholar. So Damrosch made a sensible calculation: 
he would bring out a substantial one-volume biography which would not be a 
groundbreaking work of his own research, but rather a tour-de-force of scholarly 
synthesis and redaction, all with a view to a more sympathetic and broader representation 
of his subject. The Damrosch Swift is a useful compendium and resifting of the essential 
Swift saga with, valuably, some thirty years of updates (1983-2013) to Ehrenpreis’s 
three-volume Swift (1962-1983). And all of this would be presented in a perfectly 
accessible writing style for the present generation of reader.  
 
The book’s success factor lies in its newness, certainly, and in its personalized, even 
novelistic, retelling of the tale. In the hands of Leo Damrosch, the old clichés of the Swift 
saga are given new life owing mostly to Damrosch’s relaxed (determinedly unacademic) 
tone and approach. In fact, with the book’s focus on Swift’s personal affairs, more so 
than his writings, Damrosch’s biography veers dangerously close, now and then, to an 
historical novel, even romance fiction. Here is how it begins, with the book’s most 
beguiling character, Swift’s “Vanessa,” in the guise of a languishing romantic heroine: 
“In the 1720s a beautiful and brilliant young woman was entangled in a troubled affair 
with a man twenty years older. She had fallen passionately in love …. he insisted they 
keep their relationship a secret …. she was sometimes near despair when he seemed to be 
rejecting her” (p.1). How very different an opening from, say, Maynard Mack’s Pope, 
James Winn’s Dryden, Grundy’s Montagu, and Ehrenpreis’s Swift.  
 
The Damrosch biography is not a book for Swift scholars, but for generalists, students, 
teachers, and non-specialists; and today’s readership, impatient with dense scholarly text, 
is smartly cultivated by the book’s visual emphasis (94 images: portraits, letters, maps, 
dwellings, even Swift’s death mask). While Swift specialists will enjoy Damrosch’s 
approach, they will find little that is new and original here. In fact, one would be pressed 
to describe the book as a species of the biographical genre: it is not entirely a revisionist 
biography, nor a psychological biography, nor a traditional chronicle or historical 
biography. Perhaps we might call it a re-interpretive literary biography or, as the 
publisher candidly puts it, a “re-narration”. And on these grounds, it succeeds 
handsomely. While not rendering old and obsolete Ehrenpreis’s three volumes, the new 
Swift serves as an essential supplement.    
 
For a representative sampling, readers will enjoy the two chapters on “Vanessa,” or the 
engaging reconstruction of Swift among Dublin’s women writers (clearly, he needed and 
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enjoyed the company of smart women, yet his writings show us other attitudes). 
Damrosch brings to this content impressive sensitivity and a good touch with scene, 
narrative, and character; perhaps he may develop this gift in other sorts of writings on his 
subject: a set of short stories, perhaps, or a one-man play on Swift’s final years.  
 
There are a few aspects of the book which will startle informed readers. As other 
reviewers have noticed (and a pity to repeat it here), Damrosch might have shown more 
collegial deference to the many specialists in Swift studies and Irish studies whose 
foundational work made his book possible. The book’s Acknowledgments is a mere two 
sentences (five lines), which names and thanks no one, really, other than two editorial 
assistants and then a third individual for “imagination and advice”; the Mellon 
Foundation is thanked for a grant. But readers of serious literary biography are 
accustomed to a considerable list of debts to scholars, librarians, special collections 
curators, collectors, and, in this case, principals at the Ehrenpreis Centre for Swift Studies 
(Münster, Germany) and surely the editors of the new Cambridge Swift (2008 - ; a 
projected 17 vols; 5 vols published, to date). Likewise the representation of Swift’s 
“Irishness” and his Irish writings needed further play, with recourse to the work of, say, 
Robert Mahony, Denis Donoghue, and others. And had Damrosch been in touch with 
James Woolley and John Irwin Fischer (the latter recently deceased, May 2015), he could 
have said more about Swift’s poetry, also Stella’s “word-book”. But then Damrosch is 
not a specialist on Swift, nor Swift’s Ireland; though he introduced an edition of 
Gulliver’s Travels (Signet, 2008), his tastes run to Rousseau and the Enlightenment.     
 
As a market commodity and teaching resource, the book could have been a timelier 
multimedia product with the inclusion of a computer disc, offering, say, a virtual tour of 
Swift’s Dublin (18th-century churches, schools, monuments, streets, public spaces) and 
perhaps a segment on Damrosch in a classroom setting. And had the book included a 
primary and secondary bibliography (oddly, it does not), the best of much useful Web 
content on Swift could have been referenced. Finally, in a new biography on a major 
figure, the index must be reliable; in this case, scholars are sometimes referenced in the 
notes, but not cross-listed in the index (Doody, Mahony, Rodino, et al.). 
 
The Damrosch Swift is a welcome addition to Swift studies and a necessary supplement 
to the monumental achievement of Irvin Ehrenpreis; it also reminds us that Swift still 
matters as an unrivaled talent in 18th-century Anglo-Irish letters. This new biography 
gives Swift a new accessibility by placing into context a more generous and sympathetic 
rendering of Swift’s life and world, not to mention the unsavory aspects of his character 
and reputation (his misogyny, his misanthropy).  
 
But was Swift as “great” a man (p.7) as he was a writer? Damrosch says yea! This should 
excite some new chat. In any case, if you encounter Jonathan Swift in your local 
bookshop, you now will recognize him; you may even wish to shake his hand. 

 
_____________ 

 

http://www.towntopics.com/wordpress/2015/05/20/obituaries-52015/
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Maureen E. Mulvihill, a rare book collector and specialist on English and Irish writers, is a 
regular contributor (1996-) to the Irish Literary Supplement. Her essays have discussed Swift 
(two essays), as well as Thomas Sheridan, the Dublin book trade, Mary Tighe, Oscar Wilde, Irish 
anthologies, and Ireland’s ‘second city’ (Belfast). She is Advisory Editor, Ireland And the 
Americas, 3 vols (ABC-Clio, 2008), and the first editor of the poems of Mary Shackleton 
Leadbeater (Irish Women Poets series, Alexander Street Press, Va., 2008). She is at work on 
Irishwomen’s political writings and response c1603-1800. ♦  
 
 

                  
 
                          Selections, Mulvihill Collection of Rare & Special Books   
               English & Irish Women Writers, pre-1800. Shown here: ‘Ephelia’, Mary Tighe,  
         Lucy Hutchinson, Katherine Philips, Hester Thrale Piozzi, Anna Maria Van Schurman,  
                                                 Ann Fanshawe. For other views, see:                        
      < https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BybQV5c93ko0TVM1VWJ1aWZVZVE/view > 
 
 
 

                                                       


