
Permanent Revolution: The Value of Bitterness 

 

The first installment of these notes on satire  which accompanied a scan of the prologue and Book I 

A Modern Dunciad (first published in 1976 by The Smith)  was published in 

Dispatches three months ago, on March 27. As it happens, I had clicked on another link earlier that 

same day, one of an occasional series of quasi-philosophical columns in the New York Times called 

 by one Costica Bradatan. Editor 

Boughn had some reservations after I posted the link -read it and think 

it made some points that are relevant to this discussion, one of which was that the reason everyone 

was so sucker-punched by Trump is that we still imagine ourselves living in an Enlightenment 

universe. 

Some 18th century writers like Swift knew better, but most of them, including Dryden and Pope (at 

least until the very end of his life), celebrated an Augustan ideal of divinely instituted order. This 

exist above or beyond nature: it was us, our real human nature, and all we needed was a 

little training to see it and realize it. 

these forgettable lines: 

 All Nature is but art, unknown to thee; 

 All chance, direction, which thou canst not see; 

 All discord, harmony not understood; 

 All partial evil, universal good. 

  

 One truth is clear: Whatever is, is RIGHT. (lines 289-294) 

sgusting lines exist in English poetry. His buddy Voltaire, who had 

mercilessly satirized this Deist idea of intelligent design in Candide, call

; it may also have been why Swift wrote 

Stubbs, Jonathan Swift: The Reluctant Rebel, p. 171). But as I said, near the end of his life, Pope went 

back to a poem he thought he had finished ten years before, The Dunciad, and added an apocalyptic 

fourth book to the previous three. By that time, he probably realized that the ideal he had served all 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/27/opinion/our-delight-in-destruction.html?em_pos=small&emc=edit_ty_20170327&nl=opinion-today&nl_art=8&nlid=8216281&ref=headline&te=1&_r=2


ly that last book that inspired Nason in his modern re-enactment of this poem. Near 

the end of Book One (in the previous installment), we find these lines: 

The thrust of all the Goddess saw and heard 

Lay in corruption of the Written Word; 

For being Greek she needs no other brief: 

 

Society, to fall in every part, 

  

 Now this she had achieved to some degree, 

 Else how account for what we are, and see? 

How indeed? Walter Benjamin famously wrote, ,

Horkheimer and Adorno, who were heavily influenced by that idea, wrote in the preface to their 

Dialectics of Enlightenment 

Speaking of 

Wikipedia has to say: 

Satire is a genre of literature, and sometimes graphic and performing arts, in which vices, 

follies, abuses, and shortcomings are held up to ridicule, ideally with the intent of shaming 

individuals, corporations, government, or society itself into improvement.  Although satire is 

usually meant to be humorous, its greater purpose is often constructive social criticism, 

using wit to draw attention to both particular and wider issues in society.    

Including a Wikipedia quote in a scholarly essay on satire might itself be subject to satire, but this 

f-respect to be an academic (I got that quote from the show 

Billions on Showtime). Still, the difficulty is clear. Satire traffics in shaming  fat shaming, slut 

shaming  

all, satire is mean

e become notoriously shy about inhabiting any high moral ground.  

me, etc.). Such a remark   shows 

the vast difference between satirists and well-meaning humanists. Swift hated human beings, was 

disgusted by them. When the Houyhnhnms want to eliminate the human race, also known as 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Genre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Literature
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Graphic_arts
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Performing_art
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_criticism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wit


Yahoos, most people read it as some sort of moral failing: I think it was Swi

he would have been unmoved by Elizabeth Warren or Bernie Sanders: 

 Let them, when they once get in 

 Sell the Nation for a Pin; 

 While they sit a picking Straws 

 Let them rave of making Laws; 

 While they never hold their Tongue, 

  

Satire, of course, has a long history, and not all of it is vicious. The Romans gave us 

Horace, known for clever mockery, playful criticism, light-hearted humor: smiles rather than anger, 

folly rather than evil. Everybody loves Horace: a real mensch. Here are some more adjectives for 

him: comfortable, avuncular, diverting, delicate, equable, compassionate, supporter of the status 

quo. He was the Billy Collins of ancient Rome, never malicious or morose: think The Simpsons, The 

Rape of the Lock, Gilbert and Sullivan, Saturday Night Live. But of course, like Virgil, he had 

imperial sanction, and only became famous after Octavius had killed Antony and Cleopatra in the 

savage wars of the Triumvirate.   

Eighteenth Century SatireEighteenth Century Satire depicted a city and a literature changing from brick to marble :  

 

  skillful Cost; 

  

  The Roman Liberty was lost.  

a Mr. Wickstead (Weinbrot was unable to find out his first name), a poet of 1717. But 

there was an alternative: the blunter tones of Juvenal, more contemptuous and abrasive than Horace, 

whose satires feature active attacks, exaggeration, parody, scorn, outrage, and savage ridicule. He 

made his victims seem ridiculous. Think A Modest Proposal, Abhorrences, Black Mirror, American 

Psycho . . . to which we can add Dunciad and, I think, A Modern Dunciad. 

Or perhaps you think these lines about the Goddess of Dullness choosing John Ashbery for her 

chosen poet in Book III are avuncular: 

 That name, however she might push or shove, 

 Was like a magnet to the joint above, 

  



  

 How right she was to let the Fates prevail: 

 A Harvard grad who won a Prize at Yale! 

 Who felt that Verse so badly failed the age 

 Because it had not put the sound of Cage, 

 With all the force of calligraphs by Kline, 

  

 Into a kind of Audenesque address, 

 That doubles back with Stevens-like finesse, 

 And by a subtle overlay of optics, 

 Is shattered as the shuttered gaze of Coptics, 

 To give our age a dazzling sense of Self 

 That might compete with Prufrock on the shelf! 

  

  

 ent 

  

I can hear some people objecting to these lines: why pick on Ashbery (which Nason continues to do 

in this Book, going through all his published work at the time this poem was published)

great poet,  Dryden, in one of the first essays 

in English on satire, warned against the lampoon, calling it a dangerous sort of weapon, and for the 

most part unlawful.  We have no moral right on the reputation of other men; it is taking from them 

what we   

 funny! 

you count the poems that have made you laugh out loud on one hand? I can. They include these 

 

 Keeps thin all forms, makes substance only seem, 

 The notion of Narcissus on a stream, 

 A wan, reflected face, a rippling gloss, 

 Bewitching Howard Moss! 



Until all Excellence depart the air / And only nonsense reach the dullard ear,

yet again: 

And laughter is serious business: i  Dispute 

among the Learned, whether that Keenness  

more jocose Lampoons are most agreeable to the End of Satire. . . in the one shines the Ridicule, in 

the other the Severe.  (Either I never knew or never noticed this ancient technique of printing 

it has some advantages.) 

Let's go to the book: satire [F, fr. L. satira, satura, a poetic medley, fr. satura, a dish filled with 

various fruits, a medley, fr. satur full of food, sated.] 1. A poem or prose work holding up human 

vices, follies, etc. to ridicule or scorn. 2. Trenchant wit, irony, or sarcasm, used for the purpose of 

exposing and discrediting vice or folly. My 1961 uses the Oxford comma, whereas the 

OED itself, interestingly enough, seems sparing of them: 

in early use a discursive composition in verse treating of a variety of subjects; in classical use a 

poem in which prevalent follies or vices are assailed with ridicule or with serious 

denunciation. The word is a specific application of satura medley; this general sense appears 

in the phrase per saturum in the lump, indiscriminately; according to the grammarians (??) 

this is elliptical for lanx satura lanx dish, satura, fem. of satur full, related to 

satis enough), which is alleged to have been used for a dish containing various kinds of fruit, 

and for food composed of many different ingredients.  

 for some time, and never see a bowl of 

fruit without thinking about it. More optimistic practitioners counsel us to look at everyday life and 

find some hints of intelligent design, but  to look around and find things that are 

unbearably fucked up. As the I Ching says: no blame. But mostly, etymology suggests that satire is a 

more  

And here I have to quote from myself, in an essay I wrote about Ed Dorn in 2004: 

Internal 

Resistances. favors anythi

at the poor 



prospect of fellow poets singing the praises of any thing so venal as a State.... Sides are a 

bigassed drag. The biggest small-talk of all, l

(quoted in von Hallberg 58). And in the Fredman interview, he adds: 

There are some people who have power and a certain kind of means at their disposal 

who are trying to get the society to think in a certain way, to do a certain set of 

things, and so forth. I think any responsible writer is never that. No writer is ever 

trying to get anybody to do 

in the society of itself, to furnish the means  through clarity of language  for a 

self-appraisal and self-evaluation. 

Because really, advantage in seeing human nature as basically good, or some other 

Romantic nonsense?  since acid. And nobody can be immune: not cretin 

politicians, but -meaning, vaguely liberal, 

-

 This is the big question about the two books of 

s poem reprinted below, and many people to appreciate. People ask: why 

spend so much time criticizing other poets? 

oxygen? How evil is the AWP? side, sorta kinda? 

Well, no. F  line above about being fettered. WW

aesthetic wafting across the land: the necessity to be lyrical but apolitical, imagistic but equable, and 

for whatever reason, not mention amention a  In that sense, i

enemy has already won? 

So here, at the end of this installment, are my thesis statements: 

other people or social 

origin is before written language, in oral curse poems. (Archilochus, the second poet of the Western 

World after Homer but the first satirist, is thought in some accounts to have caused the death of his 

almost father-in-law and almost-wife by the power of his iambs, something that Wally Stevens 

 thinking about when he wrote, about poetry,  

2) The best satire combines cruelty and humor, and is never solemn or earnest. 



, for any reason, is in trouble. And before we start 

patting ourselves on the backs, Alec Baldwin and Melissa McCarthy are NOT really satire; Jon 

Stewart and Steven Colbert are NOT really satire. Rather, t  human 

valium pills  and exist to make us accept the status quo and nod off to sleep, thinking there are still 

 

Or, as Ed Dorn had it in Yellow Lola, 

The common duty of the poet 

in this era of massive dysfunction 

& generalized onslaught upon alertness 

is to maintain the plant 

to the end that the mumbling horde 

bestirs its prunéd tongue. (63) 

 




