
Nason’s A Modern Dunciad: A Defense of Satire, Part Three 
 
 
In the epilogue to Richard Nason’s A Modern Dunciad (reprinted elsewhere in this journal) are 

the following lines: 

 It may be more than deadlines that we meet; 

 Her Armageddon that we go to greet! 

 If Pope could warn “She comes, she comes!” O, fear! 

 May we not say at last, “She’s here, she’s here!” 

It’s an attempt to remind his readers that the book has a serious intent: to prevent the Goddess 

of Dullness from destroying the world. Of course, readers might have forgotten that purpose 

after reading these lines from Book IV, the results of an imaginary baking contest, in which 

many poets active in 1978 competed: 

The contest over, Koch’s “Raisin Snack” 

Was given to the poor, who gave it back; 

Joel Oppenheimer early lost the race, 

As lofty cakes collapsed to lower case; 

Giorno’s “pounder” weighed much more than pound, 

Because it held a heavy boot he’d “found”; 

H. Nemerov, adept at prankster jolts, 

Had baked in his a box of nuts and bolts; 

Saroyan proved an overeager “also ran,” 

By using just an inch or two of pan; 

While Justice took defeat with solemn air, 

Both held and ate his cake, a perfect square; 

The Goddess gave MacLeish a grateful nudge 

For sticking to his guns and making fudge; 

And Alistair Reid, a “limey” awf’ly “in,” 

Brought down the house by lacing his with gin; 

Bright Corso eyed the prize but could not nab it, 

Not with those “potted brownies” baked from habit; 

At last, poor Moss engaged in great harangue 



When Brinnin was dismissed for pure meringue; 

King John, of course, as always, justly won: 

His entry: empty pan entitled “Bun”! 

The King is the recently deceased John Ashbery, for whom you might have read a recent 

obituary or two; if Nason were still alive, he probably wouldn’t have been asked for his 

reaction. “It’s too soon to talk about that,” as 2nd amendment proponents say. 

I’ve covered in previous installments why this verse, an imitation not only of Pope’s Dunciad but 

of the 18th century heroic couplets in which he wrote, will probably seem foreign to today’s 

poetic tastes. But those who think it’s somehow disrespectful to mention other living poets in 

one’s verse clearly don’t have a historical sense of the art. For example, Byron found some 

room in his masterpiece, Don Juan, to comment on some poets who were still alive: 

90 

Young Juan wander’d by the glassy brooks 

     Thinking unutterable things: he threw 

Himself at length within the leafy nooks 

     Where the wild branch of the cork forest grew: 

There poets find materials for their books, 

     And every now and then we read them through; 

So that their plan and prosody are eligible, 

Unless, like Wordsworth, they prove unintelligible. 

91 

He, Juan (and not Wordsworth) so pursued 

     His self-communion with his own high soul, 

Until his mighty heart, in its great mood, 

     Had mitigated part, though not the whole 

Of its disease: he did the best he could 

     With things not very subject to his control, 

And turn’d, without perceiving his condition, 

Like Coleridge, into a metaphysician. 

I found out recently that Thomas Love Peacock, with whose work I was never familiar, was also 

a satirist . . . and if any literary period ever needed satire, the painful and angst-ridden 



Romantics might be at the top of the list. A recent article by Pamela Clemit in The Times Literary 

Supplement reviewed two of Peacock’s re-issued novels: Nightmare Abbey, she wrote, “is now 

perhaps his most popular on account of its well-turned caricatures of leading Romantic poets . . 

. a send-up of the inward-looking, obscurantist Germanic trend in contemporary literature.” 

The cast of characters included Scythrop Glowry (Shelley), Mr. Flosky (Coleridge) and Mr. 

Cypress (Byron). By all reports, the satirized took it in good humor, with Shelley writing “I know 

not how to praise sufficiently the lightness, chastity & strength of the language of the whole.” 

One wonders if they thought the same about Byron: 

Thou shalt believe in Milton, Dryden, Pope; 

     Thou shalt not set up Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey; 

Because the first is crazed beyond all hope, 

     The second drunk, the third so quaint and mouthy. (from stanza 205) 

And satire goes much further back, of course, all the way to Archilochus, whom Guy Davenport 

called “the second poet of the West” after Homer. Here’s another criticism of the inward-

looking trend: 

Like Odysseus under the ram 

You have clung under your lovers 

And under your love of lust, 

Seeing nothing else for this mist, 

Dark of heart, dark of mind. 

Archilochus, says Davenport, 

was both poet and mercenary. . . . There is a tradition that wasps hover around his 

grave. To the ancient, both Greek and Roman, he was The Satirist. . . . ‘Hasten on, 

Wayfarer,’ Archilochus’ tomb bore for inscription, ‘lest you stir up the hornets.’ To 

mock, a Greek proverb goes, is to thumb through Archilochus. 

The high-minded Spartans banned Archilochus’ poems for their mockery of uncritical bravery, 

to which he might have responded: 

I prefer to have, after all, 

Only what pleases me. 

Are you so deep in misery 



That you think me fallen? 

You say I’m lazy; I’m not, 

Nor any of my kin-people. 

I know how to love those 

Who love me, how to hate. 

Well, “The tigers of wrath are wiser than the horses of instruction,” as Blake said, who wasn’t 

above a little satire himself, especially in the neglected early “An Island in the Moon,” with the 

immortal lines: 

Lo the Bat with Leathern wing, 

Winking & blinking, 

Winking & blinking, 

Winking & blinking, 

Like Doctor Johnson. 

Perhaps satire is just alien to the American mind, with our naïve and idealistic aspirations. We 

don’t want to accept the basic truth, that our values aren’t things like self-reliance, 

independence and toughness, but “success, promoting deception and the fast con, easy cash, 

hustling and the love of money.” Neil Gabler was writing in Truthdig last July: 

Americans take it for granted that “everyone’s got an angle,” except maybe themselves. 

This idea, that you succeed through grift and guile, has made many Americans more 

cynical than idealistic, more Barnum than Alger, and, yes, more Trump than Obama. 

Barnum understood the financial implications of the swindle. He was a brilliant self-

promoter and ballyhoo artist who sold an unsuspecting public on things like seeing 

George Washington’s 160-year-old nurse, or an “authentic” stuffed mermaid, and then 

made additional money by exposing his own frauds, realizing that people actually liked 

being fooled. 

Of course, this was written before the magic paper towels were thrown to suffering Puerto 

Ricans. Anyway, the theory is that this was what the Trump-voters saw in him, and what the 

Democrats, too virtuous for their own good, will never understand. They prefer affirmations, 

those cheery slogans intended to lift the user’s mood by repeating them: “I am a lovable 

person!” “My life is filled with joy!” Psychologists at the University of Waterloo 



concluded that such statements make people with low self-esteem feel worse — not 

least because telling yourself you’re lovable is liable to provoke the grouchy internal 

counterargument that, really, you’re not. 

That’s from a useful article entitled “The Power of Negative Thinking” by Oliver Burkeman from 

the NY Times, who also writes  

Ancient philosophers and spiritual teachers understood the need to balance the positive 

with the negative, optimism with pessimism, a striving for success and security with an 

openness to failure and uncertainty. The Stoics recommended “the premeditation of 

evils,” or deliberately visualizing the worst-case scenario. This tends to reduce anxiety 

about the future: when you soberly picture how badly things could go in reality, you 

usually conclude that you could cope. Besides, they noted, imagining that you might 

lose the relationships and possessions you currently enjoy increases your gratitude for 

having them now. Positive thinking, by contrast, always leans into the future, ignoring 

present pleasures. 

This seems clear enough to me, which is why it’s hard to imagine anyone denying themselves 

the pleasure of these Nason lines, inveighing against some poets’ proclivity for getting grant 

money: 

 The hottest beds of interest, now as then, 

Find Moss and Ginsberg bucking up their men, 

And cudgeling both Institute and Fund 

To give their proteges the cummerbund, 

To Corso, say, as some belated “beat,” 

Or Merrill for his cold aesthetic feat, 

While Hornick and the zombies she espouses 

With private cash bring plague on both their houses! 

I’m sorry Nason wrote this poem before the advent of LangPo: he would have had a blast – 

“not,” writes Burkeman, “by ignoring unpleasant sensations, or refusing to feel them, but by 

turning nonjudgmentally toward them”: 

From this perspective, the relentless cheer of positive thinking begins to seem less like 

an expression of joy and more like a stressful effort to stamp out any trace of negativity. 



. . . The social critic Barbara Ehrenreich has persuasively argued that the all-positive 

approach, with its rejection of the possibility of failure, helped bring on our present 

financial crises. The psychological evidence, backed by ancient wisdom, certainly 

suggests that it is not the recipe for success that it purports to be. 

But the value of satire isn’t just negative: it might be the only way we can recapture the real. 

Stephen Marche wrote a brilliant re-evaluation this summer of David Shields’ Reality Hunger in 

the Los Angeles Review of Books: “How do we find the truth,” he asked, “in an age when 

technology and politics have rendered the line between fiction and nonfiction nearly impossible 

to distinguish? How do we write about the real world when reality itself is up for grabs?” 

The question is what to do now that the very categories of relevant and irrelevant, 

meaningful and meaningless, are slipping away from lived experience. What is the role 

of those who make meaning in a world of its slippage? What does it mean to write post-

fact? . . . A whole new range of literary problems has emerged that no one could have 

imagined even five years ago. “My task […] is by the power of the written word to make 

you hear, to make you feel — it is, before all, to make you see.” That’s how Joseph 

Conrad defined literature. First you have to see. Then you have to share what you’ve 

seen. Then you have to be willing to see what others see. Every step in that equation is 

now up for grabs. The essay as a genre will have to be reimagined from the ground up. . 

. . 

We live in dangerous times and need dangerous writing. How many pieces do you read 

that feel dangerous? The stakes could not be higher. The loss of the possibility of sense 

is at stake. The content of human connection is at stake. Logos, ethos, and pathos have 

been stirred into a hot sticky mess. The willingness to blur fact and fiction, in a world of 

fulminant identity-creation, turns out not to be revelatory at all. It turns out to be stupid 

— unimaginably stupid, profoundly willfully stupid. The fundamental question for 

writing today is how to make the world less stupid. That is also the fundamental political 

question of our time. . . . 

And just one more sentence from this fabulous essay: “The post-fact world no longer demands, 

as the condition of creative fluidity, a rush away from the tyranny of facts, as Shields imagined. 

Rather the opposite: the moment demands an art of focused observation. The essay is the 



theater of the brain, but it is also a harvest of vision. We need a new art of information. We 

need to start building it right now.” 

Everyone knows that satire, besides being cruel and funny, is also an indictment of whatever 

social situation the satirist finds himself in. In that, it’s different than our current popular artistic 

forms. My friend Michael Boughn and I were talking about TV on Facebook a few months ago. I 

had posted this: 

A long time ago, when I lived in Seattle, I became conscious of a game called "Dungeons 

and Dragons," which a certain type of college student seemed obsessively interested in 

playing. Now the country seems enchanted by a TV show about dragons, to which they 

pay more attention than the political chaos currently enveloping us. Coleridge wrote 

about the difference between fantasy and imagination; in the early years of the 19th 

century, it must have seemed possible that imagination would find its way in the world. 

Today, not so much. 

So what was I saying in my somewhat snarky way? Something about how I disliked Game of 

Thrones because of its fantasy setting, which bore no possible relation to my life or the life of the 

republic. But Michael seemed to be a fan: 

Oh, come on, don't moralize a decent entertainment. I can watch Game of Thrones and 

pay attention to His Dumpster at the same time. I can pat my head and rub my tummy at 

the same time, too. And whistle the Battle Hymn of the Republic. [adding] The dragons 

are very cool. Best dragons ever, and I have watched quite a few dragons. 

Had I been moralizing? Perhaps. But his response seemed too self-satisfied. So I at first allowed 

that I had been watching the show the last few weeks as well (establishing common ground with 

one’s opponent is a technique frequently taught in argument classes). I added: 

But I do think we disagree about such matters; I'm much less sanguine with the 

entertainment-industrial complex than you appear to be, and think it's all part of Debord's 

spectacle run amock. Historicize everything, said Jameson; everything matters, or could . . 

. 

We were off and running now: 



Yeah, OK, Debord and Baudrillard nail the big picture of historical doom, the Empire's 

conspiracy to control our minds and yoke us to its wheel. But they seem to miss out on 

the more human dimension, the need to unwind after another day dealing with shit, the 

relief that comes with that. Is it all a conspiracy, a control mechanism? I like to think not. 

People like to tell stories and people like to hear stories. They always have. For many 

many reasons. I read in a book on Sinatra by Will Friedlander years ago that the American 

Song Book was the result of a unique set of circumstances that included a confluence of 

commerce and genius. Sometimes it happens. I think it's happening now with television 

(not that I think GoT is genius -- just a damn good story well and lavishly told). 

It would take too long to explain this, but I do think it’s all a conspiracy and control mechanism. 

That doesn’t prohibit me from enjoying the ride. As noted, I watch TV a lot (the Yankees are 

winning the Wild Card game on the TV just to the left as I’m writing). In fact, I’m a relative slave 

of the media, and wouldn’t want to get off the grid even if I could. But that doesn’t mean we 

have to give up our historical and critical sensibilities when so indulging ourselves. 

Besides, satire can be helpful, useful information. Here’s Juvenal’s advice to a friend who’s 

contemplating marriage: 

Why stand such bitch-tyranny when there’s rope available, 

when those dizzying top-floor windows are all wide open, 

when there’s a bridge near by from which you can make your jump? 

Supposing none of those exists catches your fancy, 

don’t you think it better to sleep with a pretty boy? 

Boys don’t quarrel all night, or nag you for little presents 

while they’re on the job, or complain that you don’t come 

up to their expectations, or demand more gasping passion. 

(VI. 30-37, tr. Peter Green) 

Not that I’m recommending that; I wouldn’t want to get disinvited from Berkeley. I do 

recommend the tone, though, and the no-nonsense approach to reality. “Is this not something 

more than fantasy, my Lord?” We went to see Hamlet at the Old Globe a few nights ago, and 

that’s a line I thought might end this piece, as well as the philosophical young lad’s take-down 

of Polonius: “Why sir, this satirical rogue says that old men have gray beards.” 



That’s what I saw – and see – in Nason’s A Modern Dunciad: satire as a way of bringing back the 

real. Or we could keep playing the game, the scoreboard of which, I’m afraid, will never change: 

  

 – Joe Safdie 


