
INTRODUCTION

Jonathan Swift (1667–1745) was born in Dublin. His English
father died before he was born, and he was brought up by relatives in
Dublin. He studied (not brilliantly) at Trinity College, Dublin, and
was ordained as a priest of the (Anglican) Church of Ireland. In
1713, he became Dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin, an office
he held for the rest of his life. He had always aspired to an English
preferment, and hoped to become a bishop. He attributed his failure
partly to the reputation for blasphemous unruliness of A Tale of a
Tub (1704), his first major book and perhaps his most brilliant. He
defended the Tale against charges of irreligion, but never openly
acknowledged the work. This secretiveness over authorship ex-
tended, in less extreme form, to many of his other works, including
Gulliver’s Travels (1726).

Though Irish by birth and education, Swift regarded his resi-
dence in Ireland as a form of exile. In addition, after the death of
Queen Anne in 1714, when Swift’s political friends fell from power,
Swift found himself in the political wilderness. After several years of
pamphleteering for Robert Harley’s Tory administration, he now
largely ceased to write on English political subjects. Though resent-
ful of his Irish exile, he became very active in Irish politics. From
1720 onwards, he produced a series of historic pamphlets on the
political and economic wrongs of Ireland under English rule and on
the ineptitude of the Irish at looking after their own interests.
Through the Drapier’s Letters (1724), A Modest Proposal (1729), and
numerous other writings in verse and prose, he established himself
as a ‘Hibernian Patriot’, and is honoured in the Irish Republic to this
day as a founding hero of the modern nation. The Irish interest he
defended against rule from London was that of the English settlers,
not the ‘natives’, whom, in common with many English writers of
his time, he largely despised. The Yahoos of Gulliver’s Travels
are partly a portrait of these natives. But writing from the perspec-
tive of the colon or settler, he nevertheless helped to inaugurate a
tradition of resistance to metropolitan oppression which created the
momentum for the eventual independence of an Irish Republic Swift
might not have been altogether happy to see. Gulliver’s Travels



(1726), his most famous work, is partly fuelled by his perspectives on
the Irish situation (in the account of the Flying Island in Book III,
for example, as well as the portrayal of the savage Yahoos in
Book IV).

Swift’s three decades of ‘exile’ as Dean of St Patrick’s were, until
he was struck down by painful senile disorders near the end of his
life, the most active of his career, both as one of the greatest Anglo-
Irish political activists, and as an English writer. It is largely in these
years that he established himself as not only one of the most brilliantly
versatile and powerful satirists, but as a poet, journalist, and political
commentator and activist of extraordinary range, effectiveness, and
distinction. He is nevertheless chiefly remembered for Gulliver’s
Travels, which in abridged form became a famous children’s book,
and is also one of the bleakest satires of the human condition.

Composition and Publication

Gulliver’s Travels was written in the years 1721 to 1725, with Book
III written last, and published in 1726 by the publisher Benjamin
Motte. It was a great success, as Swift’s friend John Gay reported,
‘universally read, from the Cabinet-council to the Nursery’, quickly
entering the popular folklore,1 with some of the impact of a modern
soap opera in creating a make-believe world. It was written as a
parody of travel books, a genre in which Swift was well read. He
owned the great multi-volume travel compendia of Richard Hakluyt
and Samuel Purchas, and wrote to his woman friend Vanessa (Esther
Vanhomrigh) in 1722 that he had been reading ‘I know not how
many diverting Books of History and Travells’, adding to a male
friend a few days later that they were an ‘abundance of Trash’.2

The travel-book background forms the outward armature of a
deep satirical exploration of the human creature. Behind it lies a
lifetime of reading in the works of classical and Renaissance
ethnographers, from Herodotus and Pliny to Montaigne, and a live
interest in the culture, society, and politics of humans in history and
in his own time. Gulliver’s Travels belongs to a species of parody
which is not mainly concerned with the books it is ostensibly

1 John Gay to Swift, 7 (or 17) Nov. 1726 (Corr., iii. 47–9).
2 Swift to Vanessa, 13 July 1722; to Charles Ford, 22 July 1722, Corr., ii. 424, 428. For

Swift’s copies of Hakluyt and Purchas, see Library, ii. 778–83, 1546–51.
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mimicking, but uses the medium of parody to explore matters of
more central and substantial human import. It purports to be a
philosophical response to definitions of man as a ‘rational animal’. It
flirted with dangerous political allusions, as well as with other shocks
to polite sensibilities, and Swift claimed that the publisher Motte
had expurgated and sanitized his text. Some corrections were made
by Motte in a ‘Second Edition’ in 1727, but when the work was
included in 1735 as volume iii of the edition of Swift’s Works by the
Dublin publisher George Faulkner, it included further revisions,
some of them not intended in 1726. There was some mystification
over Swift’s role in the 1735 edition, from which Swift also pre-
tended to keep his distance, though his involvement in it seems to
have been considerable.

Gulliver and Swift, 1726

The book we know as Gulliver’s Travels first appeared on 28 October
1726 as Travels into Several Remote Nations of the World, purport-
edly written by Lemuel Gulliver, ‘first a Surgeon, and then a
Captain of several Ships’. There was no overt sign of Swift’s
authorship. The title of Gulliver’s Travels, by which the book is
nowadays universally known, is a popular piece of shorthand, with
no formal authority, though Swift was referring coyly to ‘a Book . . .
called Gulliver’s Travels’ as early as 17 November 1726.3 The fron-
tispiece was a lifelike medallion portrait of ‘Captain Lemuel Gulliver,
of Redriff Ætat. suae 58’ (i.e. at the age of 58), a hitherto unusual,
possibly unprecedented, feature in an imaginary voyage, ostensibly
signalling a true account.4 To a few friends, it was probably evident
that the age was also that of Jonathan Swift, whose authorship was
not disclosed, and an eagle-eyed reader would be able to report from
the text that this cannot have been Gulliver’s real age.5 Some readers
may have sensed, or formed the impression, that Gulliver’s face ‘is

3 Swift to Alexander Pope, Corr., iii. 56.
4 Jeanne K. Welcher, Gulliveriana VII: Visual Imitations of Gulliver’s Travels 1726–

1830 (Delmar, NY: Scholars’ Facsimiles & Reprints, 1999), p. xxxiii; the frontis-
piece portrait of Robinson Crusoe (1719) is, by contrast, crowded with fictional detail
(p. 4). Welcher gives the most extensive account to date of the frontispiece portraits of
Gulliver’s Travels, pp. xxvi–xxxiii, 1–11 (Figs. 1–2), 143–7 (Fig. 46).

5 Janine Barchas, Graphic Design, Print Culture, and the Eighteenth-Century Novel
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 28, 30.
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not unlike that of Swift himself’.6 To the average reader of the book,
the portrait held no secret code. To the knowing reader, the code
would not yield all its secrets, for Gulliver is not Swift, although
Swift is a lurking presence behind him.

This elusive interchange of identities extended in the opposite
direction, to portraits of Swift himself. When, after 1726, the Irish
painter Francis Bindon painted what is sometimes thought to be the
first of his series of portraits of Swift, now in the National Portrait
Gallery, London, the likeness seemed to show a consciousness of the
frontispiece Gulliver. The painter is in any case concerned with the
book. The portrait shows Swift pointing to the title-page of Book IV,
‘A Voyage to the Country of the Houyhnhnms’, on a scroll in
his hand. In the background is a peaceful Irish landscape, with
Houyhnhnm-evoking horses.7 Both this and the portrait itself thus
maintain pictorially a traffic between the fictional Gulliver and Swift
himself which conforms closely with the character and early history
of the book itself.

In the early editions, this traffic is part of a flaunted mystification,
which suggests more than the instinctive secrecy about authorship
evident in most of Swift’s major works, the product of convention,
temperamental guardedness, and the risk of political trouble attend-
ant on subversive writings. There is in addition, throughout the
narrative, a protracted tease about the truth content of the work we
are reading, and about the character and extent of the ‘real’ author’s
commitment to it (whoever he might be). This ostensibly authentic
portrait of a mariner-author is followed in the first edition by a
foreword from ‘The Publisher [i.e. Editor] to the Reader’, signed by
Gulliver’s cousin Richard Sympson. Some of this will not be entirely
comprehensible until we have read through the whole work. But it is
possible for the reader to remain comfortable (as he or she will not be
for long) that nothing more is in the offing than a real travel narra-
tive, or a fiction pretending to be one, like Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe
(1719), a work Swift may have found easier to parody than to admit

6 Robert Halsband, ‘Eighteenth-Century Illustrations of Gulliver’s Travels’, in
Hermann J. Real and Heinz J. Vienken (eds.), Proceedings of the First Münster Symposium
on Jonathan Swift (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1985), 84; Peter Wagner, ‘Captain Gulliver
and the Pictures’, in Reading Iconotexts: From Swift to the French Revolution (London:
Reaktion Books, 1995), 46; Welcher, Gulliveriana VII, 6.

7 Welcher, Gulliveriana VII, 124–9.

Introductionxii



to having read. In an earlier work, Swift had referred to Defoe, a
lifelong antagonist, as ‘the Fellow that was pilloryed, I have forgot his
Name’, subsequently identifying him (in 1735) in a footnote without
removing the pretence of having forgotten him.8 But in these open-
ing moves of the first edition, the first-time reader has little obvious
incentive to detect mystifications and covert agendas.

‘The Publisher to the Reader’ is followed, after the Table of Con-
tents (not reproduced in this edition), by the famous opening of
Gulliver’s own autobiographical narrative:

My Father had a small Estate in Nottinghamshire; I was the Third of five
Sons. He sent me to Emanuel-College in Cambridge, at Fourteen Years old,
where I resided three Years, and applied myself close to my Studies: But
the Charge of maintaining me (although I had a very scanty Allowance)
being too great for a narrow Fortune; I was bound Apprentice to Mr James
Bates, an eminent Surgeon in London, with whom I continued four Years;
and my Father now and then sending me small Sums of Money, I laid
them out in learning Navigation, and other Parts of the Mathematicks,
useful to those who intend to travel, as I always believed it would be some
time or other my Fortune to do. When I left Mr Bates, I went down to my
Father; where, by the Assistance of him and my Uncle John, and some
other Relations, I got Forty Pounds, and a Promise of Thirty Pounds a
Year to maintain me at Leyden: There I studied Physick two Years and
seven Months, knowing it would be useful in long Voyages. (i. i)

This plain, matter-of-fact narrative, immediately following the
frontispiece and foreword, is said to have deceived some readers into
believing they were being offered a true story. One sea captain
claimed to be ‘very well acquainted with Gulliver, but that the
printer had mistaken, that he livd in Wapping, & not at Rotherhith
[i.e. the Redriff of the portrait and foreword]’. An old gentleman
searched for Lilliput on his map. Best of all, an Irish bishop report-
edly preened himself on not being taken in, having been taken in to
the extent that he thought he was meant to be taken in. He proudly
declared that he thought the ‘book was full of improbable lies, and
for his part, he hardly believed a word of it’. His triumphalism was

8 A Letter Concerning the Sacramental Test (1709), in PW ii. 115. A reluctance to
mention Defoe by name may or may not lie behind the fact that Robinson Crusoe is
mentioned three or four times in the Encyclopédie of Diderot and d’Alembert, while its
author’s name does not appear at all: Madeleine Descargues, ‘Swift et l’Encyclopédie’,
unpublished lecture, University of Valenciennes, 11 Mar. 2004.
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matched by the triumphalism of Swift and his friends over his
addlement.9

Swift was a consummate hoaxer. He wrote a parody of the astrol-
oger Partridge in 1708, predicting the latter’s death, and announcing
the event on the due date, to the victim’s discomfiture. On another
occasion, in 1722, he published some ‘last words’ of a dead criminal,
suggesting that the latter had left behind the names and addresses of
all his criminal brethren, thus purportedly reducing the number of
street robberies.10 Such effects of persuading the readers that they are
witnessing reality rather than just reading a story came to be valued,
by Richardson as by Flaubert, as one of the great achievements of
the novel form, and, in our time, connect the novel with soap operas.
The readers who begged Richardson or Dickens to spare Clarissa or
Paul Dombey look ahead to audiences of General Hospital or Coron-
ation Street. The compelling intimacy of this ‘illusion of life’ was, in
Swift’s lifetime, a cherished objective of Richardson, and perhaps of
Defoe, ‘the Fellow that was pilloryed’ for writing The Shortest-Way
with the Dissenters (1702), a mock extermination proposal which was
taken straight, thus variously disturbing the peace; and who later
became a founding father of the realist novel.

To Swift, as to his other contemporaries Pope or Fielding (himself
a novelist of a different stripe), conditioned by classical or Augustan
standards of impersonal seriousness and gentlemanly codes of
‘conversational’ decorum, such things seemed an in-your-face vul-
garity. What would do for an ephemeral jeu d’esprit was not suitable
for writings of more ambitious purpose. Even a first-time reader of
Gulliver’s Travels, once inside the Gulliverian world of big men and
little men, flying islands, and talking horses, might be expected to
understand that he or she was reading neither a true story nor a
realistic narrative. If they did not, the whole of the work’s satirical
content would misfire. The sea captain, the old gentleman, the Irish
bishop were all very well as gratifying oddities, a tribute to the
satirist’s power to make fools of obtuse know-alls. But if everyone
reacted in this way, the whole point of the book would be lost, as
it was lost for those taken in by Defoe’s Shortest-Way, with nasty
consequences for the author to boot.

9 John Arbuthnot to Swift, 5 Nov. 1726, Swift to Pope, 17 Nov. 1726, Corr., iii. 45, 56.
10 For the Partridge affair (1708), and The Last Speech and Dying Words of Ebenezor

Elliston (1722), see PW ii. 137–70, 193–231, 269–73, ix. 35–41, 363–7.
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The veristic trimmings of the front matter and opening para-
graphs of Gulliver’s Travels, even for first-time readers of the first
edition, ultimately exist in relation to elements in the book which are
designedly so fantastic as to defy any suspension of disbelief. The
deceptive opening partly serves as a guard-lowering ruse, an impres-
sion of truth and sympathetic ordinariness, softening the reader into
complacency before assaulting him with a bewildering blend of
unassimilable fantasy and harshly disturbing revelations about the
human creature. This unresolved tension, between an undemand-
ingly genial mode of writing and subsequent assaults on the reader’s
expectations and poise, is a characteristic signature of Swift’s satiric
manner.

It is evident that Swift had a highly developed sense of the extra-
textual resources of front matter. He went on tinkering with
the frontispiece portrait in the subsequent publication history of
Gulliver’s Travels, until it reached, in 1735, the revised version in
which it is most commonly read today (including the present edition).
In a later issue of the first edition, a second state of the portrait
added a Latin quotation from the ending of the second satire of the
Roman poet Persius, protesting the writer’s (i.e. Gulliver’s) purity of
mind, and ‘heart steeped in nobility and honour’ (l. 74). If the reader
is seduced by this into thinking of Gulliver as a truthful or reliable
reporter, there will be much in the rest of the work to disabuse or
complicate this impression. The effect of tease and uncertainty
induced by this is something Swift developed and exploited in later
appearances of the portrait, and in other pieces of front matter.11

Gulliver, his Cousin Sympson, and Swift, 1735

Swift believed, and made a performance of believing, that the pub-
lisher had tampered with his text. He compiled a list of changes,
some of which were added in 1727, and most of which eventually
found their way into the ‘final’ version. This formed volume iii of a
collected Works published in 1735 by the Dublin bookseller George
Faulkner (in four volumes, subsequently expanded over the years).

11 For some enlightening perceptions into the workings of front matter, and their
bearing on the reliability of the narrator, see Jenny Mezciems, ‘Utopia and “The Thing
which is not”: More, Swift, and Other Lying Idealists’, University of Toronto Quarterly,
52 (1982), 40–62, esp. 48–54.
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Although the original holograph manuscript of Gulliver’s Travels no
longer survives, the evidence suggests that the later edition is to a
greater or lesser extent a revised version rather than a restored
original.12 Swift sometimes pretended that this edition also ‘was
done utterly against my will’ (to Pulteney, 8 March 1735). Faulkner,
on the other hand, says Swift worked daily with his publisher and
‘corrected every Sheet of the first seven Volumes that were published
in his Life Time’.13 Swift’s account is true to character and Faulk-
ner’s appears closer to the facts.14 Indeed the likelihood is that Swift
had a hand in preparing Faulkner’s prefatory pieces to the volumes
of 1735, if these were ‘not actually written by him’.15 Similarly, it is
more than likely that Swift was also involved in at least some aspects
of the production process, especially those concerning the portraits.
Here again, the title-page announces the author as Lemuel Gulliver,
although now that the work is included in a collected edition of
Swift’s work, Swift’s initials are on the same title-page, and secrecy
of authorship gives way to a more overt tease as to the elusive relation-
ship between the narrator and the real-life author, by no means
identical but linked by elusive overlappings and ambiguous distan-
cings.16 The portrait has changed. Or rather there are two new
versions of the portrait, depending on whether the volume belongs
to the octavo format of Works, 1735, or the smaller duodecimo set.17

This time, a resemblance to portraits of Swift becomes overtly
paraded. It has been pointed out that ‘the oval which frames the
portrait is a shape common to both portraits and mirrors’,18 a fact

12 For varying accounts, see F. P. Lock, The Politics of Gulliver’s Travels (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1980), 66–88; ‘The Text of Gulliver’s Travels’, Modern Language
Review, 76 (1981), 513–33; Michael Treadwell, ‘Benjamin Motte, Andrew Tooke, and
Gulliver’s Travels’, Proceedings of the First Münster Symposium, 287–304; ‘The Text of
Gulliver’s Travels, Again’, Swift Studies, 10 (1995), 62–79, esp. 74, 78.

13 Swift to William Pulteney, 8 Mar. 1735, Correspondence, ed. Harold Williams,
5 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963–5), iv. 304; George Faulkner, ‘To the Reader’,
Works (Dublin, 1763), in PW xiii. 203.

14 For a recent review of the evidence, see James McLaverty, ‘ “An Evil I could not
prevent”: Swift’s Collusion in his Works (1735)’, not yet published.

15 Herbert Davis, introduction to PW, xiii. pp. xxxiii–xxxiv; see pp. 179–87 for the
1735 prefaces, and pp. 201–7 for the full text of Faulkner’s ‘To the Reader’.

16 See also Welcher, Gulliveriana VII, 143–7 (Fig. 46) on the 1735 portraits.
17 See Barchas, Graphic Design, 31–4, on these differences, some of which, however,

seem to me over-interpreted; see also the somewhat different account in Teerink and
Scouten, Bibliography, 25.

18 Grant Holly, ‘Travel and Translation: Textuality in Gulliver’s Travels’, Criticism,
21 (1979), 134–52, 149.
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which may be apt to the game of identities between narrator and
author. Of the two versions of the Faulkner edition, the octavo espe-
cially bears a striking likeness to the portrait of Swift himself which
serves as frontispiece to volume i of the same Faulkner edition, and
which is an engraving based on a portrait by the Irish painter Charles
Jervas, who painted Swift in 1709, and 1716–17 or 1718, and super-
vised engravings, and was also a friend and portraitist of Pope.19

Unlike Pope, who sat for many painters throughout his life,20 Swift
did not like being painted, and was sometimes curmudgeonly about
it. ‘I hate to be in Town while [Jervas] is there’, he wrote in a letter of
4 October 1716. Many years later, close to the time of Faulkner’s
edition, he speaks of having been ‘fool enough to sit for my Picture at
full length by Mr Bindon’ (15–16 June 1735). Bindon’s work was
itself ‘very much derived from Jervas’s initial effort but with some
adjustments for the advancement of age’.21 An atmosphere of
irritability surrounds Swift’s relations to portraits of himself.

An observant reader would be exercised by the resemblance
between the portraits in volumes i and iii, and, to the extent that he
or she remembers it, would be actively unsettled by the uncertainties
of focus and wavelength which it contributes to a text already heavily
impregnated with elusively aggressive obliquities. In addition, in
both versions of the 1735 Gulliver frontispiece a small new time
bomb has been lobbed at the reader. Gulliver’s age and place of
residence, and the quotation from Persius, are dropped. Instead, in
both versions, the caption now merely says ‘Capt. Lemuel Gulliver
Splendide Mendax. Hor.’ The Latin phrase comes from Horace’s
Odes, i i i. xi. 35, and refers to Hypermestra, the only one of fifty

19 See David Piper, Catalogue of Seventeenth-Century Portraits in the National
Portrait Gallery 1625–1714 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963), 336–8, pl.
15 (i); Arthur S. Marks, ‘Seeking an Enduring Image: Rupert Barber, Jonathan Swift,
and the Profile Portrait’, Swift Studies, 16 (2001), 31–82, esp. 31–3. Portraits by Jervas
are reproduced in Corr., i (pl. 1), ii (pls. 8–9).

20 See W. K. Wimsatt’s magisterial study, The Portraits of Alexander Pope
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1965). Such a book could not be written about
Swift.

21 Corr., ii. 182; Correspondence, ed. Williams, iv. 352; Marks, ‘Seeking an Enduring
Image’, 33 and nn. The fullest account of portraits of Swift is still Sir Frederick
Falkiner, ‘Of the Portraits, Busts and Engravings of Swift and their Artists’, Prose Works
of Jonathan Swift, ed. Temple Scott (London: G. Bell, 1897–1908), xii. 3–56. There is a
collection of above two dozen photographs of portraits of Swift, Stella, and Vanessa, in
the Library of the Yale Center for British Art, Jennings Albums, vol. xvi, George I (2),
fos. 151–6.
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daughters of Danaus who disobeyed her father in order to save her
husband. It is an inversion of the use of Persius in the earlier edition,
affirming Gulliver’s honour and purity of mind. It means ‘lying
magnificently’, in a good cause, but still lying. Attached prominently
to the frontispiece portrait of the narrator, it implies both unreliability
and some sort of nobility of purpose.

But perhaps the most disconcerting piece of front-matter in the
1735 edition is the cantankerous letter from Gulliver to his Cousin
Sympson, dated ‘April 2, 1727’. In it, Gulliver begins by complain-
ing that the first edition of his book was marred by deletions and
additions attributed to Sympson’s fear ‘of giving Offence’ to ‘People
in Power’, as well as by some unacceptable stylistic usages. Gulliver’s
‘comic dismay’ is in many ways a replay of that of Swift himself, so
much so that Michael Treadwell, one of the best students of
the textual history, speaks of this as ‘Gulliver/Swift’ writing to
‘Sympson/Motte’ (i.e. Benjamin Motte, the publisher of the first
edition). As always, Gulliver both is and is not Swift, and Swift’s
complaints about the corruptions of the first edition may have been
to some extent ‘facetious’ or exaggerated in the manner of the
letter to Sympson, partly in order to deflect ‘onto the poor printers
criticism for carelessness which was his own and which he could
not otherwise correct’, and partly out of mischievous jokerie.22

Gulliver explains that he never wanted to publish his book but
gave in to pressure from his cousin; that he never expected the book
to have any effect since ‘the Yahoos were a Species of Animals
utterly incapable of Amendment’; and yet that ‘instead of seeing a
full Stop put to all Abuses and Corruptions, . . . as I had Reason to
expect: Behold, after above six Months Warning, I cannot learn that
my Book hath produced one single Effect according to mine Inten-
tions’. In other words, although he expected no change, he is angry
at the absence of changes he ‘had Reason to expect’. As a result, he
is dismayed to find that six months after publication humanity is still
unreformed (the date of 2 April 1727, appended to a letter first
published in 1735, happens to be just over five, or very roughly
six, months after the original publication of Gulliver’s Travels on
28 October 1726, as only a very knowing reader would know, though

22 Treadwell, ‘Text’, 71; Lock, Politics, 68, 70.
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Gulliver compounds confusion by sliding from ‘above six Months
Warning’ to a remark about ‘seven Months’ being a ‘sufficient
Time’):

Behold, after above six Months Warning, I cannot learn that my Book
hath produced one single Effect according to mine Intentions: I desired
you would let me know by a Letter, when Party and Faction were extin-
guished; Judges learned and upright; Pleaders honest and modest, with
some Tincture of common Sense; and Smithfield blazing with Pyramids of
Law-Books; the young Nobility’s Education entirely changed; the
Physicians banished; the female Yahoos abounding in Virtue, Honour,
Truth and good Sense: Courts and Levees of great Ministers thoroughly
weeded and swept; Wit, Merit and Learning rewarded; all Disgracers of
the Press in Prose and Verse, condemned to eat nothing but their
own Cotten, and quench their Thirst with their own Ink. These, and
a Thousand other Reformations, I firmly counted upon by your
Encouragement; as indeed they were plainly deducible from the Precepts
delivered in my Book. And, it must be owned, that seven Months were a
sufficient Time to correct every Vice and Folly to which Yahoos are sub-
ject; if their Natures had been capable of the least Disposition to Virtue or
Wisdom: Yet so far have you been from answering mine Expectation in
any of your Letters; that on the contrary, you are loading our Carrier every
Week with Libels, and Keys, and Reflections, and Memoirs, and Second
Parts; wherein I see myself accused of reflecting upon great States-Folk;
of degrading human Nature, (for so they have still the Confidence to stile
it) and of abusing the Female Sex. I find likewise, that the Writers of those
Bundles are not agreed among themselves; for some of them will not allow
me to be Author of mine own Travels; and others make me Author of
Books to which I am wholly a Stranger.

The last sentence is one more salvo in the aggressive mystification
over authorship, by now largely disposed of by the inclusion of the
work in an edition of Swift’s Works, but still allowed to crackle
uncomfortably, and sufficient to sustain a reader’s chronic uncertainty
as to the relationship and exact roles of Gulliver and the satirist
behind him. The language of Gulliver to Sympson bears a dis-
concerting resemblance both to Swift’s own complaints that the first
edition of his book had been subjected to deletions, and insertions of
‘trash contrary to the Author’s manner and Style, and Intention’ (to
Charles Ford, 9 October 1733); and also to Swift’s early disclaimer of
involvement in the revised edition of 1735, ‘an evil I cannot prevent’
(to Pope, 8 July 1733), and which he hasn’t ‘looked into . . . nor I
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believe ever shall’ (to Pulteney, 8 March 1735).23 You cannot take
Swift straight on any such issue, but he doesn’t always mean the
opposite either.

The traffic between the fictional text and real life is variously
carried out in Swift’s correspondence, from mixed motives of con-
cealment and play. In Swift’s correspondence with his friends, there
is the same combination of flaunting and concealment, a continu-
ously nudging and winking diablerie as to the Gulliver connection.
Letters are signed, by Swift and his friends, with Gulliverian names.
One letter, to Mrs Howard (28 November 1726), is signed ‘Lemuel
Gulliver’. Another, from Mrs Howard, was signed ‘Sieve [the term is
Lilliputian for a court lady] Yahoo’, which Swift made a fussy pre-
tence of not understanding (10, 17 November 1726). Swift also
wrote to Pope the same day (17 November) about ‘a Letter of
Mrs Howard’s, writ in such mystical terms, that I should never
have found out the meaning, if a Book had not been sent me called
Gulliver’s Travels’, adding ‘that if I were Gulliver’s friend, I would
desire all my acquaintance to give out that his copy was basely man-
gled, and abused, and added to, and blotted out by the printer’.24 He
also corresponded, directly or by proxy, with the publisher Motte,
using the name ‘Richard Sympson’ (8, 11, 13 August 1726, 27 April
1727),25 although Sympson partially stands for Motte himself in the
book, and sometimes using John Gay’s handwriting as a cover.26

If Swift often writes in Gulliver-mode, it is not surprising that
Gulliver should sometimes write like Swift. Few early readers, and
only the most determined readers today, would have, or choose to
acquire, sufficient access to Swift’s own correspondence to recognize
its resemblance to Gulliver’s cantankerous protestations, but the
resemblance reinforces or confirms intimations in the work itself
that Gulliver, like others of Swift’s derided speakers, is related to, or
resembles, his creator. There is a long history of complaints by Swift

23 Corr., iii. 693, ii. 661; Correspondence, ed. Williams, iv. 304.
24 Corr., iii. 58–9, 49–50, 54–7 (these letters have slightly different dates in Williams’s

edition of the Correspondence, iii. 185–91.
25 Corr., iii. 9–13, 82. On this, see Treadwell, ‘Text’, 71–2; Swift remained on good

terms with Motte despite his apparent indignation over the corruptions in Gulliver’s
Travels, see A. E. Case, Four Essays on Gulliver’s Travels (1945; Gloucester, Mass.:
1958), 7–8; Treadwell, ‘Benjamin Motte’, 300–4.

26 Corr., iii. 11; Harold Williams, The Text of Gulliver’s Travels (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1952), 15–19.
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about the corruptions in the text of Gulliver’s Travels of which the
Letter to Sympson provides a grotesque Gulliverian parody.27 But
even without this doubtless unintended recognition, the letter to
Sympson is a powerful low-key weapon in Swift’s wearing down of
his reader’s composure. The rest of the passage has a similar effect.
The reader will recognize a familiar rhetoric of satire, showing the
satirist deranged by the disappointment of rational expectations
about humanity’s behaviour. The disjunction between ideal and real-
istic expectation is a staple of satire. In practice it suggests that the
speaker is understood by both author and reader to be antisocial or
even neurotic, but that he is right by a higher standard, and would
not have become unhinged if the world had been a decent place. The
reader seems to be offered the luxury of discounting a character who
(as in Gulliver’s case) is driven to excesses of eccentric misanthropy,
and who prefers to spend his time with the horses in his stable rather
than with his wife and family. Such discounting, however, cannot
extend to the balance sheet of human depravity which the entire
fiction has drawn up, and which Gulliver summarizes in this passage,
an indictment which is evidently a principal moral lesson of the
fiction.

How much, and what, to discount is what remains uncertain, a
tease which undermines readerly comfort, and enables the satirist to
make his point without being dismissed as excessive or insane, like
his speaker. And Gulliver himself speaks for his author when he
expresses lack of interest in the reader’s good opinion of his person:
‘I wrote for their Amendment, and not their Approbation’. The
words prefigure Gulliver’s remarks to the reader in the final chapter:
‘My principal Design was to inform, and not to amuse thee’ (iv. xii).
The testy unfriendliness of this is consonant with Swift’s declaration
to Pope on 29 September 1725, as he was finishing writing Gulliver’s
Travels, that ‘the chief end I propose to my self . . . is to vex the
world rather then divert it’.28 Whichever words were written first,29 it
is hard to think of them as other than variations on one another, a
further sign of intimate traffic between Swift and Gulliver, and of

27 For some suggestive remarks on this, see Holly, ‘Travel and Translation’, 138–9.
28 Corr., ii. 606.
29 The natural assumption is that the fictional version was written first, since

the letter speaks of the work as completed, but I am allowing for the possibility of
adjustments and afterthoughts before publication a year later.
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the atmosphere Swift was determined to create between his book
and his reader.

The first-time reader of the letter to Sympson does not yet
know fully why Gulliver likes to be in a stable, but Gulliver’s
preference for the neighing of his horses to the conversation of his
family and neighbours is a hint of disconcerting priorities, to be
explained as the narrative reaches its final stages. Indeed, the
entire quarrelsome discourse is not easy for a first-time reader to
assimilate. It is the language of the later disenchanted Gulliver of
Book IV, not that of the innocuously bland narrator whom we are
about to meet in the opening chapter of Book I. To understand it
fully, one needs to have read the whole book at least once before,
like some modern fictions by Conrad, Ford, or William Faulkner,
whose time scheme is dislocated in the service of a non-chronological
understanding of the events. But this is not, in Gulliver’s Travels, a
matter of manipulating narrative expectation or the presentation of
character, but of inducing unease as a tactic of satirical attrition. The
simpler satirical effect, of first offering a naïve and guileless narrator
ripe for shocks of undeception, gives way to a mood of more con-
tinuous undefined foreboding, hard to reconcile with the ensuing
accounts of the gullible Gulliver in Book I. The unspecific unease of
Gulliver’s chatter acquires increasing validation as the evidence
of human depravity mounts, and only defines itself fully as an
expression of Gulliver’s acrimonious ‘character’ at the end.30

Gulliver’s Travels is not a novel like those of Conrad, Ford, or
Faulkner, of course. But nor is it much like the fictions of its own
time, by Defoe, Richardson, or even Fielding, which we agree to
call novels. Swift, as I have suggested, would not have been a
willing practitioner of the realism or narrative immediacy of Defoe
or Richardson. The lifelike unfolding of a personal story is not his
purpose. Such realism of notation as he displays is largely a parody
of travel books or possibly of travel fictions, and exists in the
service of satirical exposure rather than the building of fictional
‘illusion’. Though Gulliver has a wife, family, home address, and
elements of a biographical record, he does not come over as a fully

30 For fuller treatment of these matters, see Claude Rawson, ‘Gulliver and Others:
Reflections on Swift’s “I” Narrators’, in Gulliver’s Travels, Norton Critical Edition, ed.
Albert J. Rivero (New York, 2002), 480–99.
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human personality. His progression from acquiescent lover of his
kind to alienated misanthrope is more a satirical awakening to
truth than a significant process of psychological change. Although
he is never the equivalent of Swift, he is always the instrument
of what Swift shows or says through him. It is usually more
natural in the reading, and certainly more productive, to attend to a
Swiftian agenda than to any sort of expression of Gulliverian per-
sonality in anything Gulliver says. The shifts and inconsistencies of
Gulliver’s point of view are more properly understood as modula-
tions of Swiftian irony than as mental gyrations of the character
himself.

Savages and Imperial Conquest

The most remarkable example of such ‘inconsistency’ occurs in
Gulliver’s anti-imperial outburst at the end of the book, a passage of
great power and interest in its own right. Gulliver has just been
telling the reader that he has decided not to honour his obligation ‘as
a Subject of England’ to report to the government the countries he
has visited, since ‘whatever Lands are discovered by a Subject,
belong to the Crown’:

To say the Truth, I had conceived a few Scruples with relation to the
distributive Justice of Princes upon those Occasions. For Instance, A Crew
of Pyrates are driven by a Storm they know not whither; at length a Boy
discovers Land from the Top-mast; they go on Shore to rob and plunder;
they see an harmless People, are entertained with Kindness, they give the
Country a new Name, they take formal Possession of it for the King, they
set up a rotten Plank or a Stone for a Memorial, they murder two or three
Dozen of the Natives, bring away a Couple more by Force for a Sample,
return home, and get their Pardon. Here commences a new Dominion
acquired with a Title by Divine Right. Ships are sent with the first
Opportunity; the Natives driven out or destroyed, their Princes tortured
to discover their Gold; a free Licence given to all Acts of Inhumanity and
Lust; the Earth reeking with the Blood of its Inhabitants: And this
execrable Crew of Butchers employed in so pious an Expedition, is a
modern Colony sent to convert and civilize an idolatrous and barbarous
People. (iv. xii)

The passage is one of the great denunciations of imperial conquest,
ranking with those of Las Casas and Montaigne, and probably
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inspired by the latter.31 Its eloquent indignation is a set-piece of
Swiftian prose, one of the rare occasions when Swift allowed himself
such accents of lofty fervour, his normal habit being expressed by
the assertion that ‘I the lofty Stile decline’.32 Its vibrant rhetoric is
also, a fortiori, outside Gulliver’s range as a stylist. But the anger it
expresses confirms what we know of Gulliver’s own feelings at this
time.

In the immediately following paragraph, however, Gulliver goes
on to say:

But this Description, I confess, doth by no means affect the British
Nation, who may be an Example to the whole World for their Wisdom,
Care, and Justice in planting Colonies; their liberal Endowments for the
Advancement of Religion and Learning; their Choice of devout and able
Pastors to propagate Christianity; their Caution in stocking their Prov-
inces with People of sober Lives and Conversations from this the Mother
Kingdom; their strict Regard to the Distribution of Justice, in supplying
the Civil Administration through all their Colonies with Officers of the
greatest Abilities, utter Strangers to Corruption: And to crown all, by
sending the most vigilant and virtuous Governors, who have no other
Views than the Happiness of the People over whom they preside, and the
Honour of the King their Master.

This cannot be the same Gulliver, unless he is being stingingly
ironic. But conscious and stinging ironies are as much outside
Gulliver’s stylistic range as the eloquent righteousness of the preced-
ing passage. If we read either passage as mainly expressive of
Gulliver’s character, we are confronted by a shocking and implaus-
ible inconsistency, in itself almost amounting to cheeky defiance on
the author’s part. That option contains its own readerly discomforts.
But it seems more natural to read both passages as ultimately eman-
ating from a Swiftian rather than Gulliverian voice, the first express-
ing indignation literally, the second doing so ironically, with an
added sarcasm at the species of British complacency frequently

31 Bartolomé de Las Casas, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies (1552),
trans. Nigel Griffin (London: Penguin, 1992), 3–13; Michel de Montaigne, Essais, i i i. vi
(1588), Complete Essays, trans. Donald M. Frame (1958; Stanford, Calif.: Stanford
University Press, 1992), 694–5; see Claude Rawson, God, Gulliver, and Genocide:
Barbarism and the European Imagination, 1492–1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2001), 17–24.

32 Swift, Epistle to a Lady (1733), l. 218; see also ll. 140, 260, and Cadenus and Vanessa
(1726), ll. 796–7, Poems, ii. 634–8, 711.
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