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Additional notes on the key satirical texts mentioned on pp. 20–21 of the magazine. 

Sources 
Aristophanes’ ‘old comedy’ (fifth century BCE)  
Plays like The Frogs and Lysistrata include pointed topical satire of well-known individuals (probably 
sitting in the audience) and on political and social issues, as well as really filthy jokes. 

John Donne (late sixteenth century) 
Better known, perhaps, for his erotic and religious poetry, Donne was also a fine satirist, his verses 
(indebted to Horace) circulating in manuscript in the late sixteenth century. The speaker presents 
himself as an urbane outsider, sceptical of the corruption of public life but drawn to it nevertheless. 

Andrew Marvell, ‘The Last Instructions to a Painter’ (1667) 
While Marvell’s lyrical and pastoral poetry is studied at A-level, his pioneering political verse satire, 
written mainly when he sat as MP for Hull after the Restoration of 1660, is less familiar. ‘Last 
Instructions’ — his longest poem —satirises a poem by Edmund Waller in praise of the English navy. 
Marvell also wrote prose satires engaging in contemporary religious controversy. 

John Dryden, Absalom and Achitophel (1681) 
Aiming to affect public opinion during the trial of the Earl of Shaftesbury for treason, the poem — 
poised between heroic and mock-heroic — casts contemporary politicians as biblical figures. 

Alexander Pope, The Dunciad (1728–43) 
Published in different versions, and having as one of its sources Dryden’s Mac Flecknoe, the mock-
heroic Dunciad makes attacks on literary, cultural and political targets, including personal invective 
against individuals from hack writers to the king himself. 

Maria Edgeworth, Castle Rackrent (1800) 
This novel satirised Anglo-Irish landlords and their mismanagement of their estates. Though a 
member herself of the Anglo-Irish gentry, Edgeworth adopted the narrative voice of an outsider, a 
male Irish Catholic, to criticise abuses and question property rights in Ireland. 

Descendants 
William Makepeace Thackeray, Vanity Fair: a Novel Without a Hero (1847–48) 
Featuring no hero, but in Becky Sharp one of the greatest anti-heroines in English literature, Vanity 
Fair sharply and unsentimentally satirises on a panoramic scale the social world of the early 
nineteenth century in which most characters are foolish and/or almost pathologically selfish. 
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Evelyn Waugh, Decline and Fall (1928) 
The black comedy of Waugh’s first novel (rejected at first on the grounds of obscenity) maliciously and 
brilliantly depicts moral decadence and social confusion in the 1920s. 

Stella Gibbons, Cold Comfort Farm (1932) 
A glorious send-up of overwrought, doom-laden novels of rural life, Cold Comfort Farm, set some time 
in the future, gave us the dysfunctional Starkadder family, the Quivering Brethren, and the phrase 
‘something nasty in the woodshed’. 

Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (1932) 
Twentieth-century satire has often come in the form of dystopian fiction, presenting grim warnings 
about contemporary social and political trends. Huxley’s prescient novel presents a future world where 
cloned people have been made into passive consumers of sex and entertainment through thought-
control techniques and the happy pill ‘Soma’. 

Joseph Heller, Catch-22 (1961) 
Both horrifying and brutally comic, Heller’s novel is about American pilots flying bombing missions in 
Italy in 1943 while trying to stay sane in a world of black absurdity ruled by bureaucracy. 

Anthony Burgess, A Clockwork Orange (1962) 
Set in a desolate and violent London of the future, this novella, like Brave New World, interrogates the 
conflict between social control and individual identity. 

David Lodge, Small World (1984) 
A sequel to Changing Places (1975), Lodge’s novel is an affectionate satire on the world of 
international academic conferences. 

Wendy Cope, Making Cocoa for Kingsley Amis (1986) 
Cope’s debut collection from 1986 parodied the voices of poets like Wordsworth, Hughes and Eliot in 
verses that comment wryly and wittily on modern relationships. 

Caryl Churchill, Serious Money (1987) 
Churchill’s play is a savage indictment of the culture of greed and excess that fuelled the London stock 
market in the 1980s. 

Rachel Cusk, The Country Life (1997) 
Cusk’s third novel is in the comic tradition of Cold Comfort Farm — or, indeed, the film Withnail and I 
— with its far from idyllic rustic world into which comes unhappy outsider Stella, a governess hoping 
for an uncomplicated life. 

A. M. Homes, May We Be Forgiven (2012) 
The American writer’s prize-winning novel is an acute comic exploration of contemporary life and what 
has gone wrong with the American dream. 


