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Jane Austen’s

 only connect Learn more about the development of satire by tracking some of the sources and 
descendants of this key text

Go online (see back cover) 
for a printable PDF of this ‘Only 
connect’ that you can display as a 
poster, plus further notes on key 
satirical texts.

TheEnglishReviewExtrasNorthanger Abbey satirises not only Gothic 
fiction and its readers, but also the social world 
that Catherine Morland encounters. Critic John 
Mullan has suggested that Austen is ‘the most 
unflinchingly satirical of all great novelists’

What is satire?

In whatever form satire comes 
(genial literary parodies, dystopian 
science fiction and topical comedy, 
among many others) it always 
critically examines the world that 
produced it.

Aristophanes’ ‘old comedy’ (fifth century BCE) 

Horace, Satires (c. 35 BCE)
Together with Juvenal, Horace is recognised as one of the major 
influences on English satire, often categorised as either ‘Horatian’ 
or ‘Juvenalian’. His conversational verses are a tolerant and 
amused reflection on contemporary life, engaging with human 
failings such as greed, avarice and sexual betrayal.

Juvenal, Satires
Juvenal’s 16 poems deal with life in Rome at the end of the first 
century and beginning of the second century CE. Biting, angry and 
sarcastic, they denounce corruption and human folly.

Geoffrey Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales  
(1380–1400)
Chaucer drew on the tradition of ‘estates satire’ (in which 
characters are seen as representative of their rank or occupation 
in order to criticise the failings of their social group), while 
transforming the stereotypes into individuals through his rhetorical 
skill and originality. Much of the satire is amused or ambiguous in 
tone, but is particularly harsh towards church corruption.

Sir Thomas More, Utopia (1516)
This Latin prose work, playfully describing a supposedly ideal 
imaginary island, at times clearly satirises the failings of Tudor 
society. More often its characteristically ironic tone makes it 
almost impossible to be sure what moral we should draw from it. 
Utopia opens a debate rather than providing answers.

John Donne (late sixteenth century)

Ben Jonson, Everyman Out of his Humour (1599) 
and Volpone (1606)
Verse satire was banned in 1599 following a decade in which 
it had become ever more viciously topical. Satire moved to the 
theatres, led by Jonson in plays such as Everyman Out of his 
Humour, in which Horatian and Juvenalian satire are juxtaposed, 
and Volpone, a ruthless satire on greed and lust.

William Shakespeare, Troilus and Cressida  
(c. 1602)
Neither comedy nor tragedy, Shakespeare’s take on the Trojan 
War is a cynical and bleak — albeit funny — satire of love and 
heroism, with a relentless deconstruction of archetypal figures like 
Achilles and Agamemnon.

Thomas Love Peacock, Nightmare Abbey (1818)
A Gothic satire that mocks the morbid nature of Romantic literature 
and caricatures Coleridge, Byron and Peacock’s friend Shelley.

Lord Byron, Don Juan (1819–24)
Left unfinished at his death, this long poem described by Byron 
as an ‘epic satire’ was seen as too shocking to publish. Comic and 
brilliant, it wages war on ‘cant political, cant religious, cant moral’.

Percy Bysshe Shelley, ‘The Mask of Anarchy’  
(written 1819, printed 1832)
Written in the wake of the Peterloo massacre in Manchester, 
Shelley’s furious poem reflects his political radicalism. Its most 
famous lines attack leading members of the government: ‘I met 
Murder on the way — / He had a mask like Castlereagh —’.

William Makepeace Thackeray, Vanity Fair: a Novel 
Without a Hero (1847–48)

Charles Dickens, Hard Times (1854)
All of Dickens’s novels contain scathing social satire. Hard Times 
critiques the utilitarian values that created both oppressively 
unimaginative schooling and wretched working conditions in 
factories.

Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest 
(1895)
Wilde’s best-known play mocks Victorian social conventions, 
especially in relation to courtship and marriage.

George Bernard Shaw, The Doctor’s Dilemma 
(1906)
This comedy’s primary target is the pre-NHS medical profession, 
but Bernard Shaw also satirises the idea of the artistic 
temperament, and the inability of the public to distinguish 
between art and the personality of the artist. 

Evelyn Waugh, Decline and Fall (1928)

Stella Gibbons, Cold Comfort Farm (1932)

Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (1932)

George Orwell, Animal Farm (1945) and Nineteen 
Eighty-Four (1949)
Twentieth-century satire often took the form of dystopian fiction, 
presenting grim warnings about contemporary social and political 
trends. Animal Farm is an attack on Stalinist communism and 
Nineteen Eighty-Four presents a more wide-ranging assault on 
totalitarianism.

Thomas Middleton, A Chaste Maid in Cheapside  
(c. 1613)
In this ‘city comedy’ one of the greatest satirists of the Jacobean 
period focuses on the inescapable bond between sex and money 
in a world where the human body is just another commodity. The 
play contains a staggering number of obscene double entendres.

John Milton, Eikonoklastes (1649)
With the closure of the theatres from 1642–60, satire moved off 
the stage and back into print, and was a favoured mode of attack 
by both sides in the English Civil War. In Eikonoklastes, Milton 
employed satirical polemic to discredit the recently beheaded 
Charles I, arguing in support of his execution. Religious satire can 
also be found in ‘Lycidas’ and Paradise Lost.

Andrew Marvell, ‘The Last Instructions to a 
Painter’ (1667)

William Wycherley, The Country Wife (1675)
After the Restoration, social satire was again found in theatres, 
and nowhere more so than in Wycherley’s plays: savagely and 

cynically critical of the world of the aristocrats and gentry who 
inhabit them. Lust and greed are the driving forces in The Country 
Wife, as Horner seduces his way through London society.

John Dryden, Absalom and Achitophel (1681)

Alexander Pope, The Dunciad (1728–43)

Jonathan Swift, ‘A Modest Proposal’ (1729)
Still one of the most powerful and shocking pieces of satire ever 
published, this Juvenalian essay suggests that the solution to Irish 
poverty would be for parents to sell their young children as food 
for the rich — ‘a most delicious nourishing and wholesome food, 
whether stewed, roasted, baked, or boiled’.

Charlotte Lennox, The Female Quixote (1752)
In a novel that directly influenced Northanger Abbey, Lennox 
parodies Cervantes’ Don Quixote; it features a heroine who 
believes everything she reads in romance novels and tries to live 
her life accordingly.

Maria Edgeworth, Castle Rackrent (1800)

Joseph Heller, Catch-22 (1961)

Anthony Burgess, A Clockwork Orange (1962)

Christopher Hope, A Separate Development (1981)
The first novel by the South African poet and novelist, this is a 
darkly comic satire of the apartheid system that emphasises its 
cruel, almost surreal absurdity. It was banned in South Africa.

Salman Rushdie, Midnight’s Children (1981)
A magical realist, postcolonial novel dealing with the transition 
from colonialism to independence, it is also a stinging satire on 
contemporary India.

David Lodge, Small World (1984)

Jeanette Winterson, Oranges Are Not the Only 
Fruit (1985)
Winterson’s experimental and original debut novel of 1985 
reveals a sharp satiric eye in its depiction of family life, sexuality 
and evangelical religion. The pain that underlay its humour was 
revealed in 2011 in her moving memoir Why Be Happy When You 
Could Be Normal?

Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (1985)
With an epigraph from Swift’s ‘Modest Proposal’, Atwood’s 
dystopian novel depicts a totalitarian society in the near future 
based on repressive patriarchal control over women and their 
reduction to roles dictated by their procreative function.

Wendy Cope, Making Cocoa for Kingsley Amis 
(1986)

Caryl Churchill, Serious Money (1987)

Jonathan Coe, What a Carve-Up! (1994)
Featuring financial swindlers, political careerists, arms dealers, 
art dealers, and tabloid journalists, Coe’s comic and furious novel 
satirises the Thatcherite 1980s.

Rachel Cusk, The Country Life (1997)

Lucy Prebble, Enron (2009)
This ambitious play about the financial scandal that brought 
down the Texan energy company combines political satire with 
multimedia spectacle.

A.M. Homes, May We Be Forgiven (2012)


