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Jonathan Swift, universally acknowledged to be one of the greatest prose stylists in the English language, was born on November 30, 1667 in Dublin, Ireland.  His parents and forebears were English, not Irish, and Swift always prided himself on being an Englishman.  He belittled his Irish birth as an unfortunate accident of family history, notwithstanding that most of his youth and mature adult life were spent in that country.

The Swift family were generally of the unlanded gentry – not wealthy, but well educated and well connected socially and politically.  Some of them had risen to positions of prominence in the Anglican church – a pattern that Swift himself was to follow later in his life.  Others were barristers at the royal inns of court, where they became staunch supporters of the Crown during the English Civil War of the mid 1600s.  After the Restoration, a large contingent of the family, including Swift’s father and many of his uncles, made their way to Ireland to seek their fortunes.  Property reform laws recently enacted in Ireland were providing career opportunities for ambitious young lawyers and other adventurers.  Through a political connection, Swift’s father, also named Jonathan, was appointed to the prestigious but ill-paying post of steward to the King’s Inn in Dublin.

Only twenty years old, Swift’s father entered into what many of his family regarded as an improvident marriage to a clever and attractive young woman of no social background and no means.  A daughter was born to the young couple a few months after the marriage, and soon afterward she became pregnant with Swift.  During this pregnancy Swift’s father died unexpectedly, leaving his young widow penniless, with two infant children and no place to turn to.  Thus it was that Swift was propelled into an unsettled and difficult childhood which was to leave lasting scars on his pysche and personality.  For most of his childhood he was on his own, with no close nurturing from his absent mother or other family members.  But there was one most unusual exception to this bleak period.  A kindly and devoted nurse who looked after Swift in his mother’s absence became very attached to the boy, seeing in him precocious gifts for language and reading.  When he was about a year old, and with the tacit consent of his mother, the nurse took Swift off with her to England for several years.  There, under her tutelage, he learned to read so well that by the time he was three it is said that he could read at sight any passage from the Bible.

Several years later he returned with the nurse to Ireland, where he was taken in by his Uncle Godwin Swift, one of his father’s many brothers.  Godwin assumed responsibility for the boy’s education, sending him, at the age of six, to Kilkenny, an Anglican church-affiliated boarding school outside of Dublin.  Swift remained at Kilkenny, known as the Eton of Ireland and the best school in the country, for eight years.  At Kilkenny, Swift was an adept student and became friends with a number of classmates who, like himself, were later to distinguish themselves in the literary world.  One of these was the great playwright, William Congreve, who remained a close life-long friend.

After Kilkenny, Godwin Swift, despite his then-straightened means, arranged for Swift to attend Trinity College as a boarding student.  This did not entirely satisfy Swift, who with youthful hubris and typical self-importance thought that a person of his gifts and English heritage should be educated at Oxford.  Later in life he showed little gratitude for his uncle’s sacrifices on his behalf, referring to his education at Kilkenny and Trinity as a “dog’s education.”

Swift was an on-again, off-again student at Trinity, applying himself to subjects he enjoyed, such as literature and languages, and shunning subjects he disliked, such as philosophy and mathematics.  College records reveal that he was frequently admonished for neglect of his studies and for inciting political agitations on campus.  Nonetheless, he received his baccalaureate degree in1686 and then commenced work on a master’s degree.  His studies for the advanced degree were interrupted by the Irish Revolution of 1686.  Like many of his fellow students he sought political refuge in England.

At this point in his career, Swift embarked on a remarkable ten-year appointment which was to forever change his life.  Through family connections, he secured the position of secretary to a distinguished and prominent English diplomat named Sir William Temple.  Temple, a close confidant and adviser to William III, was a man of wide culture and considerable wealth.  At his magnificent country estate in Surrey, called Moor Park, he maintained one of the greatest private libraries in England.  Temple, in retirement from his days as a foreign emissary for the Crown, was devoting himself to a contemplative literary life and writing his memoirs.  Recognizing Swift’s talents as a writer, Temple engaged Swift to assist him in preparing -for publication his memoirs and various other dilettantish writings.  A close, almost filial relationship developed between the kindly elder statesman and the gifted young academic, providing Swift with the kind of emotional support that had been sorely missing from his bleak childhood in Ireland.  At the same time he was able to hone his writing skills and to continue his postgraduate education by reading widely in Temple’s library.

Soon Swift had begun to embark on literary projects of his own.  During his ten year stay at Moor Park he wrote a great deal of poetry and completed some of his greatest satirical prose works, including A Tale of a Tub.  This collection of three associated satirical tracts helped to establish Swift’s reputation as thinker and writer, and remains to this day one of his most important and valued prose works.

Sir William’s death in 1699 once again cast Swift – now a polished and cultivated gentleman of 32 – into an unsettled and precarious existence.  He had no means of his own and was unhappy to learn that Temple, with a large family of relatives to provide for, had left him with only a token bequest of 100 pounds.  He was also resentful that Temple had not successfully arranged for the kind of well paid ecclesiastical sinecure that Swift had long hoped for.  Instead, Swift was left to his own devices and was forced to accept a succession of poorly paid posts with the then struggling Church of Ireland, the Irish equivalent of the Church of England.  He qualified for these posts by having been ordained a priest of the Church during his years at Moor Park.  Eventually, however, his service in these lowly clerical posts resulted, in 1713, in his elevation to the Deanship of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin, the cathedral church for the Anglican Church in Ireland.  In a characteristic fit of prideful pique, Swift considered this Deanship humble left-over scraps; he had been hoping for an appointment to a more prestigious post at Westminster or Canterbury.  His chances for these English posts, however, were allegedly quashed by Queen Anne herself, who, along with her courtiers, had been somewhat undone by Swift’s jabs at the clergy in A Tale of a Tub.

Despite his early reservations about the Deanship, by all accounts Swift served in the post with great dedication and distinction until his retirement thirty years later.  Indeed, by the time of his death on December 19, 1745, he was one of the most prominent and well-respected persons in all of Dublin.  His birthdays were celebrated with great public fanfare, including parades and canon salutes.  To this day he is still often referred to as Dean Swift, out of respect for the office he held for so many years.

During the early decades of the 1700s, Swift divided his time between Ireland and England, becoming intensely involved in the political, intellectual and literary life of both countries.  On the political front, he became a leading Tory thinker, arguing that the ultimate political power derived not from the King but from the populace as a whole, and from the unwritten English Constitution, which required a careful balancing of all branches of society to avoid tyranny by any one branch.  In Ireland, he took up many of the leading causes of the day, arguing for better treatment from the English and for solutions to Ireland’s dire poverty.  So effective was he as an advocate for Ireland, in his cogently reasoned and forcefully written political tracts, that he soon came to be regarded as Ireland’s foremost patriot – an ironic twist for one who so often disparaged Ireland in his writings.  Just one of the many contradictions in his infinitely complex character..

On the literary front he became a social intimate of many of the greatest writers of the day, including Alexander Pope, John Gay, and John Addison and Richard Steele, of Tatler and Spectator fame.  As many of you will remember, these luminaries of the Augustan Age of English letters are still considered to be among the greatest stylists to ever write in the English language.  Some of them, such as Pope and Gay, were also Swift’s fellow members in the famous Scriblerus Club, a sort of literary super nova.

Interestingly, despite what some of his biographers have described as unpleasant personality quirks and curmudgeonly attitudes, Swift seems to have been generally well liked by his fellow writers; many of them have recorded warm tributes to his talents as a thinker and writer, as well as to his good qualities as a boon friend and companion.  He is known to have been an extraordinarily gifted conversationalist – witty and insightful, with a rare capacity to use the language in an original and compelling manner.  Indeed, many of his contemporaries regarded him as an indisputable genius.

Throughout the first third of the eighteenth century, Swift’s literary output was prodigious, ranging from poetry to political tracts to autobiographical snippets to correspondence to journals and, finally, to such satiric masterworks as A Modest Proposal and Gulliver’s Travels.  His collected works from this period fill many volumes.  This literary outpouring continued unabated until he was beset by failing health and senility.  His final years were unhappy ones; robbed of his faculties, he was forced to withdraw from his circle of friends and from his duties at St. Patrick’s.  When he reached 75, he was put under the care of a committee of guardians.  He died quietly several years later, still revered as the great hero of the Irish people.
In this short biographical sketch I have purposely left to the last a necessarily telescoped account of Swift’s private life and his relationships with women.  One reason is that the subject has for centuries been surrounded by so much myth, conjecture and errant speculation that it is difficult to address it on a rational level.  Nevertheless it is imperative to at least touch on the subject in order to give a more complete and rounded picture of Swift the man.  To begin with, there is no persuasive proof that Swift ever married.  Perhaps looking back on the miserable childhood which resulted from his own parents’ ill-fated marriage, Swift often publicly disparaged the institution.  Yet he clearly enjoyed the company of women and during his lifetime carried on a number of long-standing relationships.  Whether they were of a sexual nature nobody knows for sure.

During his days at Trinity he is known to have had a number of youthful flirtations, some of which were presumably of the “wild oats” variety; certainly there is no doubt that his writings, which are sometimes coarse and ribald in standard eighteenth century fashion, reveal that he was very familiar with the carnal side of human nature.

In his early twenties he became involved with a young woman named Jane Waring (whom he called “Varina”) and at one point proposed marriage to her.  Yet, in the end, after years of separation, he pulled back from the relationship, leaving her puzzled and heartbroken.  The next woman to enter his life was a charming young girl who was the daughter of one of the lady servants in the Temple household at Moor Park.  Her name was Esther Johnson, but Swift always referred to her as Stella.  His famous letters to her are immortalized in the witty and intimate A Journal to Stella.  She was only a young girl – 14 years his junior – when Swift first met her.  Spirited, intelligent and very pretty, Swift soon took an interest in her education, and, as she matured into a lovely young woman, he seems to have taken a romantic interest in her as well.

Stella had a fine mind, a lively sense of humor and gaiety, and, by dint of Swift’s instruction, a well-informed interest in literature and all of the arts.  Swift found her a delightful intellectual companion and greatly admired her opinions on all subjects.  He often said that he valued her conversation more than that of any other person.  Their friendship was so profound that, when Swift left for Ireland after Temple’s death, Stella followed him there, setting up a household in Dublin (with an older female companion) not far from Swift’s lodgings.  Over the next thirty years, until her untimely death in 1728, they were constant companions but never lived under the same roof.  The exact nature of their relationship has never been divined, despite extensive and sometimes ludicrous efforts by generations of Swift biographers and would-be psychoanalysts.  Some have suggested, without much solid evidence, that they may have been secretly married in 1716, when Stella allegedly became concerned about another woman who had entered into Swift’s life.

This other woman was Esther Vanhomrigh, whom Swift referred to in his writings as “Vanessa.” They had met during one of Swift’s sojourns to London in the early 1700s.  She was the bright but spoiled and, according to Swift, indolent daughter of a prosperous Irish merchant, whose widow had set up a sort of literary salon in London.  She was only a very young girl at the time, twenty years Swift’s junior.  As he had done with Stella, Swift took a sort of fatherly interest in her education, recognizing that she had a quick and receptive mind.  As in the case of Stella, the relationship blossomed into a more physical one as Vanessa matured into a young woman.  She became obsessed with Swift, writing him impassioned letters and beseeching him to show romantic interest in her.  This hot pursuit caused Swift, in characteristic fashion, to back off and to try to cool down the relationship.  After returning to Ireland to accept the St. Patrick’s Deanship, he asked her to forget him; instead, she followed him to Dublin and, over his protests, continued to hound him for attention.  For another ten years; until her death from ill health in 1723, she attempted to ingratiate herself with him and to wheedle her way into his affections.  Swift backed away from any serious entanglement with her, but did provide her with a small pension on which she could maintain herself in Dublin.

All of these women figure prominently in Swift’s writings and all have thus enjoyed their own kind of immortality.  No doubt their relationships with Swift will continue to fuel the imaginations of future generations of Swift scholars and biographers.  But one thing will remain constant.  Despite the mysteries of his personal and romantic life, Swift will always remain in the pantheon of great English writers and thinkers.

