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Hugh Ormsby-Lennon has for many years been one of the most respected, learned and adventurous scholars of Swift in general, and of A Tale of a Tub  in particular. He has produced a series of long and original essays on a variety of late seventeenth-century and early eighteenth-century contexts for Swift, including mountebanks, the Quakers, commonplace books, and “Trips, Spies, Amusements.”
 Now at last, in Hey Presto! Swift and the Quacks, (Delaware, 2011), he has ventured a full-size monograph, concentrating for the most part on an area he has already briefly explored in a powerful article explaining why Swift’s tubster chooses to list his “present treatise” under the “classis” of the “stage itinerant,” though adding a great deal of new material, on this and a variety of related themes. This is a thrilling and entertaining, if not always an easy book. It is digressive, and it is progressive too—and at the same time. Blessedly, Ormsby-Lennon does not consider that scholarship need be solemn, and his prose exploits his many opportunities for laughter. His materials are richly comic and entertaining in themselves, and he is not above invoking the plentiful comparisons that our own modern world offers. 

A major part (not, as we shall see, the whole) of his thesis is that the figure of the mountebank furnishes the missing link necessary to our understanding of A Tale of a Tub, and that indeed the Tale itself is an elaborate medicine show, which “emblematizes … the crowded, but heretofore uncharted, crossroads between [Swift’s] satire on numerous and gross corruptions in religion … and his exposé of comparable corruptions in learning” (28). In this Ormsby-Lennon is for the most part convincing, delineating and exploring a nexus of tub-thumpers, Rosicrucians, Paracelsians, universal cures, puppet-shows both lay and clerical, madness, iatrochemistry, self-advertizing, lies, cheats, and mechanical operations. He demonstrates, both more clearly and more extensively than previous commentators, how actively present the stage itinerant, and its tub-preachers, mock-medicos, and fake alchemists were in the London world of Swift’s time and earlier, setting out a new cultural geography of such activities mapped particularly around Moorfields and Leicester-Fields. In this process he draws on a vast range of both familiar and unfamiliar reading. In his demonstration of contemporary consciousness of the charlatan’s exhibitions he quotes George Fox in his Journal, inveighing in the 1650s against the “deceitful merchandise, and cheating and cozening,” and “the mountebanks playing tricks on their stages,” and Joseph Addison in the Spectator in the year of the Tub’s fifth edition, recalling that “it was impossible to walk the Streets without having an Advertisement thrust into your Hand of a Doctor who was arrived at the Knowledge of the Green and Red Dragon” (115, 61). Ormsby-Lennon argues that the main narrating voice of the Tub is not merely a hack, but a truffatore, a patterer, a quack, with haunts in Moorfields as well as Grub Street. When the Tubman speaks of “our Society” he refers, Ormsby-Lennon insists, not only to fellow writers, but to fellow mountebanks (Rochester, another writer who mounted a bank, spoke of the “Fraternity’ in which, temporarily, he installed himself). Such elements in the Tub as Rosicrucianism may owe more to the travelling stage, and less to originary and pristine documents of the rosy cross, than we had thought. The puppet-shows of Peter, and the pranks of Jack, are readily referrable to the world of circumforaneous cozenage and legerdemain that Ormsby-Lennon describes. The deceptions of Peter in particular are illuminated by the historical, or perceived, thaumaturgy of the Church of Rome, as described in nameless pamphlet literature, or the writings of Tom Brown, or of John Dunton: 

is there any distinction of Scenes in a Puppet-show?—enter Priest, Scaramouch, Operator, or what you please, with two or three small Harlequins like Tumblers or Rope-dances to attend his merry Holiness … —D’ye see this small little tiny scrap of Bread Gentlemen no bigger than a Christning Maccaroon—look upon’t all of you—keep your Eyes fix’d by the virtue of Hocus-Pocus … why ’tis a Man. (212–13)
Ormsby-Lennon regularly and usefully thus adduces literary analogues, mostly more or less demotic, for the Tub. He explores the productions of Dunton and Tom D’Urfey, Ned Ward’s London Spy, jest-books and merriments of a variety of kinds and origins, ballads, advertisements, and much else, as connecting points between the mountebanks’ stage and Swift’s satire. He demonstrates the use by Henry More and Thomas Vaughan, in their vituperative pamphlet warfare, of insulting reference to the dramatis personae of the contemporary stage itinerant: for More, Vaughan was “a fool in a play, or a Jack-pudding at the dancing on the Ropes, … a giddy phantastick Conjurer”; for Vaughan, More was “an objecting Jugler,” a “Mountebank Monkie, a Squirt of Revealed Nonsence” (125). Samuel Parker, significantly for Swift, is represented as a cheat and juggler in Marvell’s Rehearsal Transpros’d (129). As Ormsby-Lennon demonstrates copiously from the surviving written evidence, prophets and priests and saints of a variety of stamps took to oration in triviis & quadriviis. Many of these contexts and analogues for the Tub are well enough known, of course, but Ormsby-Lennon mines them with a new determination, and a new thematic focus, which must significantly add to, and in some important respects alter, our understanding of the Tub’s place in its contemporary world. Furthermore, there are new discoveries. Ormsby-Lennon discusses at length, for example, William Yworth’s Chymicus Rationalis: Or, The Fundamental Grounds of the Chymical Art Rationally Stated and Demonstrated (1692), a description and advertisement of Yworth’s laboratory and his preparations. Ormsby-Lennon’s proposal that Yworth should be regarded as “another new source for the Tub” is one of many proposals that are worthy of further investigation.
Nor indeed does Ormsby-Lennon confine himself entirely to the medicine show. A mere statement of the themes of his book’s chapters would be no sufficient guide; Ormsby-Lennon is far too digressive and associative in his arguments to allow that. Nevertheless, in addition to the theme of the mountebank we may identify a number of other productive investigations, on enthusiasm, for example, on innovators in religion, on the tripos entertainment and its star the terrae filius. If there is much that is familiar in these discussions, there is much also that is new, and which Tub scholarship must take seriously. To take but one example, though we knew that the Tub owed something to Henry More’s Enthusiasmus Triumphatus (1656), Ormsby-Lennon argues that it owes as much to the same author’s Grand Mystery of Godliness (1660), where More offers a rather different account of diabolic possession, miracle, and fanaticism, including amongst its key figures three who also appear in the Tub, Mahomet, David George, and Henry Nicholas (262–68).
So far so good. Ormsby-Lennon, however, has other fish to fry. The main thrust of his argument is that mountebankery is not merely a central theme and informing topos in the Tub, but the chief mechanism of Swift’s thoroughgoing attack on Christian belief. Ormsby-Lennon’s statement of this hypothesis needs to be quoted with some fullness:

What I resurrect is the verdict that A Tale of a Tub “shews at bottom [the author’s] contemptible Opinion of every Thing which is called Christianity,” a verdict passed by William Wotton and the more conventionally pious among Swift’s fellow-divines. … I argue that the substance of those charges remains accurate—the heterodox sallies of the Tubman mimic Swift’s own. … Swift ties in contemporary atheistic claims that Jesus was a goes, a peripatetic magician—these claims go back to early Christianity—to the late seventeenth-century literature of quackery and to performances on the stage-itinerant where snake oil salesmen performed. (17, 18, 27)

This is altogether a harder case to make. That the Tub was written “to banter all Christianity” is not a verdict of unsuspected ancients; Wotton and his contemporary cavillers had their own axes to grind, and none of their discussions begin to amount to reasoned or evidenced hermeneutic arguments. Ormsby-Lennon’s claim that “the heterodox sallies of the Tubman mimic Swift’s own” rest on a variety of dubious and unsupported statements: for example, that Swift the priest was the “showman” of the Communion Table (203), or that the Trinity Sermon—an exercise in Anglican orthodoxy—shows Swift “taking refuge in fundamentalism.” Ormsby-Lennon most elaborates his case, and places most stress, in relation to two particular topics: “The History of Martin” (a sketched narrative sequel first published in the problematic Dutch Miscellaneous Works in 1720), and Apollonius of Tyana.

To begin with Martin. Ormsby-Lennon assumes that there are four jugglers and iatrochemists on the stage itinerant in Swift’s Tale: Peter and Jack (convincingly enough), the tubster (for whom Ormsby-Lennon makes at least a credible case), and Martin. Why Martin should be accommodated to this “society” is not at all clear. There is no suggestion of this in Swift’s Tale. Ormsby-Lennon however offers evidence from “The History of Martin” in which Martin “set up his Stage first among [the Thuringians] … where [he made] it his business to cry down Peter’s pouders, plaisters, salves & drugs” (40). This statement might indeed indicate what Swift thought, if it was written by Swift (that possibility has been scouted previously by David Woolley amongst others). Ormsby-Lennon asserts that “we must use the 1720 version as our editio princeps because it represents Swift’s final reworking of the Tub, or, more accurately, his restoration of unrevised portions that had earlier been suppressed as too dangerous or too unpolished” (40); but he offers no evidence for the assertion. Indeed, no external evidence, bibliographical, or biographical, has yet been found to this effect. Where external evidence is lacking, resort must be had to internal evidence. So far however from providing internal evidence that might confirm Swift’s authorship, “The History of Martin” seems at numerous points and in numerous ways un-Swiftian, as Ormsby-Lennon is entirely aware: the satire here “lacks complexity,” the “organizing … metaphor of the medicine show is simplified, and Swift’s presentation of the Elizabethan Settlement becomes ham-fisted in consequence” (42). Ormsby-Lennon finds “The History of Martin” incompatible with Swift’s insistence in the “Apology” that the Tub “celebrates the Church of England as the most perfect of all others in Discipline and Doctrine”
 (it may be plausibly argued that Swift might have changed his thoughts between 1704 and 1710; it is very much harder to show, and Ormsby-Lennon does not show, that Swift, under whatever veil of secrecy, published in 1720 a further, and radical, change of thoughts). He notes the curious fact that the “History” “drops Luther and recasts Martin as the English Church” (235). He is baffled by the presentation in “The History of Martin” of Charles I as a dissembling impostor, so much at odds with the “excellent King and blessed Martyr Charles I, who rather chose to die on a scaffold than betray the religion and liberties of his people,” of Swift’s January 30 sermon (235). These contradictions arise not, as Ormsby-Lennon thinks, because Swift was radically conflicted, “a youngish churchman ambitious but troubled in his faith” (44), but because, on such evidence as we have, Swift did not write “The History of Martin”. There can be no objection to Ormsby-Lennon’s adoption of the falsifiable hypothesis that Swift wrote “The History of Martin”. The problem is his refusal to abandon his hypothesis in the face of falsifying internal evidence, which he himself (properly) accumulates and acknowledges.

In the Tub’s “Digression concerning the Original, the Use and Improvement of Madness”, Swift gives a list of “the great Introducers of new Schemes in Philosophy”: “Of this Kind were Epicurus, Diogenes, Apollonius, Lucretius, Paracelsus, Des Cartes, and others, who … would in this our undistinguishing Age, incur manifest Danger of Phlebotomy, and Whips, and Chains.”
 “Apollonius” refers to Apollonius of Tyana, a neo-Pythagorean preacher and prophet, and writer on science, medicine and philosophy, of the 1st c. A. D. He was referred to by Temple as “that vain sophist Apollonius, who was but an ape of the ancient philosophers.”
 Apollonius’s appearance in Swift’s list has been discussed by Roger Lund, who explains his pertinence to Swift’s argument as a pointed allusion to the religious controversy of the day, “a signal example of an ancient philosopher drafted into service against established religion” by later dark and heterodox authors, and especially deist authors.
 Lund’s statement is brief and convincing, and has the particular merit of hermeneutic consistency with other satiric discussions in the Tub of new systems of religion and new systems of thought. Apollonius appears in Swift’s list because he is perfectly at home amongst the mad, deluded and dangerous champions of philosophical and religious heterodoxy. Ormsby-Lennon however prefers to insist on “the different semantic levels to the Tub,” and offers a much more radical interpretation:

In the context of the Tub … what might appear as a slip of Swift’s quill in his list of philosophers actually constitutes a jab at Jesus. … conjuring up polemics of the previous forty years, Apollonius serves as an inescapable proxy for Jesus, for Swift makes no reference at all to Jesus in the Tub. … [Swift’s] gnomic allusion to Apollonius in Madness underscores his familiarity with Restoration debates about him. … Although Apollonius crosses the Tubman’s spotlight with enigmatic haste, he enables us to rejoin a scattering of scandalously irreligious dots as the Tub’s first readers perceived them. (246–47, 253, 276–77)

This is the only reference to Apollonius of Tyana in the Tub. Can it really be made to carry so much semantic weight, or any weight operating in this direction? The name is an item in a list, and its presence in the list is not, on Lund’s cogent account, at all inconsistent. Though lists, as Swift very well knew, and frequently exploited, have their own rhetorics and poetics, they do not possess that conventional syntax which is necessary to the articulation of intended meanings. (They are not propositional.) Of course, for that very reason, lists are powerful, and powerfully ambiguous, rhetorical modes for ironic expression. It is straining interpretation and credibility beyond reasonable limits, however, to suggest that Swift introduces Apollonius’s name in order covertly to brand Jesus as an innovator in religion, along with Paracelsus and Descartes. Quite how or why Apollonius can be read here as a “proxy” for Jesus is by no means clear. Ormsby-Lennon makes his case primarily by an extensive and typically learned rehearsal of the late-seventeenth-century debate about Apollonius, as conducted by Thomas Aikenhead, Charles Blount, and others. Rehearsal of contextual evidence, however, no matter how extensive, cannot make a hermeneutic point unless the bearing of the context on the hermeneutic crux is adequately shown. Failing that, Ormsby-Lennon’s argument is circular: a single unarticulated reference is made to stand as proof for Swift’s “familiarity” with the contemporary discussion of Apollonius; that contemporary discussion is then made to underpin the significance of that single unarticulated reference.

This raises a larger methodological issue in Ormsby-Lennon’s work. He exercises, to use Sir Philip Sidney’s expression, “very fore-backwardly: for where we should exercise to know, we exercise as having known.”
 His arguments tend to proceed from context to text, drawing a picture of a rich and detailed background, to which Swift’s text is then accommodated, rather than beginning with the text, and the specific interpretative problems it raises and specific contexts it evokes. Sometimes the accommodation is convincing; often it is not. Full quotation and careful interpretative analysis of passages from the Tub are surprisingly rare. However rich and thrilling Ormsby-Lennon’s account of the stage itinerant in relation to the Tub may be, it does not reflect our much more complex real experience of reading the Tub, and the dizzying variety of themes and ideas it explores. Ormsby-Lennon regularly uses the argument from analogy: “Oxymoron rules under the stage-itinerant” and “self-contradiction is also the name of the Tubman’s game”; “excremental visions of writing appeal to terrae filius and Tubster alike”; “Unpredictable and improvisatory like the Tub, Dublin’s tripos entertainments also defy summary” (79, 288, 295). Often mere propinquity will serve: if Swift “patronized the Chelsea bun house … we may conclude that he indulged a taste for other rarities at the monster-mongering coffeehouse that stood close by” (107). “Analogies abound; sources elude,” as Ormsby-Lennon very reasonably remarks (293); but abundance of analogies is not in itself evidence. The question is, what makes a context evidentially, hermeneutically, pertinent? Too much of Ormsby-Lennon’s argument (and too much, it has to be said, of his scholarship) is driven by a master narrative, which cannot possibly account for everything in the Tub, and indeed neglects much of what we know about the Tub and its cultural and intellectual orientations. So, he tells us that “my exhaustive research notwithstanding, I have failed to find a quack’s bill forecasting in detail the Tubman’s flimflam about reincrudation, the via humida, and the fermenting of the male and Female Dragon” (104). Quite so; the source is not a quack’s bill, but, in all probability, the Grand dictionaire historique of Louis Moréri.
 The Tubman’s mentions of salivation, flies and spittle, and dissertations upon tea (87, 95, 216), are referred by Ormsby Lennon to the literature of mountebankery, but almost certainly derive from specific issues of the Philosophical Transactions.
 The argument often proceeds by assertion: “I propose,” “I hazard,” “we may assume,” “given the dearth of contextual evidence … we must extrapolate” (233, 236, 285, 292); to reiterate, there’s no crime in hypothesizing, but an unsupported hypothesis will not in itself serve as the basis for an argument. We are offered notions that ought to be true: “if Swift, in later life, walked and talked like an erstwhile prevaricator [that is, the satiric speaker at a University commencement], then he certainly ought to have been one in his youth” (281).
The book’s presentation reinforces the impression of copia rather than exactness. Readers who have worn their own Quills to the Pith in the Service of mere pedantic accuracy will be struck by the number of quotations Ormsby-Lennon makes in his text without attributing them in the nevertheless brilliantly discursive, and hugely inventive, endnotes; and by the number of books to which Ormsby-Lennon refers, but which he does not list in the nevertheless impressively voluminous bibliography. The Index is incomplete, and its page references untrustworthy. There are frequent typos, though many of these combine the utile with the dulce: who knew, for instance, that Swift published, under his own name, a work by the title of Badgers for Beggars (301)? We learn, too, of a study entitled Jonathan Swift: Preacher and Jester, by “Peter Sterne” (228): neither Peter Sterne, nor his alter ego Peter Steele, appear in the Bibliography; Peter Sterne appears in the Index, but not Peter Steele.

Despite the methodological issues, Hugh Ormsby-Lennon’s rich, original and exuberant book makes a signal contribution to the study of A Tale of a Tub. It is true that a measured and full reading of the Tub in all its intellectual and cultural variety would include Lucretius and Herodotus, Virgil and Horace, Desiderius Erasmus and Michel de Montaigne, Francis Bacon and Samuel Butler, John Tillotson and Robert South, Richard Bentley and Robert Boyle, Louis Moréri and the Philosophical Transactions, as well as the thriving productions of Moorfields and Leicester-Fields. Nevertheless, Ormsby-Lennon constructs a convincing argument for the vitalizing presence of the figure and facts of the mountebank in the Tub. He has made a case for the relevance of a whole world of circumforaneous activity which has not yet been adequately examined. He has made deep inroads into a library of possible new contextual materials, with which any serious Swift scholar must now engage anew, or engage more seriously. There is a barn full of scholarly harvest here. It will take a little while to winnow the wheat from the chaff.
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