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Exhausting his Whole Stock of Inspiration: Christopher Anstey’s 

The New Bath Guide (1766) and the “Thorny Road” of Satire 

 

Careful observers of the literary scene in the second half of the eighteenth century were 

struck by the sudden success and subsequent decline of Christopher Anstey. The contours of 

Anstey’s career are starkly outlined in the letters of Horace Walpole. Remarking on this “new 

thing” that had quickly sold out, Walpole informed George Montagu, somewhat crudely, that 

The New Bath Guide would make him “bepiss” his cheeks with laughter. To Walpole in 

1766, the Guide was a poetic tour de force: 

 

It is a set of letters in verse, in all kind of verses, describing the life at Bath, and 

incidentally everything else – but so much wit, so much humour, fun, poetry, so much 

originality, never met together before. Then the man has a better ear than Dryden or 

Handel.1 

 

These were large claims, and a sure prognostic of a stellar career to follow. Yet just over a 

decade later, Walpole had become perplexed. Writing to the Countess of Ossory in January 

1779, he reflected on Anstey’s recent output with incredulity: “how could a man write the 

Bath Guide, and then nothing but doggerel and stupidity?”2 In Walpole’s view, Anstey’s was 

a spectacular fall from (literary) grace. While The New Bath Guide would continue to garner 

both praise and imitators, the author himself appeared to have lost either his touch or his 

nerve, or perhaps both. 
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As Walpole noted, it was not that Anstey had stopped writing. Following his initial 

lauding of The New Bath Guide, Walpole’s disappointment kept time with the appearance of 

further works. The materials Anstey added to later printings of The New Bath Guide were 

“execrable additions.” In 1773, he claimed to be in “dread” of Anstey’s next publication “lest 

he should tumble again as he did in his second piece”: either the expanded New Bath Guide 

or his subsequent poem, The Patriot (1767).3 The Priest Dissected, a satiric work of 1774, 

meanwhile, was “the most complete piece of stupidity I ever read.” As he decried The Priest 

Dissected, Walpole suggested in passing that Anstey “ought to have shot himself the moment 

he had finished the Bath Guide.”4 It was an idea he would return to. By 1788, he was viewing 

the author as an exemplar of the desirability of a timely withdrawal from the public eye 

following one’s greatest achievement. To a shortlist of excessive lingerers that comprised 

Voltaire, Pitt (Lord Chatham) and Garrick, Walpole added Anstey; “who, if he had a friend 

upon earth, would have been obliged to him for being knocked on the head the moment he 

had published the first edition of the Bath Guide; for even in the second he had exhausted his 

whole stock of inspiration, and has never written anything tolerable since.”5 In this caustic 

interpretation of the author and his career, Anstey’s rise had lasted barely the span of a single 

edition.6 

Walpole, certainly, is not the most representative of commentators. Few would have 

remained irritated, in 1788, by additions that had been made to The New Bath Guide some 

twenty-two years earlier. Yet Walpole was not wrong to believe that nothing Anstey 

published subsequently came near to matching the Guide in either literary quality or popular 

success. My aim in this essay is to seek to account for Anstey’s literary career with respect to 

The New Bath Guide: to understand both what was novel about the Guide itself and what was 

problematic about his later works. The New Bath Guide, certainly, had an immediate impact 

in terms of both readers and sales, and was soon spurring a range of poetic imitations. It 
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would remain a highly regarded poem well into the nineteenth century, as various writers 

during these decades testify. By contrast, the poem receives only cursory treatment in most 

modern accounts of eighteenth-century satire. As this essay will ask then: how should we 

account for these differing responses to Anstey’s major poem? More specifically, what were 

the reasons for the poem’s original appeal? And what role might Anstey’s subsequent career 

have played in the comparative obscurity in which The New Bath Guide now lingers?  

There are connections here to Adam Rounce’s discussion of authorial failure during 

the eighteenth century, a flexible concept that can encompass the writer who is “popular for a 

season.” As this broad characterisation implies, literary ‘failure’ can be both relative and a 

matter of cultural impact as much as artistic quality. Whatever their individual merits, 

Anstey’s later works failed to secure the author a second “season” of popular acclaim. 

Moreover, as Rounce indicates, fame and failure are “interdependent” concepts. To some 

degree, certainly, Anstey’s decline lay in his initial success; in his subsequent authorial 

reserve, he exemplifies David Hume’s mid-century observations (quoted by Rounce) on the 

entwinement of “emulation,” or literary ambition, and authorial “modesty.”7 At the same 

time, Anstey also differs from the variously commercial and proto-Romantic figures who fall 

within Rounce’s purview, both in writing more in the tradition of the “gentleman-amateur” 

author and in being associated with a different literary mode than Rounce’s roster of writers – 

namely, satire.8  

Perhaps because of his positioning as a gentleman-amateur, Anstey does not seem to 

have been unduly perturbed by his failure to match the success of his one truly big hit. 

Temperamentally, he may even have regarded the decrease in publicity as a relief.9 Yet one 

thing he did worry about – at least, worry at, in his writings – was the acceptability of satire 

to the contemporary audience for print, and the position in which this placed him, as a figure 

in the public eye. As Anstey discovered, published satires were liable to embroil an author in 



 4  

highly visible disputes, and occasional embarrassments. In both its startling rise and its 

lingering decline, Anstey’s career raises questions about the nature and status of satire, and 

the particular dilemmas confronting satirists themselves, in the second half of the eighteenth 

century. More particularly, as I shall argue here, Anstey’s own querulousness about his 

perceived situation as a satirist would be central to the authorial troubles he experienced as, 

contra Walpole, he continued to publish even after the initial printing of The New Bath 

Guide. 

 

Satire à-la-mode: Fashioning The New Bath Guide 

Walpole was not alone, in the summer of 1766, in regarding The New Bath Guide as a 

notably “original” work. The poet Thomas Gray was equally laudatory. Hailing it as “the 

only [thing] in fashion,” Gray pinpointed the work’s “new & original kind of humour.”10 To 

Gray, the Guide was a decidedly modern offering, modish in subject and unprecedented in 

manner. Favourable reviews also appeared in the Monthly Review and the Critical Review, 

while Lloyd’s Evening Post printed a poetic response which claimed that Anstey had 

managed to blend, in one work, “both Yorick [i.e. Sterne] and Swift.”11 Further testaments to 

Anstey’s achievement in the Guide would follow. In a Poetical Epistle to the author 

published in 1773, William Hayward Roberts declared that “While old Bladud’s sceptre 

guards / His medicinal stream, shall Simkin raise / Loud peals of merriment.”12 Writing in 

her diary in 1780, Frances Burney adjudged the Guide to be “so excellent, so diverting, so 

original a satire” – notwithstanding her disappointment on encountering Anstey himself.13 

The one substantive objection that readers and reviewers did raise about the poem concerned 

the sexual overtones of Prudence’s dream-vision in the form of a hymn (letter 14), which 

travestied the claims, or methods, of Methodist conversion. While often noted, though, this 

single transgression was generally excused in the years immediately following the poem’s 
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publication: “O candor! forgive the devotional dream, / The only reproveable verse in his 

theme,” as one writer put it in 1770.14 

Despite growing qualms about its anti-evangelical indelicacy, the poem’s reputation 

for both refinement and literary significance would be maintained into the nineteenth century, 

as signalled by reviews of Anstey’s collected Works, published in 1808. In the Monthly 

Review, for instance, John Hodgson opined that “We should not suppose it possible to meet 

with a reader, who was in the least acquainted with the literature of the last half-century, to 

whom the Bath Guide had not been a source of frequent amusement.” The Annual Review, 

meanwhile, commenced its own account of the Works by asserting that The New Bath Guide 

could “never fall into oblivion so long as a taste for genuine wit and humour flourishes 

amongst us,” and proceeded to describe Anstey himself as “the most blameless wit upon 

record,” “one of the most amiable and benevolent of satirists.”15 To be sure, such assessments 

concurred with sentiments expressed by John Anstey in his introduction to his late father’s 

Works. Even allowing for respect for the deceased and the posthumous inflation of 

reputation, though, these were strong indications of the esteem in which Anstey, and 

especially his Guide, were still held, forty years after the poem’s original publication. As 

John Britton, another of Anstey’s editors, would put it in his Auto-biography (1850), 

“Anstey’s Poetical Guide” had “passed the ordeal of public and private criticism with more 

than common success.”16 

In some ways, the poem’s high standing over this period might well appear surprising. 

At a broad level, The New Bath Guide follows in a well-established tradition of writing in 

which characters from outside the social elite – country bumpkins, Cits, nouveau riche – 

reveal their lack of refinement within urbane settings that possess complex but (to the 

uninitiated) sometimes elusive social codes and conventions. Over the course of its fifteen 

verse epistles, the Guide satirises Bath’s doctors and health claims, the daily round of social 
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diversions (gambling, shopping, breakfasts and Balls), and the modern forms and novel 

vogues on display at the resort: from accessories to female beauty such as perfumes, 

ointments and “Chicken” gloves, worn to keep the hands white, to a lady’s head-dress 

arranged in the style of a chaffinch’s nest.17 As the poem’s opening letter intimates, a central 

aspect of the blundering of the travelling Blunderheads is to have headed to Bath at all (87). 

Simkin Blunderhead, whose anapaestic letters dominate the poem, is (as his name suggests) 

simple rather than genteel: a rural ingenu who is unable to read through fashionable artifice 

and who is oblivious to the dangers that Bath society – more specifically, its male company – 

presents to his female companions, Prudence (his sister), Jenny (his cousin) and Tabby (the 

family’s maid). Simkin’s naivety, of both behaviour and expression, precludes his attainment 

of an assured public presence at Bath. His repeated use of the word “fine,” for instance, 

exposes Simkin’s mimicking of modish lingo: “Fine Balls, and fine Concerts, fine Buildings, 

and Springs, / Fine Walks, and fine Views, and a Thousand fine Things” (115). Subverting 

the refinement for which Simkin extols Bath, “fine” here functions as an inoffensive but 

undiscriminating adjective for the splendid things at the spa.18 His bodily appetites, for food 

especially, likewise reveal his lack of polite restraint. As he declares regarding a public 

breakfast: “I freely will own I the Muffins preferr’d / To all the genteel Conversation I heard” 

(152). While the possibilities for inter-status mixing at Bath form the pretext for Simkin’s 

attempt to fashion himself into a man of mode, then, he is unable to effect the transition from 

country squire to polite gentleman. In his thwarted aspirations, he stands instead as an 

unfortunate testament to the exclusionary function of fashionable pastimes, for those “no 

longer able to sustain their position” through sufficient capital or social cachet.19 It can come 

as little surprise that the poem’s ending sees Simkin, ruined through gambling and lavish 

spending, awaiting funds from his mother in order to pay his debts and leave Bath. His 

female companions fare no better, betrayed as they are by fortune-hunters and religious 
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hypocrites: “Captain” Cormorant, the false suitor of Jenny; Nicodemus (Roger), the 

Methodist preacher who seduces Prudence; and the Moravian Rabbi, who leaves Tabby 

pregnant. As Simkin’s parting remarks indicate, the party as a whole has been undone by 

“Gaming and Grace” (160), cast here as the predominating vices of the place, with religiosity 

itself acting as a cover for more illicit passions. 

Such an overview might well cause the poem to appear admonitory; as a wholesale 

critique of Bathonian debauchery and dissipation. Yet Anstey’s poem is both more 

variegated, and more upbeat, than this verdict suggests. On the one hand, as Walpole 

registered, the Guide is marked by variety, its “all kind of verses” enclosed within a diverse 

range of letters that afford various views of Bath society. Metres and genres are combined to 

comic effect: Jenny’s epistles are mainly written in iambs, Simkin’s in anapaests; parodic 

renditions are given of odes, songs, hymns, and visions; while a cast of secondary characters 

are skewered by their own monikers (Lord Raggamuffenn, Lady Bumfidget, the Duchess of 

Truffles). To some degree, this apparent multiplicity of forms and subjects is itself deceptive. 

As Annick Cossic notes, while the “plurality of letter-writers” might appear to lend the poem 

a “polyphonic quality,” eleven of the fifteen letters are written by Simkin. As with Matthew 

Bramble in Tobias Smollett’s epistolary ensemble piece, Humphry Clinker (1771), Simkin’s 

“viewpoint” predominates (34). Unlike the coruscating Bramble, Simkin himself is naïve 

about Bath’s manners and fashions, excessively enthused by the prospect of spa sociability. 

Confronting a charge against the ladies, that “Their Hair and their Faces were none of their 

own,” he refuses to credit such artificial enhancements to female beauty: “I never so Strange 

an Opinion will harbour, / That they buy all the Hair they have got of a Barber” (143, 146). 

Applauding Bath’s social mixture in letter 5, likewise, he fails to register the incongruous 

conjunction of ranks and occupations (“a Broker, or Statesman, a Gamester, or Peer”), his 

approbation sinking inexorably into the bathos of “an eminent Trader in Cheese” (103). For 
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the most part, though, the ironies that cut through Simkin’s impressions tend to enliven the 

poem itself as much as they censure the spa and its social rituals. Tonally, the Guide never 

entirely disavows Simkin’s fleeting enjoyment of the pleasures of Bath, the contemporary 

appeal of its many “fine Things.” As Jenny’s early description indicates, moreover, Simkin is 

not entirely gullible but a peculiar “Compound” of “Shrewdness” and “Simplicity”: 

“blund’ring,” capable of “Satire,” yet “honest, generous, and kind” (87-88). While its 

principal actor is often ridiculous in both his views and his behaviour, this early 

characterisation nicely captures the mixed nature of the poem’s own treatment of Bath, which 

is at once generous and shrewd, kind and satiric. 

For all its satiric humour and the unhappy outcome of the Blunderheads’ trip, then, 

Anstey’s approach in The New Bath Guide is more properly characterised as ambivalent, as 

various commentators have registered. For Gavin Turner, one of its modern editors, the work 

engages in “gentle raillery” against the spa’s visitors and residents while also displaying 

“admiration” for the “civilising influence” of Beau Nash and the “social ambience at Bath.” 

As Moyra Haslett puts it, the poem’s speakers “celebrate and describe the social rounds of 

visiting, public assemblies, and public breakfasts in Bath, while inadvertently allowing us to 

see the shallowness and superficiality of this world, as well as its obvious appeal.” Arguing 

that the Guide is “comfortable” with its targets, James Engell goes so far as to suggest that 

the poem “virtually promotes what it satirizes,” insofar as it “both delights in and punctures 

the consumerism, professionalism, quackery, fashion, fads, pretension, and celebrityhood of 

that center of the bon ton,” Bath.20 

As this broad consensus implies, Anstey’s satire in The New Bath Guide is tempered, 

its attack on Bath’s spa culture and its participants moderated by the very allure of its leisure 

economy. Yet if Anstey’s targets are fairly clear – Bath’s doctors and chancers, 

entertainments and expense, styles of clothing and public behaviour – the methods by which 
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the poem aligns itself with the fashionable world it describes are rather less so. Here, I want 

to elaborate more fully the poem’s relationship to the modish milieu of Bath and its 

implications for our understanding of Anstey’s satire. An immediate point of entry is 

provided by the manner of the poem’s original publication. As Walpole noted, the fact that 

this anonymously published work shared its title with Cornelius Pope’s prose guidebook, The 

New Bath Guide, meant that it “stole into the world,” remaining unregarded for a fortnight.21 

This was a characteristically understated way of going public from a writer who would prefer 

to publish new works anonymously throughout his career. At the same time, the ploy also 

marks the poem’s proximity to the world of the new and the faddish on which it focused. 

Here was a textual novelty, published in novel fashion, about a resort geared towards 

fashionable novelties. In the movement from the prose New Bath Guide to its satiric shadow, 

Anstey effected a kind of ‘coup de ton’ that, once revealed, helped make his work the talk of 

the town. Wryly, the poem projects its displacement of the prose New Bath Guide in a 

footnote which re-casts that earlier work as the “OLD BATH GUIDE” (112). Comically 

positioning his own text as the latest – new and updated – product on the market, Anstey 

quietly enacted an audacious publishing strategy that fed into the poem’s fashionable 

success.22 

The poem’s price, five shillings, may itself have formed a significant part of this 

marketing ploy. As Ashley Marshall observes, such a price point rendered the work 

“punitively expensive for any but a small fraction of the population.”23 Yet it did not prevent 

The New Bath Guide from becoming a best-seller and generating significant profits. Once 

revealed as a verse satire rather than a prose guidebook, Anstey’s poem was an instant hit, 

with five editions published in 1766-67 alone. According to Anstey’s son, John, the work was 

so successful that the publisher James Dodsley, who had paid £250 for the copyright 

following the second edition, returned the copyright to Anstey in 1777 – Dodsley declaring 
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that the Guide had brought him more profit than any other work “during the like period.”24 

The work’s relationship to Bath and its leisured fashionability is again crucial here. 

Responding to the poem’s publication during his trip to Bath in 1766, John Penrose noted that 

“We have read the New Bath Guide, a Series of Poetical Epistles, describing the Manners and 

Humours of the People. Some of it is very well, but upon the whole scarce worth the Price it 

is sold at, five shillings. But it is the Fashion to read it: and, who would be out of the 

Fashion?”25 Despite quailing at the cost, Penrose still bought the work, and his reflections 

reveal an important truth: fashionable products sold at fashionable prices, and their 

fashionability itself generated sales, despite these elevated price points. In a very literal sense, 

Anstey can be said to have both claimed and capitalised on his poem’s modishness, selling 

the poem at a premium that corresponded to the inflated prices characteristic of leisure 

resorts. This was something that Penrose himself recorded during his time at Bath – as for 

instance when he reports, with some astonishment, seeing “strawberries offered to Sale, at a 

shilling apiece.”26 

The Guide’s fashionable credentials and alignment with the world of Bath are also 

registered in various ways within the poem itself. Notably, Simkin’s use of verse in his letters 

home is influenced by Jenny’s view that “’tis the Fashion, and all the World knows / There’s 

nothing so filthy, so vulgar as Prose” (92). This unsubtle defence of poetry leads into Jenny’s 

modern ode concerning “The Birth of FASHION,” a parody of Milton’s L’Allegro (1645) 

written in praise of those “Charms by Heav’n assign’d / To modish Life alone” (95). Jenny 

herself is presented as an enthusiast for life à la mode: both here and subsequently, she 

departs from the wry, potentially normative position she seemed set to occupy at times during 

the early letters, when she pinpointed the social “blund’ring” of her country companions and 

laughed at the idea of Simkin being “vapour’d” (87, 89).27 Intriguingly, her mock-Miltonic 

ode actually presents a mixed assessment of Fashion, partly through an unflattering 
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association with France. Even as it describes how the goddess was conceived at a masquerade 

from the union of Proteus and Moria (the goddess of Folly), though, Fashion is still shown to 

exemplify the sociable joys of the spa, its “Gaiety, / Laughter, Freedom, Mirth, and Ease” – 

such that Bath appears to Jenny herself as “this gay Scene / Of Pleasure’s blest Abode” (98, 

95). 

The Guide’s investment in Bath and its mythology is also revealed through its 

invocations of Richard ‘Beau’ Nash, who had died five years previously (in February 1761). 

By contrast to Smollett, who would settle for mocking one of Nash’s successors as Master of 

Ceremonies – the Irish actor and writer, Samuel Derrick (1724-69) – Anstey conjures Nash 

himself.28 In Simkin’s rather gushing view, Nash (“HERMES”) had been sent from the Gods 

to “govern, improve, and adorn the gay Scene” of Bath. During his long reign as “omnipotent 

Lord,” Simkin avers, Nash had installed “Order” and “Regulation,” so that “no Confusion, no 

Tumult is known” at the evening Balls, despite his passing (138-39). Like other testimonies 

to Nash’s qualities during these years, the poem invokes in his praise both Nash’s 

philanthropy and his protection of the virtue of young ladies. This paean to Nash can be 

situated within the new wave of myth-making that followed immediately after his death – 

what Philip Carter terms the posthumous “nostalgia for the glory days” of Nash’s “civic 

management.”29 While the idleness, frivolity, and expense of the spa are all ironically 

revealed through Simkin’s verses, Anstey’s poem also fed into, and off, the developing 

legend of Beau Nash’s Bath. In granting him a poetic afterlife, the Guide thus drew reflected 

allure from the now deceased but still famous (and increasingly whitewashed) ‘king of Bath’: 

a man who, even in Oliver Goldsmith’s equivocal account, could be said to have “presided 

over the pleasures of a polite kingdom” for more than fifty years, most especially at Bath 

itself, the national “center of pleasure.”30 
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In tandem with its satire on Bath’s medical infrastructure and entertainments, then, 

Anstey’s poem cleaved to its reputation as Britain’s premier resort for fashionable leisure. 

Anstey was also careful to register the contemporaneity of the Guide itself as a literary 

product. Alongside echoes and parodic reworkings of poems by authors such as Butler, 

Milton, Dryden and Pope, The New Bath Guide alluded to more recent texts and writers: 

William Shenstone’s Elegy XXVI, which was first published in 1764 and had appeared on the 

front page of the Bath Chronicle in 1765; Dodsley’s Collection of “fugitive” poems (1761), 

which Simkin imagines his own verse appearing in (93); and the “FANCY” poet (97) – who, 

as Gavin Turner notes, may be Warton, Collins or Gray.31 The materials Anstey subsequently 

added to the poem would also include “A CHARGE to the POETS” written in praise of the 

local pastry chef, Gill: a parody of William Whitehead’s 1762 poem of the same title (130-

32). Anstey’s mock renditions of established literary touchstones may themselves have 

evoked more recent works. For some readers at least, the poem’s “burlesque” of Dryden’s “St 

Cecilia,” which so tickled Walpole, would likely have recalled Bonnell Thornton’s burlesque 

Ode on St Cecilia’s Day (1749), which had been republished, and performed at Ranelagh 

Gardens, as recently as 1763.32 Through this array of up-to-date allusions and satiric hits, 

Anstey thus displayed his immersion in the contemporary scene, enacting a form of literary 

modishness that complemented the Guide’s overt familiarity with the social milieu of Bath. 

 

Anstey’s Progress; or, Satire and its Discontents 

Whether through tempered satire, reflected glory, literary modishness or its novel mode of 

publication, The New Bath Guide quickly established itself as a modern classic. For many 

scholars of eighteenth-century satire, by contrast, the poem’s contemporary success, and the 

relatively favourable image it presents of Bath, have raised questions regarding its artistic 

value and status. In his mid-twentieth-century discussion of Anstey and anapaestic satire, 
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Martin Day acknowledged that the Guide was “the only major satiric poem of the age which 

aroused no opposition and enjoyed universal praise” while also insisting that “Anstey’s irony 

was successful because it was conservative, light, and obvious.”33 Anstey’s achievement is 

also downplayed, both directly and indirectly, in Thomas Lockwood’s Post-Augustan Satire 

(1979). Taking as his central question “what happens to verse satire after Pope,” Lockwood 

splits the question into two senses, so as to investigate both what changes and what goes 

wrong with verse satire after Pope. In Lockwood’s account, the “good humor” that 

characterizes Anstey’s work registers as problematic from the point of view of satire, and 

becomes connected by association with the “impotence of wit” that Robert Lloyd (1733-64) 

attributed to his own poetry.34 The most extreme expression of this line of interpretation 

appears in Howard Weinbrot’s Eighteenth-Century Satire (1988). Contrasting the Horatian 

New Bath Guide to Smollett’s Juvenalian Humphry Clinker, Weinbrot argues that, for 

Anstey, “the only relevant model is a wholly toothless satirist with a significantly altered but 

recognizable lineage,” such that Anstey’s poem comes to embody “popular and amiable 

satiric flaccidity.”35 As this imagery of disappointing phallic performance implies, for critics 

in this line Anstey’s satire lacks both power and penetration; failing, if it pleases at all, to 

please in “manly ways.”36 

This sense that the poem’s amiability is problematic satirically is also evident in 

Ashley Marshall’s important revisionist study, The Practice of Satire in England, 1658-1770 

(2013). From the outset, Marshall is at pains to resist both the undifferentiated treatment of 

diverse satiric practices and the critical denigration of later-century writers. As she puts it in 

her introduction: “The works of Maynwaring, Dodsley, Garrick, and many other satirists are 

not second-rate exemplars of what is now thought of as ‘Augustan’ satire. They represent 

fundamentally different enterprises from each other and from the kind of satire described by 

modern critics,” with their emphasis on satire as punitive, negative “attack.”37 Unfortunately, 
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her brief treatment of Anstey reproduces some of the assumptions that are here critiqued. 

Describing The New Bath Guide as “a warm, featherlight social satire,” Marshall cites 

Weinbrot’s barb about its “amiable satiric flaccidity” to argue that the Guide is 

“representative of the kind of limpness that critics have pointed to as evidence of satire’s 

demise.” In keeping with its period, it thus constitutes a satire of “relative quiescence, 

negligible as satire but accurately reflecting the socio-political conditions in which it was 

written.” Even though the Guide “represents a type of satire alive and well in this quarter 

century,” then, it cannot be accorded much credit. By contrast to the didacticism of a writer 

like Fielding, Anstey himself is “content to be amusing.”38 

Marshall’s oscillating assessment of The New Bath Guide, as alternately typical and 

toothless, speaks to the difficulties critics have often experienced in accounting for satire in 

the second half of the eighteenth century. A core issue here concerns the criteria of judgment. 

Should we be seeking to ascertain what satire actually was at a particular moment – how it 

looked within, and engaged with, its contemporary context – or should we evaluate it by 

separate (supposedly cross-period, or transhistorical) standards of our own? Marshall argues 

strongly for the former but seems to lose faith in her argument on reaching the second half of 

the century. As we have seen, though, by contrast to the modern critical line which views the 

Guide as satirically inadequate, Anstey’s poem was generally applauded by contemporary 

readers. Importantly, it was also accepted as satire, despite its tempered amiability. To many 

early readers, indeed, the poem’s very lack of offensiveness itself carried a positive charge. 

Walpole would go on to praise the Guide’s “inoffensive satire” in his Memoirs of the Reign of 

King George the Third.39 The author of another early response, Poetical Epistles, To the 

Author of The New Bath Guide (1767), also praised Anstey (the “Bard of BATH”), 

contrasting “chaste” and “Good-natur’d” wit to the occasionally “profane” and “impure” 

pages of Swift and Pope.40 As such responses register, for Anstey’s contemporaries, Gray and 
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Walpole included, there was something new about The New Bath Guide; a sense, not of a 

dismal “demise,” but of a palpable break from the ‘Augustan’ satiric tradition. 

In assessing The New Bath Guide, then, we would do well to heed Gary Dyer’s 

counsel in his study of Romantic-period satire: “we ought to suspend our unresponsiveness to 

much of this writing at least long enough for the matter of literary worth to be historicized 

and for us to learn what was valued at the time, by whom, and for what reasons.”41 

Approached in this spirit of sympathetic historicization, Anstey’s breakthrough poem 

emerges not as the sputtering end of a satiric tradition but as a contemporary success and as 

the point of origin for a body of verse satires which, both directly and through their 

employment of anapaests, would signal their indebtedness to The New Bath Guide itself.42 

And yet: if this contextualisation threatens to turn a problematic poem into a historicised 

triumph, then Marshall’s allusion to the “socio-political conditions” of the era is also 

suggestive in other ways. As an author, Anstey was markedly preoccupied with the reception 

of his writing; more particularly, with the possible impropriety of his satire. This concern is 

apparent in nascent form even in the original version of The New Bath Guide. In Letter 12, 

for instance, Anstey imagines his text, and its anonymous publication, becoming the subject 

of female conversation at the spa: “‘Have you read the Bath Guide, that ridiculous Poem? / 

What a scurrilous Author! does nobody know him?’” (147). As in Goldsmith’s Life of Nash, 

the water-drinkers here comprise “the gay, the heedless, and the idle,” whose discourse 

consists of insubstantial title-tattle.43 More damningly, within the imagined community of the 

poem such ludicrously monikered fashionables as Billy Penwaggle and Simius Chatter 

declare that the poem is an “ill-natur’d half-witted Satire” (147). As we have seen, there 

would in fact be a clear difference between these inscribed testaments to the work’s laboured 

scurrility and the more favourable responses of actual reviewers and readers. Despite this, 

Anstey would continue to confront an imagined readership that was presumed to be hostile. 
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The “Epilogue” that was added to later printings of the work – part of Walpole’s “execrable 

additions” – responds in turn to readers who “complain that my Verse is severe” (“And what 

is much worse—that my Book is too dear”); to “The Ladies,” who “protest that I keep no 

Decorum, / In setting such Patterns of Folly before ’em”; and, more particularly, to a female 

respondent who chastises him for his “dirty satirical Work” (163-64). In its self-reflexive 

observations on the poem and its reception, the Epilogue is carefully poised between slyly 

laying claim to a satiric edge and worrying away at the possibility that, as a satire, it might 

indeed be regarded as both ill-natured and ill-mannered.44 

There are echoes here of the satiric apologias published by Pope and Swift during the 

1730s: “Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot” (1735) and “Verses on the Death of Dr. Swift” (1739).45 

Yet Anstey’s own reflections on his art feel less self-assured, and more directed towards 

contemporary socio-political, or socio-cultural, concerns. Primarily, there is here an anxiety 

about indelicacy, which can be linked to the further entrenchment of polite ideals and the 

poem’s focus on Bath itself as the (supposed) locus of polite leisure. Ostensibly atoning for 

his indecorums, Anstey included in the Epilogue a new “Ode” to replace the mock-Methodist 

hymn in Letter 14, in the form of a missive from Elizabeth Modeless to Jenny.46 The first 

instance in the poem of one of the characters’ addressees writing back, this letter refers to a 

poet (i.e., Anstey) who “Takes Satire’s thorny Road” and who will be cursed by the Bath 

ladies, before concluding with Elizabeth resigning to live “Remote from Fashion, Vice, and 

Noise” (167, 171). The “Joys of Bath,” which Jenny had expounded upon in her Journal 

(letter 9), are here re-cast by Elizabeth as “Scenes of dissipated Joy,” and contrasted to the 

“unrepented Joys” of retirement (125, 169, 171).47 Further pages of appended verse also see 

the figure of the “GUIDE” hoping he has now atoned for his indelicacy, a lady 

recommending that he write instead a didactic novel like Samuel Richardson’s Pamela 

(1740) and, conversely, the ghost of the actor James Quin (1693-1766) defending the 



 17  

“Moral” of the work and confirming, in the very teeth of the ladies’ complaints, that he finds 

nothing “indecent or obscene” in the poem (173, 175). In these various ruminations and 

addenda, Anstey appears uncertain whether he should repent his transgressions, critique the 

grounds on which a charge of indecorum might be made, or defend himself against such 

charges and brazen it out by aligning himself with Quin: a celebrated Bath wit and socialite 

who, like Nash, was not long dead. Concluding on an assertive note, the Guide confirms that 

“Slander or Calumny” will never “poison my Verse” and that he is well aware of the likely 

punishments should his “well-behav’d Muse” ever appear “Indecently droll” or “unpolitely 

severe” (178). That he refers to his Muse as “well-behav’d” is itself revealing of the restraint 

Anstey had already exerted. In writing The New Bath Guide, the author had sought from his 

Muse not poetic inspiration or satiric venom but, rather, polite, inoffensive, well-regulated 

conduct. 

Anstey, evidently, was uneasy about writing satire, and conscious of his uneasiness. 

In some unpublished early verse in English addressed to John Calvert (whose sister Anne he 

married in 1756), he had previously referred to himself as “Unfit for satire’s pointed darts.”48 

In works written after the success of The New Bath Guide, he would continue to grapple with 

the question of whether it was possible to write satire without engaging in personal invective 

or causing offense; more particularly, whether it was possible for him to do so. In an 

imagined dialogue first published in 1768, Anstey presents his bookseller advising that “’Tis 

your daggering Stuff, my good Friend, you will find, / That hits the malevolent Taste of 

Mankind” and asserting that the author himself has “not the least Notion of personal 

Satire.”49 Symptomatically, Anstey’s most significant attempt at personal satire, The Priest 

Dissected (1774), failed dismally when he identified the wrong person as being responsible 

for attacks on himself and Mrs Miller’s poetical coterie at Batheaston that had appeared in the 

papers in early 1774.50 Casting himself as one who would “smile at folly, but would ne’er 
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offend,” Anstey again admitted, this time in iambic pentameter, that he was “unskill’d” in the 

“angry bolts” of satire.51 And so it would prove. The flaying, punitive satirist of The Priest 

Dissected projects a confederacy of dunces rising up against him: “each scrib’ling dunce,” he 

declares, has proclaimed “war” upon him. Towards the poem’s ending, Thalia (the muse of 

comedy and idyllic poetry) vindicates his “harmless strains,” while the author defends his 

“inoffensive tale” and criticises his opponent’s lack of sociable good temper. Yet this defence 

of his own innocent amiability does not prevent the poet from calling upon Thalia to slay his 

opponent. Having suggested firstly to choke him on his own (textual) poison, Thalia 

obligingly offers to assist in the malefactor’s dissection, as the Author luxuriates in the image 

of the Priest’s “mangled cor[p]se.”52 

The poem’s climax thus sees Anstey reverting to a mode of antagonistic satire, 

focused on the figure of an opponent’s humiliated body, that was more characteristic of 

writing published earlier in the century.53 Unsurprisingly, The Priest Dissected was omitted 

from the collected Works published by Anstey’s son in 1808, which sought to confirm “that 

enviable spirit of innocent and good-humoured raillery in which he conceived every thing he 

wrote.”54 Also revealing here is the work’s immediate reception. To the reviewer in the 

Monthly, The Priest Dissected staged “a most fierce, violent, and bloody battle between an 

enraged poet, and a reverend haberdasher of small scandal.”55 Casting Anstey as “Sir 

Hercules Metremonger,” a contributor to St. James’s Chronicle in 1776 declaimed this 

descent into “low Invective and Abuse.”56 As the author of “To Mr Ansty, on Reading his 

‘Priest Dissected’” observed, moreover, “Vengeance and Wrath” appeared to have “untun’d” 

Anstey’s “lyre”; his “tickling dart” of satire had become a “chopping-knife” and his so-called 

“Dissection” was really a (satiric) beating. Tellingly, the critique concluded with a call for 

Anstey to “give us more Bath Guides.”57 Like Horace Walpole, this respondent evidently 
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believed that anything less than another New Bath Guide was unworthy the talents Anstey 

had first exhibited in the poem itself, eight years earlier. 

 

Reversionary Satire: An Election Ball and Ansteyan Imitation 

As these disappointed reader responses suggest, Anstey’s misfortunes (and artistic failure) 

with The Priest Dissected, and his contrasting success with The New Bath Guide, were partly 

the effect of changing times, and of new tastes that were less favourable to the personal 

antagonisms and grotesque imaginings of satiric combat. At the same time, Anstey appeared 

uncertain about the more refined satiric mode that had underpinned the success of The New 

Bath Guide itself. In the later 1770s, this tension would be played out through the publication 

of An Election Ball (1776). Returning to the scene of his debut success, this poem would be 

the closest Anstey came to giving his readers “more Bath Guides.” Yet it would also 

demonstrate the difficulty of reproducing the genial vein of the original. By contrast to the 

situation in 1766, Anstey in 1776 was participating in a fashion for anapaestic satire on 

leisure resorts that he himself had instigated. The intervening decade had seen the publication 

of a cluster of such works: poems such as Tunbridge Epistles (1767) – written, as the Monthly 

Review put it, in “the same kind of hand-gallop rhyme as The New Bath-Guide” – and The 

New Brighthelmstone Directory (1770), written “after the model” of The New Bath Guide, as 

the Preface to the work indicated.58 More immediately instructive here are two further poems 

of this kind which, like Anstey’s Guide, focused on Bath. Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s “The 

Ridotto of Bath” (1771) responded to a specific occasion: the event held for the opening of 

the “New or Upper Rooms” on 30 September 1771. As Robert Jones has argued, in this poem 

Sheridan “eschews the geniality of the Horatian mode” that Anstey had adopted in The New 

Bath Guide and which would come to be associated with anapaestic satire in future 

decades.59 As the servant persona, Timothy Screw, relates, chaos breaks out at the Ridotto 
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when the eatables arrive. Here, bodily appetite and the competition for food betray the 

attempted refinement and orderliness of the Ridotto-goers: “They crouded, they jostled, they 

jockey’d, and push’d … trampled on sweetmeats as well as decorum.” The “delicate checquer 

of low and polite” that has assembled for the Ridotto turns out to be not so delicate after all. 

Rather, it involves a social mishmash, a “motley assemblage” of persons, and classes, which 

threatens confusion.60 By comparison, The New Bath Guide had presented a more varied 

picture. While “Confusion” is precisely what arises during the public breakfast organised by 

Lord Raggamuffenn, in letter 13, for Simkin himself an Assembly Ball is an occasion, as 

noted earlier, where “no Confusion, no Tumult is known” (150, 138). 

Beyond being written in anapaests, “The Ridotto of Bath” does not register a specific 

debt to The New Bath Guide. A closer, if more corrective engagement is apparent in The 

Register of Folly (1773), which comprises twelve verse epistles written from Bath by a figure 

named only as “The Invalid.” The Register’s key satiric charge is that the times are now 

“grossly refin’d,” rather than improved by the oft-touted progress of politeness.61 In practice, 

the poem re-treads similar ground to The New Bath Guide but without Anstey’s own 

generosity, or satiric ambivalence. Like Simkin Blunderhead, the Invalid registers the noise 

of the musicians who greet newcomers to the spa; its medical practitioners, Methodists, and 

fops; the dangers of gambling; and the make-up and headdresses worn by the ladies. To the 

Invalid, inter-status mixing is especially problematic; among other things, he hopes for a time 

when “the vulgar-bred croud” will “again know their place” (99). Accordingly, the Register’s 

primary motif involves portraying unseemly bustles of events and persons: testaments to its 

contention that the “music, warm-bathing, fine dancing, and singing” at Bath are counter-

balanced by “racketing, rioting, gaming, and ringing” (18). 

As the poem also demonstrates, the ritualized nature of Bath society presented a 

creative difficulty: how to convey its resort culture without simply covering the same routines 
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and occasions as Anstey, and in the same terms? Instructively, this problem is not actually 

resolved when the Invalid looks further afield, to the neighbouring wells at Bristol; as the 

poem itself indicates, “the same vain, fantastical figures resort” to Bristol as to Bath (56). The 

poem’s failure to emerge from Anstey’s shadow is further evidenced by specific lines: its 

description of Bath as a place “Where people get rich, tho’ they forfeit their faith” (26), for 

instance, is a weaker variation on Anstey’s “Where Gaming and Grace / Each other embrace” 

(160). Nevertheless, there are also important differences of emphasis and tone between the 

two poems. Whereas Anstey’s (mock-) pastoral had made play of the ambiguous relationship 

between the country and the city, ‘rus’ and ‘urbe’, the author of the Register sees only 

“Folly” at Bath, which is presented here as an entirely urban environment in contrast to the 

country, the locus (in the poem’s list of country attributes) of health, virtue, sincerity, truth, 

integrity, love, and simplicity (28, 30).62 The author of the Register might possibly have been 

aware of the frontispiece by Grignion and Wale that was added to The New Bath Guide from 

the fourth edition (1767), which shows the figure of Folly leading the Bath-ites by the nose. 

In its clear implication that Folly was indeed the province of the spa-goers, this frontispiece 

flattened the representational nuances of Anstey’s verse. To this extent, the frontispiece 

actually accords better with the blunter satire of The Register of Folly than it does the more 

amiable register of Anstey’s own poem. 

The Register of Folly is intriguing as a close (if pale) imitation, which attempted to 

present a more straightforwardly satiric message than had Anstey, and that was more 

obviously hostile to Bath itself.63 As it also highlights, the years immediately following the 

publication of The New Bath Guide saw a number of writers deploying Ansteyan anapaests 

more critically, partly in an attempt to counter or overwrite the Guide itself. This, then, was 

the literary environment in which Anstey published An Election Ball, in January 1776. 

Returning once more to anapaestic satire, An Election Ball sees the reappearance of Simkin 
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Blunderhead, now elevated to the status of Sir. Freshly returned from the Grand Tour, Sir 

Simkin is decidedly more courtly than his younger, countrified self. Rather than a blundering 

bumpkin, he has become a caricature of the English traveller transformed by his experience 

of the Continent, with a clutch of sartorial mannerisms and foreign phrases and a new pet in 

the form of a lap-dog, that satiric emblem of luxurious foppery.64 An Election Ball is 

narrated, though, not by Simkin but by Thomas Inkle, writing from Bath to his wife in 

Gloucester. The poem is also far more circumscribed than The New Bath Guide. Like 

Sheridan’s “Ridotto of Bath,” it relates to a specific occasion: an election ball, such as that 

which had taken place in Bath the previous month. For his new poem, Anstey combined his 

portrayal of the Ball and its preparations with the theme set for one of the poetic contests at 

Batheaston: “The ANTIENT and MODERN DRESS and MANNERS of the ENGLISH 

NATION COMPARED” (78). Like this set topic, Anstey’s participation at Batheaston looked 

two ways, affording membership of a distinctive literary community that itself marked his 

provincial amateurism.65 Within the poem itself, Inkle’s encomiums on the progress of 

politeness – his praise of “this far more enlighten’d and delicate Age” (82) – are immediately 

compromised by their association with modish behaviours. Inkle’s own vulgarity is revealed 

as he notes the artificial strategies used by polite ladies for enlarging their bosoms – and 

compares the bosoms of his wife and daughter (88-89). Margery, the daughter in question, is 

herself a creature of the mode: a girl of aspirational accomplishments who possesses “a 

wonderful Passion / To appear like a Lady of very high Fashion” (83). Margery’s crowning 

achievement is her ornate, towering head-dress, embellished using feathers she herself plucks 

from the derriere of the family cockerel. In accordance with its critique of fashionable 

enhancements to beauty, the poem’s climax sees this “modern” head-piece catching fire and 

being pulled off, which leaves Madge herself “wigless, unfeather’d, with Eyes of Despair” 

(103). As in The Register of Folly, “Pleasure” thus becomes intimately associated with 
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“despair,” as Folly holds “absolute sway” over the Bath-ites.66 As its first readers would also 

have registered, such images of women’s ever-enlarging headdresses, and their subsequent 

social mishaps, were a staple motif of satire during the mid-1770s.67 

In both its narrowness of focus and its comparative predictability, An Election Ball 

would not match the success of Anstey’s breakthrough poem a decade earlier. Extracts did 

appear in the magazines, along with positive notices in the Monthly Review and Critical 

Review that were partly belied by their brevity. A more considered assessment would appear 

in the Annual Review for 1808, in a review of Anstey’s collected Works. As this critic 

observed, while An Election Ball resembled The New Bath Guide in form, measure and 

theme, it was a “decidedly inferior” work. Pertinently, the reviewer noted that Thomas 

Inkle’s “applause of all the good company is much more obviously and constantly ironical 

than Simkin’s” – a further marker of how Anstey had not just indirectly ridiculed but, also, 

elaborated and corroborated the joys of Bath in the earlier poem.68 Indicatively, the first 

edition of An Election Ball also involved another mis-step on Anstey’s part. Written (as its 

title-page declared) in the “Zomerzetshire Dialect,” this version of the poem incorporated a 

form of verbal comedy which sees Inkle referring, for example, to “new-vangled Ways,” “the 

Modes of your Voke in high Life,” and the foods of “our modern vine Youth.”69 A stark 

reminder of Bath’s provincial location, this faux rendition of a West Country accent was later 

purged – Anstey claiming that it had rendered the poem “unintelligible” to many readers (78). 

It was equally likely to have proven offensive to a local readership: symptomatic of a 

perception of the inhabitants of Somerset as “a Clownish rude people,” as Celia Fiennes had 

put it in her diary at the turn of the century.70 To Walpole, in a by-now familiar refrain, 

Anstey’s “Somersetshire dialogue” was “stupidity itself.”71 Unsurprisingly, the version of the 

poem that John Anstey selected in 1808, for inclusion in his commendatory edition of his 

father’s Works, was not the version originally written in this cod-Somersetshire “dialect.” 



 24  

Despite this accentual blunder, Anstey seems to have wanted to hitch his authorial 

reputation to An Election Ball. A prefatory “Ode” to John Miller recalls, or comically 

rewrites, the ending of Pope’s Rape of the Lock, as Anstey imagines himself soaring 

celestially above the “tow’ring Crest” of Madge’s hairpiece (75). The best surviving image of 

the author is a painting from the mid-1770s by William Hoare which shows Anstey’s 

daughter, Mary, holding a high-haired fashion doll, with Anstey himself in the process of 

writing a poem, possibly intended as An Election Ball itself.72 Anstey was also keen to have 

the poem embellished with illustrative engravings by Coplestone Warre Bampfylde. Here 

again, though, things did not go entirely to plan. One illustration by Bampfylde, showing 

Margery seated at her toilette, was included as the frontispiece to the second edition of the 

poem, published in March 1776. While imperfect engravings of five illustrations were then 

included with the Latin version of Anstey’s Familiar Epistle to Bampfylde, in late 1776, the 

full set did not appear in any edition of An Election Ball itself until 1787 – over a decade after 

the poem was first published. Viewed purely as a poem, moreover, An Election Ball was not 

up to the task of re-establishing Anstey’s previous standing. In the final analysis, as Day 

notes, this return to the anapaestic fray was itself one of the inferior “imitations” of The New 

Bath Guide to be published in the decades that followed.73 

Anstey would continue to publish poetry up to the end of the century. His last satiric 

poem of note was Liberality; or, The Decayed Macaroni (1788), which sought (as an 

introduction to the third edition put it) to expose the artifices of “fashionable Medicants.”74 

Increasingly, his non-Latinate poetry would become political and sentimental, as in 

Speculation (1780), The Farmer’s Daughter (1795), and a number of further poems that were 

filed under “occasional and miscellaneous pieces” in the collected Poetical Works (1808). As 

an author, though, Anstey remained defined by The New Bath Guide, and was arguably 

outflanked by the stream of published verse by other hands which evoked the poem as a 
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model. The reputation of the Guide itself would be upheld by the accompanying reviews, 

which usually distinguished the lauded original from the latest imitation. As the reviewer of 

one such work declared: “Ever since the appearance of the celebrated Bath Guide we have 

been pestered from time to time with vile imitations of the inimitable Ansty [sic], by 

gallopers in verse, who have aped the familiar tittup….”75 Yet the Guide’s own standing was 

not entirely sealed off from these galloping copyists. In its spawning of imitations, The New 

Bath Guide could be compared with another work of the 1760s: Laurence Sterne’s Tristram 

Shandy (1759-67). As a writer in The Town and Country Magazine put it in 1776: “How 

many have attempted to soar in the eccentric flights of that original genius Sterne, without 

being possessed of one particle of the true spirit of Shandeism? … The author of the new 

Bath Guide, the easiest and politest of all satirists, (if this be not too harsh a name for him) 

has given birth to a no less numerous and fungous progeny.”76 This intimation that Anstey 

was partly responsible for the Guide’s anapaestic progeny is compounded as the writer 

enlarges his snipe at Anstey’s easy and polite satire, which is here maligned as a regrettable 

waste of his creative gifts. In works such as The Register of Folly and The Cheltenham Guide 

(1781), moreover, imitators of the Guide would continue to offer variations on the Ansteyan 

template which not only continued but also critiqued their poetic model, openly chafing at its 

satiric ambivalence and its purported indelicacy. 

 

Conclusion: Anstey Now 

With The New Bath Guide in 1766, Anstey had produced a work that was quickly recognised 

as both original and significant. By 1830, the poem had been reprinted over thirty times, 

culminating in Britton’s expansive edition, illustrated by George Cruikshank. After this late 

flourish, Anstey himself would fade from view. Following Britton’s edition, the complete 

Guide would not be republished until 1927, and then again (in facsimile) only in 1970, with 
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occasional extracts in anthologies. Further editions of the Guide have appeared in recent 

decades (in 1984, 1994 and 2010), along with Gavin Turner’s short but useful biography 

(2005). Yet despite this increase in scholarly attention, Anstey has remained a marginal 

figure in the literary history of the eighteenth century: Cossic’s 2010 edition was itself 

designed to rescue the Guide from “the sands of oblivion in which it has recently sunk” (75). 

Importantly, in thinking about Anstey, modern assumptions about satire have generally won 

out over historicised reconstructions of the actual success of his breakthrough poem, and the 

reasons for this success. Yet The New Bath Guide is a prime example of Ashley Marshall’s 

important argument, that not all satire is oppositional. Even as the poem mocked the 

diversions of Bath, it also advertised them, in a work that – as Gray observed – was itself a 

notable example of the fashionable leisure culture that was its subject.77 In this, as Gray 

himself recognised, the poem, while still satiric, achieved something distinct, and new.  

A favouring of more clearly antagonistic satire doubtless informs the modern critical 

preference for Smollett’s treatment of Bath, in the first volume of Humphry Clinker. 

Compared with Matthew Bramble’s disgusted outrage at the mixing of both waters and 

classes, the light hints and restrained ironies of The New Bath Guide can easily appear tepid. 

Yet there are also other ways to work the contrast. In a passage that anticipates Humphry 

Clinker, for instance, Simkin dances along to the visiting musicians, disturbing the gouty 

Lord Ringbone in the parlour below (104). The equivalent passage in Smollett sees Matthew 

Bramble being disturbed in his lodgings by the Galway man, Sir Ulic Mackilligut, taking 

lessons from a dancing master in the room above. The switch of perspective is revealing: Sim 

is shown enjoying himself, albeit ridiculously; Bramble as being inconvenienced, and 

irritated. Smollett’s satire is undoubtedly more overt, and more critical of Bath and its 

frequenters. But it is not necessarily more sophisticated. The achievement of Anstey’s 
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ambivalent evocation of Bathonian folly and affectation is to be at once critical and 

celebratory; satiric, certainly, but not wholly antagonistic towards its contemporary targets. 

Despite signs of renewed interest in the poem itself, The New Bath Guide continues to 

have very little presence in studies of eighteenth-century satire. The 720-page Oxford 

Handbook of Eighteenth-Century Satire (2019), for instance, dispatches Anstey and his 

imitators in just two introductory sentences.78 This is perhaps how Anstey, an unassuming 

and slightly awkward character, would have preferred it. Such a low profile is partly a 

function, no doubt, of Anstey’s post-New Bath Guide career; of the fact, which so agitated 

Walpole, that he wrote little else of note, and nothing comparable in quality, so that he 

“afterwards sunk to no kind of merit at all.”79 To return to one of my opening questions, the 

problem with Anstey’s subsequent writings was precisely that they were not The New Bath 

Guide: that they failed to emulate either its poetic innovations or its cultural impact. As such, 

they left the Guide stranded as a one-off novelty, a success that Anstey himself was unable to 

repeat and that spawned a body of inferior works in a poetic measure which bore his 

imprimatur. Moreover, as I have suggested, even the success of the Guide can render it 

suspicious, causing critics to wonder about its ‘soft’ form of sympathetic satire, its apparent 

attachment to the leisure culture it ostensibly ridicules. Nevertheless, the failure fully to 

integrate the Guide into our picture of the period reflects a larger failure imaginatively to 

reconstruct the satiric landscape, and the particular situation of the satirist, in the third quarter 

of the eighteenth century. The New Bath Guide stands as the foremost testament to what 

could be achieved, satirically, in these decades – even as Anstey’s declining career reveals 

the difficulties involved in fashioning further works in the “polite” and “inoffensive” vein of 

the original. 
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