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For the Instructor

Alexander Gordon (c. 1692-1754) was a Scottish antiquarian, Egyptologist,
playwright, artist, scholar, and colonial administrator who spent the final twelve
years of his life in Charleston, South Carolina, serving as Clerk of His Majesty's
Council. In 1753-1754, twenty-two essays and related pieces appeared
pseudonymously in the South-Carolina Gazette under the title The Humourist. They
were not republished as a complete series until 2025.

In Unmasking The Humourist, Brent L. Kendrick identifies Gordon as the previously
unknown author and provides the complete authoritative text, scholarly headnotes,
and explanatory notes. The edition preserves original eighteenth-century spelling,
capitalization, and punctuation (modernizing the long s), avoids speculative
reconstruction, and supplies contextual annotation for modern readers.

Why teach Gordon? Gordon brings a distinctive Charleston voice into the
mid-eighteenth-century American literary conversation - and offers instructors
unexpected new ways of teaching texts already familiar to their students. His
wonderfully acerbic essay on literary critics pairs naturally with Anne Bradstreet's
“The Prologue,” opening a conversation across nearly a century about authorship,
literary judgment, modesty, reputation, and the writer's relationship with critics and
readers.

Gordon also belongs to the transatlantic periodical tradition of Addison and Steele.
His next essay, on slander, reputation, and social virtue, pairs especially well with
Benjamin Franklin's Silence Dogood essays. Both writers adopt pseudonymous
periodical personae to scrutinize the morals and manners of colonial society;
Franklin writes from Boston, Gordon from Charleston.

Just as importantly, Gordon's recovery allows students to encounter the early
American canon not as something fixed and finished, but as literary history still
being made through research and scholarship.
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Using This Packet

This packet offers two ready-made points of entry into an existing syllabus:
Gordon's essay on literary critics paired with Anne Bradstreet's “The
Prologue”; and Gordon's essay on slander, reputation, and social virtue paired
with Benjamin Franklin's Silence Dogood, especially No. 9.

iar

Use it tomorrow. Both essays are complete, short enough to add to an existing
syllabus without redesigning a unit. They may stand alone, but they are designed
especially to bring Gordon into conversation with authors and texts already familiar
to students.

Use it tomorrow. Both essays are complete, short enough to add to an existing

syllabus without redesigning a unit. They may stand alone, but they are designed

especially to bring Gordon into conversation with authors and texts already familiar

to students.
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Suggested pairing: Anne Bradstreet, “The Prologue”

Gordon’s February 12, 1754, essay attacks the vanity and destructiveness of
modern critics while asking what legitimate criticism ought to be. Read beside
Bradstreet, it opens a cross-century conversation about authorship, modesty,
authority, reputation, judgment, and the writer’s anticipation of hostile readers.

Questions for discussion

1. What kinds of authority do Bradstreet and Gordon grant - or refuse to grant - to
critics and readers?
2. How does each writer use apparent modesty as a rhetorical strategy?
3. Gordon distinguishes fault-finding from the “true Nature of Criticism.” What
would an ethical critic look like by his standard?
4. How does pseudonymity complicate Gordon’s attack on literary judgment and
reputation?
5. What changes when Bradstreet’s seventeenth-century negotiation of literary
authority is placed beside Gordon’s 1754 satire?

Assignment possibility: Ask students to write a short comparative response
defining “literary authority” from the evidence of the two texts. Who gets to
judge a writer - and why?

The following pages are reproduced directly from the 2025 definitive edition, including
Kendrick’s headnote and explanatory notes.

Essay One: Gordon on Critics
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[Numb. 1026.]
February 12, 1754.
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In this essay, Gordon turns his sharp wit toward literary 
criticism, exposing its pettiness and self-importance. Using 
the anecdote of Phidias—whose masterpiece was ruined 
by critics’ conflicting demands—he makes a pointed argu-
ment: critics are not guardians of literary excellence but 
its greatest destroyers. Unlike the ancient masters of crit-
icism, such as Longinus and Quintilian, modern critics 
are painted as meddlesome figures who tear down rather 
than refine, motivated more by personal vanity than by a 
genuine concern for literature. The essay is both an attack 
and a defense—acknowledging that all writers must endure 
criticism while challenging the assumption that critics are 
fit to judge in the first place.

The satirical Letter to the Critics that follows escalates 
this battle into outright mock-heroic defiance. Casting 
himself as a celestial being, born under the influence of 
Mars and imbued with divine fire, Gordon parodies the 
grandiose self-importance of both critics and writers alike. 
His exaggerated threats—promising to “hurl confusion” 
from his aerial mansion upon those who dare mock him—
drip with irony, exposing the absurdity of critical arrogance. 
Yet beneath the satire lies a serious point: literary criticism, 
when wielded with malice, becomes a tool of suppression 
rather than refinement.

This essay offers another glimpse into Gordon’s own 
struggles as a colonial writer navigating ambition, audi-
ence, and inevitable resistance. His reference to the Council 
of Trent condemning books and authors alike hints at a 
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broader awareness of censorship and intellectual control. 
By blending humor with biting social commentary, Gordon 
once again asserts himself not just as a satirist, but as a 
writer keenly aware of the tensions between creativity, 
authority, and public reception.
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The HUMOURIST. No. VII.

Majores nusquam Rhonci, Juvenesq; Senesque,
Et Pueri Nasum Rhinocerontis habent.

Martial.1

When Phidias2 had completed the Athenian Minerva, a Critic, of 
much the same Discernment with these of the present Age, intimated 
to him, that the Waist was too thick; the silly Crowd, who always put 
an Implicit Faith in these malevolent Leaders, join’d in the Opinion, 
and the Statuary, in order to rectify the Blunder, chipp’d it to the 
Delicacy of their Fancy: But when another Set of People came to see it, 
they insisted, that it was too slender; Phidias then threw aside his Tools, 
informing them, that it was impossible to chip any on again.

In this Manner these Triflers perplex the best Capacities, and 
sacrifice Excellence to the Attacks of insolent Curiosity: The most 
unexceptional Writers, have dearly experienced the Consequences 
of Envy and Ill-Nature; none are exempt from it who enter the Lists 
of Authorism, because every weak Mortal (and weak Mortals abound 
every where) considers himself as the Censor of the Age. It is a first 
Principle with these Gentlemen, to decry all Performances, not because 
they deserve Censure, but as soaring above their Comprehensions, not 
as void of Matter, but as a Taste for Censure seems to indicate a more 
refined Judgment and extensive Knowledge than Silence of Decorum 
can infer; to be pacific now a-Days, is to be tame and senseless; to take 

Things in the Sense intended, argues a narrow and limited capacity, 
discovers a Want of Fire and Animation, of Zeal and noble [one word 
illegible]; it is a Pity, that the World has not more Humanity and less 
Spirit, at least, that it is not better tempered; for, tho’ it is a glorious 
Thing to be possessed of the Strengths of Lions, yet ’tis tyrannous 
to use it.

The Critics may be ranged into Classes, or certain Orders of Dis-
tinction, as thus, one seizes upon your Title, another suggests, and by 
a wonderful Sagacity, hunts out an Author’s Name, some comment, 
some dissect, and all misconstrue.

This Accusation is principally aim’d at the modern Critics, for the 
Ancients were, generally speaking, a People of different Inclinations 
and better Dispositions.

Dyonisius, Longinus, and Quintilian,3 were Men of acknowledged 
Parts, and what Remarks they may have passed against particular 
Authors, were intended to establish a true Taste, and reform Corrup-
tions that might possibly creep into the Republic of Letters; they had 
Honesty eno’ to confess the Truth, and Generosity to admire Merit 
where they found it.,

Our modern Critics arrogate to themselves what does not belong 
to them: They are Poets, Philosophers, and Divines; they are Orators, 
Statesmen and Prime Ministers; they are as knowing in Science as 
mechanic Operations: In short, a Critic is an Abstract of every Thing, 
and is very communicatively inclined, always giving his Opinion, as 
the true Standard whereby to direct the Judgment and inform the 
Understanding of Mankind.

I need not add, that they are by Nature cruel, to use an Author with 
Raillery, whose highest Ambition is to please, especially when he offers 
his Sentiments with a becoming Modesty: I always made it a Rule with 
me, to read all Authors as Anonymo’s, regarding the Sense, not Names 
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of Books, indifferent, like the Consulters of Oracles, who speaketh, 
provided what is spoken be sensible and just; true Wisdom being noth-
ing else but an Induction from examined Judgments, making proper 
Applications to Discourse, and drawing the most natural Conclusions 
from an Author.

It seems annexed to the Fate of all Writers, from the Oracles, to 
the puny Ecchoes, of Learning, that they shall live in a State of War: 
The Complaint against the Council of Trent,4 was, that they condemned 
not so much Books as Authors, and indeed it is a general Distemper, 
supported by the worst Principles, Pride and Envy. Our Fancies are so 
bigoted to some particular Notions, that no one can be surprised at 
the Causes of intellectual Slavery, who takes Time to reflect upon the 
Perverseness of human Nature, which creates an obstinate Moroseness 
against any Man’s Light, not lighted at his Candle.

One Satisfaction however attends the Writer, superior to what other 
Men can boast under a critical Survey, and that (confining myself only 
to the Instance of the Statuary) evidently appears; if a Writer errs in 
Judgment, he can easily correct himself, if he gives a false colouring, 
he has it in his Power to retouch; but the Statuary has no Resource left, 
he has the torturing Reflection, that his Work will stand as an eternal 
Subject for Animadversion and critical Reflection.

The true Nature of Criticism, widely differs from what we usually 
understand by the Expression; it is not the Art of finding Fault that 
merits the Appellation, it is the determined Resolution of a Reader 
neither to depreciate nor dignify by partial Representation, that 
constitutes the amiable Part of a Critic; the Ancients were regardless 
of particular Connexions, wholly solicitous to promulgate the Stamp 
of Truth, and rely on her Determinations, whatever she might dictate.

The Humourist to the Critics.

<— — — Procul O! Procul este Profani!5

Gentlemen:

I have no Ambition of your Acquaintance, nor will I concern myself 
with the Sect, abominable Tribe! Your Name bespeaks Contempt; more 
it may, less methinks! it cannot.

Preserve a proper and respectable Distance, a reverential Awe to 
my Authority, or I will assume the Wings of Icaromenippus,6 and fly to 
my aerial Mansion (now ready for the Reception of its Master) and 
hurl Confusion on you.

If a People are to fear, it is necessary to know, whom they are to 
fear; the Brave are ever just. Know then, that I was born under a Planet 
not to die in a Lazaretto. The hot Constellation of Cancer presided at my 
Nativity. Mars was then predominant. Of all the Elements, Fire sways 
most in me. I have many Aspirings, many elevated Conceptions, owing, 
for the most Part, to the peculiar Quality of the Ground wherein I 
was born, which was the Top of a Hill situated South-East, so that the 
House must be illustrious, being so obvious to the Sun-Beams.

I have made a Rule, that whoever shall insinuate a Laugh, a distant 
Joke, or otherwise, on my Writings, and shall not own my Performances 
to be the best wrote Pieces in the World, the Classics only excepted, 
shall be look’d upon as a Coxcomb, and —-; and I do hereby give any 
Man leave to lay him on his Center of Gravity.
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NOTES

1	 Martial (40–c. 102-104 AD), a Latin poet best known for his twelve 
books of Epigrams. The quote is from Book I, Verse III, which deals 
with the perils of publication: “Nobody sneers as loud / As a Roman: 
old or young, even newly-born / He turns his nose up like a rhino 
horn.”

2	 Phidias (c.500-c.432 BC), one of the greatest sculptors of ancient 
Greece.

3	 Longinus, also called Dionysius Longinus or Pseudo-Longinus (flour-
ished 1st century AD), name sometimes assigned to the author of On 
the Sublime (Greek Peri Hypsous), one of the great seminal works of 
literary criticism. The earliest surviving manuscript, from the 10th 
century, first printed in 1554, ascribes it to Dionysius Longinus. Later 
it was noticed that the index to the manuscript read “Dionysius or 
Longinus.” Quintilian (AD 35-d. after 96), Latin teacher and writer 
known for his Institutio Oratoria, a major contribution to educa-
tional theory and literary criticism.

4	 The first official censorship had come in 1559 with the publication 
of the Index auctorum et librorum prohibitorum under the direc-
tion of Pope Paul IV. The Pauline index, as it became known, was 
the first in a long succession of papal indexes, forty-two in all. The 
purpose of these indexes was to guide censors in their decisions of 
what publications to authorize and which to disallow, for printers 
were not free to publish books without official permission. In Jan-
uary of 1562 the Council of Trent took up the issue of the Index 
and was deeply divided. The Pauline index had been seen by many 
as too controversial and excessively restrictive. After the opening 
speeches, the council appointed a commission to draft a new index. 
Although the council closed before the task of the commission 
was completed, the new Tridentine index was taken up by Pope 
Pius IV and published in 1564 by Paulus Manutius in Rome. This 
index constituted the most authoritative guide the church had 

yet published; its lists formed the basis of all subsequent indexes, 
while its rules were accepted as the guide for future censors and 
compilers.

5	 Virgil’s Aeneid, Book VI, line 257: “keep away, oh keep far away, you 
profane ones.”

6	 Lucian of Samosata (c. 150 A.D.) a Greek philosopher who wrote Icar-
omenippus and the True History, the earliest book describing voyages 
to other worlds.
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Essay Two: Gordon on Slander, Reputation,
and Social Virtue

Suggested pairing: Benjamin Franklin, Silence Dogood,
especially No. 9

In this complete essay of February 19, 1754, Gordon turns from literary
criticism to a darker question about human behavior. If human beings are
naturally social, why do they so readily injure one another through gossip,
slander, insinuation, and attacks upon reputation? Beneath the satire lies a
serious argument about benevolence, friendship, honesty, and the obligations
that make genuine social life possible.

Franklin's Silence Dogood offers a particularly useful companion. Like Gordon,
Franklin writes through a pseudonymous newspaper persona and uses wit, irony,
and moral scrutiny to expose failures in the society around him. Silence Dogood
No. 9, with its attack on public hypocrisy and its insistence that character must
be judged by conduct rather than profession, gives students an especially direct
point of comparison.

Questions for discussion

Assignment possibility: Ask students to compare Gordon's No. VIII with a
Silence Dogood essay, identifying a vice or social failing each writer exposes
and considering how persona, satire, irony, and humor make moral criticism
more effective - or more dangerous.

The following pages reproduce Gordon's complete No. VIII directly from Kendrick's 2025
definitive edition, including the headnote and explanatory notes.

1. Gordon begins with the familiar idea that man is a "sociable Animal." How
does the essay complicate that assumption?
2. What forms of slander or detraction does Gordon identify? Why might a shrug,
sneer, insinuation, or whisper be more damaging than an open accusation?
3. Both Gordon and Franklin write through invented personae. What freedom
does pseudonymity give a writer who intends to criticize society?
4. Compare Gordon's treatment of reputation with Franklin's treatment of public
character and hypocrisy. What does each writer suggest constitutes genuine
virtue?
5. Both writers criticize other people's behavior while implicitly claiming
authority to judge it. What makes the satirist's position persuasive - or potentially
hypocritical?
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