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Abstract: 

Ben Jonson’s Epigrams (1616) stand as a significant collection in English literature, 

renowned for its sharp satirical wit and moral insight. As a master of the epigrammatic form, 

Jonson utilizes brevity, humor, and intellectual precision to critique the vices and follies of 

his contemporaries, while also celebrating virtues such as wisdom, friendship, and artistic 

integrity. This study explores how Jonson’s epigrams serve as vehicles for social 

commentary, dissecting human behavior and societal norms through incisive satire. Drawing 

on classical influences from Roman poets like Martial and Horace, Jonson transforms the 

traditional epigram into a means of both personal and universal critique, addressing specific 

individuals as well as broader societal issues.   Jonson’s epigrams frequently target the vanity, 

hypocrisy, and moral corruption prevalent in 17th-century England, especially within the 

realms of literature, politics, and courtly life. Through witty and often cutting remarks, 

Jonson not only exposes the flaws of individuals but also challenges the cultural practices that 

enable such vices to thrive. His critique of the superficiality of fame, the greed of the 

wealthy, and the pretensions of the aristocracy reveal his deep engagement with the ethical 

and intellectual climate of his time. 

Despite the predominance of satire, Jonson’s Epigrams also include poems that 

celebrate virtue, intellectual achievement, and artistic excellence, offering a balanced 

perspective on human nature. Through these dual lenses of critique and celebration, Jonson’s 

work highlights the potential for human improvement and intellectual progress, even within a 

flawed society. Ultimately, Jonson’s Epigrams are a testament to his wit, erudition, and moral 

seriousness, illustrating his role as both a satirist and a humanist committed to using literature 

as a means of moral and social reflection. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

Ben Jonson (1572–1637) was one of the most influential playwrights, poets, and 

literary figures of the English Renaissance. A contemporary of William Shakespeare, Jonson 

is often remembered for his sharp wit, classical erudition, and mastery of satire. Born in 

London, Jonson’s early life was marked by personal hardships, including the death of his 

father and his education at Westminster School, which gave him access to a solid grounding 

in the classics. His literary career spanned the late 16th and early 17th centuries, a period of 

flourishing English drama, and he became known for his contributions to both the stage and 

poetry.  Jonson was a versatile writer who achieved success in a variety of literary forms, but 

he is best known for his plays, especially his satirical comedies such as Volpone, The 

Alchemist, and Every Man in His Humour. These works exhibit his keen social observations 
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and critical eye for human vices. Jonson's poetry, including his Epigrams, reflects his 

classical influences, particularly the works of Roman poets such as Horace and Martial. His 

poems range from biting social critiques to sincere tributes to friends and mentors, 

showcasing his remarkable skill in combining brevity with moral reflection. A staunch 

classicist, Jonson valued reason and decorum, positioning himself as both a moralist and a 

scholar. His enduring legacy lies not only in his contributions to English drama but also in his 

influence on the development of English literary culture during the Renaissance. 

OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY: 

 This study delves into the Ben Jonson’s Epigrams: A Study of Satirical Wit. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: 

 This study is based on secondary sources of data such as articles, books, journals, 

research papers, websites and other sources. 

BEN JONSON’S EPIGRAMS: A STUDY OF SATIRICAL WIT 

Ben Jonson, one of the preeminent figures of the English Renaissance, is renowned for his 

sharp wit, literary innovation, and incisive satirical commentary. His Epigrams, published in 

1616, exemplify his mastery of classical forms adapted to express the moral and cultural 

concerns of his time. As a poetic collection, it reflects Jonson’s keen observation of society, 

his dedication to the humanistic tradition, and his commitment to moral and intellectual rigor.  

Jonson’s Epigrams draw inspiration from classical traditions, particularly from Roman poets 

like Martial and Horace, who popularized the epigram as a pithy, often caustic, literary form. 

Jonson imbued the epigram with his distinctive style, using it as a vehicle for social 

commentary and personal reflection. Unlike many of his contemporaries, who focused on 

lyricism or pastoral themes, Jonson adopted the epigram to address the contradictions, 

hypocrisies, and absurdities of the human condition. His work combines brevity, wit, and 

moral sharpness, making each poem a compact exploration of human behavior. Through his 

economy of language and precision of thought, Jonson transforms the epigram from mere 

literary amusement to a powerful tool for exposing societal flaws.  The hallmark of Jonson’s 

Epigrams is their satirical edge. He employs humor, irony, and exaggeration to ridicule the 

pretensions and vices of his contemporaries, often targeting specific individuals or types. For 

instance, in “On Poet-Ape,” Jonson mocks a plagiarist who achieves success by stealing the 

works of others, a critique not just of the individual but of a broader literary culture that 

rewards superficial achievement over genuine talent. The poem reads: 

Poor Poet-Ape, that would be thought our chief, 

Whose works are e'en the frippery of wit, 

From brokage is become so bold a thief, 

As we, the robbed, leave rage, and pity it. 

Here, Jonson’s wit lies in his ability to encapsulate both the specific failings of the “Poet-

Ape” and the systemic issues of the literary world in a mere four lines. The economy of the 
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epigram amplifies its satirical impact, as every word is charged with meaning, and the brevity 

lends the critique an air of inevitability.  Another prominent example of Jonson’s satire is 

found in “On Something, That Walks Somewhere,” a scathing indictment of pretentiousness 

and vacuousness: 

At court I met it, in clothes brave enough 

To be a courtier; and looks grave enough 

To seem a statesman: as I near it came, 

It made me a great face. I asked the name. 

‘A lord,’ it cried, ‘buried in flesh and blood, 

And such from whom let no man hope least good.’ 

Here, Jonson lampoons the hollowness of an aristocrat whose outward appearance and 

demeanor fail to disguise an utter lack of substance or virtue. The epigram’s humor lies in the 

juxtaposition of the subject’s grand self-presentation and the harsh reality of their 

insignificance. Jonson’s wit is not merely derisive; it underscores a deeper moral concern 

about the disparity between appearance and reality in a society obsessed with status and 

display.  In addition to ridiculing specific individuals or social types, Jonson’s Epigrams 

often explore universal human follies. His wit becomes a means of dissecting the perennial 

vices of greed, envy, and vanity, lending his work a timeless quality. In “On Cheveril,” 
Jonson critiques moral pliability, using the metaphor of a glove to depict a person whose 

ethics are as flexible as the soft leather: 

Cheveril cries out, my verses libel him, 

Because they touch him. What is it to touch? 

His own true servant, that doth so much, 

His cashier’d man? Or, as I said, his flesh? 

Jonson’s deft use of metaphor, wordplay, and rhetorical questioning illustrates his ability to 

satirize complex moral failings with remarkable conciseness. The poem implicates not just 

Cheveril but anyone who compromises their integrity for personal gain, reflecting Jonson’s 

broader concerns about the erosion of ethical standards in his society.  While much of 

Jonson’s Epigrams is devoted to satire, the collection also includes poems that celebrate 

virtue, friendship, and artistic excellence. These positive epigrams, though less numerous, 

provide a counterbalance to the scathing critiques, demonstrating Jonson’s belief in the 

potential for human greatness. In “To My Book,” for instance, Jonson expresses a desire for 

his work to be judged by discerning readers rather than dismissed by the ignorant: 

It will be looked for, book, when some but see 

Thy title, Epigrams, and named of me, 

Thou shouldst be bold, licentious, full of gall, 

Wormwood and sulphur, sharp and toothed withal. 

Jonson’s self-awareness and humility shine through in this poem, as he acknowledges the 

expectations placed on his work while affirming his commitment to intellectual integrity. The 



IJFANS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF FOOD AND NUTRITIONAL SCIENCES 

ISSN PRINT 2319 1775 Online 2320 7876 

Research Paper   © 2012 IJFANS. All Rights Reserved, UGC CARE Listed ( Group -I) Journal Volume 12, Iss 01, 2023 

 

 

 

6350 

epigram reveals a softer side of Jonson’s wit, one that seeks to inspire as much as it critiques.  

Another example of Jonson’s celebration of virtue is found in “To William Camden,” a 

heartfelt tribute to his mentor and friend: 

Camden! most reverend head, to whom I owe 

All that I am in arts, all that I know. 

(How nothing’s that!) to whom my country owes 

The great renown and name wherewith she goes! 

Here, Jonson departs from his satirical tone to express gratitude and admiration for a figure 

who embodies wisdom, scholarship, and patriotism. The epigram serves as a testament to 

Jonson’s ability to use the form not only for critique but also for praise, reflecting his belief in 

the power of virtue and intellectual achievement to elevate society.  Jonson’s Epigrams also 

reveal his deep engagement with the humanistic ideals of the Renaissance. His poems are 

informed by a classical sense of balance, proportion, and decorum, reflecting his reverence 

for ancient literary traditions. At the same time, Jonson infuses these traditions with his 

unique voice, addressing the particular concerns of his contemporary world. His frequent use 

of allusion, metaphor, and rhetorical devices underscores his erudition and his commitment to 

crafting poetry that is both intellectually rigorous and artistically refined. 

The wit that permeates Jonson’s Epigrams is not merely an exercise in cleverness; it is a 

means of interrogating the moral and social fabric of his time. His humor, while often biting, 

is rooted in a profound moral seriousness. Jonson’s critiques of hypocrisy, corruption, and 

pretension are not simply attacks on individuals but attempts to expose deeper systemic flaws 

and to encourage reform. His celebration of virtue, meanwhile, reflects his belief in the 

possibility of human improvement through the cultivation of wisdom, integrity, and artistic 

excellence.  Jonson’s Epigrams also reflect his keen awareness of the relationship between art 

and society. As a poet and playwright, he understood the power of literature to shape public 

opinion and to hold individuals and institutions accountable. His epigrams, with their sharp 

wit and moral clarity, serve as a form of social commentary, challenging readers to reflect on 

their own values and behaviors. At the same time, the poems demonstrate Jonson’s 

commitment to the aesthetic principles of clarity, concision, and coherence, underscoring his 

belief in the inseparability of ethical and artistic excellence. 

The Art of Personal Satire 

Jonson’s Epigrams excel in their ability to deliver personal satire with a sharp, often 

unforgiving edge. His poems target specific individuals, exposing their flaws while drawing 

broader implications about human nature. A quintessential example is “On Poet-Ape,” which 

criticizes a plagiarist who achieves fame by appropriating the work of others. The epigram’s 

witty yet scathing tone encapsulates Jonson’s disdain for dishonesty and mediocrity within 

the literary world. Through compact and vivid imagery, Jonson turns his critique into a 

broader commentary on the ethical decay of an age that often valued superficial success over 

genuine creativity.  Similarly, in “On Something, That Walks Somewhere,” Jonson ridicules 

a courtier whose grand appearance and hollow demeanor epitomize the emptiness of social 
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pretensions. The poem succinctly conveys the contrast between outward show and inner 

substance, underscoring Jonson’s disapproval of a culture obsessed with status and 

appearance. These personalized epigrams not only entertain but also provoke reflection, 

forcing readers to confront the failings of individuals and the society that enables them. 

Broader Social Critiques 

Beyond personal satire, Jonson’s epigrams delve into broader social critiques, addressing 

systemic issues such as moral corruption, societal hypocrisy, and the erosion of ethical 

standards. In “On Cheveril,” Jonson critiques the moral pliability of individuals who 

compromise their principles for personal gain. By likening such people to soft leather gloves 

that can stretch and conform, Jonson effectively conveys the dangers of moral relativism. His 

wit transforms a seemingly simple observation into a profound commentary on the fragility 

of ethical boundaries in an opportunistic world.  Jonson’s critiques extend to the cultural and 

intellectual sphere, as seen in “To Fool or Knave.” This epigram juxtaposes the behaviors of 

a fool, whose ignorance may be excused, with those of a knave, whose malicious cunning is 

far more reprehensible. The poem illustrates Jonson’s disdain for the calculated deceit that 

pervaded the political and social arenas of his time, emphasizing the moral obligation to 

discern and confront such behavior. Jonson’s ability to critique not only individuals but also 

societal structures highlights his role as a moral arbiter, using wit and insight to expose and 

challenge systemic flaws. 

Exploration of Human Universals 

While many of Jonson’s Epigrams address specific individuals or contemporary concerns, 

they also explore universal human vices and virtues, lending the collection a timeless quality. 

For instance, in “On Lie,” Jonson examines the act of lying as a fundamental human failing, 

dissecting the layers of deceit that permeate personal and public life. The poem’s brevity 

enhances its impact, allowing Jonson to distill a complex moral issue into a few carefully 

chosen words. This focus on universal themes reflects Jonson’s belief in the enduring 

relevance of moral inquiry and his commitment to using art as a means of ethical exploration. 

Another example is “On Envy,” where Jonson portrays envy as a self-destructive force, 

likening it to a snake that feeds on its own venom. The vivid metaphor captures the corrosive 

nature of envy, illustrating its capacity to harm both the envious person and those around 

them. By addressing such universal emotions and behaviors, Jonson transcends the 

limitations of time and place, offering insights that resonate with readers across centuries. 

The Celebration of Virtue 

Amidst his sharp critiques, Jonson’s Epigrams also celebrate virtue, friendship, and artistic 

excellence. These positive epigrams provide a counterbalance to his satire, demonstrating his 

belief in the potential for human greatness. In “To William Camden,” Jonson pays tribute to 

his mentor and friend, expressing deep gratitude and admiration for Camden’s wisdom and 

scholarship. The poem reflects Jonson’s reverence for intellectual achievement and his 

recognition of the importance of fostering meaningful relationships.  Similarly, in “To My 
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Book,” Jonson addresses his work with a mixture of humility and pride, acknowledging the 

expectations placed on his writing while affirming his commitment to truth and artistic 

integrity. These celebratory epigrams reveal a softer side of Jonson’s wit, one that seeks to 

inspire and uplift rather than critique and condemn. By highlighting the virtues of individuals 

who embody wisdom, integrity, and excellence, Jonson offers a vision of the potential for 

moral and intellectual progress in a flawed world. 

Intellectual Playfulness and Rhetorical Mastery 

One of the defining features of Jonson’s Epigrams is their intellectual playfulness and 

rhetorical sophistication. Jonson’s wit often manifests in the form of clever wordplay, 

paradoxes, and ironic juxtapositions, creating poems that are as intellectually stimulating as 

they are entertaining. In “On Gut,” for instance, Jonson employs humor to critique gluttony, 

transforming a mundane observation into a pointed moral lesson: 

Gut eats all day and lechers all the night: 

So all his meat he tasteth over twice; 

And striving so to double his delight, 

He makes himself a thoroughfare of vice. 

Here, Jonson’s humor lies in the grotesque imagery and the absurdity of Gut’s excessive 

behavior. Yet beneath the humor is a serious critique of overindulgence and its consequences, 

illustrating Jonson’s ability to blend wit with moral inquiry. 

Jonson’s rhetorical skill is also evident in his use of irony, as seen in “On Lucy, Countess of 

Bedford,” where he praises the Countess for her virtue and generosity while subtly critiquing 

the superficiality of courtly flattery. The epigram’s layered meaning reflects Jonson’s 

capacity to engage readers on multiple levels, inviting them to decipher the nuances of his 

language and to reflect on the complexities of human behavior. 

Engagement with Classical Ideals 

Jonson’s Epigrams are deeply rooted in the classical ideals of balance, proportion, and 

decorum, reflecting his reverence for ancient literary traditions. His frequent use of allusion, 

metaphor, and rhetorical devices underscores his erudition and his commitment to the 

principles of classical poetics. Yet Jonson does not merely imitate the classics; he adapts 

them to address the concerns of his contemporary world, creating a body of work that is both 

timeless and deeply relevant.  For example, in “On the Famous Voyage,” Jonson reimagines 

the classical epic as a humorous account of a filthy journey through London’s polluted 

waterways. The poem’s vivid descriptions and satirical tone transform the grandeur of the 

epic form into a vehicle for social critique, illustrating Jonson’s ability to merge classical 

influences with his own unique voice. 
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Reflection on Artistic Legacy 

Jonson’s Epigrams also reflect his preoccupation with the role of the artist in society and the 

enduring value of literature. In “To the Reader,” he addresses his audience directly, urging 

them to approach his work with an open mind and a discerning eye: 

Pray thee, take care, that tak’st my book in hand, 

To read it well: that is, to understand. 

This epigram encapsulates Jonson’s belief in the importance of intellectual engagement and 

his commitment to producing work that challenges and enlightens his readers. By 

emphasizing the reciprocal relationship between writer and reader, Jonson underscores the 

collaborative nature of the literary experience and the enduring impact of art on human 

understanding. 

CONCLUSION: 

Ben Jonson's Epigrams exemplify the sharpness, wit, and moral clarity that defined 

much of his literary career. Through the epigrammatic form, Jonson effectively combines 

brevity with intellectual depth, using satire to critique the vices and pretensions of 17th-

century English society while also celebrating virtues such as integrity, wisdom, and artistic 

excellence. His work, drawing on classical influences, transforms the epigram from a mere 

literary device into a powerful tool for social commentary and ethical reflection. Jonson's 

ability to capture both the flaws of individuals and the systemic issues of his time speaks to 

his deep understanding of human nature and his commitment to intellectual and moral rigor.   

While his satirical edge often targets vanity, hypocrisy, and moral corruption, Jonson also 

balances his critiques with expressions of admiration for those who embody virtue and 

wisdom. His Epigrams serve as both a mirror to society and a call for intellectual and moral 

improvement, underscoring his belief in the possibility of personal and societal growth. 

Jonson's Epigrams are not only a reflection of his remarkable wit and craftsmanship but also 

a testament to his enduring influence on English literature, particularly in the realm of satire 

and poetic concision. 
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