














Bate have all defended Johnson's criticism from precisely this point of view.

On the moxre technical side, it is evident that the qualities of John-
son's criticism which have been most consistently admired are, as George
Watson has contended, those of a superb descriptive critic, Stated briefly,
those qualities are clarity of vision, power of concentration, and lucidity
and force of expression. Throughout this study we have encountered com-
mentators who admired Johnson's ability to see a text clearly, isolate im-
portant issues crisply, and give his opinions on those issues in clear and
compelling language. Moxeover, these same writers have usually admired
his candor and consistency. They have been confident, in other words, that
Johnson was not holding anything back or surreptitiously adapting his point
of view to the occasion. It was precisely the ée qualities which led so many
nineteenth century writers to insist that Johnson, though generally thought
to be wrong, was nevertheless more instructive and valuable than othexr
critics who were generally thought to be right. It is precisely these quali-
ties which, in our own day, T. S. Eliot and F. R. Leavis have found so
admirable,

These qualities enabled Johnson to produce a solid body of reasoned
critical judgments which will probably never be duplicated, and it requires
no great insight to perceive how useful this body of criticism has been to

subsequent generations. The exact nature of this usefulness seems to have
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been described first and best by Matthew Arnold, who believed that Johnson's
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criticism was "admirably fitted to sexve as a point de repere, a fixed and

thoroughly known centre of departure and return, to the student of English
literature."? The reader will doubtless recall in this connection that many
of the most impoxrtant modern writers dealt with in the foregoing chapters
have echoed Arnold's opinion that because we know so well where Johnson
is we know better where we are. Indeed, it seems clear that even those
critics who take their theory from Coleridge and German Idealism tend to
rely on Johnson for orieﬁtation in their practical criticism. Therefore,

it may be proper to designate Johnson as the great Gibraltar of British
criticism, the massive and unmistakable landmark which all later English
speaking critics, friendly or othierwise, have tended to relate to. Since
there is no other presence remotely like him, it seems probable that

. . : N
Johnson will continue to serve as the most prominent point gg repere in

English letters.
But the future will have to reveal itself, Looking ahead, we can
only conjecture that the schools of criticism which now prevail will fall
away and that others will rise to take their place, If these new schools
are anything like the ones which have sprung up since johnson's death,
they may not find much megit in his criticism. But the past likewise prompts
us to believe that Johnson will nevertheless continue to find vigorous sup~
porters, supporters who will doubtless praise him for precisely the quali~

ties we have just enumerated. T. S. Eliot made an interesting observation
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on this subject in 1944, the year which seems to mark the beginning of the
current upsurge of interest in Johnson's criticism. He noted that "when
several tides [of influence] have risen ox fallen, great wxiters remain of
equal potentiality of influence in the future." Then, turning to Johnson --

a cxitic whom Elot, but few others, could be said to support at the time --
he added: "It remains to be seen whethex the literary influence of johnson,
as, in political thought, the influence of his friend of the other party, Ed-
mund Burke, does not merely await a generation which has not yet been born
to Teceive it."3 In view of the dramatic revival of Johnson's criticism which
has taken place since 1944, it might be inferred that the generation which
Eliot foresaw was rolling up its sleeves to go to work even as he spoke.

Yet it is possible that there is a generation to come which will value
Johnson the critic more highly than we have done. On the other hand, it

is equalily possible that johnson's influence will decline as new schools of
criticism emerge. But it seems unlikely that Johnson the critic will be
forgotten. As we have seen, he never has been forgotten. Indeed, if this
study has any value it is that of providing a clearer understanding than

we have had of the durability and extent of his appeal.
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