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Bate have a ll defended Johnson's c ritic ism  from  precise ly  th is point of view.

On the m ore technical side, it  is evident that the qualities of John­

son 's critic ism  which have been m ost consistently adm ired a re , as George 

Watson has contended, those of a  superb descriptive c ritic . Stated briefly , 

those qualities a re  c larity  of vision, power of concentration, and lucidity 

and force of expression. Throughout this study we have encountered com ­

m entators who adm ired Johnson's ability to see a  text c learly , isolate im ­

portant issues crisp ly , and give his opinions on those issues in c lear and 

compelling language. M oreover, these same w rite rs  have usually adm ired 

his candor and consistency. They have been confident, in o ther w ords, that 

Johnson was not holding anything back or surreptitiously  adapting his point 

of view to the occasion. It was p rec ise ly  these qualities which led so many 

nineteenth century w rite rs  to in s is t that Johnson, though generally thought 

to be wrong, was nevertheless m ore instructive and valuable than other 

c ritic s  who were generally thought to be righ t. It is  p rec ise ly  these quali­

ties which, in our own day, T . S. E liot and F . R. Leavis have found so 

ad m irab le .

These qualities enabled Johnson to produce a  solid body of reasoned 

c ritic a l judgments which will probably never be duplicated, and it req u ires  

no g rea t insight to perceive how useful th is body of c ritic ism  has been to 

subsequent generations. The exact nature of th is usefulness seem s to have 

been described f i r s t  and best by Matthew Arnold, who believed that Johnson's
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critic ism  was "adm irably fitted to serve as a point de re p e re , a fixed and

thoroughly known centre of departure and re tu rn , to the student of English

l ite ra tu re . The read e r w ill doubtless rec a ll in this connection that many

of the m ost im portant m odern w rite rs  dealt with in  the foregoing chapters

have echoed A rnold 's opinion that because we know so well where Johnson

is  we know b e tte r where we axe. Indeed, it seem s clear that even those

critic s  who take th e ir theory from  Coleridge and German Idealism  tend to

re ly  on Johnson for orientation in  the ir p rac tica l c r itic ism . T herefo re ,

i t  may be p roper to designate Johnson as the g rea t G ibraltar of British

c ritic ism , the m assive and unmistakable landm ark which a ll la te r  English

speaking c ritic s , friendly or otherw ise, have tended to re la te  to . Since

there  is  no other presence rem otely like him , i t  seem s probable that
%

Johnson w ill continue to serve as the m ost prom inent point de rep ere  in  

English le t te r s .

But the future will have to reveal itse lf . Looking ahead, we can 

only conjecture that the schools of c ritic ism  which now preva il w ill fall 

away and that o thers w ill r is e  to take th e ir p lace . If these new schools 

a re  anything like the ones which have sprung up since Johnson's death, 

they may not find much m erit in  his c ritic ism . But the past likewise prom pts 

us to believe that Johnson will nevertheless continue to find vigorous sup­

p o rte rs , supporters who w ill doubtless p ra ise  him  for p rec ise ly  the quali­

tie s  we have ju st enum erated. T . S. Eliot m ade an in te resting  observation
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on th is subject in 1944, the year which seem s to m ark the beginning of the 

cu rren t upsurge of in te res t in Johnson's c ritic ism . He noted that "when 

severa l tides [of influence} have r ise n  or fallen, g rea t w rite rs  rem ain  of 

equal potentiality of influence in the fu tu re ."  Then, turning to Johnson — 

a  c ritic  whom Eliot, but few o thers , could be said to support a t the tim e - -  

he added: "It rem ains to be seen whether the lite ra ry  influence of Johnson, 

a s , in political thought, the influence of his friend of the other pa rty , Ed­

mund Burke, does not m erely  await a generation which has not yet been bom  

to receive i t .  "3 In view of the dram atic  revival of Johnson's c ritic ism  which 

has taken place since 1944, it  m ight be in ferred  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 w ill value 

Johnson the c ritic  m ore highly than we have done. On the o ther hand, i t  

is  equally possible that Johnson’s influence w ill decline a s  new schools of 

c ritic ism  em erg e . But it  seem s unlikely that Johnson the c ritic  w ill be 

forgotten. As we have seen, he never has been forgotten. Indeed, if th is 

study has any value it is  that of providing a c le a re r  understanding than 

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



NOTES 

CHAPTER VI 

* "Johnson's C riticism  C ritic ized ," p . 159.

'Johnso i l ' s  Lives, " p . 193.

3On Poetry and Poets, p . 185.
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