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GENERAL CRITICISM

oN

Dr. JOHNSON’s WRITINGS.

DR. Johnfon’s works have obtained fo much reputation, and the execution

of them, from partiality to his abilities, has been rated fo far above their
merit, that, without detrafling from his capacity or his learning, it may be ufe~
ful to caution young authors againft admiration of his fyle and manner; both
of which are uncommonly vicious, and unworthy of imitation by any man
who aims at excellence in writing his owvn language.

A marked manner, when it runs through all the compofitions of any maf-
ter, is a defe@ in itfelf, and indicates a deviation from nature. The writer be-
trays his having been firuck by {ome particular tint, and his having over-
looked nature’s variety. Itis true that the greateft mafters of compofition are
fo far imperfe&, as that they always leave fome marks by which we may dif-
cover their Zand. He approaches the neareft to univerfality, whofe works
make it difficult for our quicknefs or fagacity to obferve certain charadteriftic
touches which afcertain the fpecific author, -

Dr. Johnfon’s works are as eafily diftinguithed as thofe of the moft affe&-
ed writer; for exuberance is a fault as much as quaintnefs. There is mean-
ing in almoft every thing Johnfon fays; he is often profound, and a juft rea-
foner—Imean, when prejudice, bigotry, and arrogance do not cloud or debafe
hislogic. Hedis benevolent in the application of his morality; dogmatically
uncharitable in the difpenfation of his cenfures; and equally fo, when he
differs with his antagonift on general truths or partial dofirines.

The ficft criterion that ftamps ]ohnfon’s works for his, is the loaded flyle.
I will not call it verbofe, becaufe verbofity generally implies unmeaning ver-
biage; a cenfure he does not deferve. I have allowed and do allow, that moﬂ:‘
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of his words have an adequate, and frequently an illuftrating purport, the true
ufe of epithets; but then his words are indifcriminately fele@, and too force-
ful for ordinary occafions. They form a hardnefls of diéion and a mufcular
toughnefs that refift all eafe and graceful movement. Every {entence is as
high-coloured as any: no paragraph improves j the pofition is as robuft as the
demonftration ; and the weakeft part of the fentence (I mean, in the effed,
not in the folution) is gencrally the conclufion: he illuftrates till he fatigues,
and continues to prove, after he has convinced. This fault is fo ufual with
him, he is fo apt to charge with three different fet of phrafes of the fame ca-
libre, that, if I did not condemn his laboured coinage of new words, I would
call his threefold inundation of fynonymous expreffions, #riptology.

He prefers learned words to the fimple and common. He is never fimple,
elegant or light. He deftroys more enemies with the weight of his fhield
than with the point of his fpear, and had rather make three mortal wounds in
the fame part than one. 'This monotony, the grievous effect of pedantry and
{elf-conceit, prevents him from being eloquent. e excites no paffions but
indignation: his writings fend the reader away more fatiated than pleafed. If
he attempts humour, he makes your reafon, {mile, without making you gay ;
becaufe the ftudy that his learned mirth requires, deftroys cheerfulnefs. Itis
the clumfy gambol of a lettered elephant. We wonder that fo grave an ani-
mal fhould have ftrayed into the province of the ape; yet admire that prac-
tice fhould have given the bulky quadruped fo much agility.

Upon the whole, Johnfon's ftyle appears to me fo- encumbered, fo void of
car and harmony, that I know no modern writer whofe works can be redde
aloud with fo little fatisfation, I queftion whether one fhould not read a page
of equal length in any modern author, in a minute’s time lefs than one of
Johnfon’s, all proper paufes and accents being duly attended to in both,

His works are the antipodes of tafte, and he a fchoolmafter of truth, but
never its parent; for his do&rines have no novelty, and are never inculcated
with indulgence either to the froward child or to the dull one. He has fet
nothing in a new light, yet is as diffufe as if we had every thing to learn,
Modern writers have improved on the ancients only by concifenefs. Dr,
Johzfon, like the chymifts of Laputa, endeavours to carry back what has been
digefted, to its priftine and crude principles. He is a ftanding proof that the
Mufes leave works unfinifhed, if they are not embellifhed by the Graces,
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