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DR. SAMUEL JOHNSON ON SHAKESPEARE AS AN ARTIST

Daniel Webster dt tft<t
Torn"b of ShdKespeare

The Much Discussed
Criticism in His Fa-

mousPreface.
HIS adherence to general nature

has exposed him to the
censure of critics, who form
their judgments upon nar-

rower principles. Dennis and
Rhymer think his Romans not suf-
ficiently Roman; and Voltaire cen-
sures his Kings as not completely
royal. Dennis is offended, that
Menenlus, a Senator of Rome, should
play the buffoon; and.Voltaire per-
haps thinks decency violated when
the Danish usurper is represented as
a drunkard. But al-
ways makes nature predominate
over accident; and if be preserves
the essential character, is not very
careful of distinctions superinduced
and adventitious. His story requires

1 Romans or Kings, but he thinks only
on men. He knew that Rome, like
every other city, had men of all
dispositions; and wanting a buffoon,
he wont into the Senaffe house for
that the Senate house would
certainly have afforded him. He was
Inclined to show an usurper and a
murderer not only odious but despica-
ble; he therefore added drunkenness
to his other qualities, knowing that
Kings love wine like other men, and
that wine exerts its natural power
upon Kings. These are the petty
cavils of petty minds; a poet over-
looks the casual distinction of coun-
try and condition, as a painter, satis-
fied with the figure, neglects the
drapery.

The censure which he has incurred
by mixing comic and tragic scenes,
as it extends to 1 all his works, de-
serves more consideration.

Shakespeare's plays are not in the
figon/us or critical sense either
tragedies or comedies, but composi-
tions of a distinct kind; exhibiting
the real state of sublunary nature,
which partakes of good and evil, joy
and sorrow, mingled with endless
variety of proportion and innumer-
able modes of combination; and ex-
pressing the of the world, in
which the loss of one is the gain of
another; in which, at the same time,
the reveler is hasting to his wine,
and the mourner burying his friend;
in which the malignity of one is
sometimes defeated by the frolic of
another; and many mischiefs and
many benefits are done and hindered
without design.

Out of the chaos of mingled pur-
poses and casualties the ancient
poets, according to the laws which
custom had prescribed, selected some
the crimes of men, and some their
absurdities; some the momentous
vicissitudes of life, and some the
lighter occurrences; some the terrors
of distress, and some the gayeties of
prosperity. Thus rose the two modes
of imitation, known by the names
of trasredy and comedy, compositions
intended to promote different ends
by contrary means, and considered
as little allied that I do not
recollect among the Greeks or
Romans a singly writer who at-
tempted both.

Shakespeare has united the powers
of exciting laughter and sorrow not
only in one mind but In one composi-
tion. \Almost all his plays are di-
vided (between serious and ludicrous
characters, and, in the successive
evolutions of the design, sometimes
produce seriousness and sorrow, and
sometimes levity and laughter.

That this Is a practice contrary to
the rules of criticism will be .readily
allowed, but there is always an ap-
ponl onen from criticism to nature.
The end of writing is to instruct; the

end of poetry is to instruct by pleas-
ing. That the mingled drama may
convey all the instruction of tragedy
or comedy cannot be denied, because
it includes both in its alterations of
exhibition, and approaches nearer
than either to the appearance of life
by showing how great machinations
and slender designs may promote or
obviate one another, and the high
and the low co-operate in the gen-
eral system by unavoidable concate-
nation. "

It is objected, that by this change
of scenes the passions are interrupted
in their progression, and that the
principal event, being not advanced
by a due gradatioft of preparatory in-
cidents, wants at last the power to
move, which constitutes the perfec-
tion of dramatic poetry/ This rea-
soning is so specious that it is re-
ceived as true even by those who in
daily experience f£el it to be false.
The interchanges of mingled scenes
seldom fail to produce the intended
vicissitudes of passion. Fiction can-

The, liou.se in whiclL
wds born. This picture: u/a<s dzraicrtz
on. stoiz<s heSore i&e bzcilditig fozd &?<£.&\u25a0
restored.

Shakespeare ds conceived by the
Germdn dfiist Tlenjel

not move so much hut that the at-
tention may be easily transferred;
and though it must be allowed that
pleasing melancholybe sometimes in-
terrupted by unwelcome levity, yet
let it be considered likewise, that
melancholy is often not pleasing, and
that the disturbance of one man may
be the relief of another; tlnjt dif-
ferent auditors have different hab-
itudes; and that, upon the whole, all
pleasure consists in variety.

The players, who in their edition
divided our author's works Into
comedies, histories, and tragedies,
seem not to have distinguished the
three kinds by any very exact or
definite ideas.

An action which ended hapnily io
the principal persons, however seri-
ous or distressful through its inter-
mediate incidents, in their opinion
constituted a comedy. This idea of
a continued long among us,
and plays were written which, by
changing the catastrophe, were trag-
edies today and comedies tomorrow.

Tragedy was not in those t'm»« a
of more general dignity <>c ele-

vation than comedy; It required o.ily
a calamitous conclusion, with which
the common criticism of that age was
satisfied, whatever lighter pleasure
it afforded in its progress.

History was a series of actions,
with no other than chronological suc-
cession, independent of each other,
and without any tendency to intro-
duce or regulate the conclusion. It
is not always very nicely distin-
guished from tragedy. There is not
much nearer approach to unity of
action in the tragedy of " Antony
and Cleopatra" than in the his-
tory of " Richard II." But a history
might be continued through many
plays; as it had no plan, it had no
limits.

Through all these denominations of
the drama, Shakespeare's mode of
composition is the same; an inter-
change of seriousness and merriment,
by which the mind is softened at one
time and exhilarated at another. But
whatever be his purpose, whether to
gladden or depress, or to conduct the
story, without vehemence or emotion,
through tracts of easy and familiar
dialogue, he never fails to attain his
purpose; as he commands us, «ve
laugh or mourn, or sit silent with
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quiet expectation, in tranquillity
without indifference.

When Shakespeare's plan is under-
stood, most of the criticisms of
Rhymer and Voltaire vanish away.
The play of " Hamlet" is opened,
without impropriety, by two senti-
nels; lago bellows at Brabantio's
window, without injury to the scheme
of the play, though in terms which
a modern audience would not easily
endure; the character of Polonius is
seasonable and useful, and the grave-
diggers themselves may be heard
with applause-

Shakespeare engaged in dramatic
poetry with the world open before
him; the rules of the ancients were
yet known to few; the public judg-
ment was unformed; he had no ex-
ample of such fame as might force
him upon imitation, nor critics of such
authority as might restrain his ex-
travagance. He therefore indulged
his natural disposition, and his dis-
position. as Rhymer has remarked,
led h'm to comedv. In tragedy he
often writes with greatappearance of
toil and study what is written at last;
with little felicity; but in his comic
scenes he seems to produce without
labor what no labor can improve. In
tragedy he is always strugglingafter
some occasion to be comic, but in
comedy he seems to repose, or to
luxuriate, as in a mode of thinking
congenial to his nature. In his
tragic scenes there is always some-
thing wanting, but his comedy often
surpasses expectation or desire. His
comedy pleases by the thoughts and
the language, and his tragedy for the
greater part by incident and action.
His tragedy seems to be skill, his
comedy to be instinct.

The force of his comic scenes has
suffered' little diminution from the
chane-es made by a century ans a
half, in manners or in words. As
his personages act upon principles
arising from genuine passion, very
little modified by particular forms,
their p'easures and vexations are
communicable to all times and to all
places; they are natural, and there-
fore durab'e. and adventitious pe-
cu'iarities of personal habits are only
superficial dyes, bright and pleasing
for a little while, yet soon fading to
a dim tinct without any remains of
former lustre; but the discrimina-
tions of true passions are the colors
of nature; they pervade the whole
mass and can only perish with the
body that exhibits them. The acci-
dental compositions- of heterogeneous
modes are dissolved by the chance
which cotnbmed them, but the uni-
form simplicity of primitive qua'ities
neither admits increase nor suffers
decay. The sand heaped by one flood
is scattered by another. but the rock
always continues in its place.
stream of time, which is continually
washing the dissolub'e fabrics of
other poets, passes without injuryby
the adamant of Shakespeare.

If there be, what I believe there is.
in every nation a style which never
becomes obsolete, a certain mode of
phraseology so consonant and con-
genial to the .analogy and principles
of its respective laiiTua-re as to re-
main settled and unaltered?this style
is probably to be souoht in the com-
mon intercourse of life, among those
who speak only to be understood,
without ambition of elegance. The
polite ape always catching modish
innovations, and the learned depart
from established forms of speech in
hope of finding or making better;
those who wish for for-
sake the vulgar when the vulgar is
right; but there is a conversation
above .crossness- and below refine-
ment, where propriety resides, and
where this poet seems to have gath-
ered his comic dialogue- He is. there-
fore, raorf agreeable to the ears of
the present age than any other au-
thor equally remote, and among his
other excellencies deserves to be
studied as one of the original mas-
ters of our language.

These observations are to be con-
sidered not as unextf-ptiou;ibiy con-
stant, but as containing general and
predominate truth. Shakespeare's

l'amillar dialogue Is affirmed to be
smooth and clear, yet not wholly
without ruggedness or difficulty, as a
country may be eminently fruitful,
though it has spots unfit for cultiva-
tion. His characters are praised as
natural, though their sentiments are
sometimes forced, and their actions
improbable; as the earth upon the
whole is spherical, though its surface
is varied with protuberances and
cavities.

Shakespeare with his excellencies
has likewise faults, and faults suf-
ficient to obscure and overwhelm any
other merit. I shall show them in
the proportion in which they appear
to me, without envious malignity or
superstitious veneration. No ques-
tion can be more innocently discussed
than a dead poet's pretensions to re-
nown and little regard is due to that
bigotry which sets candor higher
than truth.

His first defect is that to which
may be imputed most of the evil In
books or in men. He sacrifices virtue
to convenience, and is so much more
careful to please than to instruct
that he seems to write without any
moral purpose. From his writings,
indeed, a system of social duty may

He had no regard to distinction of
time or place, but gives to one age or
nation, without scruple, the customs,
institutions, and opinions of another,
at the expense not only of likelihood,
but of possibility. These faults Pope
has endeavored, with more zeal than
judgment,to transfer to his imagined
interpolators. We need not wonder
to find Hector quoting Aristotle
when we see the lovers of Theseus
and Hippolyta combined with the

. Gothic mythology of fairies. Shake-
speare, indeed, Was not the only
violator of chronology, for in the
same age Sidney, who wanted not the
advantages of learning, has, in his
" Arcadia," confounded the pastoral
with the feudal times, the days of In-
nocence, quiet and security with
those of turbulence, violence, and ad-
venture.

In his comic scenes he is seldom
very successful when he engages his
characters in reciprocations of
smartness and contest of sarcasm;
their jests are commonly gross, and
their pleasantry licentious; neither
his gentlemen nor his ladies have
much delicacy, nor are sufficiently
distinguished from his clowns by any

be selected, f«r he that thinks rea-
sonably must think morally; but his
precepts and axioms drop casually
from him; he makes no just distri-
bution of good or evil, nor is he al-
ways careful to show in the virtuous
disapprobation of the wicked; he
carries his persons indifferently
through right and wrong, and at the
close dismisses them without further
care, and leaves their examples to
operate by chance. This fault the
barbarity of his age cannot extenu-
ate, for it is always a writer's duty
to make the world better, and justice
is a virtue independent of time or
place.

The plots are often so loosely
formed that a very slight considera-
tion may improve them, and so care-
lessly pursued that he seems not al-
ways fully to comprehend his own
design. He omits opportunities of
instructing or delighting which the
train of his story seems to force upon
him, and apparently rejec ts those ex-
hibitions which would be more af-
fecting for the sake of those which
are more easy.

It fnay be observed that in many of
his plays the latter part is evidently
neglected. When he found himself
near the end of his work, and in view
of his reward, he shortened the labor,
to snatch the profit. He, therefore,
remits his efforts where he should
most vigorously exert them, and his
catastrophe is improbably produced
or* imnorfoftk'

appearance of refined manners.
Whether he represented the real con-
versation of his time is not easy to
determine; the reign of Elizabeth is
commonly supposed to have been a
time of stateliness, formality, and re-
serve, yet perhaps the relaxations of
that severity were not very elegant.
There must, however, have been al-
ways some modes of gayety prefer-
able to others, and a writer ought to
choose the best.

In tragedy his performance seems
constantly to be worse, as his labor
is more. The effusions of passion
which exigence forces out are for the
most part striking and energetic;
but whenever he solicits his inven-
tion, or strains his faculties, fie off-
spring of his throes is tumor, mean-
ness, tediousness, and obscurity.

In narration he affects a 'ispro-
portionate pomp of diction fnd a
wearisome train of circumlocution,
and tells the incident imperfectly in
many words, which might have been
more plainly delivered la few. Nar-
ration in dramatic poetry is natur-
ally tedious, as it is unanimated and
inactive, anil obstructs the progress
of the action; it should therefore al-
ways be rapid, and enlivened by fre-
quent interruption. Shakespeare
found it an incumbrance, and instead
of lightening it by brevity, endeav-
ored to recommend _it by dignity and
splendor.

His declamations or set speeches

are commonly cold and weak, for h
power was the power of natun
when he endeavored, like other tras
writers, to catch opportunities
amplification, and instead of inqui:
ing what the occasion demanded, 1
show how much his stores of knov
edge could supply, he seldom escap
without the pity or resentment <
his reader.
It is incident to him to be now ai>

then entangled with an' unwield
sentiment, which he cannot well <

press, and will not reject; he strug-
gles with it a while, and if it co:
tinues stubborn comprises it in won
such as occur and leaves it to be dis
entangled and evolved by those wh
have more leisure to bestow upon

Not that always where the lan
guage, is intricate the thought 1
subtle or the image always grea
where the line is bulky; the equalil
of words to things is very ofte
neglected, and trivial sentiments an
vulgar ideas disappoint the attentior
to which they are recommended I
sonorous epithets and swelling fig
ures.

But the admirers of this great po<
have never less reason to indulg
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their hopes of supreme excellence
than when he seems fully resolved to
sink them in dejection and mollify
them with tender emotions by the
fall of greatness, the danger of in-
nocence, or the crosses of love. He
is not long soft and pathetic without
some idle conceit, or contemptible
equi vocation. He no sooner begins to
move than he counteracts himself;
and terror and pity, as they are ris-
ing in the mind, are checked and
blasted by sudden frigidity-

A quibble is to Shakespeare what
luminous vapors are to the traveler;
he follows it at all adventures, it is
sure to lead him out of his way, and
sure to engulf him in the mire. It
has some malignant power over his
mind, and its fascinations are irre-
sistible.

Whatever be the dignity or pro-
fundity of his disquisition, whether
he be enlarging knowledge or
exalting affection, whether he be
amusing attention with incidents, or
enchanting it in suspense, let but a
quibble spring up before him and he
leaves his work unfinished. A
o.uibble is the golden apple for which
he will always turn aside from his
career, or stoop from his elevation.
A quibble, poor and barren as It is,
gave him such delight that he was ?
content to purchase it by the sacri-
fice of reason, propriety, and truth.
A quibble was to him the fatal Cleo-
patra for which he lost the world,
and was content to lose it.
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