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Johnson and The Common Reader: 
The Roy M. Wiles Memorial Lecture for 1976 

The late Roy Wiles was fond of speaking and writing about what he 
called the "cultural explosion" that occurred in England in the eigh
teenth century, and in two important books he provided detailed con
crete evidence of it. 1 In one of them he demonstrated the extent to which 
London publishers made books available to the less privileged classes by 
selling them a sheet or two at a time at prices that wage-earners could af
ford. The volume of business done proves a substantial demand. The 
practice continued through the century, though Professor Wiles carried 
his study down only to 1750; in 1797, for example, the third edition of 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica was published in a similar way. In his 
other book he studied the provincial journalism of the period and 
showed that literary news and essays on a wide variety of subjects as well 
as foreign and domestic news was being systematically circulated 
through the provincial towns and villages. I saw some evidence of this 
myself some years ago in Scotland when shown a copy of a literary 
magazine that was published for several years in what was then the little 
town of Perth. Its contents may have been largely derivative, but a jour
nal of similar proportions today would survive only in London or New 
York, and only there with difficulty. Evidently culture was spreading 
horizontally across the nation as well as vertically down through the 
social strata. Some of the books and essays circulated in both the ways 
described by Roy Wiles were, as one might expect, trashy, but a surpris
ingly large number of them were solid and serious works-like the en
cyclopaedia. Weavers in the Midlands , for example, were not long ago 
shown to have been willing to subscribe more than a week's wages in 
order to acquire a work of local history, and analysis of the subscription 
lists of many other books has produced similar surprises. Q.D. Leavis, 
in her Fiction and the Reading Public, 2 tells about a poor apprentice 
boy who taught himself to read by spelling out books-probably number 
books-by the light of the moon in the dreary attic where he slept. It is 
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impossible to get accurate statistics about literacy in the eighteenth 
century and so hard to judge how representative such an anecdote may 
be. But Johnson vouched for the fact that numbers of women had 
become readers in his time, and he remarked more than once that the 
spectacular devdopment that had occurred in journalism had con
tributed greatly to the spread of information among the people. In 1758 
he wrote in the Idler: "All foreigners remark, that the knowledge of the 
common people of England is greater than that of any other vulgar. This 
superiority we undoubtedly owe to the rivulets of intelligence (i.e. the 
newspapers and magazines), which are continually trickling among us, 
which every one may catch, and of which every one partakes." People 
not only knew more; they had become more articulate in both prose and 
poetry. In another number of the Idler. Johnson, perhaps with his 
tongue in his cheek, wrote: "the cook warbles her lyricks in the kitchen , 
and the thrasher vociferates his heroicks in the barn. "3 

Gone, however, for Johnson and for most of the other writers of his 
time, was the intimate author-reader relationship that had existed in 
earlier periods. John Donne, for example, wrote most of his poems for 
circulation in manuscript among the members of a relatively cohesive 
group. Not all of them, of course, were his friends, but he knew them 
well enough to understand their tastes and to predict their reactions. 
The metaphysical wit that suited them so well would have been caviar to 
the general. At the end of the seventeenth century, Dryden took pains to 
create a similarly closed and cosy atmosphere in his Essay of Dramatic 
Poesy. to cite only one example from his works. Dedicated to the Earl of 
Mulgrave, who set the tone of easy sophistication for the whole work, it 
proceeded by means of a relaxed dialogue among four well educated 
friends, who, though given fancy names, were easily identified with 
members of the literary and social elite. The essay was, of course, 
published in print, but the illusion was deliberately created that what 
was said by the four friends was said for each other rather than for the 
public. Dryden's image of his reader is clear: he was either a member of 
the elite himself or some one who could easily identify himself with it. 
Like Virgil, Dryden "chose to please the most judicious: souls of the 
highest rank, and truest understanding. " 4 By Pope's time the reading 
public had become substantially larger, but, though Pope was by no 
means indifferent to public acclaim (no matter what he may have 
sometimes said to the contrary), he tended to turn his back on the world 
of professional writing that threatened, or seemed to him to threaten, 
his privacy, dedicating his poems to select friends and in the poems 
themselves pretending to carry on a dialogue, albeit a one-sided one, 



408 DALHOUSIE REVIEW 

ing for sale a wide range of wares from the most learned books and the 
most sophisticated plays down to sure cures for venereal disease and 
pacifiers for teething infants . Clearly the Gentleman ·s Magazine was at
tempting to reach literate individuals in all classes of society and not 
catering just to a literary elite. Johnson must have learned a lot more 
about the new reading public during these years and continued to learn 
more about it as he wrote and published books of his own for general 
consumption. He was the better able to reach the people because he was 
himself of them. 

Nevertheless, well as Johnson understood the new reading public and 
proud though he was of it, he was presented by it with a brand new prob
lem. A writer who can form in his mind a clear mental image of his 
reader knows what he can take for granted, knows what jokes the reader 
will laugh at, what ironies he will penetrate, what foreign languages he 
will understand, what quotations and allusions he will recognize, what 
ethical values he will share. Writing for him is entering into a kind of 
dialogue with a personal friend. But the public, no matter how familiar 
one may be with people of all sorts, is by comparison a faceless, 
anonymous multitude, whose potentialities and reactions as readers may 
only be guessed at. "The people," as John son once wrote, "is a very 
heterogeneous and confused mass of the wealthy and the poor, the wise 
and the foolish , the good and the bad.' '8 What could one write that they 
would understand and find useful; indeed, what would they enjoy and 
buy, for, as he once wrote, "that book is good in vain which the reader 
throws away"?9 Those have continued to be problems for writers ever 
since, and as the reading public has increased in size over the years it 
has also increased in anonymity. Though some writers claim to write on
ly for their own hearts' ease, most are aware of a reader somewhere out 
there in the void and some have tried to form a mental image of him. 
Harold Nicholson, for instance, when reporting the Paris Peace Con
ference of 1946 over the B.B.C. wireless to an audience estimated at 
twenty millions, wrote in his diary: "I do not yet feel that I have got my 
'sense of audience.' To whom am I talking?" So he tried to solve his 
problem by inventing what he called a "personal audience," and pro
ceeded to do so: "some imaginary person," he explained, " sympathetic 
and yet ignorant, interested but uninformed .... I shall invent a woman 
of 35," he decided, "who has experienced great unhappiness in life. " 10 I 
shall not pause to comment on the ingredients that went into the mix of 
his ideal auditor, though she has some of the same ones as Johnson's 
common reader; I mention the incident only to illustrate the need felt by 
a successful broadcaster to put a face on the faceless multitude that he 



JOHN SON AND THE COMMON READER 409 

confronted. The modern poet can have the same need. W.B. Yeats , 
repelled by the heterogeneous reading public of his time, conceived his 
ideal reader in the form of a Connemara fisherman, a sun-freckled man 
wearing grey Connemara clothes, who casts his flies at dawn in a cold 
stream in the hills: 

Before I am old 
I shall have written him one 
Poem maybe as cold 
And passionate as the dawn. 11 

Though Johnson's audience was not so miscellaneous as Yeats's nor so 
vast as Nicholson's, it created just as much of a problem for him. 

The face that Johnson put on his public was that of the common 
reader, a phrase that may have been in general use in his time but that 
certainly turns up frequently in his writings from 1747 onwards, and 
with especial frequency in his Lives of the Poets (1779-81 ). The modern 
equivalent is general reader. the epithet common having acquired a pe
jorative sense that it did not so regularly have in the eighteenth century. 
The concept of the common reader was inevitably a good deal vaguer in 
outline than an imaginary woman of thirty-five or a Connemara fisher
man because it is inclusive in intent whereas Nicholson's and Yeats' s 
concepts were reductive; Johnson welcomed the vast new public and 
opened his arms to it whereas Nicholson and Yeats were put off by it and 
took comfort in singling out one particular face in the crowd. Johnson's 
common reader is less than a real human being, like many of the 
characters in his fictions, because he is more than one; he is all of 
mankind in miniature. He is a general idea, in short, belonging to a 
category of ideas to which Johnson always attached importance, and, as 
he always recognized, the particular is the enemy of the general. The 
description of Dover Cliff in Shakespeare's King Lear, Johnson thought, 
was weakened in its effect by the "enumeration of the choughs and 
crows, the samphire-man and the fishers. " 12 To have given particular 
lineaments to the image of the common reader, consequently, though as 
we shall see presently Johnson to some extent did so, would have been to 
destroy its generality. For the most part , however, the common reader 
may be defined only by negatives. In his Plan of a Dictionary of the 
English Language. in which he first used that term, the common reader 
is a non-specialist, a person eager to learn but with no need for detailed 
information.13 In his Life of Gray. where he defined the term most fully, 
there is a similar emphasis: the common reader is a person "uncor
rupted with literary prejudices"- by which words I think that Johnson 
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means someone who has not committed himself to the ideology of any 
literary coterie-and one who is innocent of " the refinements of subtilty 
and the dogmatism of learning"-one, that is, who cannot spin the 
cobwebs of sophisticated argument or take up stances on literary prin
ciples.14 Elsewhere we learn that the common reader is one who would 
soon be out of his depth if he tried to read metaphysical poetry or 
Butler's Hudibras. one who does not know Latin, one who cannot 
understand the technical terms used in ship-building, hunting, 
musicology, tactics, or versification, and one who is bored by classical 
mythology. All these negatives, unfortunately, leave him a little 
bloodless, but that was inevitable, and even today we can do little better: 
a reviewer writing recently in the Times Literary Supplement could 
define what he called the general reader only as a creature who "finds it 
hard to cope with footnotes. "IS 

But when one has stripped away from a real person his layers of ac
quired knowledge and experience, his particular manners and customs, 
his race, age, and sex, his personal and ideological commitments, and 
all his other similar wrappings, what is there left of him? What was left 
for Johnson was the basic man who was so much the preoccupation of 
seventeenth and eighteenth century thinkers, man deprived of innate 
ideas, of traditions, and of superficial differences owing to time, place, 
and culture, man, in short, reduced to the level on which all men's 
minds work alike. The advantage possessed by the concept of the com
mon reader was universality; what pleases him is what will please 
everybody everywhere, except readers who have been unable to shake 
themselves free from personal bias and ephemeral interests. In applying 
the concept to practical criticism, Johnson realized that in order to have 
universality the verdict of the common reader must not be just that of 
one individual, but one given by many such readers over a period of 
time, Sometimes, as in his Preface to Shakespeare, Johnson seems to 
have accepted Horace's formula that it takes a hundred years to make a 
classic: "Est vetus atque probus, centum qui perficit annos."16 

Longinus also had remarked that the greatest works of literature are 
those written with the intent that they "may be transmitted to latest 
Posterity", a view endorsed by Boileau.'7 But on the whole Johnson at
tached less importance than they did to lapse of time, being prepared to 
accept the verdict of the common reader delivered after a much less pro
longed deliberation. He concurred, for example, in the common 
reader's verdict on Gray's Elegy only thirty years after that poem had 
been published, and he felt that the "opinion of the publick on the Rape 
of the Lock had been "settled" after only fourteen years. 1s In fact, 
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Johnson had considerable faith in contemporary opinion, though he 
recognized, as we shall see presently, that contemporaries may 
sometimes be carried away by fads and partial views. But usually he re
quired only a brief cooling off period, and sometimes none at all. More 
important for Johnson was a broad spectrum of readers, "from the 
critick to the waiting maid," as he wrote in the Life of Pope. 19 The ver
dict he sought was the genuine response of nature to a work of literature, 
He believed that though the purpose of all writing is to give instruction 
and pleasure, the particular purpose of what we now call creative 
literature, in contradistinction to scientific writing, is that it give 
pleasure. One will get instruction wherever one may, at whatever cost in 
blood, sweat, and tears, but one will not read a poem or a work of fic
tion, or go to see a play, unless one enjoys the experience. "Works of im
agination excel by their allurement and delight," he wrote in his Life of 
Dryden, and in the Life of Pomfret he defined the common reader as 
"that class of readers, who without vanity or criticism seek only their 
own amusement. " 20 The best, if not the only, test of literary merit, then, 
is whether or not a work has been read by a substantial number of peo
ple who received genuine pleasure from it without having had their 
vanities tickled or their special interests exploited. 

If Johnson's common reader, stripped down as he was of everything 
that might have made him an uncommon one, seems like a poor naked 
wretch shivering at every breeze, it was the necessary result of Johnson's 
determination to make him both inclusive and exclusive, both everybody 
and nobody in particular. But when he was put to work by Johnson as 
either a critical norm or as the beneficiary of the writer's and critic's ac
tivities, some flesh is put back on his bones. Going through Johnson's 
writings, one finds him from time to time making assumptions and oc
casionally positive statements about the common reader that restore to 
him some at least of those particular characteristics that we have just 
been careful to remove from him as destructive of his generality. 
Naturally the basis of many of those assumptions was his own experience 
and they tend to make the common reader look a little like one of the 
readers whom Johnson did his best to attract to the Gentleman ·s 
Magazine. Though, theoretically at least, the common reader belonged 
to no one class in society, or rather, perhaps I should have said, to all 
classes in society, Johnson seems often to have thought of him as belong
ing to the lower middle class, to the vulgar, a word that he defined in the 
Dictionary as "the common people." Clearly his periodical essays were 
written for readers far less genteel than those who read the Tat/er and 
Spectator, and in the Idler. in particular, he seems to have gone out of 
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his way to bring shopkeepers, mercers, maids of all work,oilmen, and 
common soldiers within the orbit of his pen. How many such persons ac
tually read the Idler I cannot say, but dearly Johnson thought of them as 
potential readers, for his tone is no way condescending or dismissive. 
But though Johnson always had sympathy with what we call the lower 
classes, he had no proletarian axe to grind, and he drew the gentry in as 
well. Probably he showed special interest in the lower classes not merely 
because of his own sense of kinship with them but also because he fan
cied them likely to be freest from that brand of literary prejudice that he 
felt most inimical to sound literary judgments. There was enough 
primitivism in his intellectual make-up to lead him to expect more of 
nature and common sense, more genuine reactions , in a tradesman or 
servant maid than in a fine lady or gentleman . Again and again he no
ticed that certain works of literature, like Otway's two plays , The Or
phan and Venice Preserved, succeeded because of their appeal to the 
feelings: "If the heart is interested," he wrote "many other beaut ies may 
be wanting, yet not be missed . " 21 The lower classes, having little educa
tion, fall back naturally on the heart. 

But the common reader is not merely a feeling heart; he has a mind as 
well. The most celebrated illustration of Johnson 's faith in the common 
man's mind is the anecdote told by Boswell about the water-boy who 
rowed Johnson and him down river to Greenwich one summer day in 
1763. "This boy," remarked Johnson , " rows us as well without learning, 
as if he could sing the song of Orpheus to the Argonauts ... . " He then 
asked the boy, "What would you give , my lad, to know about the 
Argonauts?" and received the immortal reply, "Sir .. . I would give 
what I have." One might dismiss the episode, if one wished , with the 
comment that the water-boy knew a good way of cadging a fat tip, which 
he got, but Johnson drew a more favourable conclusion: "Sir, (said he) a 
desire of knowledge is the natural feeling of mankind; and every human 
being, whose mind is not debauched, will be willing to give all that he 
has to get knowledge. "22 Johnson may have overstated his case. Mrs. 
Piozzi, in her Anecdotes of the late Samuel Johrtson, expressed the opin
ion that "Mr. Johnson ... always measured other people's notions of 
every thing by his own."23 Many of that lively lady's statements, 
however, were inaccurate, as Boswell was fond of observing, and in this 
case she was judging him, unfairly, on the basis of his conversation 
rather than on that of his writing. As we shall see later, he was usually 
well informed about what the public thought on literary matters and in 
his writings very often took account of its judgments. The cynically low 
estimate put on the common man today by the popular newspaper press 
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and the TV may make him look more naive by contrast than he was. Roy 
Wiles and others, as we have already seen, have demonstrated that in 
spite of the absence of any system of universal education in the eigh· 
teenth century the urge to self education was strong, and so Johnson 
may not have been far off the mark. Certainly, in his thinking about 
literature, not only was instruction always one of the desiderata of great 
literature, even of great imaginative literature, but the acquisition of 
knowledge is itself one of the principal pleasures that one seeks in 
literature. Dulce and utile did not stand at opposite poles in his mind 
but were concordant parts of a monistic system of literary thought. 
Everybody, he believed, loves to learn and accordingly his common 
reader was endowed with a generous share of that positive 
characteristic. Throughout the Lives of the Poets he took for granted a 
considerable interest on the part of his readers in literary history, 
assuming that they would be interested in the evolution of Milton's plans 
for Paradise Lost or in passages from an early draft of Pope's translation 
of the Iliad, though he drew himself up short when transcribing the lat
ter with the thought: " ... most ... readers are already tired, and I am 
not writing only to poets and philosophers. " 24 But he had already given 
them a generous dose of information. 

At this point it will be useful to recall that all his life as a writer 
Johnson did everything he could to satisfy this particular desire of the 
common reader. The concept of the common reader apparently first oc· 
curred to him, as I have already said , when he was planning his dic
tionary and considering what kind of definitions would be most ap
propriate. Would it be better, he wondered, to define baronet, for exam
ple, tersely, as "a title of honour next in degree to that of baron," or to 
be more generous with information and make some mention as well of 
"the creation, privileges and rank of baronets?"25 He decided in favour 
of the second type, even though he knew that he could not print enough 
information to satisfy heralds-experts on baronets-on the ground that 
it would be more useful to "common readers," and so he determined to 
include "explanations real as well as verbal." Accordingly, when the 
Dictionary appeared in 1755, the common reader who looked up 
baronet found a sixty word entry containing in a nut-shell all the in
formation Johnson had planned to give. The same is true of barometer, 
another word that he had cited as an example in his Plan. and of a host 
of other terms that drew encyclopaedic entries from his pen. In fact his 
Dictionary is not so much a scholar's work of reference as one for the 
common reader. The scholar was sometimes disappointed in it, especial· 
ly by its grammar and its etymologies, but the common reader, looking 
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for useful information, seldom failed to find what he needed. Later lex
icographers, being unable to improve on the clarity and perceptiveness 
of its definitions, have often borrowed them for their own use, 
sometimes with and sometimes without acknowledgement. So useful 
was the Dictionary found to be that it remained standard in England in 
successive editions for more than a century. Meanwhile the name 
Johnson grew into a generic one for dictionary, just as Kodak is for 
camera. The library of the State University of Indiana at Terre Haute 
has an incredibly large collection of dictionaries labelled Johnson 's Dic
tionary, many of them badly printed pocket-sized volumes that amount 
to little more than spelling books or lists of hard words, which were 
published in the last century without copyright authority and with little 
or no real relationship to the original work of that name. However, they 
all serve to commemorate Johnson's contribution as a lexicographer to 
the needs of the public, and the evident response made to it by that 
public. 

One may make similar comments on Johnson's edition of 
Shakespeare. It was not an entire success with scholars and even the 
revisions made for the edition of 1773 did not mend matters a great deal. 
It was disappointing chiefly because Johnson had not carried out the ex
tensive collation of the early editions that he had promised in his Pro
posals. and it was soon superseded by editions by Capell and Stevens, 
who did what Johnson had failed to do.26 Its explanatory notes, 
however, were a success from the start, particularly with common 
readers, who found them always helpful, always clear, and always full of 
common sense. In an article published more than twenty-five years ago 
Arthur Eastman pointed out that even in his revision of Shakespeare's 
text Johnson had the interest of the common reader in the forefront of 
his mind, introducing changes aimed at helping him picture what was 
meant to go on on the stage and understand the language. He simplified 
the punctuation, broke up long run-on sentences into shorter ones, 
marked quotations appropriately, made small corrections in grammar 
and syntax, introduced dashes as a kind of stage direction "to indicate 
changes in the direction or tone of a speech, e.g., to show a shift from 
aside to direct address," and, most important of all, wrote in scores of 
new stage directions explaining the stage action. Certainly it was not 
based on the best twentieth-century bibliographical principles, but it 
was, in Mr. Eastman's words, a text "designed to clarify and illuminate 
the drama's highest pleasure to the untrained reader, to keep his fancy 
easily and uninterruptedly aloft. It was, as was no Shakespeare before it, 
a Shakespeare for the laity. "27 Unlike the Dictionary it did not go on be-
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ing republished again and again, but many of its notes entered the 
public domain and continue to be used in whole or in part by modern 
editors because their clarity and helpfulness cannot be improved upon. 

Johnson's recognition of the common reader as a judge of literary 
merit, however, is his most intriguing use of the concept. Again and 
again in his published criticism he showed his awareness of what the 
common reader thought and often built up his essay around his judg
ment. (It is important, by the way, to exclude from our consideration 
any of Johnson's conversational pronouncements, because in them he 
was speaking as an individual who felt free to air his prejudices and go 
out on as many limbs as he wished to, as we all do under similar cir
cumstances. In his published essays, however, he was a far more respon
sible critic.) He had, as we have already seen, great faith in the common 
reader; in his Life of Addison he wrote that "about things on which the 
public thinks long it commonly attains to think right. " 28 It would be 
foolish, he thought, for a writer whose work has been a failure to blame 
the public rather than himself, for "when the end is to please the 
multitude, no man perhaps has a right .. . to throw the whole blame 
upon his judges, and totally exclude diffidence and shame by a haughty 
consciousness of his own excellence. "29 The strength of the common 
reader, however, lay not so much in his intellectual powers of analysis 
and discrimination, highly as Johnson rated the common reader's love 
of learning, as in his immediate natural responses, in his ability to 
derive pleasure from good writing. Those responses are among the most 
significant data with which the critic must work. Johnson, as every stu
dent of his writings knows, gave great importance to the role of the critic 
and was far from thinking of him as a mere mouthpiece of popular opin
ion or a blurb writer for best sellers. Nevertheless, one of his major 
tasks, in Johnson's scheme of things, was to interpret the verdict of the 
common reader and to analyse the reasons for the pleasure that some 
works have given and to point out why others have given none. Cowley's 
abortive epic, Davideis, for example, attracted his attention apparently 
because, though it had, as he put it, "miscarried," Cowley was 
otherwise a popular poet, and so Johnson devoted several pages to ex
plaining why in this instance the poet had failed: "Attention has no 
relief," he concluded; "the affections are never moved; we are 
sometimes surprised, but never delighted, and find much to admire, but 
little to approve."30 I had, in short, little for the common reader. 
Sometimes, however,the critic must go beyond that, for Johnson knew 
that the common reader is not always right, at least at first, and that the 
pleasure he gets from a book may not always be of a lasting kind or 
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pleasure that may be shared with a variety of people. So the critic must 
also instruct him, appealing to his cooler judgment and more basic in
terests. In the Lives of the Poets Johnson operated between these two 
poles much of the time in ways that are curiously complex and occa
sionally amusing. 

Running one's eye over the table of contents in the Lives one quickly 
notices that the amount of space assigned by Johnson to each poet and 
the amount of space assigned to each individual work correspond in a 
general way to the degree of acclaim enjoyed by that poet or that work.31 

When the verdict of the common reader was favourable and he agreed 
with it, as he did preeminently over Pope, for example, he wrote a long 
essay, and even when he did not agree , as over Milton, he also wrote a 
long one, but when he agreed with the common reader in an un
favourable judgment, he saw no need to take up much space: about The 
Brothers. for example, a play by Young, J ohnson merely wrote: "Of The 
Brothers I may be allowed to say nothing, since nothing was ever said of 
it by the Publick,"32 Naturally in his apportionment of space Johnson 
was to some extent also motivated by other considerations, such as the 
amount of information available to him and the difficulty or novelty of 
the subject. His reason for giving several pages to Cowley's Davideis. for 
example, and only ten lines to Milton's Paradise Regained, though he 
agreed with the popular verdict on both poems, must have been that lit
tle or no critical attention had previously been given to the former 
whereas the latter had been often discussed. Since Johnson had been 
given a free hand by the syndicate that was to publish what he wrote, he 
must have made these decisions on space himself. In one other respect, 
however, they had made the decisions for him; they had decided what 
poets were to be included. On the whole Johnson accepted their direc
tive, only reserving to himself the right to express his dislike of any of the 
works that they wished to include, but he got them to agree to the inclu
sion of five poets whose works had not been a part of the original plan. 
Of them the most important was Thomson, a poet whom (as we shall see 
presently) Johnson did not much care for , but who was an outstanding 
popular favourite.33 His motive could have been none other than 
deference to the common reader . Of the other four, one at least , Pom
fret, he must have supported for a similar reason. Of Pomfret's chief 
work , The Choice, Johnson wrote : " Perhaps no composition in our 
language has been oftener perused." His critical comment on the poem, 
though favourable, was brief. Pomfret was undeniably a minor poet and 
perhaps Johnson had some difficulty in finding the reason for his poem's 
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popularity, for he wound up with this somewhat ambivalent remark: 
"He pleases many, and he who pleases many must have some species of 
merit. "34 His reasons for wishing the inclusion of the other three poets, 
Watts , Blackmore, and Yalden, are obscure, but one must not rule out 
similar ones for at least one or.two of them . 

Possibly the best point of vantage from which to observe Johnson's 
dealings with the common reader is his comments on the great suc
cesses, the best sellers of the eighteenth century. Of these Gray is the 
first to come to mind. We know from remarks made by Johnson in con
versation and recorded by Boswell that he did not like Gray's Elegy 
Written in a Country Churchyard, though he did admit to liking it bet
ter than any of Gray's other works. In 1775, dining with Boswell at the 
Thrales, he called Gray a dull fellow and a mechanical poet . "No, Sir," 
he said. "there are but two good stanzas in Gray's poetry, which are in 
his 'Elegy in a Country Church-yard," and he went on to repeat the stan
za beginning "For who to dumb forgetfullness a prey," getting one word 
wrong and forgetting the second stanza altogether.35 Could any praise 
have been fainter? But when a little later he wrote his Life of Gray he 
could not ignore the face that the Elegy was popular. The odes may have 
been esteemed in avant garde circles, but the Elegy was a universal 
favourite. Even though it had as yet by no means survived a century, the 
voice of the common reader had been unmistakeably heard . So Johnson 
wrote: 

In the character of his Elegy I rejoice to concur with the common reader; 
for by the common sense of readers uncorrupted with literary prejudices, 
after all the refinements of subtilty and the dogmatism of learning, must 
be finally decided all claim to poetical honours. The Church-yard abounds 
with images which find a mirrour in every mind, and with sentiments to 
which every bosom returns an echo. The four stanzas beginning "Yet even 
these bones" are to me original: I have never seen the notions in any other 
place; yet he that reads them here persuades himself that he has always 
felt them. Had Gray written often thus it had been vain to blame, and 
useless to praise him.3b 

About another popular favourite, Thomson, Johnson's private opinions 
were, as I have previously intimated, equally lukewarm. He recognized 
that Thomson was a man of genius and that he had "as much of the poet 
about him as most writers" seeing everything through a "poetical eye." 
But one must interpret such words of praise in light of the fact that 
genius was not so superlative a word in Johnson's time as it became later 
and has been ever since; for Johnson it did not necessarily mean much 



418 DALHOUSIE REVIEW 

more than aptitude. Moreover, he diminished even that praise by com
plaining that Thomson was "not very skilful in the art of composition." 
"His fault," as Johnson remarked on another occasion, "is such a cloud 
of words sometimes, that the sense can hardly peep through." He went 
on to recount an amusing anecdote: one day when a Scottish literary 
friend was visiting him, he took down a volume of Thomson and read a 
long passage aloud, asking at the end: "Is not this fine?" The friend 
neatly fell into the trap set for him by expressing high admiration for 
what Johnson had just read. The great man then said: "Well, Sir, ... I 
have omitted every other line. "37 Moreover Thomson wrote his best 
loved poem in blank verse, a form of which Johnson normally disapprov
ed, thinking it little more than prose cut into lengths. In view of all these 
things, Johnson's Life of Thomson is remarkably favourable. Above all, 
Johnson praised him for originality, as he had praised Gray, and he 
found this originality not only in his views on nature and life but, sur
prisingly, also in his diction and versification: "His numbers, his 
pauses, his diction," wrote Johnson, "are of his own growth, without 
transcription, without imitation."38 and he went into details in defence 
of the use of blank verse in The Seasons. What he wrote about both 
Thomson and Gray must have surprised people who had heard him talk 
about them. But Johnson had not really recanted; he was merely holding 
back his own unfavourable personal opinions while playing up the good 
things that he could honestly write. The faults that he had formerly 
found in both poets were not ones that he had to reprobate on either 
moral or religious grounds and he had never had any quarrel with the 
substance of either poem. Moreover, he had never denied the originality 
of either poet and always had something good to say about both poems. 
The four stanzas in the Elegy cited for special praise in the Life include 
the two that he had previously commended. Consequently it would be 
unjust to accuse him of turning his coat, though certainly the tone of 
both lives is different from that of his conversations on the same sub
jects. The comparison, incidentally, that has just been made demolishes 
the old stereotype of him as a dogmatic critic who rode rough-shod over 
other people's opinions. 

Nevertheless there were limits to Johnson's deference to the common 
reader. "One cannot always easily find the reason," he once wrote, "for 
which the world has sometimes conspired to squander praise. " 39 Part of 
the trouble is that the common reader will not always trust his own 
natural judgment. In the Life of Pope, for example, he complained 
about those readers of the Essay on Man who could not make up their 
minds about its worth so long as the name of its author was unknown to 
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them: "Those who like only when they like the author, and who are 
under the dominion of a name, condemned it; and those admired it who 
are willing to scatter praise at random, which while it is unappropriated 
excites no envy. "40 He complained also about those poetical agnostics 
who withheld their opinion of the Dunciad before the identities of the 
dunces had been revealed in the variorum edition. The common reader 
who is uncorrupted with literary prejudices, moreover, is less common 
than one would have liked to think . Sometimes he allows himself to be 
swept away by fads, as over Cowley's Pindarique Odes, which, Johnson 
wrote, "have so long enjoyed the highest degree of poetical reputation 
that I am not willing to dismiss them with unabated censure."41 Ac
cordingly he gave them a generous allotment of space and went through 
each of them in turn with a fine-toothed critical comb. In all of them he 
found "great comprehension of knowledge and great fertility of fancy," 
and thoughts that are often "new and striking." Occasionally, he allow
ed, Cowley rose to "dignity truly Pindarick." But, according to Johnson, 
Cowley was never able to maintain this elevation of tone for long; lit
tleness was always breaking in. His diction was feeble and his wit often 
fatuous. In one of his odes, Johnson wrote, "celebrating the power of the 
Muse, (Cowley) gives her prescience or, in poetical language, the 
foresight of events hatching in futurity; but having once an egg in his 
mind he cannot forbear to shew us that he knows what an egg contains." 
How could such a man, Johnson demanded, have imagined "either wak
ing or dreaming, that he imitated Pindar?" It is unlikely that the com
mon reader would have known or cared whether or not Cowley had im
itated Pindar, but he did know sense from nonsense when he had not 
allowed himself to be carried away. The gist of Johnson's essay on the 
metaphysical poets, which forms an integral part of the Life of Cowley. 
is that their erudition, their recondite jokes, and their far-fetched allu
sions put them over the heads of common readers and hence made them 
inferior poets. Great poetry is written for all mankind to read, not just 
for a "fit audience though few." The common reader can be trusted 
eventually to wash the dust of literary prejudice out of his eyes, but a 
good critic can persuade him to do so sooner than he otherwise might. 

The common reader is even more apt to be led astray in his award of 
praise by considerations that are not literary at all. Addison's Cato was 
one of the smash hits of the early eighteenth century stage, but it owed 
its success mainly to political causes. Johnson tells the story in the first 
part of his Life of Addison: "The whole nation was at that time on fire 
with faction," he wrote; on the opening night of Cato the house was 
packed with spectators who had come prepared to see every sentiment 
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expressed in the play as an allusion to the contemporary political situa
tion. "The Whigs." went on Johnson, "applauded every line in which 
Liberty was mentioned, as a satire on the Tories; and the Tories echoed 
every clap, to shew that the satire was unfelt. " 42 The play could hardly 
have failed under those circumstances, and as success gathers its own 
momentum, it went on being a success performance after performance 
and season after season throughout the eighteenth century, long after 
the political situation of 1713 was over and had been forgotten . So when 
Johnson came to Cato in the course of the critical portion of his Life of 
Addison he gave it several pages, calling it "unquestionably the noblest 
production of Addison's genius." After that opening, however, he seems 
to have been embarrassed, confessing that "of a work so much read, it is 
difficult to say anything new"43-an obstacle that did not often impede 
him-and went on to endorse what he described as the received opinion 
that Cato was not so much a play as a poem full of noble sentiments ex
pressed in memorable language. Actually what he wrote about it has 
more to do with its faults than with its virtues. It utterly fails to move the 
reader and, one must suppose, would have failed to move an audience 
not predetermined to be moved for the wrong reasons. After saying that, 
Johnson shifted the burden of proof by devoting the greater part of his 
remaining space to long quotations from John Dennis's Remarks upon 
Cato, in which the play's faults were skilfully and vigorously laid bare. 
Johnson did not endorse everything that Dennis had written, but he en
dorsed most of it and complimented Dennis on his critical sagacity. 
Consequently the total effect of Johnson's pages on Cato is ambivalent: 
Cato is at one and the same time Addison's noblest production and a 
defective play. It seems as if Johnson had hesitated to pan the play 
outright because of its continued popularity, but quoted with approval 
the common reader's own finding that it lacked dramatic impact, and 
then went on, with help from Dennis, to suggest at some length that if 
the common reader would think a little harder about it he would realize 
that it was not such a classic as he had believed. If what Johnson 
planned, however, was to burst the bubble of Cato 's reputation, he was 
not completely successful. As late as 1816 Kemble produced it in Lon
don, but the audience, according to Macready, listened "with respect
ful, almost drowsy attention . " 44 Time was eventually doing what the 
critic had been unable to do. 

In his criticism of Milton's poetry, however, John son seems at least at 
first to have parted company with the common reader altogether. By the 
date of his Life of Milton that poet had outlived his century and had 
become an acknowledged classic. Dryden, Pope, and Thomson had all 
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come under the spell of Paradise Lost, and by Johnson's time the minor 
poems were inspiring such new poets as Gray and the Wartons. In the 
Spectator Addison had canonized Milton with a series of essays on 
Paradise Lost. and by mid-century Milton's name had become almost 
sacrosanct. A early as 1751 Johnson let off a broadside against Milton in 
two Rambler essays on Samson Agonistes. and in 1770 his Life of Milton 
gave offence on account of his harsh criticism of many of the minor 
poems. Samson. he repeated, has "been too much admired," and 
Lycidas he took apart in spite of acknowledging that it was a poem on 
which "much praise has been bestowed."45 Not even Paradise Lost 
altogether escaped censure: it is, he wrote, "one of the books which the 
reader admires and lays down, and forgets to take up again."47 So much 
has been written about Johnson's Milton criticism that a detailed 
analysis of it here is as unnecessary as it would be inappropriate. In it 
Johnson was mostly speaking for himself, founding his argument not on 
the consensus of common readers but on reason , logic. and occasionally 
critical authority. Nevertheless he had not forgotten the common reader 
entirely; as critic he was acting, however, not as the interpreter and 
analyst of the popular verdict but as the good schoolmaster who is 
prepared to indulge his pupils as far as possible but who will bring them 
up sharply to heel when they have gone too far . Milton, he felt, has ac
quired an inflated reputation, and the common reader needed to be 
brought back into touch with his common sense. But the dust stirred up 
by the Miltonists who took violent exception to what he wrote both in his 
own time and in the nineteenth century as well may have blinded our 
eyes to the positive things that Johnson wrote about Milton. If one 
peruses the life candidly, without allowing one's hackles to rise too far 
over his more provocative remarks, one perceives that Johnson really did 
concur in the common reader's general estimate of Milton as a very 
great poet indeed, one of the literary heroes of whom the nation is most 
justly proud. Johnson's high regard for Milton is evident also elsewhere 
in his writings. In 1750, for example, the year before his attack on Sam
son, he wrote a prologue to be spoken at a benefit performance of 
Comus. in which he called Milton a "mighty Bard," and wrote with 
approval of the "universal Praise" that had been given him and that 
John son believed would endure through "the Centuries to come," In the 
life itself he wrote of Paradise Lost, in spite of a few faults that even its 
most ardent admirers, when they cooled off, would most likely admit, as 
one of the most splendid poems in world literature. When he wrote of it 
that it lacked human interest, and that it is a poem which one is apt to 
forget to finish reading, surely he is standing in the common reader's 
shoes. 
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To go through all of Johnson's lives in order to comment in detail on 
the way in which he took account of the common reader's reactions 
would be tedious, though interesting insights into the way that his mind 
worked might also be obtained from his remarks on the works of 
Roscommon, on Venice Preserved. on Thomson's Liberty, or on Ad
dison's Travels, to mention only a few examples. Enough has been said, 
however, to demonstrate the importance that Johnson attached to the 
concept. No other great English critic is so constantly aware as he was of 
the common reader or so sensitive to his opinions and reactions. It was 
particularly important for him because he stood as a critic and writer in 
the gap between two eras; if he had lived a little earlier, in the time of 
Donne or Dryden, he would most likely have written for an elite group of 
literary friends and the common reader would scarcely have existed for 
him, or if he had written later, in the romantic period, he might very 
well have stood aloof from the common reader, forging his own way 
ahead as an individual and narrating the adventures of his own soul 
among masterpieces. But for Johnson , writing when he did, the author 
was a kind of public servant whose job it is to bring pleasure of the most 
valuable kind to a wide range of readers. The only finally valid test of his 
worth is whether or not in the long run he has actually given that 
pleasure. The function of the critic is not to tell the writer what he must 
do or ought to have done according to some preconceived system of 
critical thought, but rather to analyse empirically the causes of success 
and failure as a guide to writers in the future. Criticism, as Johnson 
pointed out again and again, is not an exact science; the worth of a work 
of literature can never be demonstrated in the same way as a proposition 
in geometry can be proved. The principles upon which he said "the 
merit of composition is to be determined"47 must be distinguished from 
the old neoclassic rules; they are rather ones that must be inferred from 
a multitude of examples and tested during a lifetime of experience with 
readers. Even then they will remain tentative for a long time, if not for 
good, and will be modified, or absorbed, or rejected by other readers 
and critics in his own generation and later. For Johnson the judgment of 
literature was a communal undertaking, an effort of the whole civilized 
community. NOTES 
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