James Gray

DR. JOHNSON AND THE “INTELLECTUAL GLADIATORS®

In e NNt cuarTe of their Theary of Literature, Professors Wellck and Wa
pose some questions about the uscfulness and accuracy of literature as a refleci
the life and society from which it has emerged. Focussing particular attention
the English comedy of the Restoration period, they ask:
Was it simply a realm of cuckoldom, a fairy land of adulterics and mock
as Lamb believed? Or was i, as Macaulay would have us beleve, a faihful p
decadent, frivolous, and brutal aristocracy? Or should we not rather,
akermativ s what pariular sail roup created this ar o what. i
should we not sce whether it was a natralistc or a sylized art? Should we
indol of ats nd irony, 8k idte tad fantasy?*
A recent and quite emphatic “yes” to that last question has been su
C. D. Cecil of McGill University in an article entitled “Libertine and
Blements in Restorarin Commedy™ The comedis of that perod, M
“are in one sense extended definitions of good behaviour couched largely in

of bad, as all satrical and hortative works apparently must be,” and he gocs o
that “every Restoration comedy that still interests us attempts to realize
personality based on some compromise between libertinism and self-contral, i
the best manifestations of each — intellcctual vitality and physical restraint
joined.” Mr. Cecil goes a step further even than this. While admit
Wycherley's The Country Wife fluctuates between heavy moralizing and
contends that “the absurdity humanises the preaching, while the sentent
clarifies the satirical point of the grotesque action.™ In cffect, then, Mr.
pears to regard the most durable of the Restoration comedies as satiical
dramatic disguise.

“That this was far from Dr. Johnson's view of Restoration comedy
without saying.  Although he did not endorse the flat condemnations of
solemnly pronounced by Jeremy Collicr and William Law, Johnson
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uch of satirical or moral value in any of them. For him they were at best clever
plays of wit and railery, worth quoting from time to time in support of  light-
carted argument with David Garrick, but scarcely to be treated seriously as vehicles
moral instruction.
Ttis, of course, a well known fact that Johnson distrusted the drama in general,
d comedy in particular, as a satirical instrument. He is careful w0 define sazire in
Dictionary as “a poem in which wickedness or folly is censured”. “Proper
re he continues, “is distinguished by the generality of the reflections, from a
which is aimed against a particular person; but they are too frequently con-
 And yet, under satirist he quotes, presumably with approval, the opinion
wille that “Wycherly, in his writings, is the sharpest satyrist of his time.”
This is the more surprising when we recall that even the comedics of Shake-
in Johnson's view, failed to make full use of their opportunitics to censurc
dness or folly. In his notes on Twelfth Night, for instance, he complains that
marriage of Olivia, and the succeeding perplexity, though well enough con-
10 divert on the stage, wants credibility, and fails to produce the proper in-
required in the drama, as it exhibits no just picture of life.™  Again, the
of The Merry Wives of Windsor was, for Johnson, “the frequency of
50 profane, that no necessity of preserving character can justify them.
Taws of higher authority than those of criticism.™  As for As You Like Ir,
sernly objcets that “by hastening to the end of his work Shakespeare sup-
the dialoguc betsveen the usurper and the hermit, and fso] lost an oppor-
exhibiting a moral lesson in which be might have found matter worthy of
powers."
I the comic genius of Shakespeare was wanting in these didactic essentials,
more deficient, in Johnson's cycs, were the comedics of Dryden, Con-
erege, Wycherley, and Vanbrugh. It is significant that, with the excep-
there is a dearth of comment on these writers, both in Boswell's
in the canon of Johnson's writings. There is no doubt that Johnson
interest in the theory of comedy, and that the prevailing sentimental
flourished on the stage in his day failed to capture his imagination.*
g, then, that he had even less interest in the kind of comedy in
ire was merely incidental to, and often submerged by, the themes of
d intriguc, as in the Restoration plays.”
fact that there was satire, some of it of  very powerful kind, in these
comedies (as Mrs. Thrale called them) scems to have escaped the




352 THE DALHOUSIE REVIEW

notice of many of Johnson's contemporaries. 1 they read the plays at all, they read
them with the air of lubricious knowingness that one sometimes finds in students
who profess an antiquarian interest in Oscar Wilde or the pre-Raphaclites, and who
assume that everyone in the 1890’ comported himself like Toulouse-Lautrec. I
other words, they saw the Restoration wits s 2 Lost Generation, and the works
Wycherley and company as documented decadence. But this, as we know, was
the whole story. Several of the Restoration dramatists themselves had complai
it the time of Jeremy Collier's attack in 169 and later, that their motives had b
misunderstood, and that their work had been intended to edify as well as to

win. Even Vanbrugh, whose sensc of moral obligation was never very strong, chi
ed in his Short Vindication, in answer w Coller, that the business of comedy’
“to show people what they should do, by representing them on the stage doing
they should not.™® Though it smacks of rationalization, this statement appes
acknowledge the traditional responsibility of the satirist 1o measure the alx
of the actual from the ideal. Colley Cibber, going a step further, carried
fence of his art right into the dialogue of his play, The Careless Husband, which
presented at Drury Lane in 1704. Here he makes an oblique attack on Cd
Short View of the Profaneness and Immorality of the English Stage:

Lady Bety.  Lampoons and Plays, Madam, are only things to be laughed ate
Lard Morelove. Plays now indeed one need not be so much afraid of, for, sig
late shortsighted View of ‘em, Vice may go on and prospee,
hardly dare show a Vicious Person speaking like himself, for
being call'd Prophane for exposing him.
Lady Bay. T hard indecd, when People won't disinguish

meant for Contempr, and what for Exam;

The point that Lady Easy makes here s a good one, for much of the

cighteenth-century dramatists had now to be dirccted ar making the di

tween the Contemptible and the Exemplary quite unequivocal. The

of subtlety and satirical power in English drama is clearly demonstra

things as the Prologue to Steele’s last play, The Conscious Lovers,

ence is asked to cooperate in the task of reforming the stage:
‘ur Aid mast humbly sought, then Britons lend,

And Libral Mirth like Libiral Men, defend.

No more let Ribaldry, with Licence writ,

Usurp the Name of Eloquence or Wit;

No mare let lawless Farce uncensurd go,

The low doll Gleanings o  Smihfild Shows
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yours, with Breeding to refine the Age,

To Chasten Wit, and Moralize the Stage.®

In spite of this forbidding injunction, Steele’s play was a great success, but the
bsequent history of eighteenth-century comedy is 4 dismal chronicle of the des-
ction wrought by such seli-conscious moralization. As Professor Bonamy Dobrée
s1id, “t0 load aestherics with dircctly stated morals is 10 deprive it of its wings.
the mehod of at s indirec. It producesis ulimate effect by firt inducing
od of detachment.™'* Deprived of its wings, the comic spirit “fled to faree”,
the theatre managers, like John Rich of Covent Garden, were forced w revive
e plays of Congreve in the 1730's for want of new material. It s not surprising
the rare comic talents of Ficlding, so constricted by the farces which the times
eled him 10 write, were directed, during the following decade, into the high

\ The second wave of Congreve's popularity rose, then, out of the Dead Sea
geessty, [t reached its crest during the hey-day of David Garrick and Peg Wof-
and much of its force was later carried into the comedies of Goldsmith and
b. According to Garrick's most recent biographer, Carola Oman, The Old
. Love for Love and The Way of the World were among the most promi-
ns in his repertory, and one of his anonymous admirers is recorded as taking
1o task for overacting the part of Fondlewife on December 3, 174214
before this, however, Johnson had been well acquainted with the plays
As a boy of sisteen he had stayed ar Pedmore for six months with his
in, Cornelius Ford, a great admirer of Congreve and a habitué of the
tres. In many ways Ford, who had a not wholly undeserved reputation as
‘man of wit, was the ideal person o introduce the young Johnson to the
Restoration dramatist and to regale him with firsthand accounts of the
af his plays® Whatever impression this made upon him was no doubt
f the 1740's when he acquired an intimate knowledge of the London
msclf and attended such performances of Garrick as the one mentioned
rate, his famous Prologue, written for the occasion of the opening
season as manager of Drury Lane (September 15, 1747), containg
low morality of the Restoration playwrights, and in much the same

t0 Stcele’s The Conscious Lovers written a quarter of a century
ds to shame the audience into demanding something better:

Ab! let not Gensure term our Fate our Choice,
The Stage but echoes back the publick Voice.
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The Drama’s Laws the Drama's Patcons give,
And we that live to please, must please to live.
What follows sccms to combine the views of Garrick on the need for greater natus
alism in the acting with those of Johnson on the use of drama as a source of monl
instruction:

ey e Night o b th g, cominens
Of rescu'd Nature, and reviving Sens
To chase the Charms of Sound, the pmp of Show,
For uscful Mirth, and s:luu.y
Bid scenic Virtuc form the risi
A Tou diffs her Rt e he Stage!?

But Johnson's hopes for the moral improvement of the theatre were i
realized. As he grew older, in fact, he became more and more peevish in his e
cisms of the stage in general and of the personal failings of actors like Garrick}
particular. This querulous attitude was symptomatic of a deep-scated prejud
against the acting profession as a whole, and it should be kept in mind whea
consider Johnson's few recorded criticisms of the Restoration plays. For ane
it accounts in part for the irritable manner he adopts in his discussion
dramatic work in the Lives of the Pocts where he says,

1 wish that there were no necessity of following the progress of his theatrical f

tracing the meanders of his mind through the whole scrics of his dramatick

ances; it will be fit however to enumerate them, and to take special notice of

are distinguished by any peculiarity intrinsick or concomitan; for the co

fate of cight and twenty dramas include two much of a poctical life t be o

His grudge against the wibe of dramatists also accounts in some

Johnson's rather mixed verdict on Congreve’s comedics in the same work.
Batchelor was composed, he says, “with great elaborateness of dialogue, and
ambition of Wit “The dialogue is “one constant eciprocation of concets
of wit, in which nothing flows necessarily from the occasion, or is dictated by n
“The characters he fods "iher ficiious aad anificiah as thoe of Heartwel
Ladies; or casy and common, as Witiol a tame idiot, Bluff a swaggering @
and Fondlewife a jealous Puritan; and the catastrophe arises from a mistake

such as seize the attention, and the wit so exuberant that it o'
ment.”
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He praises Love for Love as "a comedy of nearer alliance to lfe, and exhibiting
real manners” than The Double Dealer, which he barely mentions, and The
Buichelor. As for Congreve's final play, The Way of the World, Johnson is
ot 10 record that it was received with so little favour that Congreve decided to
e up writing for the stage.!*
So far, this Life of Congreve bears all the characteristics of one of Johnson's
ilers; but he apparently considered it ane of the best of his “litle lives”,1® as he
them, and the justification for his pride probably lies in the summing-up, in
B he makes his most valuable critical remarks:

Congreve has merit of the highest kind; he is an original writer, who borrowed
e the models of his plot, nor the manaer of hlid.uhguc Of bis plas [ cint

B e D s atie i of et chclen
he supposcd to consist in gay remarks and unexpected answers; but that which
soured, be seldom filed of pesforming. His scencs exhibic not much of
i es ace a kind of intelectual gladiators; every
; the cont er inte his wit is 3
5t playing to and fro with alternate coruscations. - His comedis have therefore, in
¢ degre, the operation of mg:dxn, they surprise rather than divert, and raise ad-
dhan merriment.” But they aee works of 8 mind replete with images,

i combination.
ords, Johnson gives Congreve full marks for originality and cleverness of
none at all for naturalness and uth o life. His comedies failed to
er or provide comic pleasure. They are exercises of a particular kind
hnson considered inappropriate to comedy, a cynical smartness that dis-
amusing and shocked without pleasing. If he noticed that Congreve
lied and satirized this affected wit in many of his characters, particu-
ay of the World, he made no mention of the fact. Ttis clear tht, for
sation comedy of manners was too remote from real life to make such

Johnson is criticizing Congreve, by implication, for his
for using comedy as the vehicle for what the critic Dennis had

ck Satire" ' The intellectual gladiators of the court of Charles IT were
rather than a Horatian function, and this, in Johnson's

ching the proper limits of comedy, the primary business of which was
10 preach, although the truly effective satirist could do both. Once
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again, he is expressing his decp-rooted belief that the only firm foundation for crif
cal judgment is not art but nature.

Much of what Johnson had to say about the metaphysical poets in his celes
brated Life of Cowley has a certain relevance here. These pocts, he complained, do
not move the passions, because they are concerned with the remoter feclings and
with superficialties. 'Their wit is a tissue of “slender conceits and laboured p
ticularities,” in which “the most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence
gether.”  Being “wholly employed on something unexpected and surprising,
had no regard to that uniformity of sentiment which enables us to conceive and 9
sxcite the pains and the pleasures of other minds: they never enquired what, on anf
occasion, they should have said or done; but wrote rather as beholders than par
of human nature, . . ."** Congreve's faults are catalogued in similar terms, His
is described as “a metcor playing to and fro with alternate coruscations
Johnson is using wit in the ninth sense which he gives ifi the Dictionary—"¢
vance, stratagem, invention, ingenuity,” rather than in the second sense of “i
tion, quickness of fancy,” although it incorporates some of that too. It has s
thing in common also with his muchdiscussed definition of wit in the
Couley as the combining and associative power of the imagination, the
ability t achieve the discordia concors, the perception of similitude in dissimilan
Like the metaphysical poets, Congreve “had more than enough” of this kind of
which he paraded by making his characters intellectual gladiators, using their Wi
cisms and farfetched conceits as weapons both to ward and strike in an i
battle for superiority in dialogue that frequently degenerated into. pointles
foolery or epigrammatic debate.

‘This complaint about the overloading of wit is, of course, only one

Morcover, as Mrs. Thrale tells us, for all his aggressiveness and asperity in
conversatian, “nobody had a more just aversion to general satire” than Jo

exquisite example of ludicrous poetry"** not primarily as a satire, and,
mitting that “satirical criticism may be considered as useful when it re
and improves judgement”, he expresses serious doubts about the morality o
intentions in ing the Dunciad > O the satires of Swift he has little t9
approval, either in writing or in conversation, and when Boswell attempts
the author of Gulliver's Travels Johnson dismisses his arguments with charg
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\themence*. By the same token, his comments on the satirical aspects of Dry-
den's work are quite unenthusiastic*

There is some justification for the view, then, that Johnson was averse to
fomic sarire i general a5 a method of moral crticism, and quite openly ritcal of
rama that was used either as a vehicle for such satire or s a platform for the ex-

of wit, however brilliant. In this, as in many other respects, he was an-
There is, for

dpating the reaction of the Romantic critis to the satirical mode.
in Leigh Hunt's verdict on Congreve a certain Johnsonian emphasis:

plays of Congreve will not help [human] advancement except inasmuch as their
iews contradict worse bigotries, and serve to neutralize both. His love is sparc
icf s a mass of wit, and sascasm,
of billam exposures of hollowness, and of plots so overingenious as
ne perplexing and tiresome.5"

Lamb, writing on “The Artificial Comedy of the Last Century", points out that

and the Mirabels, the Dorimants and the Lady Touchwoods, in their own
R oo e ny mon s in s, they do ok sppal o i atal - The
of Congreve is especially shown in this, that he has entirely excluded from s

not only anything like a fauldess character, but any pretensions
B h s s of sl L il
han by the ugly name of palpable darkness, over his creations; and his shadows
you without distinction or preference."!

these shortcomings of Congreve, Johnson was less censorious and more

n cither Hunt or Lamb, although he would have agreed with them both

ial core of their judgment. His whole view of the matier is cpitomized

passage from another context, in which he obscrves that “Literature is a

ctual light, which, like the light of the sun, may sometimes enable

we do not like; but who would wish to escape unpleasing objects, by
Bimsel to perpetual darkness?"*®
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ing are a few examples, which I have selected at random, of “metaphysical”
the plays of Congreve:
Sir Joseph Wittol . Sir, 1 most submissively implore your Pardon
Transgresion of Ingratitude and Omission; having my in
upon the superfluity of your Goodness, which, like an Inundation will
sy fmmerge the Relesin of ey Erv, 1nd v 6 (OARHY
Sight, upon the full blown Bladders of Repentance — by the help of
shall once more hup: o swim into your mq..r (m 0ld Batchelor, I,
Vainlove . . . As Love is a Deity, he must be serv'd by Prayer.
Belinda, © Gad, wonld you woud all pray Love then, and let us
Vainlove. You are the Temples of Love, and 'is through you, our
maet be convegd (154, T, ),
Heartwell ... .Is not this Si 's House, the cave of that Enchantress,
consequently I ought to shun as I would infection? To enter here i
the envenom'd Shirt to run into the Embraces of a Fever, and in
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;e b phunge my o ot s conusing B Wonas's Aco
‘Well, why do you not move? Feet do your Office — not onc Inch; no,
rmpa Tm Sy N i T
(Ibid., 111,
ioee et P S 1 Vilston i i By
o shinc in ane Sphere; when he riss T must et (Love for Lo, an
Forsight (lcking in the o). ldo not sce any Revolution here; —
thinks 1 look with a serenc and benign aspect — pale, a linle pale — g
Ross of these Checks have been gather'd many Years.... (léid, 11,
5. Anecdotes of Samuel Johnion by Hesther Lynch Piozai, ed. S. C. Roberts (Cambridge,
1932), p.
Liges, vd. 1, p zm
. Lies, Vol.

. Mn,ln Life af Mnm, ed. G. B. Hill and L. F. Powell (Oxford, 1934), Vel. II,

e, V. 1, p. 320 .
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o 1860), p.
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ployment of Authors", e Works of Semuel Johnion, LLD.
ms) Vol. V, p. 356, For the philosophical implications of this state-
e W, . B, The Achicooment of Sumuel Tohnson (New York, 1953),




