Samuel Johnson in his “Preface to Shakespeare™ highlights several qualities and defects
in Shakespeare’s plays whether they are comedies or tragedies. Samuel Johnson’s
preface got enough fame due to the points that he raised in his writing. However, while
highlighting the defects and qualities of Shakespeare’s work, Johnson, sometimes
contradicts his own views.

Samuel Johnson, a well-known figure of late Augustan age is considered superb for his
critical preface, Preface to Shakespeare by most critics. Harold Bloom defines
“Johnson’s vitality as a critic” as “always sufficiently inside Shakespeare’s plays to
judge them as he judges human life, without ever forgetting that Shakespeare’s function
is to bring life to mind”. In his preface, Johnson identifies several strengths and
imperfections in Shakespeare’s capabilities of writing.

Shakespeare develops his argument in considering Shakespeare and his works as
antique. He used the word “antique” as referential. He argues that something written a
long time ago, must have been discussed a lot and if it is still admired, it contains some
established qualities because it has gone through a phase of testing, checking and
comparing

Strengths of Shakespeare’s Plays According to Johnson

Shakespeare was an established authority by the time of Johnson. According to
Johnson, “Nothing can please many, and please long, but just representations of general
nature”. By nature, Johnson means the observation of reality. Johnson says that
Shakespeare had the ability to provide a ‘just representation of general nature’. Here,
Johnson presents the idea of universality. David Daiches reports that Dr. Johnson
appreciates Shakespeare because he, according to Dryden’s requirement of a just and
lively image of human nature, fulfills it. He further explains that Shakespeare as a
dramatist is praised because he does what is expected from a dramatist. Shakespeare’s
writings have a main theme of good and evil, these are universal problems, and
everyone agrees to these problems. All humanity faces good as well as evil so the author
who uses these problems relates to people’s lives.

According to Johnson, art should be exact representation (imitation) of general nature
as Plato says that art is the imitation of nature. Also, dealing with the theme of
universality, Johnson seems to believe in modern thoughts that truth has to be universal,
accepted by all and common for all. Nature is represented by classicists so copying
them also means copying nature. Hamlet says, “Hold up a mirror to nature”, which
means imitation of nature according to Platonic theory. Shakespeare is also categorized
by Johnson as poet of nature.



Johnson, further describes about Shakespeare’s characters as, “His persons act and
speak by the influence of those general passions and principles by which all minds are
agitated..”. Shakespeare’s characters are individuals but represent universality. Johnson
elaborates about Shakespeare’s characters, “Shakespeare has no heroes; his scenes are
occupied by men”. It means that Shakespeare’s characters are of general kind and are
not restricted by customs and conventions of any one society. David Daiches describes
that by having no heroes does not mean that his characters are not heroic or impressive
but that they are not supernatural beings but “men, whom we recognize as fellow human
beings” acting according to the general laws of nature. Also, if Shakespeare uses ghosts,
he gives them humanly characteristics as they speak like human beings such as
Hamlet’s father’s ghost.

Johnson describes language of Shakespeare as comprehensible. He also describes that
Shakespeare’s characters differ from one another because of the usage of language.

Johnson praises Shakespeare and comments, “His drama is the mirror of life”.
According to Johnson, his plays are so realistic that we get practical knowledge from
them. He further says, “Shakespeare’s plays are not in the rigorous and critical sense
either tragedies or comedies, but compositions of a distinct kind..”. According to
Johnson, divisions of Shakespeare’s plays into tragedies and comedies is wrong. Eliot
shares Johnson’s idea of incorrect labeling of Shakespeare’s dramas as tragic, comic
and historic.

Johnson judges Shakespeare’s tragedy as “a skill” and his comedy as an ‘instinct’. He
thinks that the natural medium for Shakespeare is comedy not tragedy. According to
him, Shakespeare had to struggle for his tragedies but still they did not reach perfection.

He presents a mingled drama — a tragicomedy, which provides instructions in both the
ways, as a tragedy as well as a comedy. He reinforces if tragedy and comedy are
mingled, the effect one wants to create on the audience is impaired. Mingling of tragedy
and comedy means to represent the reality of the world as it is.

Weaknesses in Shakespeare’s Plays According to Johnson

Johnson identifies, “The end of writing is to instruct; the end of poetry is to instruct by
pleasing”. Dr. Johnson, like utilitarian, seems to believe in the usefulness of art. He is
one of them who want to prove that art is profitable for society. He also agrees to
Sidney’s idea of poet as a moral teacher. According to Johnson, poetry should make us
better and it should be didactic. David Daiches criticizes Johnson for his two
contradictory remarks—just representation of human nature and poetry as a medium of
moral instruction. David Daiches emphasizes that human nature not only deals with
good side of life but also the evil aspects are there. However, for instructing morally,



evil should be omitted, which means that the writer is not depicting true human nature.
Humanity contains moral as well as immoral aspects so poetry cannot be a moral
teacher and true human nature representation both.

Johnson comments on Shakespeare’s style, “He sacrifices virtue to convenience..”.
Johnson’s argument is prejudice of the age. According to his opinion, rational thinking
leads to moral thinking. Anthony House depicts, “Johnson exhibits emphatic distaste
for Shakespeare’s lack of moral purpose”. Johnson reinforces on a writer’s duty “to
make the world better”, which means, he emphasizes on moral role of literature, which
IS again contradictory to neo-classical ideas.

Another defect highlighted by Johnson is that Shakespeare does not give much
consideration to plot construction. Initially, in the preface, Johnson praises Shakespeare
for his universality, his not belonging to any one age, place or time but then, he
contradicts with himself as he identifies it a flaw of Shakespeare’s style.

For Johnson, clarity and diction are important. Johnson criticizes Shakespeare’s use of
language. According to him, Shakespeare is not of civilized kind and is also over-
punning. Sometimes, it seems that Shakespeare is involved in providing mere dialogues
not related to the plot.

Johnson vigorously defends Shakespeare against charges of failing to adhere to the
classical doctrine of the dramatic unities of time, place and action. According to
Aristotle, these unities are necessary for the praiseworthy work. As far as, unity of
action is concerned, Shakespeare is good at it but the other two unities of time and place
are subservient to the mind: since the audience does not confound stage action with
reality, it has no trouble with a shift of scene from Rome to Alexandria. Anthony House
claims, “By reversing the entire paradigm through which the unities are used, Johnson
changes Shakespeare’s fault into a praiseworthy asset”. According to Johnson, the idea
of unity of place and time is contradictory in terms of reason and rationality. Johnson
also elaborates, “Such violations of rules mere positive become the comprehensive
genius of Shakespeare”.

Anthony House depicts the importance of Johnson’s work in terms of Shakespeare’s
study. By his preface, Johnson tries to highlight certain views about Shakespeare’s
genius. Whatever Johnson has contributed, it is precious.



