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SAMUEL JOHNSON’S «“PREFACE TO SHAKESPEARE”
A DOCUMENT OF EMPIRICISM IN LITERARY
CRITICISM

“There is always an apgeal open from ciiticism to Nature.”!
Samuel Johnson’s ‘‘Prefaco to Shakespeare” is a manifesto of
empiricism in literay theory. He subjects Shakespeare’s plays to
human observation and experience, finds them amply fulfilling these
norms and consequently gives their author the highest place as an
English dramadist.

In the ‘“Preface to Shakespeare’”” Johnson, bold as he is, sets out
to defy all the abstract rules dictated by the classical tradition and
slavishly adhered to by all of the literary theoreticians...and most of
the practictioners as well. Some of the major English writers, there
is no denying the fact, had all along disregarded the more cumber-
some rules of the ancients in their practices but they dared not defy
it in theoretical discussion of the art. Johnson is not a meek
follower of any such tradition which could not be true to one’s living
experiences. “johnson’s practical use of traditian thus’’, writes
Walter Jackson Bate, ‘‘refuses to allow special or fixed concepts of
tradition to serve as ends in themselves.”’2 In Shakespeare Johnson
finds an impeccable model who never looks back to coasult any
abstract canons of composition. Critics like ben Jonson andﬂkDryden
had all felt the powerful genius of Shakespeare but they were more
of apologists in their pr‘aises of him ; they implied...particularly
Ben Jonson...that had he known more Greek and Latin, that is, had
he been conversant with the classics, he would certainly have written

much better.
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