
Notes on English Literary Criticism: A Critical
Guide
Samuel Johnson's "Notes on English Literary Criticism" is a seminal work in
the history of literary theory. First published in 1799, it has since become a
cornerstone of literary education and a valuable resource for literary critics,
scholars, and students alike.
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In this in-depth exploration, we will delve into the key concepts and
historical significance of Johnson's Notes. We will also examine its
relevance to contemporary literary criticism and offer insights into its
application in literary analysis and essay writing.

Key Concepts in Johnson's Notes
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Johnson's Notes offer a wide-ranging examination of English literary
criticism, covering topics such as:

The nature of literary merit: Johnson argues that literary merit lies in
the ability to please and instruct readers. He emphasizes the
importance of imagination, judgment, and truth to nature in creating
works of lasting value.

The role of the critic: Johnson believes that the critic's primary role is
to guide readers and help them appreciate the true value of literary
works. He advocates for a judicious and balanced approach to
criticism, one that avoids both excessive praise and undue harshness.

The importance of context: Johnson stresses the need to consider
the historical and cultural context in which literary works are created.
He argues that understanding the author's intentions and the prevailing
literary norms of the time is crucial for proper interpretation.

The relationship between literature and morality: Johnson believes
that literature has a moral function and should aim to promote virtue
and discourage vice. However, he also recognizes the importance of
artistic freedom and the dangers of censorship.

Historical Significance of Johnson's Notes

Johnson's Notes appeared at a pivotal time in the development of English
literary criticism. It marked a shift away from the neoclassical emphasis on
rules and regulations towards a more subjective and appreciative approach
to literature.

Johnson's work was influential in shaping the Romantic movement, which
emphasized the importance of imagination, emotion, and individualism in



art. It also laid the groundwork for later critical movements, such as New
Criticism and cultural criticism.

Relevance to Contemporary Literary Criticism

While literary theory has evolved considerably since Johnson's time, his
Notes continue to offer valuable insights for contemporary literary critics.

Johnson's emphasis on the importance of context remains crucial in
understanding literary works. Contemporary critics use historical,
sociological, and cultural approaches to analyze literature and interpret
its meanings.

Johnson's belief that literary criticism should aim to guide readers is
still relevant today. Critics continue to play an important role in helping
readers appreciate the complexity and significance of literary texts.

Johnson's insistence on the moral dimension of literature is also a
topic of ongoing debate in contemporary criticism. While some critics
reject the idea of literature as a moral force, others argue that it can
still have a profound impact on our ethical values and social
understanding.

Applications in Literary Analysis and Essay Writing

Johnson's Notes offer practical guidance for literary analysis and essay
writing. By incorporating his principles into their work, students and critics
can improve the quality and depth of their literary interpretations.

When analyzing literary works, it is essential to consider their historical
and cultural context. This helps to understand the author's intentions,



the prevailing literary norms, and the ways in which the work responds
to or challenges its environment.

Critics should strive to offer balanced and nuanced interpretations of
literary works. This involves considering multiple perspectives,
acknowledging both strengths and weaknesses, and avoiding
oversimplifications or personal biases.

Literary criticism should not only analyze the text but also guide
readers and enhance their appreciation of the work. Critics can do this
by providing insights into the work's themes, characters, symbolism,
and literary devices.

Samuel Johnson's "Notes on English Literary Criticism" remains an
essential reference for anyone interested in understanding the history and
practice of literary criticism. Its key concepts, historical significance, and
relevance to contemporary literary theory make it a valuable resource for
students, scholars, and practicing critics alike.

By embracing the principles outlined in Johnson's Notes, literary critics and
essay writers can deepen their understanding of literary works, engage with
complex critical debates, and produce insightful and meaningful
interpretations of literature.
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