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1 THE POET DESCRIBED

—Samuel Johnson
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Dr. Samuel Johnson was born at Lichfield, on the 18th of September,
1709, in which city his father was a bookseller. He was placed at
Pembroke College, Oxford, but the straitened circumstances of his father
compelled him to leave the university without taking a degree. He
became usher in a school at Market Bosworth, married in 1736, and with
a little fortune that his wife brought him, set up a school, which was
unsuccessful. In company with his pupil, David Garrick, he came to
London. For many years he was a literary drudge for periodical works,
ill-paid, neglected by the great, unknown to the small reading public
whom he addressed. At length his great talents and acquirements forced
their way into notice. He completed his English Dictionary in 1755. His
Rambler and his Imitations of Juvenal had previously given him a high
rank amongst the original writers of his day. In 1762 a pension of three
hundred a year was bestowed upon him, and from that time to his death
in 1784 his wife was a happy one as far as worldly circumstances were
concerned. The following extract is from his Rasselas. It is one of the
many examples which his writings present of the occasional largeness of

his critical views when applied to the general principles of poetry —a



characteristic singularly in contrast with the narrowness with which he
regards particular styles and individual authors.

Whenever [ went, I found that poetry was considered as the highest
learning, and regarded with a veneration somewhat approaching to that
which men would pay to the angelic nature. And it yet fills me with
wonder, that in almost all countries the most ancient poets are considered
as the best; whether it be that every other kind of knowledge is an
acquisition gradually attained, and poetry is a gift conferred at once; or
that the first poetry of every nation surprised them as a novelty, and
retained the credit by consent which it received by accident at first; or
whether, as the province of poetry is to describe nature and passion,
which are always the same, the first writers took possession of the most
striking objects for description, and the most probable occurrences for
fiction, and left nothing for those that followed them but transcriptions of
the same events, and new combinations of the same images. Whatever be
the reason, it is commonly observed, that the early writers are in
possession of nature, and their followers, of art; that the first excel in
strength and invention, and the latter in elegance and refinement.

I was desirous to add my name to this illustrous fratemity. [ read all
the poets of Persia and Arabia, and was able to repeat by memory the
volumes that are suspended in the mosque of Mecca. But I soon found
that no man was ever great by imitation. My desire of excellence
impelled me to transfer my attention to nature and to life. Nature was to
be my subject, and men to be my auditors; I could never describe what I
had not seen; I could not hope to move those with delight or terror whose
interests and options 1 did not understand.

Being now resolved to be a poet, I was everything with a new
purpose: my sphere of attention was suddenly magnified; no kind of
knowledge was to be overlooked. I ranged mountains and deserts for
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images and resemblances, and pictured upon my mind every tree of the
forest and flower of the valley. I observed with equal care the crags of the
rock and the pinnacles of the palace. Sometimes I wandered along the
mazes of the rivulet, and sometimes watched the changes of the summer
clouds. To a poet nothing can be useless. Whatever is beautiful, and
whatever is dreadful, must be familiar to his imagination; he must be
conversant with all that is awfully vast or elegantly little. The plants of
the garden, the animals of the wood, the minerals of the earth, the
meteors of the sky, must all concur to store his mind with inexhaustible
variety; for every idea is useful for the enforcement or decoration of
moral or religious truth; and he who knows most will have most power of
diversifying his scenes, and of gratifying his reader with remote allusions
and unexpected instruction.

“All the appearances of nature I was therefore careful to study, and
every country which I have surveyed has contributed something to my
poetical powers.” (Taken from Rasselas)

“In so wide a survey,” said the prince, “you must surely have left
much unobserved. 1 have lived, till now, within the circuit of these
mountains, and yet cannot walk abroad without the sight of something
which I never beheld before, or never heeded.” (Taken from Rasselas)

“The business of a poet,” said Imlac, “is to examine, not the
individual, but the species; to remark general properties and large
appearances; he does not number the streaks of the tulip, or describe the
different shades in the verdure of the forest. He is to exhibit in his
portraits of nature such prominent and striking features as recall the
original to every mind; and must neglect the minuter discriminations,
which one may have remarked and another have neglected, for those
characteristics which are alike obvious to vigilance and carelessness.”

But the knowledge of nature is only half the task of a poet, he must
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be acquainted likewise with all the modes of life. His character requires
that he estimate the happiness and misery of every condition, observe the
power of all the passions in all their combinations, and trace the changes
of the human mind as they are modified by various institutions, and
accidental influences of climate or custom, from the sprightliness of
infancy to the despondency of decrepitude. He must divest himself of the
prejudices of his age or country; he must consider right and wrong in
their abstract and invariable state; he must disregard present laws and
opinions, and rise to general and transcendental truths, which will always
be the same; he must therefore content himself with the slow progress of
his name; contemn the applause of his own time, and commit his claims
to the justice of posterity. He must write as the interpreter of nature, and
the legislator of mankind, and consider himself as presiding over the
thoughts and manners of future generations, as a being superior to time
and place.

His labor is not yet at an end: he must know many languages, and
many sciences; and, that his style may be worthy of his thoughts, must,
by incessant practice, familiarize to himself every delicacy of speech and
grace of harmony.
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s NAPOLEON BONAPARTE

—Anonymous
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To trace the wild and irregular grandeur of his career, to mark the
splendor of his rise or the gloom of his declension would be to record
those extraordinary events which have rendered the last thirty years the
most important period in the history of the world. The memory of these
occurrences comes upon us as the remembrance of a fearful vision. It is
scarcely of the earth. It is like the dim legend of a fabulous generation.
We might almost doubt of the important part which this man has acted on
the great stage of the world because the last act of his “strange, eventful
history” has been one of oblivion and obscurity; because he has lain
down, like the commonest amongst us, pining with despondency and
wasting with disease, to die in silence and solitude, with not a
recollection of his glory about him. But his career has been one which
can never be forgotten, either in its power or in its guilt. He will be the
great mark of the age. For this is the man that carried revolutionary
France in triumph through Europe — this is he that raised himself to the
consular chair — this is he that sat down on the throne of the ancient
kings of France, and put the iron crown of Italy upon his brow — this is

he that kings and emperors bowed before, and that held queens captive,
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and gave princesses in dower — this is he that conquered at Jena and
Austerlitz — this is he that seized upon the crown of Spain — this is he
that defied the frosts, as well as the hardy soldiers of the north, and fell
before their united fury — this is he that the power of England drove out
of Spain — this is he that abdicated the throne to which the revolution
had raised him — this is he that leapt a second time into the seat of his
usurpation, and whose power crumbled into dust on the day of Waterloo.

The character of Bonaparte was in itself remarkable, but it is
probable under ordinary circumstances, and in a tranquil state of society,
he would have acquired only a secondary distinction. He naturally
possessed talents of a superior order, but they were not the talents of a
man who would have made himself great in any situation. He was ready
in expedients, acute, and penetrating. He understood the human heart,
and knew how to assail mankind through their passions, their vanities, or
their prejudices; above all, he was intensely selfish, and when possessed
of power, that selfishness stood him in the place of solid principles and
consistent modes of action, by setting up his own will as his infallible
guide, and determining him to act up to its dictates, however warned by
the common obligations of humanity or justice, by the fear of God, or,
what is more important to a selfish mind, by an apprehension for his own
security. But Bonaparte was not a great man in the proper acceptation of
greatness. He possessed no heart and no imagination; he was ignorant in
some of the commonest branches of human knowledge; he wanted
eloquence to sway individuals and bodies of men to his purposes; he was
cunning and calculating, but his prudence did not grasp any wide extent
of action; he was almost ridiculously tenacious of his personal safety; he
was as imbecile in adversity, as he was tyrannous in prosperity.

Bonaparte was a man that could not have succeeded except in a

revolutionary period, amongst a people led away by pretence and
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arrogance, and in a state of society where there was no great strength of
moral perception. Had he appeared in England, he would probably have
died a captain of artillery. His morose habits —his reserve — his
contempt of the decencies of life, would have been an infallible bar to his
advancement. Amongst a moral people the post of honor is not to be
taken by storm. But Bonaparte rose in France by the very force of those
qualities which, under ordinary circumstances, would have kept him
down. In the revolutionary war he soon acquired opportunities of
distinguishing himself, and he soon contrived to render services to the
republic which any other than one sacrificing everything to ambition
would willingly have avoided. He obtained the command of the army of
Italy; his own character of the revolution led him on to success. The
secret of his triumphs is now easily understood. He fought against
commanders conducting the great game of warfare upon a regular and
formal system of tactics, at the least expense, at the least possible waste
of human life, and with a prudence which, if it did not insure victory, did
not render retreat hopeless. Bonaparte always set his fortune “upon a
cast.” He won everything by risking everything; he would assign
thousands and tens of thousands of his own men to certain destruction, to
insure the safety of the remainder; where other generals paid for the
subsistence of their forces, Bonaparte plundered. Such a system was new,
and was therefore terrific. The world saw the activity with which he
moved great masses of men, the fearlessness with which he attacked
superior force, his contempt of the elements and of the barriers opposed
by rivers and mountains to military movements — and whilst they
wondered they were lost. He continued this practice from the
commencement of his career to its close — from the passage of the Alps
to the flight from Moscow. We may form some idea of the wholesale

destruction of human life which this system induced, by knowing that the




