whom he takes to be reasoners, as to hear their
discourse, and endeavours to remember
something which, when it has been strained
through Tom's head, is so near to nothing, that
what it once was cannot be discovered. This he
carries round from friend to friend through a circle
of visits, till, hearing what each says upon the
question, he becomes able at dinner to say a little
himself; and, as every great genius relaxes
himself among his inferiors, meets with some who
wonder how so young a man can talk so wisely.

At night he has a new feast prepared for his
intellects; he always runs to a disputing society,
or a speaking club, where he half hears what, if
he had heard the whole, be would but half
understand; goes home pleased with the
consciousness of a day well spent, lies down full
of ideas, and rises in the morning empty as
before.

Three Essays

Samuel Johnson
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might appear most flagrant, has been studiously
collected; it has been marked with every epithet
of contempt, and all the tropes and figures have
been called forth against it.

Censure is willingly indulged, because it always
implies some superiority: men please themselves
with imagining that they have made a deeper
search, or wider survey, than others, and
detected faults and follies, which escape vulgar
observation. And the pleasure of wantoning in
common topicks is so tempting to a writer, that
he cannot easily resign it; a train of sentiments
generally received enables him to shine without
labour, and to conquer without a contest. It is so
easy to laugh at the folly of him who lives only in
idea, refuses immediate ease for distant
pleasures, and, instead of enjoying the blessings
of life, lets life glide away in preparations to enjoy
them; it affords such opportunities of triumphant
exultation, to exemplify the uncertainty of the
human state, to rouse mortals from their dream,
and inform them of the silent celerity of time, that
we may believe authors willing rather to transmit
than examine so advantageous a principle, and
more inclined to pursue a track so smooth and so
flowery, than attentively to consider whether it
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eagerness of the busy crowds that swarm upon
the earth; the passions, from whence arise all the
pleasures and pains that we see and hear of, if we
analyze the mind of man, are very few; but those
few agitated and combined, as external causes
shall happen to operate, and modified by
prevailing opinions and accidental caprices, make
such frequent alterations on the surface of life,
that the show, while we are busied in delineating
it, vanishes from the view, and a new set of
objects succeed, doomed to the same shortness
of duration with the former: thus curiosity may
always find employment, and the busy part of
mankind will furnish the contemplative with the
materials of speculation to the end of time.

The complaint, therefore, that all topicks are
preoccupied, is nothing more than the murmur of
ignorance or idleness, by which some discourage
others, and some themselves; the mutability of
mankind will always furnish writers with new
images, and the luxuriance of fancy may always
embellish them with new decorations.

From Project Gutenberg:
www.gutenberg.org/files/12050/12050-8.txt
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which death or calamity may hinder him from
reaping.

Yet, as few maxims are widely received or long
retained but for some conformity with truth and
nature, it must be confessed, that this caution
against keeping our view too intent upon remote
advantages is not without its propriety or
usefulness, though it may have been recited with
too much levity, or enforced with too little
distinction; for, not to speak of that vehemence of
desire which presses through right and wrong to
its gratification, or that anxious inquietude which
is justly chargeable with distrust of heaven,
subjects too solemnly for my present purpose; it
frequently happens that, by indulging early the
raptures of success, we forget the measures
necessary to secure it, and suffer the imagination
to riot in the fruition of some possible good, till
the time of obtaining it has slipped away.

There would, however, be few enterprises of
great labour or hazard undertaken, if we had not
the power of magnifying the advantages which we
persuade ourselves to expect from them. When
the knight of La Mancha gravely recounts to his
companion the adventures by which he is to
signalize himself in such a manner that he shall
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Every other passion is alike simple and limited, if
it be considered only with regard to the breast
which it inhabits; the anatomy of the mind, as
that of the body, must perpetually exhibit the
same appearances; and though by the continued
industry of successive inquirers, new movements
will be from time to time discovered, they can
affect only the minuter parts, and are commonly
of more curiosity than importance.

It will now be natural to inquire, by what arts are
the writers of the present and future ages to
attract the notice; and favour of mankind. They
are to observe the alterations which time is
always making in the modes of life, that they may
gratify every generation with a picture of
themselves. Thus love is uniform, but courtship is
perpetually varying: the different arts of
gallantry, which beauty has inspired, would of
themselves be sufficient to fill a volume;
sometimes balls and serenades, sometimes
tournaments and adventures, have been
employed to melt the hearts of ladies, who in
another century have been sensible of scarce any
other merit than that of riches, and listened only
to jointures and pin-money. Thus the ambitious
man has at all times been eager of wealth and
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the world, and, with a little encouragement from
flattery, pushes forward into future ages, and
prognosticates the honours to be paid him, when
envy is extinct, and faction forgotten, and those,
whom partiality now suffers to obscure him, shall
have given way to the triflers of as short duration
as themselves.

Those who have proceeded so far as to appeal to
the tribunal of succeeding times, are not likely to
be cured of their infatuation; but all endeavours
ought to be used for the prevention of a disease,
for which, when it has attained its height, perhaps
no remedy will be found in the gardens of
philosophy, however she may boast her physick
of the mind, her catharticks of vice, or lenitives of
passion.

I shall, therefore, while I am yet but lightly
touched with the symptoms of the writer's
malady, endeavour to fortify myself against the
infection, not without some weak hope, that my
preservatives may extend their virtues to others,
whose employment exposes them to the same
danger:

Laudis amore tumes? Sunt certa piacula, qu te
Ter pure lecto poterunt recraere libello.
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There are likewise many modes of composition,
by which a moralist may deserve the name of an
original writer: he may familiarize his system by
dialogues after the manner of the ancients, or
subtilize it into a series of syllogistick arguments:
he may enforce his doctrine by seriousness and
solemnity, or enliven it by sprightliness and
gaiety: he may deliver his sentiments in naked
precepts, or illustrate them by historical
examples: he may detain the studious by the
artful concatenation of a continued discourse, or
relieve the busy by short strictures, and
unconnected essays.

To excel in any of these forms of writing will
require a particular cultivation of the genius:
whoever can attain to excellence, will be certain
to engage a set of readers, whom no other
method would have equally allured; and he that
communicates truth with success, must be
numbered among the first benefactors to
mankind.

The same observation may be extended likewise
to the passions: their influence is uniform, and
their effects nearly the same in every human
breast: a man loves and hates, desires and
avoids, exactly like his neighbour; resentment
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knowledge, nor sent him forth entitled by
indisputable superiority to regulate the conduct of
the rest of mankind; that, though the world must
be granted to be yet in ignorance, he is not
destined to dispel the cloud, nor to shine out as
one of the luminaries of life. For this suspicion,
every catalogue of a library will furnish sufficient
reason; as he will find it crowded with names of
men, who, though now forgotten, were once no
less enterprising or confident than himself,
equally pleased with their own productions,
equally caressed by their patrons, and flattered
by their friends.

But though it should happen that an author is
capable of excelling, yet his merit may pass
without notice, huddled in the variety of things,
and thrown into the general miscellany of life. He
that endeavours after fame by writing, solicits the
regard of a multitude fluctuating in pleasures, or
immersed in business, without time for
intellectual amusements; he appeals to judges
prepossessed by passions, or corrupted by
prejudices, which preclude their approbation of
any new performance. Some are too indolent to
read any thing, till its reputation is established;
others too envious to promote that fame which
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diversified in different times, only by unessential
and casual varieties: and we must, therefore,
expect in the works of all those who attempt to
describe them, such a likeness as we find in the
pictures of the same person drawn in different
periods of his life.

It is necessary, therefore, that before an author
be charged with plagiarism, one of the most
reproachful, though, perhaps, not the most
atrocious of literary crimes, the subject on which
he treats should be carefully considered. We do
not wonder, that historians, relating the same
facts, agree in their narration; or that authors,
delivering the elements of science, advance the
same theorems, and lay down the same
definitions: yet it is not wholly without use to
mankind, that books are multiplied, and that
different authors lay out their labours on the
same subject; for there will always be some
reason why one should on particular occasions, or
to particular persons, be preferable to another;
some will be clear where others are obscure,
some will please by their style and others by their
method, some by their embellishments and others
by their simplicity, some by closeness and others
by diffusion.
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Idler No. 48
SATURDAY, MARCH 17, 1759.

There is no kind of idleness, by which we are so
easily seduced, as that which dignifies itself by
the appearance of business; and, by making the
loiterer imagine that he has something to do
which must not be neglected, keeps him in
perpetual agitation, and hurries him rapidly from
place to place.

He that sits still, or reposes himself upon a couch,
no more deceives himself than he deceives
others; he knows that he is doing nothing, and
has no other solace of his insignificance than the
resolution, which the lazy hourly make, of
changing his mode of life.

To do nothing every man is ashamed; and to do
much almost every man is unwilling or afraid.
Innumerable expedients have, therefore, been
invented to produce motion without labour, and
employment without solicitude. The greater part
of those, whom the kindness of fortune has left to
their own direction, and whom want does not
keep chained to the counter or the plough, play
throughout life with the shadows of business, and
know not at last what they have been doing.
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