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Introduction: The Struggle





Samuel Johnson—moralist, poet, essayist, critic, dictionary-maker, conversationalist and larger-than-life personality—had a formidable intellect and a passion for ideas.  A man of humble background, he used his great mind and dominant character to overcome his physical defects, complete ambitious literary projects, and gain acceptance and honors.  He also had a compassionate heart and a heroic capacity for suffering.  He endured constant pain, long years of profound depression and two decades of failure.  Ford Madox Ford called him “the most tragic of all our major literary figures.”


Johnson struggled with disease from the moment of his birth to his final fight.  From infancy he was blind in one eye and deaf in one ear.  In childhood he had tubercular lesions on his neck and smallpox that left scars on his face; from early manhood he suffered from convulsive tics and twitches.  Reflecting on the contrast between his mind and body and striving for control of his life, Johnson asserted that “There are perhaps very few conditions more to be pitied than that of an active and elevated mind, labouring under the weight of a distempered body.”  His struggle to overcome his disabilities suggests Nietzsche’s aphorism “what does not destroy us makes us stronger.”1


Born in straitened circumstances, but keenly aware of his genius, Johnson was alienated from his elderly parents.  Physically repulsive and slovenly in dress and habits, by nature indolent and melancholy, he experienced humiliating poverty at Oxford and left without a degree.  He had a perennially unsatisfied craving for love and sympathy, and as a young man contracted a bizarre and sexually frustrating marriage to a much older woman.  After her death, despite uncommonly strong sexual passions, he remained celibate for more than thirty years.


Johnson was a mass of contradictions: lazy and energetic, aggressive and tender, melancholic and humorous, commonsensical and irrational, comforted yet tormented by religion.  In his life and work he exalted virtue, propagated knowledge and alleviated suffering.  The miserable, the victimized and the oppressed always had a claim on his compassion.  His social ideas were progressive and humane.  He strongly opposed vivisection and fox-hunting, debtors’ prisons, Negro slavery and the exploitation of native people from India to America.  He gave generously to beggars and homeless children, rescued prostitutes, secured clothing for French prisoners of war and defended criminals who had been condemned to hang.  For decades he supported a household of pathetic, impoverished and contentious dependents.  But these charitable acts could not dispel his overwhelming guilt and fear of eternal damnation.


Despite his physical disabilities, Johnson was unusually tall and strong, with immense vitality and great physical courage.  His character and manners were aggressive, and he saw life itself as a perpetual contest.  James Boswell compared Johnson’s continual attempts to control the demons of his mind to the efforts of a Roman gladiator in the Colosseum.  He fought “the wild beasts of the Arena … ready to be let out upon him.  After a conflict, he drove them back into their dens; but not killing them, they were still assailing him.”  Johnson’s description of himself at Oxford defined his essential qualities: poor, bitter, angry, violent and combative; challenging his superiors, dominating others by his brains and his talent.  He told Boswell, “I was mad and violent.  It was bitterness which they mistook for frolick.  I was miserably poor, and I thought to fight my way by my literature and my wit; so I disregarded all power and all authority.”  “The gradations of a hero’s life,” he believed, “are from battle to battle, and of an author’s from book to book.”2


Johnson, a literary hero, battled from book to book and struggled against formidable obstructions.  His violence and surprising athletic feats were essential outlets for his frustration, his anger and his sexual passion.  When one publisher urged him to work faster on the catalogue of Sir Robert Harley’s vast library, he knocked him down.  When another pressured him to produce more copy for the Dictionary and threatened to cut off his funds, he adopted a military metaphor and a typically combative stance: “my citadel shall not be taken by storm while I can defend it, and if a blockade is intended, the country is under the command of my batteries.”  He described the inevitable limitations of his edition of Shakespeare’s plays as if he’d been battling the text itself: “from many [passages], after all my efforts, I have retreated, and confessed the repulse.”


Johnson’s mental problems forced him to live in a state of siege.  He hoped “always to resist, and in time to drive [away]” the black dog of melancholy.  Failure to prepare for death, he believed, “is to sleep at our post at a siege, but to omit it in old age, is to sleep at an attack.”3 His battles lasted till the very end and there was never any possibility of surrender.  “Time cannot always be defeated,” he bravely claimed, “but let us not yield till we are conquered.”  During his final illness, he again insisted, though greatly weakened, “I will be conquered; I will not capitulate,” and went down with all guns firing.  Johnson believed that “to strive with difficulties and to conquer them, is the highest human felicity.”  


Johnson always enjoyed a fight.  When he traveled to Plymouth with Joshua Reynolds in August 1762, he became embroiled in a quarrel between the old and new parts of town.  He resolutely took the side of the established town and, violently partisan, derided the dockers of the recently built area as upstarts and aliens.  When the dockers, destitute of water, petitioned their rivals for a share of the precious commodity, Johnson zealously exclaimed: “No, no!  I am against the dockers; I am a Plymouth man.  Rogues!  Let them die of thirst.  They shall not have a drop!”  He urged the gentle author Fanny Burney to topple a rival from her literary eminence.  He even encouraged discord in his own household.  Inciting a half-reformed prostitute to defend herself against the intimidating blind poetess Anna Williams, he cried: “At her again, Poll!  Never flinch, Poll.”4 In the last year of his life, at the age of seventy-five, he started a riot to protest a cancelled display of fireworks.


In the nineteenth century, when Johnson was generally out of favor, two emotionally troubled writers identified with his sufferings and paid tribute to his noble character.  Thomas Carlyle asked, “shall we not say, of this great mournful Johnson, that he guided his difficult confused existence wisely; led it well, like a right-valiant man?”  John Ruskin called him “a man entirely sincere, and infallibly wise.”5 Johnson’s lifelong struggle against overwhelming disadvantages was inspired by a belief that his superior intellect was a gift from God and that he was obliged to use it to the fullest extent.


 


Boswell’s monumental Life and private journals are the most authoritative sources of information about Johnson.  But he devotes only one-fifth of his book to the first fifty-five years of Johnson’s life and four-fifths to his last twenty years.  He had an extraordinary ability to record Johnson’s talk and bring him uncannily to life, and through him we know Johnson as a living, breathing man.  Yet even Boswell was unaware of crucial aspects of Johnson’s history, and deliberately suppressed some sensitive but revealing sexual material.  He did not know that Johnson wrote a substantial part of Robert Chambers’ Oxford law lectures.  Apart from a few entries that he secretly transcribed in Johnson’s house, Boswell had not read Johnson’s private diaries.  He certainly did not know Johnson’s “secret far dearer to him than his life.”


Boswell could not have known the quite shocking entry of 1775 in the Reverend Thomas Campbell’s Diary, which was not published until 1947.  Johnson almost never used obscenities and condemned those who did.  But the chaste widower was certainly thinking of himself when-according to his lifelong friend, the actor David Garrick—he was asked to name the greatest pleasure in life.  Instead of mentioning religious devotion or intellectual conversation, convivial company, foreign travel or literary fame, Johnson said that the first pleasure was “fucking & the second was drinking.  And therefore he wondered why there were not more drunkards, for all could drink tho’ all could not fuck.”


Since Johnson’s wife had been dead for more than thirty years when Boswell’s Life was published in 1791, and he had no children or blood relatives who might protest, Boswell was unusually free to write whatever he wished.  He was astonishingly frank about recording intimate details in his own journals.  But he felt obliged to draw a discreet veil around certain aspects of Johnson’s life that he did know about but felt would detract from his friend’s prestige and dignity.


Johnson’s covert sexual life was far more interesting than Boswell’s own frantic fornication and punitive doses of clap.  But Boswell listed under the Latin heading tacenda (unmentionable) a great many incidents that make Johnson more vulnerable and more human.  As the editor of Boswell’s correspondence observed: “[His] treatment of those materials which deal with Johnson’s weaknesses, real and alleged—his indolence, his oddities and asperity of manner, his excesses in eating and drinking, his profanity and bawdy, his sexual lapses, his intellectual narrowness and prejudice, his use of drugs, his insanity—all of these subjects appear among the unused sources, and seem to compose themselves into a pattern of editorial suppression.”6


When Boswell did discuss these delicate matters, he tended to sanitize them.  Johnson’s learned friend Bennet Langton told Boswell, who was assiduously gathering material for the Life, that when Johnson’s play Irene was staged at Garrick’s playhouse, he used “to go occasionally to the green room of Drury Lane Theatre where he was much regarded by the Players and was very easy and facetious with them.”  Harmless enough, so far.  But the real interest of this anecdote is the effect these uninhibited, scantily clad actresses had on the impressionable Johnson.  Boswell recorded, but did not publish, Johnson’s confession to Garrick that he was sorely tempted by these young beauties: “I’ll come no more behind your scenes David; for the silk-stockings and white bubbies of your actresses excite my genitals.”  Another version of this confession, which Garrick told the radical M.P. John Wilkes, was that “the silk stockings and white bosoms of your actresses do make my genitals to quiver.”  This pulsating vibrato is decorously and moralistically tamped down in the Life, where both “bubbies” and “genitals” disappear.  Using Latinate diction, Boswell makes him more moral and “Johnsonian”: “Johnson at last denied himself this amusement, for considerations of rigid [a nice pun] virtue; saying, ‘I’ll come no more behind your scenes, David; for the silk stockings and white bosoms of your actresses excite my amorous propensities.’”7 The effect is to mock the sexual urges of a respectable man, rather than allow us to see the misery of his sexual frustration.


I have profited from previous biographies of Johnson, but also differ from them in significant ways.  James Clifford’s first two volumes (1955 and 1979)—heavily reliant on the discoveries of A.L. Reade—are extremely academic, adhere to a rigid chronology and try to cover every event in Johnson’s life.  I sometimes depart from strict chronology to narrate major themes and try to emphasize not the events of his life, but what they mean.  Walter Jackson Bate’s biography (1977) is also academic and sometimes stretches credulity with dubious psychoanalytic theories.  John Wain’s life (1974) is more readable, but he confessed “there is no research in this book,” which lacks endnotes to substantiate his argument.  All these books were published thirty or more years ago.  I have benefited from the great contributions to Johnson scholarship since then.


A crucial issue in Johnson’s life concerns his use of padlocks, chains and whips, first discovered by Katharine Balderston in 1949.  Hester Thrale loyally kept this matter secret, and contemporary biographers like Sir John Hawkins, James Boswell and Arthur Murphy knew nothing about it.  Joseph Wood Krutch’s modern biography (1944) appeared before Balderston published her essay.  Despite the overwhelming evidence of Johnson’s darkest secret, his modern biographers have not been able to reconcile his obsession with their exalted image of the great moralist and stern philosopher.  Preferring to keep Johnson safely on a pedestal, they’ve consistently refused to face the implications of Balderston’s discovery.  James Clifford’s unfinished life stopped before this episode occurred, and his biography of Hester Thrale (revised in 1968) completely ignored the issue.  Christopher Hibbert (1971) was cautious and indecisive.  Though Hester had said “do not quarrel with your Governess for not using the Rod enough,” Hibbert wrote, in an awkward style that expressed his own uneasiness: “whether or not the rod was actually used, whether or not Johnson’s fantasies [sic] about manacles and fetters were erotic and masochistic in their nature, it is impossible now to say.”


John Wain devoted an entire chapter to “The Padlock.”  But he too, with an unconvincing “absolutely certain,” shied away from the inevitable conclusion: “if one thing can be taken as absolutely certain, it is that Hester did not engage in any degrading sexual activity with Johnson.”  The psychoanalytic Walter Jackson Bate was most likely to be receptive to Hester’s comment that a woman’s power to tie and whip a man like Johnson was “literally and strictly true.”  Yet Bate maintained: “not only is the ‘evidence’ so slender and disconnected as to come close to nonexistence, but it flies in the face … of both psychological probability and practical good sense.”  In 1979 the psychoanalyst Bernard Meyer criticized Bate for denying the obvious: “in the face of rather compelling evidence to the contrary, [Bate] has spared no effort to rescue Johnson from any suspicion of deviant behavior, specifically in the form of bondage and related perversions.”  Robert DeMaria (1993), following the well-worn path, repeated Bate’s denial and concluded that Johnson’s whipping by Mrs. Thrale was merely a lighthearted frolic: “there is no convincing evidence that [Johnson’s “jest”] was realized in anything beyond polite behaviour and a kind of country-house theatrical life.”  Biographers, like lawyers, should be required to take a course in evidence.  I believe Johnson’s secret life adds to rather than detracts from his greatness.  It makes his character more complex and tormented, his struggle more extreme, his achievement more impressive.


Samuel Johnson: The Struggle, published to commemorate the 300th anniversary of his birth, places him in the social and historical context of eighteenth-century England.  It describes his circle of London friends, each one preeminent in his profession—the politician Edmund Burke, the painter Sir Joshua Reynolds, the biographer James Boswell, the author Oliver Goldsmith, the historian Edward Gibbon, the actor David Garrick, the novelist Fanny Burney—perhaps the most brilliant concentration of genius in English history.  This book also reveals how Johnson’s greatest works—The Vanity of Human Wishes, the Rambler, the Dictionary, Rasselas, the edition of Shakespeare, the Journey to the Western Isles of Scotland and especially his late masterpiece The Lives of the Poets—evolved from his tormented character.


This book offers several new interpretations of Johnson’s life and works: his reasons for leaving Oxford; his ability to become a lawyer without a university degree; his relations with women, marriage and sexual life; his intimacy with Hester Thrale; his tendency to tears; his hostility to Jonathan Swift; the paternity of his servant Francis Barber; the similarities between Shakespeare’s life and his own; the meaning of The Vanity of Human Wishes; his wife’s influence on the heroine of Irene; the parallels between Shakespeare’s Falstaff and Boswell; and Johnson’s impact on five major writers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
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One


Lichfield Lad, 1709-1728





I


Samuel Johnson took inordinate pride in his birthplace. In a satiric jab at the nearby industrial center that would soon eclipse his native town, he defiantly said, “we are a city of philosophers: we work with our heads, and make the boobies of Birmingham work for us with their hands.” Lichfield, in the English Midlands, 120 miles northwest of London, was a cathedral town, a military garrison and a major market. When Johnson first brought James Boswell there, he indulged in two of his favorite pastimes, Scot-bashing and Boswell-bashing, and exclaimed, “I turned him loose at Lichfield, my native city, that he might see for once real civility: for you know he lives among savages in Scotland, and among rakes in London.”


Johnson could also be quite critical of Lichfield, and emphasized its benighted state in a letter to his intimate friend Hester Thrale. Referring to Fanny Burney’s acclaimed novel, he wrote that “the name of Evelina had never been heard at Lichfield, till I brought it. I am afraid my dear Townsmen will be mentioned in future days as the last part of this nation that was civilised.” He insisted that the inhabitants of Lichfield were “the most sober, decent people in England,” but also (using “decent” in a quite different sense) remembered that “all the decent people in Lichfield got drunk every night, and were not the worse thought of.”1


Lichfield, meaning “field of the dead,” was named for martyred Christians, and produced some martyrs of its own. The last man to be condemned for heresy in England was burned in the marketplace in 1612. The essayist Joseph Addison, whose father had been dean of the fourteenth-century, red sandstone, twin-spired cathedral, had attended the same Grammar School as Johnson. At the beginning of the eighteenth century the town had a population of about 4,000. London then had 675,000; but the next largest cities—Bristol, Norwich and Liverpool—all had fewer than 30,000.


Located in the valley of the Trent, Lichfield manufactured cloth, leather and coaches. It held annual fairs, with high-stakes cock-fighting and savage bear-baiting, and inns packed with drunken revelers. There was no street lighting until the late 1730s, and at night people walked warily through the dark streets. The historian John Brewer provides a lively description of the place:




Lichfield was a typical English cathedral town, its genteel social life centred on the families of clerics and ecclesiasts in the cathedral close…. They fraternized with Lichfield’s lawyers, doctors, traders and prosperous merchants, and with the squirearchy whose houses were not far from the city. In the early eighteenth century Lichfield was the social and cultural centre of the west Midlands; even as it was eclipsed by the growing industrial city of Birmingham, it remained a lively town, with a theatre (first opened in 1736), several booksellers and printers, a cathedral lending library of 3,000 literary, philosophical, scientific and religious books, an annual music festival on St. Cecilia’s Day, and a busy social calendar tied to the Lichfield races. In the winter there were private subscription balls and large public dinners…. The most important cultural figure was [the physician, botanist and author] Erasmus Darwin, the grandfather of the more famous Charles.





Johnson’s struggling shopkeeping family stood outside this elite circle of clergymen, attorneys and squires.


Johnson was a close contemporary of Benjamin Franklin, whom he once met, and of Frederick the Great of Prussia, whose biography he wrote. Johnson’s long life extended from the High Tory reign of Queen Anne through the loss of the American colonies and the Gordon Riots under King George III. In 1709, the year he was born, the young Alexander Pope published his Pastorals, Addison and Steele brought out the first issue of the Tatler (a precursor of Johnson’s Rambler) and Parliament enacted the first copyright law, from which Johnson would later benefit. In the battle of Poltava in the Ukraine that year, Peter the Great defeated Charles XII of Sweden, whom Johnson in a famous passage would use to exemplify the vanity of human wishes.


In his autobiographical writings, Johnson retrospectively emphasized his humble origins to show how hard he had to struggle in his youth. He said, in a characteristically balanced sentence, that a cousin who became a curate was the only relative “who ever rose in fortune above penury or in character above neglect.” Though he was respectful of rank and zealous to maintain the social hierarchy, his own family was undistinguished, and he hardly knew who his grandfather was. His grandparents, in fact, had died before he was born, but a small family legacy enabled his elderly parents to complete their house, expand their business and get a boost in life.


His father, Michael Johnson, the son of a small farmer, was born in Cubley, Derbyshire, in 1657. He grew up in Lichfield and attended the excellent Grammar School. From the age of sixteen to twenty-four he was apprenticed to a London bookseller in St. Paul’s Churchyard, and in 1681 he returned home to start his own business. Even taller and stronger than his son, Michael liked riding around the countryside with books in his saddlebags or his cart, selling them to bibliophiles who lived in rural areas. He set up a stall in distant towns on market days, and traveled as far as Scotland and Ireland. He himself published and sold a dozen medical tracts or sermons by local clergymen. A Lichfield dignitary praised the scholarly Michael, who “worked with his head,” by stating that “he propagates learning all over this diocese, and advanceth knowledge to its just height; all the Clergy here are his Pupils, and suck all they have from him.”2 In a similar fashion, Samuel Johnson would later ghostwrite sermons for clergymen and propagate knowledge throughout the country.


In 1706, when the forty-nine-year-old Michael married the thirty-seven-year-old Sarah Ford, who came from a superior family with wealthy connections, he built a house in the market square of Lichfield. The ten rooms, with attic and cellar, housed his family as well as the shop where he sold and bound books. According to one of his advertisements, Michael sold “shop-books, pocket-books, ‘fine French prints, for staircases and large chimney pieces,’ maps, large and small … as well as general literature, while ‘to please the ladies’ are added a ‘store of fine pictures and paper hangings.’”


In 1709 he completed his house and started a tanning and parchment factory on the outskirts of town. A popular figure, he was elected Sheriff, or Mayor, of Lichfield. He continued to rise in civic affairs, and became a magistrate and member of the town council in 1712, and senior bailiff in 1725. With a fine intellect, considerable energy and solid knowledge of books, Michael soon became well known throughout the Midlands. But as his civic career prospered, his business gradually lost momentum. He was weak on finance, failed to develop or even sustain his trade and got no help from his wife, who did not share his love of books. When he grew older and could no longer travel, his business sharply declined. He was fined for creating a muckheap and indicted for tanning without having served an apprenticeship. He was unable to repair his tannery, which had fallen down from neglect, but he continued—with pointless yet pathetic compulsion, though anyone could enter from the rear—to lock the front door every night. His parchment business finished him off. No wonder that Sarah adopted “a constant attitude of querulous complaint” while Michael radiated “a general sensation of gloomy wretchedness.”3 Sam’s boyhood and youth were marked by his father’s slow descent.


Recalling the late, unhappy marriage of his ill-matched parents and of St. Paul’s adage that “It is better to marry than to burn,” Johnson asserted that “a man of sense and education should meet a suitable companion in a wife…. He did not approve of late marriages…. [But] even ill assorted marriages were preferable to cheerless celibacy.” Sarah thought she’d married beneath her, and criticized her husband’s business failures, but did nothing to encourage his success. As Johnson wrote of this depressing, discontented household:




My father and mother had not much happiness from each other. They seldom conversed; for my father could not bear to talk of his affairs; and my mother, being unacquainted with books, cared not to talk of anything else. Had my mother been more literate, they had been better companions. She might have sometimes introduced her unwelcome topick with more success, if she could have diversified her conversation. Of business she had no distinct conception; and therefore her discourse was composed only of complaint, fear, and suspicion.





When things went badly, as they usually did, Sarah reminded Michael that she came from a superior family, that she was used to better treatment and that she would insist on entertaining her friends with expensive cups of tea.


Johnson, who paradoxically combined a scrupulous attention to veracity with a tendency to wild exaggeration, once claimed, while disparaging his own family, that one of his uncles had been hanged. Neither the zealous researcher A.L. Reade nor anyone else has ever found evidence of this hanging. If it had taken place, it would surely have influenced Johnson’s vehement opposition to capital punishment for minor crimes.


The one strong branch in the family tree was his Uncle Andrew Johnson. This powerful fellow, while managing a ring for boxers and wrestlers in Smithfield, London, for a whole year, was never thrown or conquered. In those days boxing “matches were fought with bare knuckles and very few rules. Contestants could do anything they liked to each other as long as it was above the belt.”4 They could seize their opponent by the throat, throw him to the ground and use tactics more often employed in wrestling. Andrew taught Sam how to attack and defend himself in boxing, and Sam later justified this violent sport which accustomed men to painful blows and to the sight of their own blood. It was a great thing for the son of a scholarly, mild-mannered, hen-pecked father to have an uncle who was a famous fighter.


II


Johnson, born on September 18, 1709 when the forty-year-old Sarah was well past the usual time for bearing a first child, came close to dying at birth. The surgeon, uncle of Sam’s future classmate and lifelong friend Edmund Hector, was surprised that the frail infant had actually drawn breath and survived the ordeal. Soon afterwards, Sam suffered his first serious illness. “My mother,” he wrote, “had a very difficult and dangerous labour, and was assisted by George Hector, a man-midwife of great reputation. I was born almost dead, and could not cry for some time. When he had me in his arms, he said, ‘Here is a brave boy.’ In a few weeks an inflammation was discovered on my buttock, which was at first, I think, taken for a burn; but soon appeared to be a natural disorder. It swelled, broke, and healed.” Michael, proud to have a son and heir, magnanimously invited the whole town to celebrate with him.


Since genteel women did not suckle their own children, Sam was immediately handed over to a wet nurse, the wife of the local bricklayer. Her milk infected Sam (as well as her own son) with scrofula, or tuberculosis of the lymph nodes in the neck. The guilt-stricken Sarah believed that his disease was inherited from her family. She faithfully visited her first-born son and took a different route every day so her solicitude would not appear ridiculous. Sam was brought home at ten weeks, “a poor, diseased infant, almost blind.” His Aunt Jane Ford, suggesting that many parents would have abandoned the hopelessly sick child, later told him, “she would not have picked such a poor creature up in the street.” His namesake, godfather and family doctor, Samuel Swinfen, remarked that “he never knew any child reared with so much difficulty.”5


Johnson suffered all the natural shocks that flesh is heir to. Like Shakespeare’s Richard III, he was “unfinished, sent before [his] time / Into this breathing world scarce half made up.” The tuberculosis affected both his optic and auditory nerves, impairing the vision in his right eye, blinding the left, and making him deaf in the left ear. A twentieth-century doctor has diagnosed “severe trauma and anoxia [lack of oxygen] at childbirth; early infections with bovine tuberculosis, invading the cervical [neck] glands and possibly the eye; loss of function of left ear, possibly due to birth trauma or smallpox [which also scarred him as a child].”  These horrific diseases gave Johnson the sense that life was precarious, that he must struggle tenaciously in order to survive.


Sam was lucky to survive not only the diseases, but also the rigors of eighteenth-century medicine. To “cure” his blindness, an incision—without anesthesia and kept open with horsehair threads—was made in his left arm muscle to stimulate the discharge of noxious “humors” and withdraw the disease from the body. Fortunately, little Sam, his hand in a tempting custard, was unaware that the cut was being made. This incision became a repulsive oozing sore, deliberately kept open for six long years. But the assiduous doctors were not yet finished. They also surgically incised the child’s neck glands, source of the scrofula, for drainage. The operation went badly, and his face was permanently disfigured by welt-like scars that ran down the left side of his face from ear to jaw. These scars were still visible, seventy-five years later, on his death mask.


The psychiatrist Bernard Meyer vividly recreated the probable effects of this traumatic scene by emphasizing “the raw and brutal assault that surgery may signify to a helpless, terrified, screaming, and struggling child.” In his life of the great Dutch physician Herman Boerhaave, with whom he closely identified, Johnson described Boerhaave’s agonizing treatment for an ulcerating illness: “In the twelfth year of his age, a stubborn, painful, and malignant ulcer broke out upon his left thigh; which, for near five years, defeated all the art of surgeons and physicians, and not only afflicted him with the most excruciating pains, but exposed him to such sharp and tormenting applications, that the disease and remedies were equally insufferable.”6 Johnson’s experience of pain, like Boerhaave’s, taught him to feel compassion for the suffering of others.


In March 1712, when Sam was two years old, Sir John Floyer, a distinguished local physician and author of a bestselling tract on the therapeutic use of hot and cold baths, recommended that Sam be “touched” for scrofula, or “the King’s Evil.” The belief that the king had godlike powers and that when he touched a scrofulous victim God healed him began with Edward the Confessor in the eleventh century and continued into the age of Isaac Newton and John Locke. In Macbeth, Shakespeare described the king’s miraculous cure:








                             strangely-visited people,


All swoll’n and ulcerous, pitiful to the eye,


The mere despair of surgery, he cures,


Hanging a golden stamp about their necks.


Put on with holy prayers. (4.3.150-4)











In the seventeenth century Charles II touched nearly 100,000 unfortunates. Queen Anne, the last Stuart monarch, touched for the King’s Evil to demonstrate the divine right of kings and assert her hereditary claim to the crown. The order of service for this “touching” ritual was included in the Anglican Book of Common Prayer as late as 1728. In 1714 (the year of her death) Anne, who had a powerful belief in its efficacy, touched as many as 200 people in one ceremony. The historian T. B. Macaulay observed that “Theologians of eminent learning, ability, and virtue gave the sanction of their authority to this mummery; and what is stranger still, medical men of high note believed, or affected to believe in the balsamic virtues of the royal hand.” In The King’s Evil, Raymond Crawfurd wrote that Johnson, one of the last to experience this pointless treatment, “carried with him to the grave the abiding testimony of Anne’s ineffectual handiwork.”


Sarah felt guilty that Sam had contracted tuberculosis, either from her family or from the wet nurse she had chosen. She therefore took great trouble, while pregnant with her second child, to take Sam on the long, difficult and expensive three-day journey to London. Following the traditional ruse of exiles and refugees, she sewed gold coins into her petticoat as a defense against highwaymen. Floyer provided a certificate confirming that Sam had the King’s Evil, and a court surgeon verified the disease. Sarah and Sam took the stagecoach to London, in which he was sick and disgusted the other travelers. To save money, they returned by wagon, and he frightened the other passengers with his violent cough.


The solemn occasion in St. James’ Palace began with a religious service that included a passage from Mark 16:18: “They shall lay their hands on the sick, and they shall recover.” This was followed by the royal touch and the bestowal of a chained gold-piece that was placed around the victim’s neck. The touch-piece was actually a gold angel, first coined in 1465, which showed St. Michael slaying a dragon on one side and a ship sailing before the wind on the other. Johnson wore the medal (now in the British Library) around his neck for the rest of his life. (Since he rarely bathed, it must have become incredibly filthy.) Too young to retain a clear impression, Johnson had “a confused but somehow sort of solemn recollection of a lady in diamonds, and a long black hood.”


Sam’s brother, Nathaniel, was born in October 1712. He was a healthy child, which may have made Sam envious, and soon became a rival for his mother’s affections. After the christening, Sarah taught Sam to spell and pronounce the words “little Natty.” Little is known about Nathaniel, who remains a shadowy and elusive figure. He seems to have been a failure, and died young. In his only surviving letter, written to Sarah shortly before his death in 1736, the young man referred to his mysterious “crimes,” perhaps theft or embezzlement. He bitterly complained that Sam had never done anything to help and had even obstructed him: “as to my Brother’s assisting me I had but little Reason to expect it when He would scarce ever use me with common civility and to whose advice was owing that unwillingness you showed to my going to Stourbridge” to set up a book business.7 Twenty years later, Johnson had a memorable but unspecified dream about Nathaniel. At the end of his life he described his temperamentally opposite brother as a lively noisy man who loved company, and tried to find out how he had lived and what had happened to him. Nathaniel, like all members of Johnson’s family, gave him a gnawing sense of guilt.


III


Sam received an excellent, if severe, education in Lichfield. He attended Mrs. Oliver’s dame school at the age of four, Thomas Browne’s school at six, the lower Grammar School at seven, and the upper school from ten to sixteen. Sam’s first violent episode took place at the age of four. Because of his poor eyesight, a servant usually escorted him home from school. One day, when she failed to arrive, the little boy set out on his own. Dame Oliver, worried about his safety in the dirty and sometimes dangerous streets, followed behind to keep an eye on him. As he turned the corner and caught sight of her, he maintained his manly independence by charging back and attacking her with punches and kicks.


The free Grammar School had a single oak-paneled room and a small playground, and the boys were allowed to run around in a nearby field owned by the town clerk, Theophilus Levett. Johnson said that he excelled all the other young scholars, and was indulged and caressed by the under-master, Humphrey Hawkins. He remembered these kind townsmen later in life, when he became close friends with their namesakes, Robert Levet and Sir John Hawkins.


Caresses turned to cruelty when the lanky, lounging, grey-eyed Sam entered the upper school. The boys were completely immersed in studying Latin grammar, reading Latin authors from Cicero and Ovid to Horace and Virgil, and writing Latin exercises and themes. Their main text was the Grammar of William Lily, Renaissance humanist, headmaster of St. Paul’s School and reviver of Greek studies in England. His book had been used in English schools, with some revisions, since the 1540s. The boys then advanced to Greek grammar and to reading the New Testament, Xenophon and Hesiod.


On the rare occasion when Sam failed an exam, his mother encouraged him to do better next time. “‘We often,’ said she, dear mother! ‘come off best, when we are most afraid.’” (He was also deeply moved when Sarah gave him some of her coffee, an expensive luxury, to gratify his boyish appetite.) Returning to school after a vacation, leaving his homework till the very last minute and then writing very fast, he would “begin one of his exercises, in which he purposely left some faults, in order to gain time to finish the rest.” This sluggish resolution, an odd combination of idleness and industry, became his permanent mode of composition. In school, Sam learned that his brainpower could compensate for his ugly appearance. Tall and strong, he became popular with the other boys by correcting their work and dictating their themes. In tribute to his intellectual superiority, his classmates would come to his house in the morning and carry him to school, like a little prince, on their backs. In winter, when the pond was frozen, they tied a garter round his waist and pulled him along the ice.


Latin was drilled into the students’ brains and beaten into their buttocks—a brutal curriculum and harsh punishment that went back to the Middle Ages. Exams took place on Thursdays and Saturdays, followed by the ritual beatings of the blockheads. Stephen Greenblatt writes that in Shakespeare’s time (as in Johnson’s) “the instruction was not gentle: rote memorization, relentless drills, endless repetition, daily analysis of texts, elaborate exercises in imitation and rhetorical variation, all backed up by the threat of violence…. Disciplinary whippings were routinely inflicted throughout society: parents frequently whipped children, teachers whipped students, masters whipped servants, beadles whipped whores, sheriffs whipped vagrants.”8 Painters even whipped children who posed for them if they failed to sit still.


The dreaded headmaster John Hunter, who had a remarkably stern expression, kept back the town boys in the lower school for as long as possible in order to make room for the more profitable boarders. He flogged all the boys ruthlessly over a three-legged stool and justified his sadism by exclaiming, “This I do to save you from the gallows.” Hunter fancied himself a sportsman as well as a scholar. The best way to earn his favor, the boys soon learned, was to tell him where to find the best covey of partridges.


Hunter whipped Sam severely for lounging about and for idleness. Even as an adult, Johnson trembled at the sight of Hunter’s granddaughter, who looked just like him. Johnson accepted these beatings and later whipped boys himself when he became a teacher. He defended corporal punishment and believed brutality was consistent with, indeed essential for, good pedagogy. He declared that Hunter, “abating his brutality, was a very good master,” but criticized him for failing to discriminate among the boys he whipped: “He was very severe, and wrong-headedly severe. He used to beat us unmercifully; and he did not distinguish between ignorance and negligence; for he would beat a boy equally for not knowing a thing, as for neglecting to know it.”9 Though Sam seemed nonchalant about the whippings, they had a powerful impact on the unusually clever, sensitive boy with a gloomy temperament and unhappy home life. Bernard Shaw believed that Sam’s schoolmaster “beat him savagely enough to force him to lame his mind—for Johnson’s great mind was lamed—by learning his lessons.”


There was a striking contrast between Johnson’s physical disabilities and his formidable mind. When the eternally curious Boswell asked if he’d ever been taught by a dancing master, Johnson, who looked more like a dancing bear, replied: “Ay & a dancing mistress too says the Doctor. But I own to you I never took a lesson but one or two; my blind eyes shewed me I could never make a proficiency.” Though blindness might have prevented him from seeing his partner, it would not necessarily impede his steps. He clearly found running, jumping and climbing in the countryside with his schoolmates Edmund Hector and John Taylor, as well as swimming in the local pond with his father, more congenial forms of exercise.


In a Latin poem (often more intimate than his English ones) he described a rare moment of happiness with Michael, a gentle instructor and protector who taught him to swim at Stowe Mill near St. Chad’s Church: “To this place, through green meadows, winds the clear stream where so often as a boy I bathed my young body. Here I was frustrated by the awkward movement of my arms playing me false when, with a kind voice, my father taught me to swim.”10


But Sam’s relations with his father were usually acrimonious. He was “an Old man’s Child,” he told Hester Thrale, “exhibited to every Company, through idle and empty Vanity.” One day, just after Sam had learned to read, Sarah gave him the prayer book, showed him the collect for the day and told him to learn it by heart. She started climbing the stairs and by the time she got to the second floor Sam, following her, proudly announced, “I can say it.” He then repeated the passage, which he’d only read twice. This intellectual feat encouraged Michael’s embarrassing habit of showing him off.


Desperate to demonstrate that the ugly, awkward and half-blind Sam was an infant prodigy, Michael took every opportunity to parade his son before friends and relations. Sam came to hate Michael’s seductive caresses, which always preceded a demand for precocious displays. Michael even made up a childish poem about accidentally stepping on a duck and attributed it to little Sam. “His own Parents had it seems teiz’d him so to exhibit his Knowledge,” wrote Hester Thrale, “to the few Friends they had, that he used to run up a Tree when Company was expected, that he might escape the Plague of being show’d off to them.”11


Despite his book learning, Michael provoked hostility rather than respect from Sam, who fought hard to break loose from his authority. Generalizing, as he usually did, from his own experience, Johnson told Boswell that “a father and a son should part at a certain time of life. I never believed what my father said. I always thought that he spoke ex officio, as a priest does…. There must always be a struggle between a father and son, while one aims at power and the other at independence.”


Sam’s relations with his nagging, querulous, intellectually limited and emotionally reserved mother were just as difficult. When he was three years old, after their trip to London to be touched by the queen, he was blissfully lying in bed with his mother. She told him about “the two places to which the inhabitants of this world were received after death; one a fine place filled with happiness, called Heaven; the other a sad place, called Hell.” The idea of death and the threat of Hell destroyed his warm, safe, happy mood. These thoughts affected his childish imagination and eventually became the greatest fear of his life. Later, at the age of ten, he suffered another bout of acute anxiety. He was disturbed by religious doubts that preyed upon his mind and filled him with guilt. For the next decade, until he went up to Oxford, he stopped going to church and put all thoughts of religion out of his mind.


Narrow-minded and obsessed with trivial matters, Sarah also made him feel guilty about eating too much boiled leg of mutton while visiting his Aunt Sally Ford in Birmingham. Sarah told him quite seriously that his gluttony would never be forgotten. As he grew older Sam realized that Sarah, though long on criticism, was short on guidance for both his father and himself. His mother (he recalled) was “always telling me that I did not behave myself properly; that I should endeavour to learn behaviour, and such cant; but when I replied, that she ought to tell me what to do, and what to avoid, her admonitions were commonly, for that time at least, at an end.”12 He did not respect his mother but loved her out of filial duty, just as, in later life, he dutifully idealized her.


IV


Sam was bred a bookseller and never forgot his trade. Later in life he picked up a book in Lichfield and saw that he had bound it himself. But he disliked serving in the shop, and when people complained that he remained absorbed in his books instead of serving them, he loftily replied “that to supersede the pleasures of reading, by the attentions of traffic, was a task he never could master.” He had no intention of changing the habits of a lifetime to satisfy the whims of customers.


Though Sam occasionally used the cathedral lending library, he had his own vast library at home. In addition to his usual stock, in 1706 and with borrowed money, Michael had rather rashly purchased the 3,000-volume library of the Earl of Derby. Johnson, who used Turks to represent extreme fanaticism or sexual license, said that when sleepless in bed he read like a Turk. He devoured books with deadly seriousness, in the same way that he devoured food. He’d often keep a book on his lap while dining, a habit that Boswell cheekily compared to a dog holding a bone in its paws while chewing on scraps. Most of Sam’s boyhood reading was serendipitous rather than systematic, and he often made interesting discoveries. One day, when he thought Natty had hidden some apples behind a large folio on a high shelf, he climbed up to look for them and instead found a volume of Petrarch’s poems. Having heard that Petrarch was a Renaissance restorer of classical learning, he immediately sat down and read the book. On another occasion he was quietly reading Hamlet in the basement kitchen when he came to the ghost scene. Terrified by the spectral presence, he hurried upstairs to return to reality and see people walking in the street. He had a lifelong interest in the supernatural and rather paradoxically told Hester Thrale, “I am not afraid of Spirits at all; yet I think if I was to be afraid of anything it would be of Spirits.” Acutely sensitive and imaginative, he found it unbearable to read about the all-too-vivid deaths of Shakespeare’s innocent heroines, Ophelia, Desdemona and Cordelia.


He especially loved travel books and the English poets, and was mightily moved by a Spanish chivalric romance, Félixmarte de Hircania. Written by Melchior de Ortega in 1556, it was influenced by the fourteenth-century romance Amadis of Gaul and mentioned in chapter 32 of Don Quixote. Sam identified with the powerful hero “who with one back-stroke cut asunder five giants through the middle” and was interested to discover that it was one of the books in Quixote’s library that was condemned to be burned. These romances stimulated his imagination and cut him off from reality. He actually “attributed to these extravagant fictions that unsettled turn of mind which prevented his ever fixing in any profession.”13


Like the eighteenth-century child prodigy, linguist and scholar Philip Barretier, whose life he would write, Johnson “had a quickness of apprehension, and firmness of memory, which enabled him to read with incredible rapidity, and at the same time to retain what he read, so as to be able to recollect and apply it.” In 1763 he told Boswell that he’d read very hard in his youth and knew almost as much when he was eighteen as he did when he was fifty-four. He tore the heart out of books instead of reading every word to the end, and never wished any book longer except his three great favorites: Don Quixote, The Pilgrim’s Progress and Robinson Crusoe. He identified with the three heroes of these books: a dreamy idealist, a spiritual seeker and a resourceful castaway.


Johnson absorbed most of what he read and years later could recite long passages in several languages by heart. His vast knowledge and almost total recall fueled the most powerful intellect in English literature and became a formidable weapon in his arsenal of argument. It’s significant that his most intense period of study, from the age of twelve to eighteen, coincided with the time when religion dropped out of his mind. Books, the lifeblood of his family, gave him the comfort that religion failed to provide.


Sam’s parents established a persistent pattern of escape that he followed throughout his life. Sarah believed that conditions could be improved by changing her routine. Michael, agreeing with her, would get on his horse and ride away for book orders when the domestic scene became intolerable. These long rides in the country sustained his mental as well as his physical health. For Sam, as for Michael, a change of scene always improved his mood.


In his adolescence Sam sought solace from friends as well as books. When things got rough he took off for rural retreats and protracted visits. He fled from the tedious progress of his class and Hunter’s brutal beatings to the hospitality of his cousin Cornelius Ford in Stourbridge (a few miles west of Birmingham); from his depressing family and their stagnant bookshop to revitalizing conversations with Gilbert Walmesley in Lichfield or with his friend Edmund Hector in Birmingham. Later in life, he fled from poverty and struggles in London and his wife’s whimsical demands to the prosperous John Taylor in Ashbourne (forty miles north of Lichfield). He repaired to Greenwich to finish his play Irene. Threatened by arrest for his political pamphlet, he went underground in Lambeth. During the last twenty years of his life he escaped from his deeply discontented household by living for part of each week with the Thrales and by leaving London every summer to spend a few months with friends in the Midlands. He changed his London residence (occasionally escaping his creditors) about twenty times. Though he had an insatiable longing for travel, he only managed to visit Scotland, Wales and Paris. Johnson believed, like that other uneasy wanderer D.H. Lawrence, “When in doubt, move.”


In 1724 the teenaged Sam went for a short visit to his mother’s nephew, Cornelius Ford, and stayed for nine months. Fifteen years older than Sam, “Neely” was a reckless gambler and notoriously hard drinker. In William Hogarth’s Midnight Modern Conversation (1732) a group of eleven drunken, stupefied rioters stand, sit, tilt, shout, vomit, collapse and pass out around a generous punchbowl on a tavern table. Amidst this revelry the plump and placid Parson Ford, dressed in clerical gown and bands and puffing a long churchwarden pipe, decorously presides at the table and continues to ladle out the lethal potion.


A man of extensive knowledge and sharp wit, Ford had been a student at St. John’s and then fellow of Peterhouse. At Cambridge he’d befriended the poet William Broome, who’d helped Pope translate Homer, and the Earl of Chesterfield, with whom Johnson would later quarrel about support for his Dictionary. Ford, who’d taken part in literary life before taking orders and becoming a typical absentee clergyman, had the worldly sophistication and sparkling conversation that Sam aspired to. He had retired to the country to escape his importunate creditors and married a wealthy old widow. He welcomed the half-blind, scarfaced provincial, put his extensive library at Sam’s disposal and directed his reading. He advised him to “obtain some general principles of every science; he who can talk only on one subject, or act only in one department, is seldom wanted, and perhaps never wished for; while a man of general knowledge can often benefit and always please.” In his life of Elijah Fenton, another of Pope’s assistants, Johnson, ignoring his intellectual debt to Ford, expressed moral disapproval of his Hogarthian dissipation. He was “a clergyman, at that time too well known, whose abilities, instead of furnishing convivial merriment to the voluptuous and dissolute, might have enabled him to excel among the virtuous and the wise.” But in Sam’s youth the brilliant, warmhearted Ford was a refreshing change from his father’s gloomy failure. Ford recognized the power of Sam’s mind and ignited his ambition, and through him Sam glimpsed the possibilities of a literary life.


Sam had learned his lessons well. In 1726, when he was seventeen and again living with Ford, he did impressive translations of Addison’s Latin poem “The Battle of the Pygmies and the Cranes,” and of the Greek “Dialogue Between Hector and Andromache” in the sixth book of Homer’s Iliad. Homer, Aristotle, Ovid and Pliny all believed that pygmies were supposed to have carried on warfare with cranes. Imitating Pope’s heroic couplets and phrases like “the light militia of the sky” in “The Rape of the Lock,” Sam wrote, “Breathless at length they leave the unfinish’d war / And hang aloft suspended in the air.” Sam also made a notable blunder in this poem and pled guilty to an illogical couplet: “Down from the guardian boughs the nests they flung, / And kill’d the yet unanimated young.” Since unborn chicks cannot be killed, he later changed that word to “crush’d.”14


For his translation from Homer, Sam chose the deeply moving passage in which the Trojan hero Hector, departing to fight the Greeks and destined to be slain by Achilles, bids farewell to his devoted wife, Andromache, and his infant son, Astyanax. The baby, taken from his nurse’s arms, is frightened by the flash of light reflected on his father’s helmet. Pope’s superbly compressed translation of these lines mentions a plumed crest on top of the helmet:








Thus having spoke, th’illustrious Chief of Troy


Stretch’d his fond Arms to clasp the lovely Boy.


The Babe clung crying to his Nurse’s Breast,


Scar’d at the dazzling Helm, and nodding Crest.











Adding a fifth line and off-rhymed triplet, Sam offered a worthy rival to Pope:








Hector, this speaking, with extended hands


From the fair nurse Astyanax demands.


The child starts back affrighted at the blaze


Of light reflected from the polish’d brass.


And in his nurse’s bosom hides his face.











When Sam returned home after his nine-month unauthorized absence, Hunter (with an eye, perhaps, to greater profit from boarders) refused to readmit him. Accepting responsibility for his prolonged French leave, Ford arranged for him to finish his schooldays and board for six months with the headmaster of Stourbridge school.


Johnson grew up in an England still recovering from the revolution and religious wars of the seventeenth century, and the memory of these fierce conflicts and fear of political instability still remained. The Civil War had ended with the beheading of the Stuart King Charles I in 1649 and the establishment of Cromwell’s Puritan parliamentary rule. The monarchy had been restored with Charles II in 1660, but the question of who should succeed him remained a source of conflict into the next century. The English were opposed to having a Catholic on the throne.


James II, who ruled from 1685 to 1688, had tried to extend Catholic influence in British politics and foreign alliances, and was forced to flee the country in 1689. The Jacobites (from Jacobus, Latin for “James”) remained loyal to his descendants, advocated the restoration of the Stuart dynasty and opposed the Hanoverian kings who ruled England from 1714. The Stuart pretender to the throne, “Bonnie Prince Charlie,” a descendant of James II who’d spent his youth in France, was finally defeated in bitter fighting in Scotland during the second Jacobite rebellion of 1745.


The country had two main parties, the Tories and the Whigs. The more conservative Tories, many of them country squires who owned small estates in the English provinces, “stood for the supremacy of the Church of England, desired a strong personal monarchy as the basis of constitutional stability, and reviled the moneyed classes who profited from wars through loans to the government, opportunities for graft, and lucrative contracts.” The Whigs were bolstered by business interests in the cities and by the nobility who owned huge tracts of land in the countryside. They emphasized parliamentary rather than monarchical authority, tolerated Protestant dissenting sects, and supported Continental and colonial wars to expand markets and increase trade. Strongly pro-Hanoverian, they organized the accession of George I in 1714 and criticized the Tories for supporting the Catholic Stuarts. The Whigs exploited government patronage, gained firm political control, and kept the Tories in the wilderness for the rest of the century. To Johnson’s chagrin, they became the party of the established order.


Sam’s second influential mentor, whom he came to know after he returned from Stourbridge and was working in Michael’s bookshop, was Gilbert Walmesley, whose father had represented Lichfield in Parliament. Gilbert had been educated at Trinity College, Oxford, and trained as a lawyer at the Inner Temple. When Sam met him in 1727, the forty-seven-year-old bachelor was Registrar (official keeper of records) of the Ecclesiastical Court at Lichfield and legal secretary to the bishop. The diocesan courts dealt with church facilities and tried clergymen below the rank of bishop who were accused of moral offences. The courts also penalized people for failure to attend church, pay tithes and conform to the Church of England. The bishop chose to reside outside the town, and Walmesley lived splendidly in the bishop’s palace, next to the cathedral. He later married Magdalen Aston, member of a prominent Whig family and younger sister of Molly Aston, whom Johnson adored.


Lichfield cathedral had been heavily damaged by the Puritans during the English Civil War, and the town, loyal to the Stuart dynasty, was very High Church and High Tory. Walmesley, who could be both benevolent and suddenly irascible, aroused Sam’s interest in the law and politics. Though Walmesley was a Whig and a lawyer skilled in argument, the young Sam confidently held his ground. He stuck to his Tory principles, inherited from Michael, and sharpened his wits in their political disputations. Alluding to Walmesley, he told Boswell that “there was a violent Whig, with whom I used to contend with great eagerness. After his death I felt my Toryism much abated.”15


Johnson paid a handsome tribute to his mentor in his life of Walmesley’s friend, the poet Edmund Smith:




He was of an advanced age, and I was only not a boy; yet he never received my notions with contempt. He was a Whig, with all the virulence and malevolence of his party; yet difference of opinion did not keep us apart. I honoured him, and he endured me.


He had mingled with the gay world, without exemption from its vices or follies, but had never neglected the cultivation of his mind; his belief of Revelation was unshaken; his learning preserved his principles; he grew first regular, and then pious.


His studies had been so various, that I am not able to name a man with equal knowledge. His acquaintance with books was great; and what he did not immediately know, he could at least tell where to find. Such was his amplitude of learning, and such his copiousness of communication, that it is to be doubted whether a day now passes in which I have not some advantage from his friendship.





Walmesley respected Sam’s arguments, and their political differences did not harm, perhaps even enhanced, their friendship. Later on, with Walmesley’s example in mind, Johnson was also able to form close friendships with powerful Whigs like Edmund Burke. Walmesley, like Ford, was worldly and sophisticated, but he also had two qualities that Johnson revered: piety and knowledge. It’s rather surprising that Johnson’s description of his relative and benefactor Neely Ford was so severe. But Ford, though a clergyman, remained dissolute, while the older and more important Gilbert Walmesley (with no familiar nickname) had reformed and become devout. The extensive learning and stimulating conversation of his two mentors, educated at Cambridge and Oxford, successful in the church and the law, had a profound impact on Johnson. Ford and Walmesley rounded out his education during his local version of the Grand Tour.


Walmesley introduced Sam to another Lichfield luminary, Henry Hervey. The dissolute son of the fourth Earl of Bristol, Hervey was the younger brother of John, Lord Hervey, the notorious homosexual who’d been satirized as Sporus in Pope’s Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot. An officer in the dragoons, Henry had been stationed in the town garrison. After marrying Catherine, another of the irresistibly attractive Aston sisters, he added her name to his and became Walmesley’s brother-in-law. Hervey, who later reformed and became a clergyman, was the first in a long line of rakes to whom Johnson was strongly attracted: Richard Savage, Topham Beauclerk, James Boswell and John Wilkes. Johnson later remarked that Hervey “was a vicious man, but very kind to me. If you call a dog Hervey, I shall love him.”


 


In Johnson’s time, when the average height of an Englishman was five feet, five inches, only three men in a thousand reached his impressive height of five feet, eleven. Johnson also had, and retained throughout his life, a distinct Staffordshire accent. He said “shuperior” and “shupreme,” pronounced “there” like “fear,” “once” like “woonse,” and in a tavern loved to call for his favorite drink by asking, “who’s for poonsh?” His strongest oaths were “dog” and “he deserves to be hanged.” His characteristic traits, molded by his father and John Hunter, by Cornelius Ford and Gilbert Walmesley, were established in his youth: “his precocity, his curious oscillation between indolence and energy, his phenomenal powers of memory, and his supremacy, alike physical and mental, over his school-fellows.”16


Just as one family legacy had allowed Michael and Sarah to build their house and expand their business, so another one—£40 from Sarah’s rich widowed cousin Elizabeth Harriotts—paid for Sam’s tuition and lodging at Oxford, and enabled him to enter the university in 1728. Physically strange, lacking birth, property and rank, wealth, office and status, Johnson would have to make his way in the world solely by his intellectual abilities.
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Two


Vile Melancholy, 1728-1730





I


In late October 1728 the nineteen-year-old Sam Johnson and his father took the eighty-mile, two-day journey to Oxford on horseback. A wagon lumbered behind, carrying Sam’s meager personal possessions and a substantial library of more than a hundred books in Latin and English. Despite the often strained relations of father and son, they both valued these books, which had depleted Michael’s stock, and on this journey they were for once united. Michael had taught Sam to engage in learned conversation and to admire the great scholars of the past. While Sam aspired to join this brotherhood and win scholarly fame, his father longed for his son to fulfill his promise and redeem his own business failures. It was a great achievement for a poor bookseller’s son to enter Oxford. As they rode into town, the young man was mightily impressed by the spires, domes and towers of the stately medieval and Renaissance buildings, their creamy yellow Cotswold stone shining in the soft golden sunlight.


Sam took up residence at Pembroke College, with eleven other new students, on October 31. Michael had declared himself a “gentleman” on his son’s baptismal certificate, and now signed in the annals of the college with the same title. In his Dictionary Johnson would define “gentleman” as “a man raised above the vulgar by his character or post”—as Michael had been by his superior education and his election to high municipal office. Pembroke then had only one quad and was still building its own ornate chapel, completed in 1732. Forty men, both students and fellows (the latter all unmarried Anglican clergymen) lived and ate together in the college, and this intimate group knew each other very well. Sam’s small, garret-like room was up a narrow winding staircase, on the second floor of the gatehouse tower.


Pembroke had been founded in 1624 and named after the Earl of Pembroke, then chancellor of the university. It was—with All Souls, Balliol, Magdalen and Oriel—one of the bastions of Toryism in Oxford. Pembroke was also said to be the stronghold of the Jacobites. In later life Johnson took pride in Pembroke, whose alumni included the playwright Sir Francis Beaumont and the sage Sir Thomas Browne (both had attended Broadgates, the original college, before it was refounded as Pembroke), as well as Johnson’s namesake and godfather, Dr. Samuel Swinfen, the Methodist leader George Whitefield, the eminent judge Sir William Blackstone and the poet William Shenstone, born near Lichfield in the West Midlands. In his life of Shenstone, Johnson wrote that “from school he was sent in 1732 to Pembroke College in Oxford, a society which for half a century has been eminent for English poetry and elegant literature. Here it appears that he found delight and advantage; for he continued his name in the [college] book for ten years.” Exaggerating its lyrical tradition, Johnson called Pembroke “a nest of singing birds.”


Michael started Sam’s career at Oxford by showing him off. He met Sam’s tutor, the Reverend William Jorden, and bragged about his home-grown, rough-hewn genius. With no convenient tree to climb, Sam sulked silently in the corner. Then, seizing an opportune moment to enter the conversation, he seemed to confirm Michael’s praise by quoting Macrobius, an obscure fifth-century Roman writer, philosopher and author of Saturnalia. Johnson told Boswell that in the two years before going up to Oxford, he’d read seriously and ravenously in the classics, and acquired a great store of uncommon knowledge: “not voyages and travels, but all literature, all ancient writers, all manly: though but little Greek, only some of Anacreon and Hesiod; but in this irregular manner I had looked into a great many books, which were not commonly known at the Universities, where they seldom read any books but what are put into their hands by their tutors.”1 Dr. William Adams, who became his tutor when Jorden left Pembroke to take up a clerical living and who later became Master of the college, recognized Sam’s extraordinary ability and called him the best qualified student he’d ever known at Oxford.


There was only a small number of students at the university in the early part of the eighteenth century, and very few could equal Johnson’s extensive reading and passion for learning. The historian George Trevelyan noted that “in 1750 Oxford matriculated [only] 190 freshmen. Many of these were noblemen and gentlemen, not intent on serious study; others were poor scholars, seeking to enter the Church.” Johnson was confident of his intellectual abilities, but the social organization of the college soon put him in his place. Following the English habit of observing minute social gradations (with its attendant snobbery), the Oxford colleges divided students into four different ranks. The Gentlemen-Commoners and sons of noblemen, according to another social historian, “all stood on a different footing from ordinary undergraduates, wore handsomer dresses, paid higher fees, spent two or three times as much money, had servants as well as servitors to wait on them, were admitted to the Fellows’ table, the Fellows’ Common Room, even the Fellows’ cellar.” The Commoners—the largest group, to which Johnson belonged—ate at the common table. The Battelers paid lower fees and did their own chores. At the bottom of the social scale were “the Servitors or Sizars, eking out a scanty income by doing small menial services for the richer men. Oxford caricaturists drew descriptions of them, cleaning shoes and doing exercises [themes in Latin and Greek] for the more fortunate, calling them in the morning, carrying in their meals, inheriting perhaps their old clothes and books.” In return for these light but humiliating duties, the Servitors received free room, board and tuition. The system thus permitted talented but penniless men to gain entry to the church and other learned professions.


The curriculum at Oxford in Johnson’s time consisted entirely of classical history, literature and philosophy. Students were taught through lectures by professors and in individual meetings with their tutors, who assigned exercises, which the students read aloud and discussed in their tutorials. Lynda Mugglestone writes that at Pembroke “work began straight after the [compulsory] six o’clock prayers; essays or themes were publicly presented in the Hall early every Saturday morning; classes on Logic preceded breakfast on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays; lectures took place on Saturdays and Sundays as well, beginning at 10 and continuing until 12.” But there was a striking contrast between the work that was theoretically expected and that was actually done. Many (perhaps most) of the students “filled their days with fox-hunting, riding, cock-fighting and drinking, rather than with reading and studying.”2


The young Johnson began his first term with a highly idealized view of Oxford, soon dispelled by the appalling teaching and low intellectual standards. His disillusionment as a student was complete, yet in later life he frequently praised the university. Speaking of Oxford and Cambridge in Idler 33, he declared that “the number of learned persons in these celebrated seats, is still considerable, and more conveniences and opportunities for study still subsist in them, than in any other place. There is at least one very powerful incentive to learning; I mean the ‘Genius of the place.’” The two universities were of course the best places to study because they were then the only universities in England.


In his life of the seventeenth-century Dutch classical scholar Peter Burman, Johnson asserted that students at English universities had a better knowledge of Latin than European students. “The English scheme of education trains students to hear lectures in Latin,” he wrote. “It is more rigorous and sets literary honours at a higher price than that of any other country, extracts from the youth, who are initiated in our colleges, a degree of philological knowledge sufficient to qualify them for lectures in philosophy, which are read to them in Latin, and enable them to proceed in other studies without assistance.” But once more Johnson gave Oxford credit for something it did not deserve. He glossed over the fact that most students had acquired their solid grasp of Latin long before they entered the university.


Sam, both idle and studious, resolved like most first-year students to work hard. Stimulated by the genius of the place, if not by the tutors and professors, he aspired to an ideal standard, and yearned to become famous for his learning and poetry. In The Vanity of Human Wishes he described his uneasy state of mind during his first term at Oxford, by comparing the noble desire of the young Enthusiast (“one of elevated fancy, or exalted ideas”) to a pathological fever and contagion:








When first the College Rolls receive his Name,


The young Enthusiast quits his Ease for Fame;


Through all his Veins the Fever of Renown


Burns from the strong Contagion of the Gown.











Christian clergymen taught the pagan classics. The author of a history of Oxford, describing Johnson’s studies, wrote that at Pembroke he mastered “Homer and Euripides. He delighted in Horace’s Odes. He dipped into metaphysics. He read [as always] desultorily and widely.”3 He also learned French at Oxford and while there read a book he later translated, Father Jerónimo Lobo’s Voyage to Abyssinia.


Lacking funds, or perhaps unwilling to return to the discontented household in Lichfield, Sam remained at Oxford during the Christmas vacation. As an exercise his tutor asked him to translate into Latin verse Alexander Pope’s 108-line Messiah, a poem based on passages in Isaiah foretelling the coming of Christ. Pope concluded with a traditional contrast between the ephemeral quality of the physical world and the eternal truth of the spiritual realm:








The Seas shall waste; the Skies in Smoke decay;


Rocks fall to Dust, and Mountains melt away;


But fix’d His Word, His saving Pow’r remains;


Thy Realm forever lasts! thy own Messiah reigns!











Charles Arbuthnot, son of Pope’s friend Sir John and Johnson’s fellow-student, showed Pope a copy of Johnson’s translation. Pope himself, the greatest poet of the century, praised the work and generously predicted that “the writer of this poem will leave it a question for posterity, whether his or mine be the original.” When Sam heard this remark, he must have felt he’d become part of the “nest of singing birds” at Pembroke.


According to Sam’s school and college friend John Taylor, his “translation of the Messiah was first printed by his Father, without his knowledge or consent. Johnson told Taylor he was very angry at this and in his violent manner said if it had not been his Father he would have cut his throat.”4 But Boswell discreetly deleted these murderous intentions from the Life of Johnson. Sam may have been angry about the publication, but Michael did not, in fact, print his translation, though he may well have stocked, advertised and sold it. Johnson’s Messiah, his first published work, appeared in A Miscellany by Several Hands, published in 1731 by J. Husbands, Fellow of Pembroke, and printed in Oxford by “Leon: Lichfield.” The printer’s name was Leonard Lichfield, and Taylor mistakenly assumed that it had been published in the town of Lichfield. Johnson’s violent response showed how deeply he resented his father’s habit of promoting his achievements. Indeed, Michael’s clumsy praise aroused unrealistic expectations in both Oxford and Lichfield, and increased the pressure on Sam to perform well in public.


II


Proudly showing Boswell around Oxford in 1775, Johnson declared, “here is a school where every thing may be learnt.” But as a student he felt no strong calling for theology, medicine or the law, and soon lost his keen appetite for learning anything at all. Most professors held somnolent sinecures and, Trevelyan wrote, “seldom performed any of their supposed functions…. In their lazy, self-indulgent, celibate clericalism, the dons of the eighteenth century resembled the monks of the fifteenth, and were about as much use.” To compensate for these hopeless cases, many wealthy students brought along their own private tutors. Though Johnson read The Odyssey and The Iliad, the Greek dramatists and Theocritus, Virgil, Horace and Juvenal, the curriculum merely continued the study of the classics he had learned in school, and the abysmal teaching depressed and bored him. To overcome his inertia, he totaled up the number of lines in the most important texts in order to determine how long it would take to read them. Study had become a chore, and Oxford, the scene of his potential triumph, had proved to be an intellectual backwater.


Edward Gibbon went up to Magdalen College, Oxford, in 1752, at the age of sixteen. By that time conditions were no better, and he left after a year. In his Autobiography he later provided a devastating account of the stultifying place. Intellectual life was “narrow, lazy, and oppressive.” Most professors had “given up altogether the pretense of teaching.” His tutor offered neither guidance nor instruction: “No plan of study was recommended for my use; no exercises were prescribed for his inspection.” Gibbon concluded by exclaiming, in characteristically sonorous sentences, that “the dons, steeped in port and privilege, spent their days in the chapel and the hall, the coffeehouse and the common room, till they retired, weary and well-satisfied, to a long slumber. From the toil of reading, or thinking, or writing, they had absolved their conscience. Their conversation stagnated in a round of college business, Tory politics, personal anecdotes, and private scandal. Their dull and deep potations excused the brisk intemperance of youth.”5 The greatest scholars of the age—Gibbon himself, the musicologist Charles Burney and the scientist Joseph Priestley—remained outside academic life.


Johnson always liked to take both sides of an argument. He could idealize Oxford, as he did with Boswell, but when his mood varied, he could also be critical and attack the hermetic indolence of the dons. In Rambler 180 he asserted that the scholarly life, cut off from the reality of the world, “has no other tendency than to vitiate the morals, and contract the understanding.” In his life of Peter Burman he seemed to agree with Gibbon and contrasted Burman, an intellectual prodigy, with the majority of his complacent colleagues. Having “no higher object of ambition, [they] have relapsed into idleness and security, and spent the rest of their lives in a lazy enjoyment of their academical dignities.”6 When John Taylor wanted to come up to Pembroke in March 1729, Sam diverted him across the street to Christ Church, where the lectures were better and could be passed on to Johnson. But this plan did not work very well, as Taylor often had trouble remembering and gave Johnson a muddled account of what he had heard.


At Pembroke Sam expressed the utmost contempt for his instructors, didn’t attend his lectures and neglected his exercises. He failed to compose the Latin poem that was required to mark the solemn anniversary of the Gunpowder Plot, a Catholic attempt to blow up Parliament in 1605. But he atoned for this lapse with some “truly Virgilian verses.” In his lost poem “Somnium” (Sleep), he devised a modest but ingenious excuse by explaining “that the Muse had come to him in his sleep, and whispered that it did not become him to write on such subjects as politicks; he should confine himself to humbler themes.” Johnson felt he had to obey the Muses.


Johnson told Hester Thrale that at Oxford he got into the habit of putting off work, doing the minimum and then scraping by. When his first public recital of Latin prose was due, he left it till the last moment, memorized some of it on the way to the hall and gave Jorden his only copy, but managed to give a creditable performance. “Trusting to his present powers for immediate supply,” wrote Hester Thrale, “he finished by adding astonishment to the applause of all who knew how little was owing to study.” When she observed that this was a risky experiment, he replied: “Not at all. No man I suppose leaps at once into deep water who does not know how to swim.”


Always self-taught and continually struggling with his teachers, Sam preferred to read the books from which the lectures were obviously taken instead of listening to the tedious drone of the dons. When fined twopence for failure to attend a lecture on logic, he declared that it wasn’t even worth a penny. When Jorden politely inquired about why he’d not been attending his tutorials, Sam replied that during that severe early winter he’d been amusing himself by sliding on the ice in Christ Church meadow. When Boswell heard this story, he remarked that it must have taken “great fortitude of mind” to cheek his tutor. But Johnson, who had no idea at the time that he was being disrespectful, called his youthful behavior “stark insensibility.”


Though Sam despised Jorden’s intellectual ability, he was touched by his kindness. Grateful that Jorden forgave his rudeness and invited him to his room for a glass of wine and a friendly talk, he said that “whenever a young man becomes Jorden’s pupil, he becomes his son.” Disdainful and rebellious, bitter and violent, conscious of his brilliance and miserably aware of his poverty, disregarding power and combating all authority, Sam was undoubtedly a difficult student. But the college treated him with exemplary understanding and restraint.


Sam’s fellow students both feared his violent temper and admired his wit. Later on, when talking to his young scholarly friend Bennet Langton, Johnson distinguished between a facile ability to compose in Latin and the deeper knowledge that comes after long study: “when I was at Oxford I always felt an impulse to insult the Westminster [School] men who were come there; they appeared to arrogate so much to themselves upon their superficial talent of a readiness in making Latin verses.”7 With gifted students like John Meeke, his main rival, he felt extremely envious and competitive. Meeke had such a good grasp of Latin grammar and clear understanding of the poetry, and recited so well in tutorials, that Sam couldn’t bear his superiority. He tried to sit as far from him as possible so he wouldn’t have to hear him.


Sam not only neglected his own work, but also distracted his classmates. The Lichfield schoolmaster John Hunter had beaten him for “lounging” instead of working. At Pembroke he was often seen “lounging” in the college entrance and drinking at an alehouse near the gate. He entertained the students with his wit, kept them from their studies and roused them to rebellion. He took part in the ragging that was always a part of Oxford life, and especially disliked the officious discipline of the college servitor, whose job it was to check up on the students and make sure they were in their rooms by 10 P.M. Sam got into trouble by pretending to be out and refusing to answer the intrusive knock on his door. But he took revenge by joining “the young men in the college in hunting, as they called it, the servitor…. This they did with the noise of pots and candlesticks, singing to the tune of ‘Chevy Chase,’ the words in that old ballad, ‘To drive the deer with hound and horn.’”


A humiliating incident revealed Sam’s poverty, bitterness and pride. He owned only one pair of shoes. When they became so worn that his large feet could be seen through them, he was too ashamed to visit Taylor at Christ Church. One morning a gentleman at Pembroke told his servitor to put a new pair of shoes outside Sam’s door. But Sam, insulted and angered by the kindly gesture, threw them down the stairs.8


Sam stayed on at Oxford for the long summer vacation. Aware that he’d wasted time during his first year, he promised in his diary of October 1729, the beginning of his second, to “bid farewell to Sloth, being resolved henceforth not to listen to her syren strains.” But he cast this resolution in mythological rather than personal terms and, like many a vow made throughout his life, was unable to keep it. He heard another “syren” call in the form of an unconscious desire to go home. One day at Oxford, as he was turning the key in his door, he thought he heard his mother distinctly call “Sam.” He turned to see her, recalled that she was in Lichfield, and thought no more of it. But he became restless and unhappy, just as he’d resolved to settle down to work at Oxford, and expressed a longing to travel, to expand his intellectual horizons and to escape the confines of the college. He declared that “I have a mind to see what is done in other places of learning. I’ll go and visit the Universities abroad. I’ll go to France and Italy. I’ll go to Padua…. For an Athenian blockhead is the worst of all blockheads.” Oxford students, he thought, were too arrogant and conceited to know their own limitations.9




The fall term was to be his last. In December 1729 Sam left Oxford as suddenly as he’d left school in Lichfield, and for the same reasons that cause students to drop out today. He had very little money, felt unable to work, loathed the discipline and despised his teachers. He was full of anguish and guilt about the time he’d wasted and the money he’d spent, and devastated with anxiety brought on by the contrast between his father’s ambitions and his own sense of failure. All this coincided with his intense study of William Law’s Serious Call to a Holy Life (1728), which precipitated a major crisis. In the grip of a religious obsession, he fell into a severe depression and suffered a nervous breakdown.





There are two oft-repeated misconceptions about Johnson: that he left Pembroke for lack of money and that, later on, he was unable to study law without a university degree. The Pembroke Battels Book, listing student expenses for 1729, shows that his weekly bill for board was usually eight shillings, which came to almost £24 for the fifty-eight weeks he was in residence. These charges, quite normal compared to the expenditures of other students and consistently higher than those of the poorest ones, showed that he’d made no attempt to economize during his first year. A. L. Reade pointed out that “there were also charges for chamber rent, for tutors’ fees, for fuel and candles, for the servitors, and for the bedmaker,” which came to another £24. Though a learned student, Sam was also fined, especially in his last term and more than any other Pembroke undergraduate, for failure to attend tutorials and lectures.


When he ran out of money he had two alternatives. He could have stayed on, with free room, board and tuition, if he’d been willing to become a Servitor. But he was too touchy, too proud and too aware of his intellectual superiority to become the servant of wealthy students. Even so, if Sam, whom Dr. Adams called the best qualified student he’d ever seen, “had remained in College in 1730 there were two scholarships for which he would have been eligible, and one of which Dr. Hall [the Master] did not doubt that he would have obtained.”


When he decided to leave, Sam packed up his private papers and the precious books his father had given him, and stored them with John Taylor. Several scholars have argued that this meant Johnson intended, or at least hoped, to return. But he may also have left the books behind because he had no money to transport them and thought that Taylor would bring them back to Lichfield. He might also have been too depressed to care what happened to them. If he had wished, he could have prolonged his stay by selling the hundred valuable books. If he got five shillings each for them, he would have earned more than half the cost of a year as a Pembroke commoner. Instead he abandoned them, as he abandoned his father’s hopes for his future. Though he left Oxford, “his name remained on the college register until October 1731 and his bills in college remained unpaid until 1740.”10


Just as it would have been possible for Johnson to remain at Oxford when he ran out of money, so it would also have been possible for him to study law without a university degree. About half the students at Pembroke did not complete their degree, and some of them went on to become barristers. Johnson always maintained that he had no money to study law. But a great many lawyers were trained at the London Inns of Court, rather than at the universities, before being called to the Bar. Oliver Edwards, Johnson’s contemporary at Pembroke, left the college early but practiced as a solicitor in Chancery. One of Edmund Burke’s contemporaries in the Inns of Court “maintained himself in the study of the law by writing pamphlets in favour of the ministry” —something Johnson could also have done. His dour friend and biographer Sir John Hawkins did not have a university degree, but began as an articled clerk to a solicitor, became an attorney in the City of London, rose to be Chairman of the Middlesex Justices and was knighted for services to the law.


In later life Johnson often maintained that he ought to have been a lawyer. Boswell (himself an attorney) could not imagine anyone more qualified for distinction in that profession. He had formidable knowledge, penetrating intellect, sound judgment, quick wit, impressive command of language and tremendous powers of argument. In 1778 the Chancellor of Oxford told him: “What a pity it is, Sir, that you did not follow the profession of the law. You might have been Lord Chancellor of Great Britain, and attained to the dignity of a peerage.” But Johnson, infuriated by this compliment, exclaimed: “Why will you vex me by suggesting this, when it is too late?”11 It was too late to follow the profession when he was nearly seventy, but would certainly have been possible after he left Oxford at the age of twenty. Instead of leading to the church or the law, Oxford was a disaster that darkened his future and seemed to close off his prospects in life.


III


Johnson’s sudden turn toward religion in the fall of 1729 contributed to his first mental collapse. He later told Boswell that he had had no religious belief until he was twenty years old: “I myself was for some years totally regardless of religion. It had dropped out of my mind. It was at an early part of my life. Sickness brought it back, and I hope I have never lost it since…. When at Oxford, I took up Law’s Serious Call to a Holy Life, expecting to find it a dull book (as such books generally are), and perhaps to laugh at it. But I found Law quite an overmatch for me; and this was the first occasion of my thinking in earnest of religion, after I became capable of rational inquiry.” Johnson believed religious faith could be, perhaps ought to be, based on rational thought. He first resisted and struggled with Law, as Jacob had wrestled with the angel of God, but was finally “overmatched” by him and wrenched into religion. His precarious mental state made his conversion far from joyful.


Johnson, who read extensively in religion, called William Law’s recently published book “the finest piece of hortatory theology in any language.” Gibbon commended the book’s forceful teaching and effective literary qualities, and noted its dark threats of Hell: “Law’s masterwork, the Serious Call, is still read as a popular and powerful book of devotion. His precepts are rigid, but they are founded on the gospel. His satire is sharp, but it is drawn from the knowledge of human life, and many of his portraits are not unworthy of the pen of La Bruyère…. He expresses, with equal severity and truth, the strange contradiction between the faith and practice of the Christian world. Hellfire and eternal damnation are darted from every page of the book.”12


Praising Law’s work and emphasizing its powerful effect on Johnson, Hester Thrale said that it was “written with such force of Thinking, such purity of Style, & such penetration into human Nature; the Characters [used to exemplify moral precepts] too so neatly, nay so highly finished…. Johnson has studied it hard I am sure, & many of the Ramblers apparently took their rise from that little Volume.” Walter Jackson Bate also showed how Law’s ideas influenced the dominant theme of The Vanity of Human Wishes, in the Rambler essays and in Rasselas: “Following the prototype of [the vanity theme in] Ecclesiastes, Law turns on one after another of the desires, ambitions, or possessions at which the human imagination clutches. Time and again Law notes how empty these ultimately prove, how completely they fail to fill the heart, leaving the heart nowhere else to turn for stability and purpose except to religion.” At Oxford Johnson’s scholarly ambition had come to nought and his confidence was crushed. He clutched at the hope of salvation to give his wretched life some meaning and purpose.


Law stringently recommended careful study of the Bible and other devotional books. He also made a series of demands that Johnson found impossible to fulfill: early rising (for an insomniac who often went to bed at 3 A.M.), proper use of time (for a man who was constitutionally indolent), daily accounting of oneself (for a man who constantly felt he was wasting precious time), regular attendance in church (for a man who found the fatuous sermons intolerably boring), and an ethic of asceticism, renunciation and self-denial (for a man with a tremendous appetite for food and strong sexual passions).


Law’s Serious Call to a Holy Life was Johnson’s serious call to a nervous collapse. It kindled his spark of piety into a self-consuming flame, intensifying rather than alleviating his depression. Writing about his religion, one critic concluded that Law’s book, ironically enough, “was actually a source of misery as Johnson tried, but failed, to live up to the high ideal of the Christian life that Law set before him.”13 Throughout his life Johnson suffered acute religious agonies and self-lacerating guilt for what he believed to be his devotional neglect, sinful behavior and sexual pollution. He did not see the Christian God as a kind and loving Father, but as a wrathful Old Testament Jehovah who, despite all his strenuous moral efforts, might well condemn him to eternal damnation. Like a shipwrecked man, he clung desperately to the stability of religious belief. Any expression of heterodox opinions or religious scepticism by writers like Hobbes and Voltaire, Hume and Gibbon, enraged him, undermined his perilous balance and even threatened his sanity.


Johnson had severe mental breakdowns in 1729 and again in 1764. He told Boswell, in a crucial revelation, that “I inherited a vile melancholy from my father, which has made me mad all my life, at least not sober.” In his Dictionary he defined “melancholy” as both a general malaise, “a gloomy, pensive, discontented temper,” and a form of obsessive insanity: “a kind of madness, in which the mind is always fixed on one object.” He defined “mad,” “disordered in the mind; broken in the understanding, distracted,” as his permanent condition (“all my life”). He then seemed to qualify this by adding that he was not “sober” (the opposite of “mad”), not “right in the understanding.” Frances Reynolds, the artist Sir Joshua’s sister and Johnson’s friend, confirmed that she had “often heard him lament that he inherited from his Father a morbid disposition both of Body and Mind…. A terrifying melancholy, which he was sometimes apprehensive bordered on insanity,” which made him perpetually gloomy and constantly fearful of another disastrous collapse.14


Sarah Johnson believed that Sam’s physical illness came from her family; he believed that his mental illness came from his father. Half-blind and half-deaf, hideously scarred and physically repulsive, estranged from his middle-aged parents, ashamed of squandering their money and disappointing their hopes, either forced to leave or at least unable to continue at Oxford, apparently cut off from the learned professions, with no prospects but work in Michael’s stagnant bookshop, he found religion an endless torment rather than a comfort. It’s scarcely surprising that Sam’s vile melancholy threatened to dissolve into actual insanity.


Boswell described the pathological symptoms that Johnson suffered after his return to Lichfield in December 1729: “he felt himself overwhelmed with an horrible hypochondria, with perpetual irritation, fretfulness, and impatience; and with a dejection, gloom, and despair, which made existence a misery. From this dismal malady he never afterwards was perfectly relieved; and all his labours, and all his enjoyments, were but temporary interruptions of its baleful influence.” In this series of increasingly severe symptoms, irritation led to dejection, fretfulness to gloom, impatience to despair. He was so utterly disabled by languor and depression that when he stared at the town clock, he was unable to tell the time. He claimed that after 1729 his health, both mental and physical, seldom afforded him a single day of ease.


Johnson’s frequent comments about madness illuminated his own condition. In a famous pronouncement in Rasselas, he declared that “of the uncertainties of our present state, the most dreadful and alarming is the uncertain continuance of reason.” Johnson—renowned, ironically, for his common sense, sound judgment and rational thought—was terrified that his rational faculty would weaken and he would lapse into permanent darkness.


In his life of Addison, Johnson explained how madness could cripple reason without completely destroying it: “the variable weather of the mind, the flying vapours of incipient madness, from time to time cloud reason, without eclipsing it.” His friend, “poor Collins,” was a classic example of a poet who realized that he was losing his reason but was unable to do anything about it. Collins “languished some years under the depression of mind which enchains the faculties without destroying them, and leaves reason the knowledge of right without the power of pursuing it.”15 Like Collins, Johnson struggled with troubling thoughts and paralyzing inertia and suicidal impulses. In another self-reflective passage, Johnson, arguing against the absurdly naïve belief that madmen are happy and “disorders of mind increase felicity,” forcefully insisted that “every madman is either arrogant and irascible, or gloomy and suspicious, or possessed by some passion or notion destructive to his quiet. He has always discontent in his look, and malignity in his bosom.”


He also believed that sexual lust and sexual guilt often led to insanity and that “Melancholy & otherwise insane People are always Sensual; the misery of their Minds naturally enough forces them to recur for Comfort to their Bodies.” When the mind loses control of the body, he thought, sensual desires become dominant and turn men into discontented and malicious beasts. In another startling revelation, he warned Hester Thrale to “‘make your boy tell you his dreams: the first corruption that entered into my heart was communicated in a dream.’ What was it, Sir, said I. ‘Do not ask me,’ replied he with much violence, and walked away in apparent agitation.”16 Johnson hinted at a dreadful secret, but when his confidante boldly questioned him about it, he warned her off and withdrew into angry silence. It seems clear that his darkest dreams—which he would never have told his own mother—included sexual fantasies and perhaps caused nocturnal emissions that filled him with shame.


In December 1729, his mind in chaos and body convulsed, Sam returned, without money or prospects, to his miserable home in Lichfield. His depression was so severe that he desperately sought the advice of his two closest medical friends, Samuel Swinfen and Edmund Hector. Swinfen, his godfather, had been a student at Pembroke and had trained as a doctor. Close to Michael and Sarah, he’d lived with the Johnson family in Lichfield and had an intimate knowledge of Sam’s pathological inheritance. No one was more suitable to receive his confidence, understand his condition and alleviate his suffering. In great distress, Sam wrote an account of his mental condition in Latin and gave it to Dr. Swinfen. Struck by its uncommon acuity, Swinfen showed it to several people and sought their opinions. When Sam learned of this betrayal of professional confidence, he was furious, broke with Swinfen and was never again fully reconciled to him. Their rupture may also have been caused by Swinfen’s terrifyingly frank response to Sam’s account. “From the symptoms therein described,” he said, “he could think nothing better of his disorder, than that it had a tendency to insanity; and without great care might possibly terminate in the deprivation of his rational faculties.” It’s difficult to determine whether Swinfen was more tactless in revealing Sam’s medical history to others or in shattering his confidence with the brutal truth.


Hector, also a doctor, hinted that Johnson may have been suicidal. He told Boswell that when the young man returned to Lichfield after fourteen months in Oxford, “I was apprehensive of something wrong in his constitution which might either impair his intellect or endanger his life.” Boswell recorded in private notes that “Hector was afraid of Dr. Johnson’s head…. Johnson had been conscious of [possible insanity] all along but had been afraid to ask Hector for fear of an answer in the affirmative. When at last in Birmingham he asked Hector if he had observed in him a tendency to be disordered in his mind. Hector said he had.” When he renewed his friendship with Hector twenty-five years later, Johnson reminded him that his depression was permanent: “From that kind of melancholy indisposition which I had when we lived together in Birmingham, I have never been free, but have always had it operating against my health and my Life with more or less violence.”17


Sam received no more consolation from the medical men than he had from Law’s theological tract. Hector’s all-too-honest response, like Swinfen’s, confirmed his greatest fears. Their comments may have provoked the nervous tics that began after his breakdown and plagued him for the rest of his life. Before this mental collapse, his mind had always dominated his fractious body. Afterwards, as he struggled to control his violent emotions by turning them against himself, neither his mind nor his body were completely under control. He was always at war with himself.


Johnson attempted by every means in his power to fight off the continual threats to his reason. His tried to rivet his mind to reality by taking thirty-two-mile walks from Lichfield to Birmingham and back. Later on, he occupied himself by tending his tiny garden, making elaborate mathematical calculations and conducting explosive chemical experiments. The direst danger was solitude, which made his mind stagnant and morbid. His great aim in life was to escape from himself, and he tried to prevent mental disease by constant company.


Throughout his life Johnson’s physical eccentricities included a voracious appetite for food and drink, nervous hypochondria and a twitching body. Though Alexander Pope never actually met Johnson, he told the painter Jonathan Richardson that “he had an infirmity of the convulsive kind, that attacks him sometimes, so as to make him a sad Spectacle.” Pope perceived that Johnson’s condition, though chronic, could sometimes be controlled. But these traits inevitably shocked new acquaintances and even old friends, and constantly reminded Johnson that he was disgusting to others. He was often obliged to use his powerful intellect to overcome the revulsion he inspired.


Boswell, who observed his hero with microscopic intensity, recorded that “the scars of the scrophula were deeply visible…. He often had, seemingly, convulsive starts and odd gesticulations, which tended to excite at once surprize and ridicule…. So morbid was his temperament, that he never knew the natural joy of a free and vigorous use of his limbs: when he walked, it was like the struggling gait of one in fetters.” Johnson was capable of covering great distances in the Midlands and (later on) in Scotland. But he usually walked like the monster in Frankenstein, with a heavy shuffling movement. Every step he took reminded him of his lifelong infirmity.


Several important encounters in Johnson’s life—his first meeting with Boswell, as well as with the artists Thomas Gainsborough and William Hogarth, and with friends like Thomas Campbell and Fanny Burney—illustrate the contrast between the first horrified impressions of the physical freak and the gradual perception of the real, inner man. After observing Johnson’s comically convulsive heavings, habitual contortions and facial twitchings, Gainsborough felt he’d become infected by these movements. He wrote that “I became as full of the megrims [migraines] as the old literary leviathan himself and fancied that I was changed into a Chinese automaton and condemned incessantly to shake my head.”


To Hogarth, Johnson seemed even more grotesque than his own satiric drawings. While talking to the novelist Samuel Richardson, Hogarth “perceived a person standing at a window in the room, shaking his head, and rolling himself about in a strange ridiculous manner. He concluded that he was an ideot, whom his relations had put under the care of Mr. Richardson…. To his great surprize, however, this figure stalked forwards and … displayed such a power of eloquence, that Hogarth looked at him with astonishment, and actually imagined that this ideot had been at the moment inspired.”18 Hogarth didn’t know who he was and was not introduced to Johnson, who may even have enjoyed playing this startling game and astonishing the visitor.


The Irish clergyman Thomas Campbell emphasized Johnson’s typically slovenly dress and the strange whistling sounds that sometimes impeded his speech, both of which intensified the negative impression: “He has the aspect of an Idiot—without the faintest ray of sense gleaming from any one feature. With the most awkward garb & unpowdered grey wig on one side only of his head, he is forever dancing the Devil’s jig, & sometimes he makes the most driveling effort to whistle some thought in his absent paroxysms.”


The young novelist Fanny Burney, who adored Johnson, gave the most perceptive and sympathetic accounts of his personal peculiarities. Though he was ugly and awkward, ill-mannered and constantly convulsed by his tics, which (as Boswell noted) excited ridicule in observers like Gainsborough and Hogarth, Fanny saw him as a pathetic example of human misfortune: “[He] has a Face the most ugly, a Person the most awkward, & manners the most singular, that ever were, or ever can be seen…. He has almost perpetual convulsive motions, either of his Hands, Lips, Feet, Knees, & sometimes all together. However, the sight of them can never excite ridicule, or, indeed, any other than melancholy reflections upon the imperfections of Human Nature.”


In a later memoir of her musicologist father, Charles, a great friend and admirer of Johnson, Fanny softened, even idealized her portrayal, and ended with a hint of slapstick comedy:




He has naturally a noble figure; tall, stout, grand and authoritative; but he stoops horribly, his back is quite round: his mouth is continually opening and shutting, as if he were chewing something; he has a singular method of twirling his fingers, and twisting his hands: his vast body is in constant agitation, see-sawing backwards and forwards: his feet are never a moment quiet; and his whole great person looked often as if it were going to roll itself, quite voluntarily, from his chair to the floor.





Modern doctors have diagnosed his condition as Tourette’s Syndrome—a series of facial and vocal tics, progressing to generalized jerking movements in any part of the body. This condition can now treated with tranquilizers.


When he returned to Lichfield, Johnson was forced to confront his melancholy father and his censorious mother. He’d also disappointed his mentors Ford and Walmsley, who had high hopes for him. His mental breakdown lasted for exactly two years, until the death of his father in December 1731. But it took twenty-six years, until the publication of the Dictionary in 1755, for him to recover from his disaster at Oxford. Later in life he would feel overwhelming guilt for disobeying his sick father and for failing to visit his aged mother. But for now, he felt both antagonism for his parents and hatred of himself. For the next two years, as Donald Greene observed, “the rowdy, turbulent, quarrelsome, sometimes drunken, sometimes profane, sometimes almost mad young intellectual wandered about the Midlands.”19
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