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To my parents




Adventurous


1. He that is inclined to adventures; and, consequently, bold, daring, courageous


2. Applied to things; that which is full of hazard; which requires courage; dangerous


On 15 April 1755 the first great dictionary of English was published. Samuel Johnson’s giant Dictionary of the English Language was an audacious attempt to tame his unruly native tongue. In more than 42,000 carefully constructed entries, Johnson had mapped the contours of the language, combining huge erudition with a steely wit and remarkable clarity of thought.


In doing so, Johnson had fashioned the most important British cultural monument of the eighteenth century. Its two folio volumes tell us more about the society of this period – lustily commercial, cultivated but energetic, politically volatile yet eager for consensus – than any other work. They document the copious vitality of English and its literature, and Johnson’s spirit – by turns humorous, ethical and perceptive – presides over every page.


The appearance of the Dictionary marked the end of a heroic ordeal. Johnson had begun work on it full of bluff confidence; he thought he would get the job done in less than three years. It was not long, however, before he began to buckle beneath the magnitude of the task. His labours were absorbing, yet painful; he would eventually characterize them as a mixture of ‘anxious diligence’ and ‘persevering activity’. When the trials of compilation overtook him, so too did the black despondency that blighted his adult life. Johnson had to wrestle not only with the complexities of the English language, but also, as we shall see, with the pangs of personal tragedy.


Although a tirelessly productive author, Johnson considered himself disgracefully lazy – believing that only Presto, a dog belonging to his friend Hester Thrale, might truly be thought lazier. His diaries are full of self-recrimination: assurances that he will work harder, along with detailed schedules to ensure that he do so. His schemes of work suggest at once a schoolboy’s hunger for self-improvement and a schoolboy’s slender acquaintance with the realities of what can actually be achieved. Yet if Johnson’s self-flagellating self-encouragement is striking, so too are his working habits – hardly those of a diligent professional. ‘Whoever thinks of going to bed before twelve o’clock is a scoundrel,’ he was wont to claim. His nights were as often spent in jovial company as in the prison house of learning.


It is surprising, given Johnson’s oscillation between sociability and melancholia, that the Dictionary ever got written at all. Surprising, too, that it is so good. Johnson’s ability to complete the job despite the distractions he faced affords us a crucial insight into his character: the methods he employed, the means he used to deal with his depressions and disappointments, suggest the very essence of his working mind, the special character of his achievement.


The Dictionary captures, and to some degree pre-empts, its age’s passion for organization. The ambitious ordering of the arts was reflected in a vast range of manuals, taxonomies and histories – of painting, of poetry, of music, and of the nation. At the same time the desire to ‘stage’ knowledge – for both entertainment and public benefit – was evident at festivals such as the Shakespeare Jubilee, and in assembly rooms, theatres, lecture halls, or new institutions such as the British Museum and the Royal Academy.1 Like the colossal Encyclopédie of the Frenchmen Diderot and d’Alembert, which distilled the essence of the Continental Enlightenment, the Dictionary was a machine de guerre. It would become an instrument of cultural imperialism, and its publication was a defining moment in the realization of what was in the eighteenth century a brand new concept, namely Britishness.


The authority of Johnson’s work has coloured every dictionary of English that has since been compiled. In the second half of the eighteenth century, and for most of the nineteenth, it enjoyed totemic status in both Britain and America. When British speakers of English refer today to ‘the dictionary’, they imply the Oxford English Dictionary, while Americans incline towards Webster’s. But for 150 years ‘the dictionary’ meant Johnson’s Dictionary. To quote the editor of the Supplement to the OED, ‘In the whole tradition of English language and literature the only dictionary compiled by a writer of the first rank is that of Dr Johnson.’2 Unlike other dictionaries, Johnson’s is a work of literature.


Its influence has been especially profound among writers. As a young man Robert Browning read both its folio volumes in their entirety in order to ‘qualify’ himself for a career as an author. He was not the first to use them in this way. The eighteenth-century historian William Robertson read the Dictionary twice, while Henry Thomas Buckle, the reviled author of a once celebrated History of Civilization in England, worked through it diligently in order to enlarge his vocabulary, and Thomas Jefferson treated it as an anthology of quotations. In the 1930s, Samuel Beckett could add his name to the roll of revisionary users, gleaning from its pages a crop of strange terms – ‘increpation’, ‘inosculation’, ‘to snite’.3


Johnson’s was the dictionary in the eyes of authors as various as Keats and Shelley, Byron and Wordsworth, George Eliot and Mary Wollstonecraft, Carlyle, Ruskin, the Brontës and Trollope, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill, Samuel Smiles, George Gissing, Matthew Arnold, and Oscar Wilde. Even though they had more recent dictionaries at their disposal, Hawthorne and Poe deferred to the authority of Johnson. Emerson thought Johnson a ‘muttonhead’ at definition, but consulted him all the same. Johnson’s magnum opus was the dictionary for Darwin (he cites it in an essay on flowers) and for James Clerk Maxwell, who noted regretfully that it did not contain the word ‘molecule’.


Sometimes the Dictionary’s power could have startling results. In the summer of 1775 the toast of British high society was Omai, a young man brought back from Tahiti by Tobias Furneaux, a member of Captain Cook’s party. Quick to learn chess, Omai was rather less successful in his command of English, but apparently, having gathered from the Dictionary that ‘to pickle’ meant ‘to preserve’, he saluted Lord Sandwich, the Admiral of the Fleet, with the hope that ‘God Almighty might pickle his Lordship to all eternity’. The story may be apocryphal, but it illustrates quaintly the expansive afterlife of Johnson’s text.


Even its detractors could not escape its influence. More than sixty years after the Dictionary’s publication, Samuel Taylor Coleridge agitated about its deficiencies in Biographia Literaria, yet when he coined the verb ‘to intensify’ he conceded that, while puzzling over its application, he had checked to see if it was in Johnson. Thirty years later, Vanity Fair testified to the work’s enduring power. When Becky Sharp leaves her ‘Academy for Young Ladies’, she is presented with a miniature copy of the Dictionary by its principal, Miss Pinkerton: ‘the Lexicographer’s name was always on the lips of this majestic woman, and a visit he had paid to her was the cause of her reputation and her fortune’. Becky is not impressed. ‘And just as the coach drove off,’ writes Thackeray, ‘Miss Sharp put her pale face out of the window, and actually flung the book back into the garden.’ The gesture is a symbolic overthrow of traditional, masculine authority, and of Englishness (Becky speaks French ‘with purity and a Parisian accent’, and adores Napoleon). It is signal evidence of what Johnson’s great work had come to embody.


The achievement of the Dictionary made Johnson a national icon. But, as his reputation grew, public attention focused on the man – a constellation of quirks and quotable effusions – more than on his works. Soon after his death, in December 1784, the first biography was published. Many more followed, most notably James Boswell’s, which appeared in 1791.


These accounts, and Boswell’s in particular, have ensured that Johnson has become a magnet for reverent affection. This affection has been inspired by his memorable aphorisms (‘Patriotism is the last refuge of a scoundrel’, ‘No man but a blockhead ever wrote, except for money’) and bizarre mannerisms (collecting orange peel, pausing to touch every lamp post as he walked down Fleet Street, blowing out his breath like a whale). Readers recall with amusement his definition of oats – ‘a grain, which in England is generally given to horses, but in Scotland supports the people’ – and his vast appetite – he called himself ‘a hardened and shameless tea-drinker’, and Hester Thrale, who likened him to both an elephant and a haunch of venison, reckoned he often ate seven or eight peaches before breakfast. His biographers have taken pleasure in charting the minute byways of his existence: his opinion of cucumbers, the precise number of bottles of port he drank, the size of his breeches, the names of his cats. Yet more broadly, the affection for Johnson stems from a peculiarly English or Anglophile fondness for anyone who can be thought of as a ‘character’, and it tends to be most deeply felt by those who prefer tangible truths to abstract notions – a preference that Johnson’s life and work repeatedly manifest.4


Accordingly, we associate Johnson with carousing, with the vigorous talk of the Club and the coffee house, and with sexual unhappiness. He made a bad marriage, to a woman twenty years his senior; he talked, in his own phrase, ‘for victory’, battering his combatants with learning, lancing them with finely judged critique; and he loved a glass of punch (or ‘poonsh’, as he would have said, in his Staffordshire accent). We enjoy his stout good humour, his warm intelligence, his robust humanity; and we are morbidly intrigued by the long shadows of his melancholy.


Yet Johnson’s true achievement is, before anything else, that of a great writer – an original stylist, an important philosopher of travel, a founding father of the modern art of biography, a Christian moralist well equipped to understand an increasingly secular world. He is a poet and playwright, a novelist, a preacher and essayist, a translator, journalist and political commentator, a reviewer and critic, a bibliographer, historian and philologist. The Dictionary draws together many of the skills of these trades: more than any of his famous dicta, it illuminates the machinery of his mind. Its creation was a voyage not so much of self-discovery as of self-invention.


The 1750s were the most fecund period of Johnson’s creative life. In addition to the Dictionary, he produced a large body of essays, mainly of a philosophical or moral cast. The best of these appeared in the Rambler, a twice-weekly periodical. The Rambler was almost entirely written by Johnson, and its title became one of his many sobriquets. But this popular image of Johnson – as a rover or wanderer, a digressive amateur, a peddler of confused and inconsequential narratives – belittles him. Far more fitting is the image conjured up by the title of another magazine to which he contributed at this time, the Adventurer.


Johnson’s notion of adventure was intellectual, not physical: although he aspired to visit Poland, Iceland and the Baltic, and even spoke wistfully of going to see the Great Wall of China, his real business lay in voyages of the mind. In one of the best essays in the Adventurer, published in October 1753, he describes the importance of grand projects. Whoever devises them, he tells us, ‘unites those qualities which have the fairest claim to veneration, extent of knowledge and greatness of design’. The danger he or she faces lies in ‘aspiring to performances to which, perhaps, nature has not proportioned the force of man’. Such performances are characterized by ‘rash adventure and fruitless diligence’.5 Wittingly or not, Johnson has achieved a self-portrait. The Dictionary is exactly this kind of undertaking, completed in defiance of circumstance and probability.




Amulet


An appended remedy, or preservative: a thing hung about the neck, or any other part of the body, for preventing or curing some particular diseases


To understand the significance of the Dictionary as an event in Johnson’s life, we must step back to trace the route by which he arrived at the task. Johnson’s own philosophy of biography was that it should ‘often … pass slightly over those performances and incidents which produce vulgar greatness, to lead the thoughts into domestic privacies, and display the minute details of daily life’.1 The private Johnson is the early Johnson, and it is worth examining his beginnings. It is customary to concentrate on his mature years. After all, this period is often referred to as ‘The Age of Johnson’. But the lustre of metropolitan life and its exalted fruits were not Johnson’s birthright. In later years he would sit at the centre of literary London, yet his origins were humble, parochial and by no means propitious.


The journey began in Lichfield on 18 September 1709, with Johnson’s birth. His parents were Michael, a local bookseller then in his fifties, and Sarah, a woman already past forty.* They had been married a little over three years, and Samuel was their first child. According to his own account the birth was difficult: ‘I was born almost dead, and could not cry for some time.’2


Michael Johnson was a prominent local figure, and in the year his son was born he held office as sheriff of Lichfield. Later he served as a town councillor and senior bailiff. He seems to have been a popular man, though not a practical one. When he attempted to extend his business to include the manufacture and sale of parchment, the venture almost ruined him.* Little is known of his background or early life, save that he came from the tiny Derbyshire village of Cubley, was the son of a man variously described as a ‘day-labourer’, ‘cottager’ and ‘yeoman’,4 and served his apprenticeship under a London bookseller called Richard Simpson, who kept shop at the Three Trouts in St Paul’s Churchyard.


Michael’s antecedents were modest, and he was ambitious to expand his commercial interests in order to leave behind more than he had inherited. In part this was a reaction to his wife’s better connections: Sarah’s father, Cornelius Ford, was a landowner, ‘a little Warwickshire Gent’ who had in 1649 set up in some style, and at a cost of £750, in a house called Haunch Hall at King’s Norton in the west Midlands.5 Yet it was Mr Ford who introduced the couple; he made Michael’s acquaintance when he bought some divinity books from him, approved of his interest in Sarah, and settled £430 on her when she married.


The birth of the Johnsons’ first child cemented their social position. Michael, as sheriff and now a father, installed in a solid new fifteen-room house in the middle of the city, could imagine himself a local heavyweight and – for the time being – Sarah’s equal. The two men they chose as their son’s godparents were Lichfield worthies. Richard Wakefield, a lawyer and bibliophile, was the local coroner. Samuel Swynfen was a physician who, despite owning a substantial property outside town, lodged with the Johnsons in order to be near his patients. In October 1712 the household was enlarged by the arrival of a second son, Nathaniel. While Johnson, who throughout his life favoured diminutive forms, referred to his brother as ‘Natty’, the little existing evidence suggests their relationship was anything but affectionate.


The environment in which the boys grew up was narrow. Lichfield is a small city close to the very centre of England, about fifteen miles north of Birmingham, in the county of Staffordshire. In the early eighteenth century it was busy but provincial, with a population of less than 4,000. (At the time of the first national census, in 1801, the figure stood at 4,842; today it is 30,000.) Johnson was born in an upstairs chamber at his parents’ house on Breadmarket Street, close to the local grammar school and the city’s dominant feature, its fine, three-spired twelfth-century cathedral. Throughout his life he expressed affection for his birthplace. Its natives were, he claimed, ‘the most sober, decent people in England, [and] the genteelest in proportion to their wealth’. Moreover, they ‘spoke the purest English’ – a typically proud claim.6 He often returned, and in his sixties, travelling to Scotland with Boswell, stayed overnight at the inn next to his childhood home, the Three Crowns, where he encouraged his companion to try a real Staffordshire oatcake – an experience that prompted Boswell to recall one of his friend’s most pungent dictionary definitions: ‘It was pleasant to me to find, that oats, the food of horses, were so much used as the food of people in Dr Johnson’s own town.’


Johnson described Lichfield as ‘a city of philosophers: we work with our heads, and make the boobies of Birmingham work for us with their hands’. It is a place rich in its cultural associations. Joseph Addison’s father was dean of Lichfield. David Garrick, comet of the London stage, was brought up there. Both, like Johnson, are buried in Westminster Abbey. The antiquarian Elias Ashmole was the son of a local saddler, and was born in Breadmarket Street; his collection, bequeathed to Oxford University, became Britain’s first museum. Others have more oblique associations with the city. The stalls in the cathedral were carved by George Eliot’s uncle, Samuel Evans, the original of Seth in Adam Bede, and, in the years after Johnson left, a half-timbered property on Beacon Street was home to the botanist and physician Erasmus Darwin, an intimate of Wedgwood and Rousseau, and grandfather of Charles Darwin.


Johnson’s attachment to his birthplace is evident in the Dictionary. He explains, in the entry under ‘lich’ (‘a dead carcass’), that Lichfield was named after the Christians once martyred there, and that its name literally means ‘the field of the dead’. His etymology seems spurious: the city’s name probably derives from the Celtic luitcoit, meaning ‘grey wood’, or from the related Roman name for the area, Letocetum. But Johnson chooses a more graphic explanation, and the decision to offer one at all is a mark of his fondness for the city. Then, in a characteristic, albeit muted, autobiographical gesture, he salutes his former home with the words Salve magna parens (‘Hail, great parent’). The phrase, an echo of a line in Book II of Virgil’s Georgics, is a clear reminder both that Johnson is a proud Lichfield man and that he is the Dictionary’s author. The pride he takes in his provincial roots is an important trait: he would never assimilate himself to the polite felicities of the upper middle class, and the Dictionary would testify to the strength of his self-image.


Johnson’s early years were uncomfortable. He was a sickly child: blind in one eye, partially deaf, and scarred by the glandular disease known as scrofula, all as a result of being put out to a wet-nurse, Joan Marklew, whose milk was infected with tuberculosis. It is surely no coincidence that his entry in the Dictionary for ‘scrofula’ includes a single illustrative quotation, from Richard Wiseman’s Several Chirurgical Treatises (1676): ‘If matter in the milk dispose to coagulation, it produces a scrofula.’ Scrofula can be contracted in other ways, but Johnson could not dissociate the disease from the way he personally picked it up. Under ‘nurse’, his first definition is ‘a woman that has the care of another’s child’, and he quotes Sir Walter Ralegh’s History of the World: ‘Unnatural curiosity has taught all women, but the beggar, to find out nurses, which necessity only ought to commend.’ Again there is a hint of criticism. The criticism is Ralegh’s, not Johnson’s, but it is striking that he chose to excerpt this quotation and reproduce it in the Dictionary.*


The consequences of Mrs Marklew’s infected milk were lasting. Johnson was required in infancy to have an ‘issue’ cut in one arm to allow fluid to drain away – the word is defined in the Dictionary as ‘a vent made in a muscle for the discharge of humours’. The operation, performed without anaesthetic, must have been gruesome. Johnson insisted he had felt no distress during the procedure, being preoccupied by ‘having my little hand in a custard’,7 but it appears the issue needed to be kept open until he was six years old, and this will have been a source of inconvenience, not to say embarrassment. He endured other problems besides: there is evidence that he had a painful operation performed on the lymph glands in his neck, and a throwaway reference in his diary some sixty years later suggests that he was struck down with smallpox.8


Johnson’s ill health necessitated a trip to London when he was a child of just two. Popular wisdom held that an infant could be cured of its ailments if touched by the monarch. Sir John Floyer, a Lichfield resident who had once been the personal physician of Charles II, recommended this remedy to Johnson’s parents, and the child was duly taken by his mother to be touched. The journey took two and a half days – in a stuffy coach, with no suspension, on a bone-breakingly uneven road. When at last they arrived in the capital, mother and child lodged with one of Michael’s acquaintances in the book trade, John Nicholson, in Little Britain, a part of town that Washington Irving was to describe as ‘the heart’s core of the city’ and ‘the stronghold of John Bullism’.9 Johnson’s memories of the trip were limited. However, he did retain a solemnly confused recollection of meeting a lady in diamonds wearing a long black hood. This was Queen Anne, and Johnson wore for the rest of his life the ‘touchpiece’ she gave him – a thin gold amulet bearing on one side an image of the archangel Michael, and on the other that of a ship in full sail.


The amulet was his breastplate, a barricade against infection, but it could not suppress the language of his genes. By the time he was eight years old he was showing symptoms of a nervous disorder akin to Tourette’s syndrome, though of course no such diagnosis was available. His health seems to have improved by his teens, yet his appearance never fully recovered; his features were rutted with scars, the lasting marks of his trauma.


Early experience conditions adult life; childhood is the precinct in which we learn the rituals of maturity. Johnson’s early pain taught him fortitude. It also taught him resilience. But there were other teachers besides. He seems, for instance, to have learned a thing or two about pugilism from his father’s younger brother, Andrew, who had some reputation as a prizefighter, and to have been stirred, by stories of another athletic uncle, to experiment with reckless feats of climbing – an early metaphor for his gravity-defying ascent through the world of English letters. He told Hester Thrale how this uncle, while on a journey, had passed a spot where a stone had been erected to commemorate a man who had made a fantastic leap there. He then recalled what followed: ‘Why now, says my uncle, I could leap it in my boots; and he did leap it in his boots.’10 Johnson inherited this enthusiasm for physical challenges. In his seventies, returning to Lichfield, he looked for a rail he had enjoyed jumping as a boy; having found it, he removed his coat and wig, and jumped over it – twice.




Apple


1. The fruit of the apple tree


2. The pupil of the eye


From an early date Johnson’s intellectual interests were fostered in the family bookshop. It was there that he learned the geography of both company and solitude – in the society of his father’s customers, and in the privacy of his reading. In 1706 Michael bought the library of the late William Stanley, ninth Earl of Derby, which comprised almost 3,000 volumes. The expense of doing so was considerable, and Michael’s acquisitive instincts seem again to have outstripped his commercial abilities, for Johnson observed that some of the Earl’s books were still to be found on his father’s shelves almost forty years later. The one valuable consequence of Michael’s disappointment was that the house on Breadmarket Street resembled a free library, the shelves of which Samuel could roam at will. He would assure Boswell that a good strategy for instilling in children a love of learning was to give them this freedom: ‘I would put a child in a library (where no unfit books are) and let him read at his choice.’


Johnson learned to read early, tutored by his mother and then at a kindergarten on Dam Street, not much more than 100 yards from the family home. His kindergarten teacher was Ann Oliver, a shoemaker’s widow who owned a small confectionery business; fifteen years later, when he went up to Oxford, she made him a leaving present of some gingerbread. Dame Oliver was superseded by Thomas Browne, another shoemaker, who also lived in Dam Street and, according to his pupil, ‘published a spelling book, and dedicated it to the Universe; but, I fear, no copy of it can now be had’.


In due course Johnson proceeded to the local grammar school, where, after the fashion of the age, he had Latin and Greek thrashed into him by violent schoolmasters. His records of his youth betray little admiration for these men; he describes one, Edward Holbrooke, as ‘peevish and ill-tempered’, and another, John Hunter, as ‘wrong-headedly severe’.1 In the Dictionary, ‘school’ and ‘schoolhouse’ are defined as a ‘house of discipline and instruction’; one should note the sequence – tellingly, the discipline precedes the instruction.* The skills so purgatorially acquired in school were more profitably employed at home, and reading was an instrument of therapy and a salve for his discomforts.


The young Johnson was what Coleridge liked to call a ‘library cormorant’, a rapacious creature nesting among books. He dived upon his reading matter haphazardly. When he heard that Petrarch had been ‘the restorer of poetry’, the meaning of the words was not altogether clear (why had poetry needed restoring?), but the name lodged in his mind. Not long afterwards, while searching the high bookshelves of his father’s shop to see if Natty had left any apples there to dry, he knocked a copy of Petrarch’s Works from its shelf. Distracted from his quest, he forgot about the apples and read the book instead.


The Italian scholar-poet is not the sort of writer one could expect a small boy, even in the early eighteenth century, to select for himself, but Johnson, supplied with the book by accident, could not put it down. For the rest of his life he would maintain an aversion to children’s literature and a strong belief that readers should read as their fancies and fortunes take them. ‘A child’, he told Boswell, ‘should not be discouraged from reading anything that he takes a liking to from a notion that it is above his reach.’ That turn of phrase – ‘above his reach’ – seems in this case peculiarly apposite.


Johnson’s childhood was no idyll of scholarly precocity. Reading was, as it is for so many unhappy children, a retreat from the wretchedness of family life. The image of childhood Johnson later presents is unsentimental: ‘One cannot love lumps of flesh, and little infants are nothing more’; ‘no attention can be obtained from children without the affliction of pain’; ‘a boy of seven years old has no genius for anything except a peg-top and an apple pie’. In a poignant moment he would reflect that ‘Poor people’s children never respect them. I did not respect my own mother, though I loved her: and one day, when in anger she called me a puppy, I asked her if she knew what they called a puppy’s mother.’2 It is easy to be contemptuous of children and their pleasures when, like the adult Johnson, one has never had children of one’s own. Moreover, it is natural to recall isolated episodes of discord more vividly than extended periods of comfortable passivity. Still, little that Johnson ever had to say about his early years belies the impression that he was an unhappy child, and that books afforded a vital escape from this curdled domesticity.


Another anecdote of Johnson’s childhood, presented by Hester Thrale, suggests his intense engagement with the books through which he thumbed. ‘He was just nine years old’, she tells us, ‘when having got the play of Hamlet to read in his father’s kitchen, he read on very quietly till he came to the Ghost scene, when he hurried up stairs to the shop door that he might see folks about him.’3 His communion with the text was so complete that he took it for reality, and in those words ‘got the play … in his father’s kitchen’ there is a nice suggestion of the accidental, unpurposed nature of his reading. He believed that ‘what we read with inclination makes a much stronger impression’, but in practice he often read without design, and it was this kind of reading that nourished and sustained the extremities of his erudition.*




Bookworm


1. A worm or mite that eats holes in books, chiefly when damp


‘My lion, like a moth or bookworm, feeds upon nothing but paper, and I shall beg of them to diet him with wholesome and substantial food’ – The Guardian


2. A student too closely given to books; a reader without judgement


Johnson’s childhood reading was formidable – wide, and deep. Yet it was directed to no particular end: he read for pleasure, and to learn, but without a clear sense of the rewards of learning. This changed in his seventeenth year when, at the invitation of a cousin, he spent nine months away from Lichfield.


This generous cousin shared the name of Johnson’s grandfather Cornelius Ford; inevitably, Johnson preferred to call him ‘Neely’. Ford, who was thirty-one, had been a fellow of Peterhouse College, Cambridge, but was now settled at Pedmore in Worcestershire. He had spent a good deal of time in London, was acquainted with the leading poet of the day, Alexander Pope, and struck Johnson as ‘a man of great wit and stupendous parts’.1 Although a parson, he was not averse to the tavern life; Hester Thrale rather censoriously describes him as ‘a man who chose to be eminent only for vice’.2 A more tolerant portrait is offered by William Hogarth, in his Midnight Modern Conversation: a clergyman, believed to be Ford, sits peaceably amid a crowd of drunks, his frothy wig a touch askew, surrounded by twenty-three empty wine bottles. Yet, even if Ford was usually a little more temperate than his friends, city living had proved costly. In order to be able to pay off his extensive debts he had recently married the daughter of a prosperous ironmaster. Now retired from the clamour of Hogarth’s London, he was the first worldly man of letters Johnson encountered, and half a century later, in his life of the minor poet Elijah Fenton, Johnson would pay his cousin qualified tribute, reflecting that his abilities ‘instead of furnishing convivial merriment to the voluptuous and dissolute, might have enabled him to excel among the virtuous and wise’.3


Ford was an example of a brilliant man who had squandered his talents: Johnson intended to rise above such profligacy. Yet the worldly parson afforded his young relative a sense of the real possibilities open to a man of learning. The time Johnson spent with his well-connected cousin fomented an awareness of the scholarly opportunities offered by the great universities and the social ones afforded by the nation’s vibrant capital. Ford pressed him to read more widely in his native tongue, and it was during his time at Pedmore that Johnson became familiar with the work of the poets Samuel Garth and Matthew Prior, the playwright William Congreve, and Addison’s suave essays – all of which he would draw on extensively when he came to compile the Dictionary. He also experimented with translating substantial works from Greek and Latin, and with writing his own poetry.


Johnson’s stay at Pedmore was both escape and education. It removed him from the cramped familiarity of Lichfield, and inspired fresh ambitions. When the time came for him to return to Breadmarket Street, the transition was not easy. Severe Mr Hunter refused to let him back in to the grammar school, and his father’s debts continued to mount. The openness of Pedmore had been corrupting: Johnson was now much more keenly aware of the constrained atmosphere of his family home. Relations between his parents had never been easy, and material anxiety injured them further: his father regarded his mother as an illiterate, and chastised her for spending excessive sums on tea, while she made little secret of her contempt for his financial misadventures. ‘A family’, Johnson would later write, ‘is a little kingdom, torn with factions and exposed to revolutions.’4 He sounds like King Lear, but his family life was a chapter of mostly prosaic disappointments. One of his most humane modern biographers, John Wain, himself a native of Staffordshire, vividly imagines this:


Today, when we make our decorous pilgrimages to the house … , climbing up the polished wooden stairs and peering into the small but beautifully proportioned rooms, it seems commodious enough. But when it had to house a book business with miles of shelves, the four Johnsons and their two or three servants, and all the clutter with which human beings surround themselves, there must have been times when it was bursting at the seams. All three of the Johnson males were large; when they squeezed past each other on the stairs, or in the narrow spaces between crowded bookshelves, they must have seemed like mastiffs in a terrier’s kennel.5


Johnson retreated from this confinement whenever he could. Sometimes he visited the home in nearby Sadler Street of his friend Edmund Hector, whose sixteen-year-old sister was the object of his first adolescent crush. Sometimes he went to the Cathedral Close to discuss politics with Gilbert Walmesley, a favoured customer at his father’s shop and a well-known local figure. Walmesley held a sinecure as the ‘inspector’ of a lottery; the security of this undemanding job allowed him to be the patron of talented local youths, and the bookseller’s ungainly son was his favourite. When not with Walmesley or Hector, Johnson would visit Theophilus Levett, the controversial Jacobite who had succeeded Johnson’s godfather Richard Wakefield as coroner and town clerk, or a local apothecary, John Marten. Their homes were congenial to intelligent debate in a way that his own was not. Yet most often he retreated into books. Influenced by his cousin Ford and by his Lichfield mentors, he metamorphosed from an undiscriminating bookworm into a mature, discerning reader, still wide-ranging in his tastes, but with more refined powers of judgement and a keener sense of literature’s possibilities.




Commoner


1. One of the common people; a man of low rank; of mean condition


5. A student of the second rank at the university of Oxford; one that eats at the common table


Not long after his stay with Cornelius Ford, Johnson was unexpectedly able to continue his education, at Oxford. This was made possible by a legacy to Sarah; her cousin Elizabeth Harriotts died in February 1728, leaving her not only a pair of ‘flaxen’ sheets and pillow cases, but also the substantial sum of £40. At the same time, one of Johnson’s friends from Lichfield Grammar School, Andrew Corbet, who had come into a considerable amount of money following the death of his mother, promised to subsidize Johnson’s expenses in order to have with him a ‘companion in … studies’. Corbet’s promise would later dissolve, but in October 1728 Johnson followed him – on horseback – to Pembroke College, an institution to which he was tied through his godfather Samuel Swynfen and a cousin, Henry Jesson, who were both Pembroke alumni.


Johnson spent a little over thirteen months at Pembroke. It was a small institution, founded in the early seventeenth century, and consisted of a single quadrangle, with only forty or fifty students in permanent residence. It had no chapel, and social life revolved around the hall. Johnson played draughts in the summer common room, and the odd informal game of cricket in the commoners’ garden.1 He lived in rooms above the gatehouse, two flights up, which afforded a fine view of Christopher Wren’s Tom Tower across the road at Christ Church. His proximity to the college gate meant that he was often to be found loitering there, a sort of dishevelled custodian; his servile manner suggested poverty, and on one occasion another student, William Vyse, made him the somewhat insulting gift of an old pair of shoes. His tutor was William Jorden, a lugubrious man who was viceregent of the college, but whose main business at this time was looking for an undemanding position in the Church. Johnson professed ‘love and respect’ for him, yet was sufficiently unimpressed with his methods to prefer sliding on the ice in the nearby meadows.


Although he eagerly followed a course of lectures in logic and ethics given by a Christ Church tutor, Edmund Bateman, Johnson’s tuition was most often self-administered. He took to Oxford more than 100 volumes from his father’s shop – at that time a large personal library for a student. Significantly, a third of these were not scholarly works, but literary ones, to be read for pleasure: Milton, Pope, Dryden, Prior, the poetic physician Sir Richard Blackmore, the Latin poets Ovid and Catullus, and an edition of Addison in four volumes. He continued his habit of seizing on whatever came his way: when he found Jonathan Richardson’s Theory of Painting lying on the stairs he carried it back to his room and wolfed it down. It was during this period, too, that he encountered William Law’s recently published A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life, a book that was to have a profound influence on him – and that would later play a significant role in his reinforcement of moral principles in the fourth edition of the Dictionary. Moreover, as would increasingly become his wont, he devised for himself an exhaustingly ambitious plan of study, announcing that ‘I bid farewell to Sloth, being resolved henceforth not to listen to her siren strains.’2 Despite occasional professions to the contrary, he now believed that learning should be schematized, and that one of the duties of the scholar was to organize his knowledge – to produce a map of his reading, both projected and achieved. Yet, as one biographer has justly observed, ‘his college period was one of absorption, not production’.3 He was not ready to convert the rich materials he was assembling into a work that would be worthy of his name.


Johnson’s time at Oxford is characterized by Boswell as a period of ‘dejection, gloom, and despair’. Boswell implies that poverty prevented Johnson from entering fully into college life. At first this seems unlikely, as the annual cost of his studies, excluding incidental expenses, would have been little more than £20, an amount that Sarah’s inheritance ought to have covered for more than a single year. Yet Boswell’s version of events is based on Johnson’s, and it is true that Johnson finally settled his college account only in 1740. Perhaps, in spite of the frugal habits learned at home, he found it hard to economize when he was away, or, more likely, he resented the privations (in particular, the social privations) that were the reward of financial prudence; for, then as now, university education is a social experience as much as an intellectual one, and the inability to play a full part in the social lives of his peers will have discomfited Johnson far more than any uneasiness about academic standards, resources or curriculum. Certainly he was confident in retrospect that his time at Oxford was unhappy. When he learned that William Adams, one of his Pembroke contemporaries, recalled his having been a ‘gay and frolicksome fellow’, he was at pains to correct the impression: ‘I was rude and violent. It was bitterness which they mistook for frolic.’


All the same, Johnson retained an attachment to his old university, and to his old college. In the Dictionary he notes the Oxford phenomenon of ‘battels’ (retrospective payment for meals and lodging, rather than payment in advance – a system summed up by Johnson as ‘to feed on trust’). He also notes, with further shades of autobiography, the Oxford term ‘commoner’ (‘a student of the second rank’ – in other words one, like him, without the benefit of a scholarship). There seems to be no reticence here about undergraduate life, and the Dictionary, though its entries occasionally mock the pomposity of university students and the introspection of academia, betrays at least a hint of nostalgia for collegiate existence. Moreover, it seems likely that Johnson would have returned to Oxford in 1730, and that he might have been awarded one of Pembroke’s Ossulston scholarships, had it not been for two particular concerns: his unwillingness to take the statutory oath of allegiance to the monarch, and his father’s declining health. Here we have a clue to Johnson’s real unhappiness: circumstances beyond his control curtailed his education, and he was again forced to return to the pinched and narrow world of Breadmarket Street.




Darkling


Being in the dark; being without light: a word merely poetical


Johnson withdrew from student life because his father, Michael, was dying, but the first death to convulse his world was unexpected: though not yet forty, Cornelius Ford passed away in August 1731 – as a result, it seems, of overexerting himself in a Covent Garden brothel. Less surprisingly, Michael followed in December, after a long period of illness. We know little of Johnson’s reaction. However, shortly before his father’s death an incident occurred which he later confessed had ‘ever since lain heavy on my mind’. His father, still anxious about his business, asked Johnson to go to Uttoxeter to look after a book stall he usually set up there on market days. Johnson refused. He could be forgiven for not wishing to ride fifteen miles to tend the stall, which had never been a success. But although at the time he disdained the idea, he later repented the decision. ‘Pride was the source of that refusal,’ he admitted, ‘and the remembrance of it was painful.’ In consequence, fifty years later, when he was not far from death himself, he did penance, taking a post-chaise to Uttoxeter and ‘going into the market at the time of high business, uncovered my head, and stood with it bare an hour before the stall which my father had formerly used, exposed to the sneers of standers-by and the inclemency of the weather’.1


This episode suggests that Johnson felt guilty about neglecting his father’s affairs, but in fact he took close care of them, and his immersion in family matters meant that he did not venture far from Lichfield for several years. Having inherited only £20 from his father, he tried hard to revive the ailing family business. But his efforts came to nothing, and in an attempt to secure a source of regular income he looked for a job as a schoolmaster. He worked for four months as an usher in a school at Market Bosworth in Leicestershire. The school’s patron was Sir Wolstan Dixie, an irascible man who liked to settle arguments with his fists, and Johnson was expected to serve as his chaplain. Boswell relates that Dixie was a disagreeable taskmaster, a man of ‘intolerable harshness’, who made Johnson’s life one of ‘complicated misery’. We may infer the true harshness of Dixie’s character from his reaction, in later life, to the discovery that his daughter Ann was enjoying secret assignations with a young man in Bosworth Park. Instead of speaking to his daughter or her suitor, Dixie set mantraps throughout the surrounding area. One of these traps was activated soon afterwards – by Ann, who died of her wounds.


The experience of working for Dixie, unpleasant though it was, did not deter Johnson from applying for several other teaching jobs. Each time, he was rejected. In a typical episode, he was passed over for a job at Solihull because it was feared his ‘way of distorting his face … may affect some young lads’. His alarming appearance disqualified him from any work for which he might have to project an image of gentlemanly respectability. Yet he still aspired to teach, and had therefore to be familiar with the standard textbooks of the day, many of them the same rather dated works from which his own fearsome masters had once declaimed. It was evident that new resources were needed; Johnson’s brief career as a schoolmaster would translate into a lifelong commitment to ennobling the art of education.


While scouting around for further employment, Johnson had several pet projects in hand. One was a translation of an account of Abyssinia by the Portuguese missionary Jeronimo Lobo. Johnson spent a good deal of time at the Birmingham lodgings of his old schoolfriend Edmund Hector, which were in the house of a bookseller, Thomas Warren. He contributed to a local newspaper that Warren had set up, and it was Warren, probably spurred on by Hector, who persuaded Johnson to press ahead with his version of Lobo’s Itinerario. It was actually a translation of a translation: Lobo’s original had been rendered into French in 1728, and it was from the French that Johnson worked – often giving dictation while lying in bed. Still, this was Johnson’s first published book. The material may now seem desiccated, but he planned it with a view to commercial advantage, not academic praise. It earned him the less than magnificent sum of five guineas, and was not enthusiastically received. Yet it can be seen as a template for his later work. His greatest skill, exhibited even at this early stage in his career, was not for original composition. Rather, it was for capitalizing on other people’s work – for editing and abridging, for improving and explaining, for paraphrase and critique.


The translation of Lobo’s Voyage to Abyssinia was published in February 1735. The year was a momentous one, for it saw Johnson’s personal life change dramatically, with his marriage to Elizabeth Porter. Elizabeth, known as ‘Tetty’, was a woman of limited accomplishments, a fading blonde forty-six years old to his twenty-five. He initially got to know her through her husband, Harry, a Birmingham woollen-draper, who belonged to the social circle of the ever-encouraging Hector. When Harry Porter died, in September 1734, at the early age of forty-three, Johnson appears to have swooped upon his widow. She was impressed by his attentions, and ‘saw Othello’s visage in his mind’.2 They were married at Derby the following July, in St Werburgh’s church.*


Derby was not the most obvious place for the marriage. It is possible that Johnson had an ancestral connection with St Werburgh’s – a Richard Johnson had been the local vicar in the early years of the previous century. More likely, however, it was the couple’s desire to escape the opprobrium of Tetty’s family and friends that drove them so far from Birmingham. Opponents of the match suspected Johnson was after the Porters’ money. Tetty’s brother-in-law, Joseph Porter, had promised to settle a handsome annuity on her if she would break off the engagement. It is possible, too, that Tetty’s eldest child, nineteen-year-old Lucy, was the original object of Johnson’s affections, and that she doubted the depth of his interest in her middle-aged mother.


Certainly it was a strange conjunction. Johnson was a scruffy, poor and awkward young man, a bibliophile and a scholar; Tetty was uneducated, flighty and encumbered with three children (in addition to Lucy there were two boys, Jervis Henry and Joseph, aged sixteen and ten).* Those who knew them as a couple have left behind no more than a thimbleful of details about their marriage: Johnson is supposed to have had great respect for his wife’s judgement, and she to have had an interestingly quick sensibility, but biographers have tended, in the absence of hard facts, either to sentimentalize the relationship or to present it as the result of a youthful aberration on Johnson’s part – a hollow alliance whose rituals he learned to discharge by rote. Johnson consistently maintained that ‘it was a love marriage upon both sides’. We have no concrete reason to doubt him, but Tetty’s friends and family, with the exception of the mollified Lucy, remained sceptical.


Nevertheless, the marriage took place, and married life encouraged Johnson to new designs. He felt morally compelled to provide for his wife and stepchildren, but the £600 that Tetty brought to the marriage helped to fund schemes he could not otherwise have achieved. Not long after they wed, the couple rented a house at Edial (pronounced ‘Edjal’), a tiny village three miles west of Lichfield.† Urged on by Gilbert Walmesley, Johnson established a school there using Tetty’s money. His academic credentials, though sufficient to convince Walmesley of his potential as a teacher, seem to have convinced few others, and he had considerable trouble attracting pupils. Legend has it that there were only three: David Garrick, Garrick’s brother George, and another boy, Lawrence Offley. In fact as many as eight boys may have enrolled, but twice that number would have been needed to make the school a going concern. Moreover, Garrick’s account of his time at Edial suggests that Johnson had difficulty commanding the respect of his students, who were troubled – true to the earlier predictions of the governors at Solihull – by his ‘oddities of manner and uncouth gesticulations’, yet also saw fit to mock his inept attempts at lovemaking, which they were able to observe through his bedroom keyhole.


The school at Edial folded after a single year, and in the early part of 1737 Johnson decided to move to London. He would leave Tetty behind, in her daughter’s care; it was understood that she would join him once he had found himself something resembling steady work. He had recently completed a tragedy, Irene, which he wished to present on the London stage. More immediately, he thought he could earn money by churning out topical articles. It may seem strange to think that a young man seeking to earn a living should have expected to do so as an author – one would have to be exquisitely naive to entertain such a plan today – but Johnson stood to benefit from the increasing rampancy of print culture.


It was only in the first part of the eighteenth century that it became possible for an author who wrote for readers to earn a living by his pen. I say ‘who wrote for readers’ because playwrights (Shakespeare, for instance) and the beneficiaries of patronage (such as Ben Jonson) had long been able to make a living from their creative efforts. It was in the 1720s with Defoe – himself in the later stages of a career which had hitherto been buoyed by the bounty of patrons – that writers first started to make money solely by finding an audience of paying readers, and it was then that the literary marketplace came into being, as indeed did the most commercially appealing form of literature, the novel.


During this period the book trade was revolutionized. Censorship diminished, and copyright came into being. Moreover, the early years of the eighteenth century gave rise to a galaxy of new phenomena that included the printed handbill, printed receipts, printed tickets, printed advertisements, and posters. At the same time there was a surge in the production of political pamphlets, broadsides, books for children, and even street maps. Alexander Pope satirized the rage for print in his poem The Dunciad (1728–43); he mockingly suggested that its democratizing power had brought ‘the Smithfield Muses to the Ear of Kings’. Johnson echoed Pope’s sentiments, complaining that ‘so widely is spread the itch of literary praise, that almost every man is an author, either in act or in purpose’.3 In a calmer moment, he reflected that ‘It is strange that there should be so little reading in the world, and so much writing.’


In the Dictionary Johnson would mock the prevailing culture and its ephemeral productions in his definition of ‘grubstreet’: ‘Originally the name of a street in Moorfields in London, much inhabited by writers of small histories, dictionaries, and temporary poems; whence any mean production is called grubstreet.’ In his entry under ‘biographer’ he would quote Joseph Addison: ‘Our Grubstreet biographers watch for the death of a great man, like so many undertakers, on purpose to make a penny of him.’ As these quotations suggest, the atmosphere was one of cynical opportunism. Addison’s friend Sir Richard Steele, the father of modern journalism and author of the thrice-weekly Tatler, once invited the poet Richard Savage to join him for lunch, and then dictated a pamphlet because he needed ready money to pay for the meal. This kind of throwaway effort was symptomatic of what Johnson referred to as an ‘epidemical conspiracy for the destruction of paper’.4


Grub Street lay in the poor parish of St Giles’s Cripplegate, close to the open sewers of Moorfields and the lunatic asylum at Bedlam, but it was not so much a geographical space as a state of mind. It is likely that Johnson never set foot in Grub Street proper, yet its metaphoric significance was as powerful for him as for any writer of his age. ‘Grub Street’was shorthand for the pains and perils of authorship: poverty and sickness, dirt and disease, plagiarism and backbiting. In The Dunciad Pope depicts its inhabitants, swarming like locusts, sucking life from the ordure all around them, clamorous in self-applause, exhausted by ‘purgings, pumpings, blankettings and blows’.


Lord Macaulay, ready as ever with a flush of gorgeous hyperbole, evokes the circumstances of the Grub Street authors:


Sometimes blazing in gold-laced hats and waistcoats; sometimes lying in bed because their coats had gone to pieces, or wearing paper cravats because their linen was in pawn; sometimes drinking champagne and Tokay with Betty Careless; sometimes standing at the window of an eating-house in Porridge Island, to snuff up the scent of what they could not afford to taste; they knew luxury; they knew beggary; but they never knew comfort.
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