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Editorial

M A R T Y  S M I T H

Books and reading appropriately dominate this issue of

Transactions. A passion for books unites us all, and is perhaps our

strongest link with Samuel Johnson. Our new president, John

Chapple, amply demonstrates his passion for books in his

presidential address on ‘Shakespeare and Johnson’ and provides

a motto for this issue, quoting from Alan Bennett’s The
Uncommon Reader: ‘You don’t put your life into your books. You

find it there.’  

Joanne Wilson, in ‘Notes on a Notebook’, describes a document,

now in the Birthplace Museum – a stitched notebook containing

various Lichfield histories – in which Johnson wrote notes on

Lichfield street names. Anthony Wilson, in ‘Izaak Walton: Saved

by Samuel Johnson?’ asks whether it was Johnson’s influence which

saved The Compleat Angler from obscurity and discusses what

may have drawn Johnson, as well as so many others with no interest

in fish or angling, to this fascinating book. The Compleat Angler
was one of 29 books which Johnson recommended as essential

reading to a young friend. The complete list, appended to the

article, is a reminder that the books we admire today may only

bemuse future readers. 

Another 18th century book list appears in David Smith’s article on

Ellen Feepound, a Stafford bookseller, who was imprisoned for

debt in 1776.  

Phil Jones takes a wholly original look at Johnson, examining how

he has been represented in fiction, from John Buchan to
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Blackadder and Beryl Bainbridge.  He has also provided another challenging

crossword with a Johnsonian theme.

Finally, Graham Nicholls’ article on ‘The Georgian Stage’, originating in last

year’s excellent winter series of lectures, is a lively discussion of the plays, operas,

theatres, managers and actors of the period.

Our back cover this year commemorates the 30th anniversary of the Falklands

War with a quote from Johnson’s essay of 1771, Thoughts on the Late
Transactions Respecting Falkland’s Islands.

My thanks go to all those who have helped produce this year’s Transactions.
The editorial committee begins planning the next issue in the spring and finishes

proof-reading in late autumn: Mary Baker, Kathy Simmons, Fred Nicholls, Phil

Jones. Bob White is our marketing manager, selling subscriptions to libraries,

which greatly offsets the cost of production to the Society. David Smith efficiently

manages the business side and keeps us working to schedule. Jayne Wilson puts

text and images together in her inimitable way.  

This year I would particularly like to thank Alan Eley for his photographs of

John Chapple and the Johnson Society’s spring visit to London. Joanne Wilson

of the Birthplace Museum offers ongoing guidance and support, and we are

grateful for her help.

We would be delighted to hear from you, if you would like to submit a paper

for publication, or provide feedback on this issue, or suggest a quote and image

for next year’s back cover. Please contact me at martyanddavid@care4free.net

or c/o the Birthplace.
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It is with great pleasure that I introduce John Chapple, Emeritus

Professor of English at the University of Hull, and the President of

the Johnson Society 2012.

After completing his National Service in 1949, John graduated

from University College London in English Language and

Literature. In 1955 he became a Research Assistant at Yale

University, working on manuscripts and early printed books of the

16th to 18th centuries. He took up university teaching at Aberdeen,

and then lectured at Manchester University, from 1959 to 1971.

He was Professor of English at the University of Hull until 1992,

serving also as Dean of the Faculty of Arts and then as one of the

three Pro Vice-Chancellors. He was visiting Fellow at Corpus

9
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P E T E R  B A R R E T T
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SHAKESPEARE AND JOHNSON

Christi College, Cambridge during 1992. In 2001 he and his wife retired

to Lichfield.

John’s special interest is literature in an historical context, as shown by his

Documentary and Imaginative Literature 1880-1920 (1970), and Dryden’s Earl
of Shaftesbury (1973). He has published extensively on the letters and short

stories of Elizabeth Gaskell, and is a former Chairman and President of the

Gaskell Society. He has also published on the manuscript texts of poems by the

Earl of Dorset and William Congreve, and contributed to the Census of
Medieval and Renaissance Manuscripts in the United States.

John also published Science and Literature in the Nineteenth Century (1986),

thus reaffirming his connection with Erasmus Darwin as well as Samuel Johnson.

He has impeccable Lichfield credentials, as he is an enthusiastic member of the

Johnson Society and acted as Chairman of the Friends of Darwin House from

2006 to 2010. John’s other interests include gardening, wine, music and

calligraphy, some or all of which he shares with his wife Kate.

10
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Shakespeare and Johnson

J O H N  C H A P P L E

Presidential address given to the Johnson Society on 22

September 2012 in the Guildhall, Lichfield.

Books, readers and memory are my theme. Readers in the distant

past were not like us, blessed, or bedevilled, with an abundance of

printed books.   Texts were impressed on clay tablets or written

sequentially on rolls of papyrus, using one side only. About the 1st

century AD, lengthy scrolls gave way to handy bound volumes

(codices). Their paper or vellum pages, written on both sides,

remained popular for centuries. ‘Mary reading a book’, an image

of piety and submission to scripture, was a dominant image in

Renaissance paintings. In a luminous Annunciation of 1333 by the

Sienese master, Simone Martini, Mary shrinks gracefully away from

the angel bearing the fateful message – but keeps a thumb in her

place in the book. ‘From here it is only a relatively small step to

the paperback hidden in the handbag’, Belinda Jack quips (The
Woman Reader, 2012).

A stained glass window of the 1420s in All Saints, North Street,

York records the popular tradition that Saint Anne taught her

daughter to read (Allan B. Barton, A Guide, York, nd, pp.3, 13).

For private reading, an illuminated French Book of Hours

(Fitzwilliam Museum, 15th century) shows the Virgin Mary sitting

up in bed in the stable; kept warm beneath a glorious coverlet and

reading her own Book of Hours. Joseph sits at the foot of the bed,

protecting the Christ child wrapped in swaddling clothes. Shining

gold and gorgeous red and blue colours lend an intense glow to

this peaceful nativity scene.   Its timeless charm, divine and human,

11
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SHAKESPEARE AND JOHNSON

is echoed by a painting by Rogier van der Weyden of Brussels: Madonna with
Christ Child playing with a book (Prado, Madrid). Other great painters, Piero

della Francesca and Sandro Botticelli, continue the theme.

Travelling in great style to Paris with Henry and Hester Thrale, Johnson had

seen major Rinascimento paintings (Boswell, Life of Johnson, 17 October 1776).

Henceforth, he longed to go to Italy with them :

A man who has not been in Italy is always conscious of an inferiority...

The grand object of travelling is to see the shores of the Mediterranean…All

our religion, almost all our law, almost all our arts, almost all that sets us

above savages, has come to us from the shores of the Mediterranean (Life,

11 April 1776).

He was to be cruelly disappointed when the death of the Thrales’ only son

cancelled the journey (Peter Martin, Samuel Johnson: A Biography, 2008, pp.

409-10).

But do we always need books? Johnson praised Thomas Gray’s Elegy in a
Country Churchyard: ‘it abounds with images which find a mirror in every mind,

and with sentiments to which every bosom returns an echo’. Note ‘echoes’ as

well as ‘images’. Memory systems using images are traditional.   Some of us, like

Harold Bloom, have strong verbal memories (The Western Canon, 1994, etc.).

Johnson was happy to concur with the opinion of ordinary readers, ‘for by the

common sense of readers, uncorrupted by literary prejudices, after all the

refinements of subtilty and the dogmatism of learning, must be finally decided

all claim to poetical honours’. Virginia Woolf celebrated Johnsonian reading

for pleasure in The Common Reader (1925), which Alan Bennett transformed

into a shrewd and witty novella, The Uncommon Reader (2007). His Queen,

intent on chasing unruly dogs, discovered of all things a mobile library at the

back of Buckingham Palace. She was hooked, inescapably. Her unofficial

reading, ‘untidy, discursive and perpetually inviting’, opened up a new realm,

or democratic republic, of being.

‘You don’t put your life into your books. You find it there’, she is made to

proclaim. Her response to unusual, even off-beat, works is hilarious: ‘“At the

risk of sounding like a piece of steak”, she told a rather dim vice-chancellor on

12
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a visit to Norwich, “they tenderize one.”’

In 1756, Johnson decided that Shakespeare had begun ‘to assume the dignity

of an ancient’, and published an edition of his plays with a masterly Preface.

(All references to the Preface are to Johnson’s final revision, reproduced in

facsimile and introduced by P. J. Smallwood, 1985. Shakespeare quotations are

from The RSC Shakespeare: Complete Works, ed. Jonathan Bate and Eric

Rasmussen, 2007.) More than two centuries later, Shakespeare’s plays hold the

stage ‘from China to Peru’; editions and translations proliferate.   There is an

assembly line of fine actors more than able to keep modern audiences

spellbound.

But do you find this worldwide fame incredible? Many people remember

tedious and unhappy lessons at school. They dimly suspect that a global

conspiracy of professors, with access to print and television, must have colluded

to inflate his reputation. If so, it might well have been profitable. ‘All professions

are conspiracies against the laity’, Bernard Shaw decided in his 1909 Preface to

The Doctor’s Dilemma. And as Johnson said to Boswell, when speaking about

the income he might expect from a journal of the projected Italian tour, ‘No man

but a blockhead ever wrote, except for money’ (Life of Johnson, 5 April 1776).

Shakespeare’s language is admittedly difficult to understand. 17th century

printing conditions and practices, together with later interference by editors,

often caused textual obscurities. Johnson also noted that Shakespeare himself

could become ‘entangled with an unwieldy sentiment, which he cannot well

express, and will not reject’.

In The Winter’s Tale, King Leontes, convinced that his wife Queen Hermione

was betraying him with King Polixenes, cries out to their little son in an agony

of suspicion:

Can thy dam, may’t be

Affection? — Thy intention stabs the centre.

Thou dost make possible things not so held,

Communicat’st with dreams – how can this be? (I. ii. 164-7)

This speech is obscure, an interpretative crux. When Leontes hits on the word

‘Affection’, we think that he must suspect his wife (his ‘dam’!) of sexual desire

13
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SHAKESPEARE AND JOHNSON

for King Polixenes. He seems to misinterpret the pleasant way in which she is

taking fond leave of a friend. But at this point, Leontes stops speaking.   We

assume that his mind is silently festering. Suddenly, he appears to internalize

‘Affection’, to transform it into his own passion of intense, seething jealousy, a

passion that gives him deep, piercing insight into a world of impossible fantasies.

He subjects his bewildered child to a venomous tongue-lashing:

Inch-thick, knee-deep, o’er head and ears a forked one!

Go, play, boy, play: thy mother plays, and I

Play too, but so disgraced a part, whose issue

Will hiss me to my grave. Contempt and clamour

Will be my knell.   Go play, boy, play.  (I. ii. 219-23)

The language is again close-packed and obscure, but Frank Kermode rightly

maintains that audiences at least will ‘follow, catch the drift, without truly

understanding [because] the onward drive of the action will not permit one to

linger over puzzles’ (Shakespeare’s Language, 2000).  And actors have always

delivered with sublime self-confidence speeches they do not fully understand,

sawing the air with flamboyant gestures. You know what I mean.

This play is classed as a comedy in the First Folio because of its redemptive

ending for Queen Hermione and her daughter Perdita.   In this early scene, the

punning on the words ‘affection’ and ‘play’ is serious and tragic – not just a

quibble, ‘a fatal Cleopatra for which he lost the world, and was content to lose

it’ (Preface to Shakespeare, p.19).

Shakespeare’s dramatic career began in London, involved with stage-

performances. Later, he seems to have been presented as a more literary

dramatist, providing ‘a written text, animated in the brain, read in the study’

(Jonathan Bate, Soul of the Age: The Life, Mind and World of William
Shakespeare, 2009). In either case, I think, we can only marvel at his profoundly

imaginative use of language. His words, heard from the stage or read in the

study, stamp themselves indelibly on our minds, even if we later refashion them

to some extent in our memories.

The words may be utterly plain:

Iras: Finish, good lady, the bright day is done

14
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And we are for the dark.  (Antony and Cleopatra, V. ii. 226-7)

Or stunningly sensual:

Cleopatra: The stroke of death is as a lover’s pinch

Which hurts and is desired. (Antony and Cleopatra, V. ii. 331-2)

Metaphysical poetry by John Donne comes to mind:

Here let me war; in these arms let me lie;

Here let me parley, batter, bleed and die;

Thine arms imprison me, and mine arms thee…  

(Elegie XX, Loves Warre, 29-31)

Shakespeare appeals to both high and low. In Macbeth, long, sonorous, mouth-

filling words roll majestically along, down to a level, percussive conclusion:

Macbeth: Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood

Clean from my hand? No, this my hand will rather

The multitudinous seas incarnadine,

Making the green one red. (II. ii. 71-4)

Macbeth is a short, concentrated play. Its characters suffer and die in a world of

nightmare and witchcraft, where ‘Fair is foul, and foul is fair’. As in The Winter’s
Tale, the language can be dreadfully convoluted. Macbeth, intent on Duncan’s

murder, knows that his kingly virtues:

Will plead like angels, trumpet-tongu’d, against

The deep damnation of his taking off;

And pity, like a naked new-born babe

Striding the blast, or heaven’s cherubim, hors’d

Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye

That tears shall drown the wind. (II. vii.19-24)

Kermode rightly terms this ‘an extraordinary, excited mingling of disparate

figures’, yet some of the images it contains are very familiar and evoke deep-

seated human emotions. ‘Naked new-born babes’ are far from unexpected, even

in the best society. We probably realise that ‘the sightless couriers of the air’

are, metaphorically, the invisible winds. But a fantastic image of blind horses in

the heavens, fit subject for a painting by William Blake perhaps, nags at the

15

SHAKESPEARE AND JOHNSON

14

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Transactions 2012:Layout 1  29/11/2012  17:57  Page 15



17

SHAKESPEARE AND JOHNSON

corner of our minds. Was this disorienting ambiguity deliberate?

I follow many distinguished Presidents of this Society. My lesser claim on your

attention rests upon having taught works by Johnson for more than 50 years.   I

wrote an article on Johnson’s Proposals for printing Sarpi’s History of the
Council of Trent for the Bulletin of the John Rylands Library back in 1963, and

my edition of his Life of Dryden appeared more recently in the first volume of

the Yale Edition of The Lives of the Poets, 2010.

Last year, Susie Dent spoke of Johnson’s dawning realization as he composed

his Preface to the Dictionary that ‘language is as fluid as the ink on its pages’.

A striking and pertinent phrase. Obviously, the further back in time, the more

impenetrable the language. At University College London in the 1950s, I had

to learn Anglo-Saxon and take a Finals paper in it after three years. Don’t ask if

I now read that great pre-Conquest poem, Beowulf, in Old English. In fact, I

read Seamus Heaney’s modern poetic version (Faber and Faber, 2002), together

with his cogent, persuasive introduction showing that Beowulf is ‘a work of the

greatest imaginative vitality, a masterpiece’.

Chaucer’s English of about 1400 is often baffling. But Caxton’s printing press,

established in 1476, and successive versions of the Bible in English, standardized

the language and influenced the change from Middle to Early Modern English

(David Crystal, The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English Language).

Leviathan, by Thomas Hobbes, was published in 1651, for example.   Reading

it presents no problems:

I say not this, as disapproving the use of universities: but because I am to

speak hereafter of their office in a Commonwealth, I must let you see on all

occasions by the way what things would be amended in them; amongst which

the frequency of insignificant speech is one.

The meaning, I hope you agree, is unmistakable, and enforced by the muscular

rhythms of his fluent, caustic prose.

By the last quarter of the 17th century, Dryden was a master of lucid and

energetic verse satire:

Shadwell alone, of all my sons is he

That stands confirmed in full stupidity.

16

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Transactions 2012:Layout 1  29/11/2012  17:57  Page 16



The rest to some faint meaning make pretence

But Shadwell never deviates into sense.

(Mac Flecknoe, 1682,16-19).

Dryden’s prose is just as crystalline, with an undulating melody of its own: ‘What

judgment I had increases rather than diminishes; and thoughts, such as they are,

come crowding in so fast upon me that my only difficulty is to choose or to

reject; to run them into verse, or to give them the other harmony of prose’

(Preface to Fables, 1700).

Ultimately, I cannot ignore the question of authorship. J. M. Barrie joked that

if Bacon did not write Shakespeare, he missed the opportunity of a lifetime.

The grammar school education Shakespeare almost certainly received at

Stratford would have grounded him in Latin language and literature.   He had,

as Johnson said of Pope, ‘an intelligence perpetually on the wing, excursive,

vigorous, and diligent, eager to pursue knowledge, and attentive to retain it’

(Lives of the Poets). During the early days in London, Shakespeare surely picked

up a great deal from those he mingled with: tavern orators, shareholders in the

theatre, actors, dramatists, script improvers. He had a noble patron, Henry

Wriothesley, third Earl of Southampton, to whom he dedicated two long and

elaborate poems, Venus and Adonis (1593) and The Rape of Lucrece (1594).

Their printer, Richard Field, was an old schoolfriend and an important publisher

of books like North’s Plutarch and a 1599 Latin edition of Ovid’s

Metamorphoses. Any books and information Shakespeare wanted would have

been readily available (Bate, Soul of the Age).

Johnson believed that Shakespeare was ‘a very diligent reader’, but could

understand ‘little more than English’. He was relying upon Ben Jonson’s famous

statement that Shakespeare had ‘small Latin and less Greek’ (First Folio, 1623).

Compared with Ben Jonson’s own somewhat laboured erudition, no doubt.

We may suspect that deep down Ben envied Will Shakespeare’s carefree,

scintillating intelligence and ability to assimilate influences of all kinds – and
reproduce them splendidly for the stage.

Shakespeare is thought to have been sole author of Coriolanus, Cymbeline, The
Winter’s Tale and The Tempest. But in his last, semi-retired decade, he

collaborated with others, composing Timon of Athens with Thomas Middleton

17
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SHAKESPEARE AND JOHNSON

and Pericles with George Wilkins. Most spectacularly, he joined with John

Fletcher to create Henry VIII. It was played at the Globe in June 1613 with

‘circumstances of pomp and majesty’. A careless shot from a cannon set the

thatched roof and timbers alight. The whole theatre burnt down. There was no

loss of life, but one man’s breeches were set on fire. The diplomat Sir Henry

Wotton reported that ‘a provident wit put it out with bottled ale’ (Bate, Soul of
the Age).   Here in Lichfield, there are no basilisks, cannon or culverin like

those that upset Lady Percy, Hotspur’s wife. And if our clay pipes explode, we

have more than enough ale available, I’m sure.

My own bias, you will have gathered, is towards Shakespeare’s mastery of

language, its figures of thought and speech, its schemes and patterns, its rhythms

and varieties. In the first critical essay published on Shakespeare, Margaret

Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, called him a natural orator as well as a natural

poet, capable of expressing even the ‘extravagancies of madness’ (Women
Reading Shakespeare 1660-1900, ed. Anne Thompson and Sasha Roberts,

1997).  Like Chaucer before him, Shakespeare brought to life in words and

deeds an extraordinary variety of characters. Nor should we forget the great set-

piece speeches that suspend the action of the play for a while, magic carpets of

words that transport us far away from the theatre’s wooden stage and scenery.

A reminder is all you will need:  ‘I saw young Harry with his beaver on’; ‘O for

a muse of fire’; ‘How sweet the moonlight sleeps upon this bank’; ‘The barge

she sat in, like a burnished throne…’  

It is always hard to appreciate authors whose works fade away as they recede in

time. Outstanding books are underestimated or entirely neglected, which is why

I have quoted so much in this address. I have tried to resist what one of

Johnson’s favourite authors, the hyper-inquisitive doctor, scientist and mystic,

Sir Thomas Browne, diagnosed: ‘The iniquity of oblivion blindly scattereth her

poppy, and deals with the memory of men without distinction to merit of

perpetuity’ (Hydriotaphia, Urne Buriall, 1658, Section V). Johnson, who wrote

a Life of Browne (1754), admired his striking originality and close observation

of natural phenomena: ‘He must…be confessed to have augmented our

philosophical [scientific] diction; and in defence of his uncommon words and

expressions, we must consider, that he had uncommon sentiments.’   Browne

seems to have coined ‘electricity’ and ‘literary’, whilst neologisms like ‘acquiline’,

18
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‘cryptography’ and ‘prostate’ show the breadth of his interests and survive in use

(Oxford DNB).

Johnson does not miss Browne’s unexpected claim in Religio Medici (1642-3):

‘I could be content that we might procreate like trees, without conjunction, or

that there were any way to perpetuate the world without this trivial and vulgar

way of coition’. Browne did marry, however. Johnson speculates that his wife

might have accepted him ‘like most others…upon mingled motives, between

convenience and inclination; she had, however, no reason to repent, for she

lived with him happily for one and forty years and bore him ten children.’

Surviving him by two years, she ‘passed her widowhood in plenty, if not in

opulence’.

Browne provides me with an apt, if typically weird, ending:  ‘I could lose an arm

without a tear; and with few groans be quartered into pieces; yet can I weep most

seriously at a play, and receive with true passion the counterfeit grief of those

known and professed impostures’ (Religio Medici ). As Johnson firmly declared

in his Preface to Shakespeare (p. 24): ‘Imitations produce pain or pleasure, not

because they are mistaken for realities, but because they bring realities to mind.’

Professor Chapple’s address marked the close of the City’s celebrations of the
303rd anniversary of Johnson’s birth. The Johnson Society would like to thank
all the distinguished guests and speakers in attendance, particularly Susie Dent
for her words while handing over the presidential honour, and Captain of King
Edward VI School, Josh Craig, for proposing the toast to ‘Johnson’s Old School’.
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IZAAK WALTON: SAVED BY SAMUEL JOHNSON?

The following talk, slightly amended for publication, was

given at the AGM of the Johnson Society of Lichfield on

14 March 2012.

This is an address which starts with its conclusion. The entry in

Boswell’s Life of Johnson for 16 June 1784 includes:

The Revd. Mr Astle, of Ashbourne, was from his early years

known to Dr Johnson, who obligingly advised him as to his

studies, and recommended to him the following books, of

which a list lies before me in Johnson’s own handwriting. 

Of the 29 titles, it is safe to say that the only one which most of us

will have heard of is Walton’s The Compleat Angler (for Johnson’s

recommended reading list, see the end of this article). (Note: The

spelling of The Compleat Angler was a printer’s error on the

original title page and too expensive to change.  It was used in most

subsequent editions. Johnson, of course, spelled it correctly, and

Browne and Hawkins followed his example. For simplicity, we will

use the more familiar, though incorrect, The Compleat Angler.)

It was not this recommendation which saved The Compleat
Angler:  35 years earlier, Johnson had encouraged the Revd Moses

Browne – their common link was Edward Cave, of The
Gentleman’s Magazine – to bring out a new edition of The
Compleat Angler in 1750. This duly appeared, 74 years after the

fifth and final edition of Walton’s lifetime. So unless someone else
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was sufficiently knowledgeable about 17th century literature to have brought

The Compleat Angler back to light, it is safe to say that we owe this rescue from

obscurity to Johnson. To quote Walton on the alternative subject of strawberries,

‘Doubtless God could have made a better berry, but doubtless God never did’.

To summarise the sequence of events: the first edition of The Compleat Angler
appeared in 1653, and the fifth in 1676. Moses Browne’s edition came out in

1750, and Johnson included the title in his recommended reading list in 1784

(most likely he had Hawkins’ 1760 edition in mind). 

I had no idea that this connection existed between these two Staffordshire

characters, born 20 miles apart (in Lichfield and Stafford, with 116 years
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First Edition title page (compleat with famous typo)
(with thanks to Bob Guiver)
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between them), until I stumbled on an incidental reference. My interest in the

two of them is a personal one: Walton would count me amongst ‘the

brotherhood of the angle’, and I bought my first copy of The Compleat Angler
as a school history prize in 1949; Johnson I still regard as a rather noisy

neighbour, with ideas and achievements well worth finding out rather more

about. So I make no claims to scholarship, only personal curiosity. And the

question now is why a loud-mouthed townsman with a serious visual

impairment, whose happiest hours were spent clubbing with acolytes and

friends, should set such store by a book about a solitary sport in which he could

never engage, and which concludes with the words ‘Study to be quiet’.

There are obviously two elements to any answer: what did Walton actually write,

and why might this appeal to Johnson? And going behind the printed page, might

Walton’s personality and historical setting have influenced Johnson’s judgement?

Although The Compleat Angler is known as a book about fishing, there is good

reason to approach it with a more open mind. When I first read it as a teenager,

I remember being rather baffled by all the seeming chit-chat; and when I tried

to follow Walton’s instructions about keeping your worms lively and fresh, I

found that these did not really work. So I put the book to one side for the next

50 years, until I found myself seriously engaged with Izaak Walton’s Cottage in

Shallowford, four miles from Stafford (he purchased it as part of a farm; we

have no record of his ever having lived there). When I read it again, it was with

an eye to reconstructing the tackle which he would have used so we could display

replicas in the museum in the Cottage. I had the same experience again: there

was very little information about the tools of his angling trade. There were

graphic descriptions of fish and their habits, with glimpses of natural history

which make us realise that the past is indeed another country; this time, it was

the chit-chat which held my attention.

The Compleat Angler is written in the form of a dialogue, between Piscator the

angler and his willing but initially sceptical pupil Venator. The text follows the

format of its time, with much material taken and not always credited from earlier

and very recent works on fishing. What is original, and must have influenced

sales from the first edition, was its vision of an imaginary rural England at the

time of publication: 1653, at the height of the Commonwealth, four years after

the execution of Charles I. Walton would have been known as a Royalist, from
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his previous publications and close association with the Anglican church; the

England which he presents could not be further from the shattered society all

round him, where the personal links on which civil society depended had been

ruptured in the course of the Civil War which had just ended. 

His countryside has no widows or orphans or war wounded or destroyed

buildings; instead, it is populated by singing milkmaids and piping shepherds.

There is no hint of class or sectarian division, with beggars and gypsies being

given full voice; people repair to gourmet pubs, where they drink in cheerful

moderation and join together in song. There are no enclosures, or restrictions

on access to rivers; honeysuckle-laden hedges provide shelter from gentle rain

from which, when it clears, our heroes repair to the river bank and instantly

catch fish. We can almost experience the smell of the countryside, as well as its

sights and sounds. The text combined escapism from a desperately uncertain

present, with the dream of a society deeply at peace with itself and populated

by characters who were sufficiently recognisable to avoid being stereotypical

pastoral cut-outs. There is no reference to the Anglican church, at that time

disestablished amidst much bitterness; and the fishing, a popular sport with

edible quarry, provides a positively neutral storyline. 

There is good evidence that Walton did not expect this light-hearted panegyric,

whose title could be misread as The Compleat Anglican, to turn into a bestseller:

but it did, and a second edition in 1655 saw it largely re-written and half as long

again. A third edition followed after the Restoration, in 1661; and a new

impression, with a new title page, in 1664.  The fourth edition, of 1668, was

essentially a reprint with a few corrections, of rather poor quality, probably

occasioned by the loss of printing equipment in the Great Fire of London in 1666. 

The fifth and final edition in Walton’s lifetime appeared in 1676, when he was

83; this is the edition which ranks after the Bible and Shakespeare as the most

frequently republished book in this country. It is notable for its looser

construction than previously, as Walton’s reflections turn into reminiscences;

and for its two supplements. Walton’s acolyte Charles Cotton, a much younger

man known for his courtly poetry, wrote Part Two on fly-fishing on the

Derbyshire Dove, where he had a property, at his ‘Father Izaak’s’ request; and

more surprisingly, the full text of an earlier publication, The Experience’d
Angler, was also added. The surprise is interesting: its author was Robert
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Venables, who had been a colonel in the Commonwealth army. Did Walton

agree to its inclusion as a deliberate act of reconciliation, 23 years after that first

proto-royalist edition? Both these supplements give detailed hands-on fishing

instruction, with no extraneous material – which may indicate how the book’s

market had changed, at least in the eyes of its publisher. (The Venables text has

been dropped subsequently; Charles Cotton’s Part Two is usually included, and

contains observations about the subtleties of tying trout flies which are now being

rediscovered by experts who have not read him.)  

I have not been able to find any narrative references to the Johnson/Cave/Moses

Browne connection, although it is clear that Cave was the link when Browne’s

edition was published in 1750. Browne, like Johnson, had pieces published in
The Gentleman’s Magazine, and had written on fishing. We don’t know the

extent to which Johnson may have commended Browne as editor, or whether

Cave saw a marketing opportunity and put the word about. 

Johnson was certainly familiar with The Compleat Angler at this time: in the

1740s he was acting the ‘harmless drudge’ who compiled his dictionary word

by word, and he draws 111 definitions from its pages. Analysing these, we have:

• fish – 26

• birds – 12 

• plants – 9 

• insects and natural bait – 9 

• animals – 8 

• fishing terminology – 12 

• common words

(including so and oh) – 21  

There are also words that Walton may have made up, or certainly used in his

own way, e.g. docibleness and choicely (13). The final definition is trespasser –

‘one who enters unlawfully on another’s ground’ – drawn from Walton’s later
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Izaak Walton by Jacob Huysmans, c.1672
(© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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chapter on The Lawes of Angling. After the Restoration Walton served as estate

manager to his friend the Bishop of Winchester, and protecting property took

on a higher priority than promoting his earlier Elysian picture.

On this evidence, Johnson drew on The Compleat Angler mainly as a useful

source for the names of creatures, while respecting Walton’s prose as sufficiently

credible to sustain common and less usual words and usage. These

considerations hardly point to a new edition of a book nearly a century old.

What did the Revd Moses Browne have to say in his introduction? He justified

his labours on literary criteria: ‘Not only lovers of this art [fishing], but all others

who have inclinations in the least to the diversion of angling that it treats of, have

joined in giving it their mutual suffrage and commendation.’ With prose like

this, it is not surprising that Browne’s very free editing found little favour then

or subsequently. A much more warmly received edition was produced by Sir

John Hawkins 10 years later, in 1760. Johnson commented: ‘very diligently

collected, and very elegantly composed’. Hawkins was a rather cantankerous

member of Johnson’s circle who subsequently fell out with other members, but

remained to draw up and become executor to Johnson’s final will; he then went

on to write his first biography. So it is likely that Hawkins’ apologia for his edition

echoes Johnson’s thinking quite closely. 

And let no man imagine that a work on such a subject [angling] must be

unentertaining, or trifling, or even uninstructive; for the contrary will most

evidently appear in the perusal of this most excellent piece, which, whether

we consider the elegant simplicity of the style, the ease and unaffected

humour of the dialogue, the lovely scenes which it delineates, the enchanting

pastoral poetry which it contains, or the fine morality which it so sweetly

inculcates, has hardly its fellow in any of the modern languages.

So it wasn’t the fishing (although Hawkins fished), but the writing and the

morality which we can guess appealed to Johnson.

Walton was not a fisherman who wrote, but a writer who fished. Not in the sense

that Johnson wrote, as a hired hack – ‘no man but a blockhead wrote except for

money’ – but as one who regarded his writing as a vocation throughout his long

life. He lived to 90, and we have no records of any earnings which he may have

accrued from his authorship. 
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The first recorded printed work by Walton is contained in an anthology of

commendatory elegies produced in 1633 by the friends of John Donne, dean

of St Paul’s cathedral, who had died two years earlier. Walton had known him

well as the respected vicar of St Dunstan’s-in-the-West in The Strand where

Walton was a vestryman. (Johnson would have been familiar with this church –

it is close to Gough Square.) This paved the way for what Johnson regarded as

Walton’s most significant work (and we might agree): his Life of John Donne
was a biographical introduction to his sermons, and is the first contemporary

account of the life of an English man of letters in our language. Its authorship

came to him indirectly; his friend Sir Henry Wootton, whom he met through

Donne, had been commissioned to prepare this edition of Donne’s posthumous

works, and engaged Walton as his research associate. It is evident from Walton’s

subsequent life of Wootton that he was something of a procrastinator in his

retirement, referring to his time spent fishing on the Thames at Eton where he

was Provost as ‘his idle hours not idly spent’. When Wootton died with the

writing hardly begun, Walton was delegated with its completion in 1640.

This was well received, so Walton was a natural choice for editing Wootton’s

scattered works with a similar introduction; this appeared in 1651. The
Compleat Angler emerged two years later, in 1653, with its second edition in

1655. Ten years later, and five years into the Restoration, he produced The Life
of Mr Richard Hooker, author of Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity (1594-

97); this was followed by The Life of George Herbert, the poet, in 1670. His

final biography was that of Bishop Robert Sanderson, in 1678, which was written

in his 85th year. He deliberately included his own experience of the Civil War

and Commonwealth years. Between these biographies, Walton wrote a number

of poems and essays on his own initiative or in response to requests. 

Johnson would have known of Walton’s personal details: Hawkins presents

them over some 50 pages in his edition. He also draws on the Life of Bishop
Sanderson for a number of Dictionary definitions, mainly ecclesiastical or

relating to the disputes of the Civil War. And we know that he followed Walton

as a biographer (‘a great panegyrist’ – Johnson nearly edited Walton’s Lives for

republication), with his life of Richard Savage, The Lives of the Poets, and a

range of other biographies – 63 in all. But what did he find so attractive in The
Compleat Angler? 
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I suggest that Walton’s vision of an idealised English society coincided with

Johnson’s own: what Hawkins describes as The Compleat Angler’s ‘fine

morality’. There is order, which is almost anarchic – but firmly contained within

a shared value system, embraced and sustained by an inclusive Anglican church

(implied in The Compleat Angler, explicit in Walton’s biographies) and a

legitimate monarchy. There is mutual respect between people, with no outright

poverty or wealth or space for exploitation. Walton has choice comments on

‘men of a sowre complexion [puritans], money-getting men, that spend all their

time first in getting and next in anxious care to keep it; men that are condemned

to be rich’. Instead, he says, ‘God deliver us from pinching poverty; and grant

that having a competency, we may be content and thankful’. Johnson

experienced both the poverty and the competency. 

Knowing what we do of Johnson’s own inner torments, he might have envied

Walton’s emphasis on ‘health and competence, and above all a quiet

conscience’. Then there is the enjoyment of good company, with lively

conversation – Johnson would have identified with Piscator as its composer and

conductor. There is peace: from civil war in Walton’s time, and the Jacobite

invasion in Johnson’s. We should note Johnson’s criticisms of the series of

overseas wars taking place in his lifetime. And what would have finally appealed

to Johnson was the breadth of Walton’s knowledge of contemporary literature,

which he freely drew upon in his narrative.

Walton’s day job was first as a draper, in Fleet Street; he spent many of the inter-

regnum years in the Stafford area, as London was not a comfortable place in

which to be a Royalist. After the Restoration he served as steward to his good

friend George Morley, who became Bishop of Winchester, where he lived for

the rest of his life. What caught Johnson’s attention was Walton’s achievement

as a writer at a time when to become a serious published author you needed to

be a ranking aristocrat or an academic ecclesiastic. This son of a pub keeper in

Stafford was welcomed in high society as an honorary gentleman who gave

authorship a good name. This earned Johnson’s respect (Boswell, 18 April

1775); but he would not have endorsed Izaak Walton’s writings had he not been

convinced of their own intrinsic quality. We can be grateful for this judgement.  

In my turn, I can be grateful to two friends and colleagues whose scholarship

has enabled me to pursue amateur enquiries. Where else but in Lichfield could
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you ask someone how many references there are to Walton’s writings in

Johnson’s Dictionary, and receive an answer in truly Johnsonian annotations of

The Compleat Angler? Thank you, Fred Nicholls. And my fellow Izaak Walton

Cottage Chapter member Bob Guiver has produced a series of features covering

all of Walton’s known writings in our otherwise modest newsletter, drawing on

his deep bibliophilic expertise. These have now been edited into a single

volume, invaluable for anyone wanting to follow Izaak’s remarkable writing

career. But finally, the errors and omissions in this paper are my own, as I try to

make connections between these two historic Staffordshire writers, gaining a greater

understanding of each as I proceeded. Thank you for asking me to give this talk.

Postcript

Following Anthony Wilson’s talk, a member of the Johnson Society asked how
he imagined a meeting between Izaak Walton and Samuel Johnson.

In short: an evening with Johnson would be the event of a lifetime. You would

emerge either tossed and gored, or totally deflated, or so stimulated that you

would experience the same insomnia that Johnson seems to have gone through.

After an evening with Walton, you would feel elated, relaxed and at peace with

the world, unless you were a money-making banker, and then enjoy a good

night’s sleep. Put them together, and who knows? Johnson expected to

dominate, but Walton was no pushover. It’s my interpretation that the thesis

which he wrote to in his lives of first Hooker and then Sanderson was not what

his episcopal sponsors had expected, in that Walton argued for an inclusive

rather than triumphalist Anglican church in the Restoration; and he took serious

personal risks for the Royalist cause during the Commonwealth.

I could have added that, as a Quaker whom both distrusted intensely, I wish

I had been under the table or a fly on the wall when they reached the subject

of dissenters.
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Johnson’s recommended reading list (Boswell, Life, 16 June 1784):

Anthony Wilson started fishing in 1945, and joined the Johnson Society when
he moved to Lichfield in 1987. In between, he served as Commissioner of
Community Development in Malawi and secretary of the Barrow and Geraldine
Cadbury Trust in Birmingham.
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Rollin’s Ancient History 

Puffendorf’s Introduction to History

Vertot’s History of the Knights of Malta

Vertot’s Revolution[s] of Portugal

Vertot’s Revolutions of Sweden

Carte’s History of England

Present State of England   

Geographical Grammar  

Prideaux’s Connection

Nelson’s Feasts and Fasts

Duty of Man

Gentleman’s Religion

Clarendon’s History 

Watts’ Improvement of the Mind

Watts’ Logick

Nature Displayed  

Lowth’s English Grammar   

Blackwall On the Classics 

Sherlock’s Sermons

Burnet’s Life of Hale

Dupin’s History of the Church

Shuckford’s Connections 

Law’s Serious Call

Walton’s Complete Angler 

Sandy’s Travels

Sprat’s History of the Royal Society 

England’s Gazetteer 

Goldsmith’s Roman History 

Some Commentaries on the Bible
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Most people’s first encounter with Johnson is a little like Boswell’s

own. It is as though, to paraphrase the words of Keats, a new planet

had swum into view. The personality of Johnson erupts off the

page, overwhelming the reader in a prodigious flow of discourse,

aphorisms, solemn periods and asides, buttonholing the reader, as

though commanding by an overwhelming fiat: Attend! One

imagines how Boswell felt when he famously first met Johnson in

the bookshop: magnetised, browbeaten and gobsmacked.  

It is all there in the first encounter: the clubbable conviviality, the

monumentality of mien, the air of sententious gravity undercut by

the comedian’s razor instinct for the unforgettable putdown.

Johnson was a paradox: combining piety and a scabrous wit;

rumbustious yet prone to crippling bouts of the black dog;

hectoring yet crippled by doubt as to his own worthiness. Scholar,

poet, amateur scientist, essayist and critic, Johnson was all these

things and more. 

We think of his fellow midlander, Shakespeare, as all men and

none; as Borges had it:  the supreme artist of negative capability.

Johnson, on the face of it, appears his polar opposite, conveying

the impression of firmly marshaling his views like so many ranks

of obeisant fusiliers, boxing the ears of any recalcitrant that might

step out of line.  

But that is not the whole story, as Boswell clearly knew. It is only

31

THE FICTIONAL LIVES OF SAMUEL JOHNSON

The Fictional

Lives

of  Samuel

Johnson

PHIL JONES

The Fictional Lives

of  Samuel Johnson

P H I L  J O N E S

30

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Transactions 2012:Layout 1  29/11/2012  17:57  Page 31



33

THE FICTIONAL LIVES OF SAMUEL JOHNSON

exaggerating slightly to say that Boswell invented the modern concept of

personality in literature. The fly-on-the-wall focus which we now associate with

reality television was pre-empted by Boswell 150 years before the advent of the

cathode ray tube. Critics now regard Big Brother as crass voyeurism, but many

contemporaries similarly considered Boswell’s documentary style as an

ungentlemanly form of eavesdropping. Recording verbatim, dialogue heard

earlier in the day, was regarded as an impolite form of intrusion. But the interest

in the vulgar, the mundane, the felt and spoken texture of daily life is a hallmark

of the modern mind, which Wordsworth later picked up on. So we have reason

to be grateful for Bozzy’s upstart vulgarity, given it affords the reader a ringside

view of the most mesmerizing literary figure of the age. 

The picture Boswell unfolds over the course of the Life is of a hugely complex

individual: the High Tory who surrounded himself with a menagerie of human

waifs and strays and who cared about the indigent and the unconsoled; the pious

churchman whose fear of damnation mocked any easy notion of religious

consolation; the brawler in the street; the monster of tics and grunts; the grave

elder man of letters who would nonetheless roll down a grassy bank with the

same abandoned pleasure he had experienced as a feckless youth. 

What Boswell shows most fully, perhaps for the first time in literature, is that

humans are not all of a piece; they are complex, contradictory. Their

personalities are compounded of disparate hues and shades. Some

Enlightenment philosophers began to see personality as a flickering continuum

of mood, sensation and ideas, rather than based on an unchanging and coherent

sense of self. David Hume, whom Johnson abhorred, but Boswell had met,

described the mind in his A Treatise of Human Nature as a type of theatre

where ‘several perceptions successively make their appearance; pass, re-pass,

glide away and mingle in an infinite variety of postures and situations.’ 

Whilst Boswell was no Humean sceptic, his account of Johnson shows vividly

the disparate as well as the unifying forces at play within Johnson’s personality.

Personality is a construct, a fiction even. The monumentality of the Johnsonian

persona is undercut by a protean complexity best illustrated by the Doctor’s

delight in arguing both sides of an argument, which also informed his Rambler
essays.  The ability to assume different guises owed something to a classical

training in rhetoric, but also to a dramatic and combative bent. Johnson was a
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consummate performer and his delight in confounding his interlocutors, by

adopting an unexpected angle of attack, undermines any simple notion that his

views were set in stone. For many readers, that is why he is the most fascinating

literary creation of all. Like Wilde, the man became his art. 

In The Western Canon Harold Bloom wrote that, ‘even if Boswell had never

written the Life, we would remember Johnson’s personality, which is the

undersong of everything he wrote’. The characteristic Johnsonian voice, which

bodies forth so resonantly in both his discourse and written work, has an

identifiable and magnificent stamp, which could not be mistaken for that of any

other. Johnson was, above all, the greatest literary personality of his day.  

But this essay concerns the fictional lives of Johnson. Boswell’s Life represents

the moment when Johnson the man begins to morph into Johnson the character.

The personality is so strong and multi-faceted, it is surprising that more than a

century passed before writers began to mine that irresistible seam for literary

ore. No later writer could hope to compete with Boswell’s overwhelming

depiction, but the Life afforded glimpses of so many sides of the Doctor’s

character, that each facet could provide a springboard for a separate act of

literary creation. The notion of misreading is a commonplace these days: in

short, the idea that great writers forge their literary identity in part by reacting

against and misreading their literary forebears. What the Life provided was an

Urtext from which other writers could creatively misread a whole host of

different fictional lives. 

Intriguingly, and for reasons which are not wholly clear, Johnson started to

appear as a fictional character from the turn of the 20th century.  This may have

been linked to the re-discovery of Johnson, after his literary fortunes ebbed

during the 19th century, and the gathering interest generated by Boswell’s

emerging papers and journals. Perhaps uniquely, writers began to represent

Johnson as a fictional character operating independently of the facts of his life.

Many writers have written novelistic accounts of authors where the narrative

largely adheres to the known biographical facts, such as Lodge and Toíbín in

their recent works featuring Henry James as the central character.  Only one of

the examples considered here displays Johnson in propria persona in the

conventional mode. Something about the uncontainable spirit of the man

encouraged the transgression of the normal boundaries of verisimilitude and
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quotidian fact. His life refused to be fixed in a formulated phrase.

The first significant fictional depiction of Johnson of which I am aware is John

Buchan’s Midwinter, which appeared in 1923 and is considered by many to be

the finest of Buchan’s historical novels. Buchan, although an unfashionable

figure now, was admired by Alfred Hitchcock and Graham Greene. Midwinter
tells the tale of Alastair Maclean, confidant of Prince Charles Edward Stuart,

who embarks on a secret mission to raise support for the Jacobite cause in the

west of England. The Johnson appropriated by Buchan reflects a putative

Jacobitism, hinted at during Johnson’s life, but any tracks of which were later

well covered.  To be a Jacobite  would have been to betray the credo of God,

King and hearth. Johnson’s friendship with Savage hinted at less orthodox strains

in the Johnsonian persona, but, a youthful Jacobitism, if it existed, would not

have reflected an anti-monarchical strain so much as an antipathy to the

Hanoverians, a foreign engrafting on the native stock.  

A writer’s reading of the past is inevitably mediated by their own particular world

view. Although establishment to the core, as a Scot, Buchan inevitably created

a Johnson in conformity with his own predilections and imaginings.  He

therefore makes Johnson, not a loyal subject, but a rebel and insurrectionist;

the antithesis of our popular conception of the man.

The story is framed by a preface in which ‘the Editor’ asserts that the story

derives from ‘a mass of derelict papers’ discovered following a ‘drastic clearing

out of cupboards…in Lincoln’s Inn Fields’.  It may not be too fanciful to see

this clearing out as a metaphor for the creative excavation and misreading which

Buchan embarks on in his tale. It is hinted that the papers were authored by

Boswell, which establishes the creative credentials for Buchan’s heterodox

reading, their legal provenance reinforced by their disinterring from Lincoln’s

Inn Fields. Boswell in the preface in effect provides creative cover for a

scandalous revelation:

When I endeavoured to probe the matter, he answered me with some

asperity…His reticence on the point was the more vexatious to me, since,

though a loyal supporter of the present Monarchy and Constitution, he

always revealed a peculiar tenderness towards the unfortunate House of

Stuart and I could not but think that in some episode of the past lay the key
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to a sentiment which was at variance with his philosophy of government

(Midwinter).

Buchan enlists his fellow Scot, Boswell, to unearth traces of a subterranean

Jacobitism. In the novel the ‘episode of the past’ relates to an account of the

young Johnson’s direct involvement in the ’45 rebellion.   He is shown towards

the end of the novel as being minded to ‘get me a sword and fight in his

Highness’s [the Pretender’s] army’. He is dissuaded from this course by Alistair

Maclean and Johnson accordingly concludes that he is ‘better fitted for a civil

life and must needs return to London and bear the burden of it in a garret’. So

Jacobite heterodoxy is repressed and Johnson begins the journey of becoming

a writer, exchanging romantic insurrection for the embrace of the pen and the

life of the metropolitan man of letters. The writer writes himself by excluding

that part of himself which is his darkest secret to become the robust Tory of

popular imagining.

Two decades later, Johnson migrated westwards across the Atlantic.  Lillian de

la Torre was born in New York in 1902 and later lived in Colorado. She was

brought up in a house full of books, including a rich collection of early detective

stories. This, combined with an interest in Johnson, provided the inspiration

for a series of remarkable short stories featuring Johnson and Boswell as an 18th

century detective duo firmly in the tradition of Conan Doyle. These are now

mostly out of print. 

She wrote a number of books featuring the duo, but the volume dealt with here

is Dr. Sam: Johnson, Detector, Narrated as from the Pen of James Boswell.
This collection of stories was published in 1946 and includes mysteries involving

robbery, murder and mayhem, set in the period from 1763 to 1784, all of which

are solved by the Great Cham. The stories are recounted in a skillful pastiche of

Boswellian prose and the period settings and historical context are acutely observed.

Johnson is portrayed as an omniscient Holmesian sleuth, ably supported by

Boswell as a Watsonian straightman, who faithfully records each episode. Conan

Doyle is referenced, but also the essential nature of the Boswell/Johnson

relationship itself; speaking to a sense of Johnson as not merely a rugged

individualist but as part of a literary double act: Johnson, whose blazing

personality provided the inspiration; Boswell, the faithful amanuensis and
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apostle. Together, they form a literary duo in direct line of descent from such

fictional counterparts as Quixote and Sancho Panza.

Johnson’s common sense and penetration are annexed to provide the tools of

the trade of the detective. Acute, sceptical, all-knowing, Johnson the man of

letters transmutes into Dr Sam: Detector so easily that the reader is only left

wondering why someone had not attempted the trick before.

Cover and artwork ©1985 by

International Polygonics Ltd
(all possible effort has been made to

contact the copyright holder)

Published for the Crime Club by

Doubleday and Company Inc,

Garden City, New York 1960
(cover illustration © Edward Gorey. Used with

permission of the Edward Gorey Charitable Trust)
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De la Torre writes in the preface: 

I hope and believe that none of these imaginary exploits of Dr Sam: Johnson

will outrage belief. Each is abundantly possible to the man upon the

quickness and accuracy of whose perception Boswell commented…who had

the address to tackle a man who picked his pocket, and the courage to stand

off four foot-pads at once. ‘He expressed great indignation,’ says Boswell, ‘at

the impostures of the Cock Lane Ghost, and related with much satisfaction,

how he had assisted in detecting the cheat.’

The Detector was already there in embryo, waiting to hatch.    

Each of the nine stories in the volume has as its starting point, ‘a mysterious

event, or a provocative setting, or a queer personality of the time.’ Some of the

stories relate to real 18th century persons and events, which are embroidered

to tell a tale; others are works of pure imagination. Although sensational in

nature, the Great Cham of these stories ‘comports himself with that common

sense, humour and sense of human dignity which distinguished him in life’ (de

la Torre in the preface). Percipient and decent, we encounter Johnson on his

best behavior.

There is not space to do justice to the variety of stories here, so I will deal with

just one tale: ‘The Monboddo Ape Boy’. This story exemplifies the author’s

ability to inhabit imaginatively, real 18th century personages and to dramatise

contemporary currents of thought through the medium of the detective story.

In the tale, the Detector and Boswell visit the estate of the Scottish philosopher

James Burnett, Lord Monboddo, a real 18th century aristocrat who was a judge,

scholar of linguistic evolution and deist who anticipated ideas of Darwin in some

respects.  Monboddo represented an intellectual culture, which was unlikely to

have been congenial to Johnson.  

The meeting of the Detector and Monboddo accordingly provides a context for

a clash of cultures and ideas, played out through the appearance of a strange

Ape Boy, who seems a wild untutored child of nature, unlettered and incapable

of speech.  Rousseau and other 18th century thinkers were fascinated by the

romantic idea of primitive man, supposedly more ‘natural’ and unfettered than

his civilized peers. Johnson found such atavism distasteful. Monboddo, as a

freethinker, is shown as embracing the boy in a gullible overflow of enthusiasm;
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the Detector remains throughout more sceptical and unmasks the boy at the

climax of the story as a sort of 18th century Artful Dodger, fully capable of

speech and thought, but smuggled into the castle to facilitate the nefarious

enterprises of his criminal employers. 

Johnson accordingly saves the day. De la Torre’s reading of Johnson focuses

on his humanity but also his deep-rooted scepticism in the face of what he

considered to be freethinking or rarefied notions of truth. The Detector

undoubtedly has his lineage in the Johnson who famously refuted Berkeley’s

subjective idealism with one kick of his out-sized boot.

The least literary of the fictional lives considered here is also undoubtedly the

funniest:  the 1987 Blackadder episode, ‘Ink and Incapability’, written by Elton

and Curtis.  Replete with shameless historical anachronisms, the writing has all

the strengths and weaknesses of good caricature. Descended in part from the

scurrilous portrayals of Johnson and his contemporaries executed by 18th

century cartoonists, the picture of Johnson is drawn in the broad strokes of

knockabout comedy. 

The episode focuses in a satirical vein on Johnson’s perceived foibles.  Choleric,

self-opinionated, he is set before us as ‘Dictionary Johnson’. The humour

derives from Johnson’s infamous unwillingness to be bested in argument. The

fictional Johnson therefore has to undergo ritual humiliation as part of the comic

catharsis. Johnson’s command of language, thought by even some

contemporaries as being somewhat ponderous, is parodied by being reduced

to utterances of labyrinthine latinity:

Johnson:  I simply observed, sir, that I am felicitous, since during the course

of the penultimate sol, I terminated my uninterrupted categorization of the

vocabulary of our post-Norman tongue.

Prince George: Don’t know what you are talking about but it sounds damn

saucy…

He suffers additional comic abasement when Blackadder peppers him with

esoteric polysyllables, all artfully chosen words omitted from the Doctor’s

purportedly comprehensive dictionary. Although the Johnson portrayed by

Robbie Coltrane is avowedly one-dimensional, the actor nonetheless invests his
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character with an energy, brio and bulk, which offsets the pomposity and

bombast. The depiction is a world apart from that presented by Buchan, but

finds some common ground with the Johnson of Midwinter, as he is imagined

as contemptuously antagonistic to the philistine Hanoverians. 

Our next example takes in a fictional view of Johnson from 2008. In England,
England, Julian Barnes describes the construction of a vast heritage centre on

the Isle of Wight, a museum of everything that is English from Stonehenge to

Big Ben, from Manchester United to the white cliffs of Dover. 

The novel is a satire of English mores, deconstructing notions of nationhood

and Englishness, and exploring the frontier between illusion and truth. In a

curious doubling of fiction and reality, we encounter an actor who is employed

to host a Dining Experience for paying visitors in the person of Dr Johnson. He

regales guests with stories and anecdotes in the period setting of an ersatz

Cheshire Cheese. Appropriated as a reassuring emblem of Olde Worlde

Englishness, flamboyant of gesture but unthreatening in substance, the actor

turns the tables in true Johnsonian fashion by treating the vacuous clientele with

lavish scorn and by refusing to conform to sanitized type. 

The heritage industry is seen as seeking to naturalize and re-assimilate the past.

So Johnson is re-imagined as merely a robust John Bull figure, the essence of

Englishness, but with better jokes; always ready with a quip, but fragrant and

unthreatening, with any jarring discordances smoothly airbrushed out.  But this

was precisely the bland emasculation of reality that Boswell so successfully

subverted.  The Life resounds with wit and elegant discourse, but also with the

reek and grotesque physicality of the human. 

Barnes shows how the Dining Experience sucks the life out of even historically

accurate tableaux. The spontaneity of tavern wit depicted in the Life, the hair-

trigger timing and free-wheeling extravagance of instantly extemporized

put-downs, is reduced to mechanical set pieces:

Project development provided a bibliophile stooge, ready with a deferential

prompt to spark the Great Cham’s wit. Thus the Dining Experience was

choreographed to move between Johnsonian soliloquy, repartee among co-

evals, and cross-bonding between the Good Doctor and his modern guests.

There was even a scripted moment of subtle endorsement for the Island
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Project.  Boswell would bring the conversation round to Johnson’s travels

and ask ‘Is not the Giant’s Causeway worth seeing?’ Johnson would reply,

‘Worth seeing? Yes. But not worth going to see.’  The exchange often

provoked a flattered chuckle from Visitors alert to irony.

Barnes shows how if you repeat a joke often enough, its edges are dulled. The

insult or bon mot newly minted in anger or in an excess of spirits, is replaced by

an anodyne familiarity, which may flatter the sensibilities of those who like their

irony clearly signposted, but saps the life and zest of the original.    

The actor playing Johnson, however, strays off script by resurrecting the real

Johnsonian spirit in all its querulous and curmudgeonly splendour. Customers

accordingly complain: 

…that he was badly dressed and had a rank smell to him; that he ate his

dinner like a wild beast, and so quickly that Visitors, feeling obliged  to keep

pace, gave themselves indigestion; that he was either bullyingly dominant, or

else sunk in silence; that several times, in mid-sentence, he had stooped down

and twitched off a woman’s shoe; that he was depressing company; that he

made racist remarks about many of the Visitors’ countries of origin; that he

was irritable when closely questioned; that however brilliant his conversation

might be, clients were distracted by the asthmatic gasping that accompanied

it, and the needless rolling-around in his chair.    

The actor’s indiscretions and off-piste improvisations are quintessentially

Johnsonian. Rude, boorish, malodorous, he re-captures the aspects which did

not escape Boswell’s gimlet eye, but which puncture the pasteurized view of

reality his employers are seeking to peddle.  

If Barnes’ Johnson is a post-modern jeu d’esprit, the finest literary creation to

deal with Johnson’s life (after the Life itself) is Beryl Bainbridge’s According to
Queeney, published in 2001. It is the most conventional representation

considered here, as the novel does not range beyond the known facts, but in

many respects it is the most penetrating account. 

In the space of 244 pages, the novel traces the apogee and final years of the

Doctor, set against the backdrop of his friendship with the Thrales and

surrounded by the bickering inmates of Bolt Court. Boswell is only a shadowy
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presence. The unavoidable and only rival as witness is curiously muted and edged

out to the margins in what seems like an act of subconscious literary repression.

It is a book dominated by death and decay. The novel begins and ends with the

death of Dr Johnson. In the opening scene, the gathering decline of Johnson

reaches its apotheosis as his corpse is unceremoniously removed from Bolt

Court in a carpet roll to be medically anatomized.  Johnson is reduced to nothing
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more than his bodily integuments. Silenced, only his catalogue of bodily woes,

such as dropsy, speaks for him.

The novel moves on to present a brilliant delineation of Johnson in decline.

Bainbridge maps the contradictions, the brilliance and failings of the man.  We

see Johnson wiggling his toes like a child; appearing at times as being self-centred

and as something of a grotesque. And we also see him plagued by fear of both

madness and the amorous passions to which he was prone. 

But Bainbridge’s key insight appears early on, when the infant Queenie,

daughter of Mrs Thrale, lisps ‘Da-da’ at Johnson, prompting him to muse, 

‘…until that auspicious moment he had always thought of himself as a member

of clubs; now he was inclined to believe he was part of a family.’ The novel traces

Johnson’s absorption into the Thrale household, which provides him with

comfort, ease and access to a family life from which he had hitherto been exiled.

It provides an oasis from the constant warring of Bolt Court. 

But, at Streatham, Johnson is shown as making himself as rather too much at

home, wearing out Mrs Thrale ‘with his daily demands’.  The two characters

are shown as mirrors of each other, equally self-centred.  As Johnson’s health

falters, he is shown as morose, petulant; he is described as being ‘under the

thumb’ and even as a ‘spoilt child’ in the view of Mrs Thrale. The descent from

literary lion to dependent child is swift. In one terrible scene following the break

occasioned by the marriage of Thrale to Piozzi, Johnson burns some of his

literary papers and sees in them the face of Mrs Thrale. 

Though sombre, the book is brilliant in its mordant lyricism and the cultural

context and speech of the 18th century are sharply evoked. There is a biting wit

and luminous use of incident and contrasting scenery to inject billowing life into

what is at many points a grotesquely unattractive cast of characters.

Johnson is also depicted illuminating society with flashes of brilliance and with

acts of kindness. But always the shadow of ending abounds. He recalls writing

that:  ‘…in every life there are pauses and interruptions…points of time where

one course of action ends…we are forced to say of something, this is the last.’
Johnson muses that ‘his progress through life…had been ill directed, that he had

disappointed himself more than others.’ All of his literary achievements were

mere distractions to avert the whelming fear of death.  
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Endings bring us aptly to this essay’s conclusion. If Bainbridge portrays Johnson

teetering on ‘extinction’s alp’, the other writers considered here provide radically

different readings of the Life.  If no depiction can do adequate justice to the

complexities of the man, then it is because his life was bigger than any one view

could encompass. In According to Queeney, one of the characters asks Johnson

if he is offended by Boswell’s maintaining a journal of their conversations. The

good Doctor replies: ‘Why should I? It will not be accurate, for man’s

compulsion is to replicate himself.’ And perhaps that is the truth of it. Boswell’s

Life, published in 1791, appeared to provide the last word on the tumults of

the Great Cham’s life. But it only provoked further literary lives, new

misreadings that illuminated the authors as much as their subject. 

Acknowledgement

The depictions of Johnson in Midwinter and Dr Sam: Johnson, Detector were

pointed out to me by David and Marty Smith and David Titley respectively.

References

Bainbridge, B. (2001) According to Queeney. London, Little, Brown &

Company. 

Barnes, J. (1988) England, England. London, Vintage UK Random House.

Bloom, H. (1993) The Western Canon. London, Papermac.

Borges, J.L. (1970) Labyrinths: Selected Stories and Other Writings. London,

Penguin Books. 

Boswell, J. The Life of Samuel Johnson [1791]. Oxford University Press,1980.

Buchan, J. (1923) Midwinter: Certain Travellers in Old England. London,

Thomas Nelson & Sons Ltd.  

De la Torre, L. (1946) Dr Sam: Johnson  Detector. London, Macmillan.

43

THE FICTIONAL LIVES OF SAMUEL JOHNSON

= = = = = =

42

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Transactions 2012:Layout 1  29/11/2012  17:57  Page 43



45

FROM THE WESTERN IDLER TO THE CASTLEMAINE RAMBLER

Elton, B. & Curtis, R. (1987). ‘Ink & Incapability’, Blackadder: The Whole
Damn Dynasty 1485-1917. London, Penguin Books, 1998.

Hume, D. [1739] A Treatise of Human Nature : Being an Attempt to introduce
the experimental Method of Reasoning into Moral Subjects. London, Penguin

Classics, 1985.

Phil Jones is an accountant and is a Director at Grant Thornton LLP. He did
first and higher degrees in English at Birmingham and Oxford Universities. This
is his first foray into literary criticism in almost 30 years. Phil recently joined the
Council of the Johnson Society of Lichfield and has been inspired to put pen to
paper by the fellowship of the Society and its traditions and by the person of the
Great Cham himself who mesmerises in precisely the way described in his essay.

44

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Bromley House Library

(photograph by Karen Mersiovsky)

Transactions 2012:Layout 1  29/11/2012  17:57  Page 44



John Byrne, President of the Johnson Society (Lichfield) in 2008,
recently moved across Australia to Campell’s Creek, near
Castlemaine,Victoria.  In this article, adapted from The Southern

Johnsonian (Vol. 18, No. 66, September 2011), he writes about
the enormous task of transporting and re-assembling his library of
Johnsonian materials. 

Last September brought to fruition my long-held dream of a

‘proper’ library, in which to display my Johnsonian and other

collections in a fitting and easily-accessible place.  For too many

years, most of my books have been double-shelved, or boxed, and

were just too difficult to get at in my former residence in Perth,

Western Australia, where I had become ‘booked out’.

The move to Castlemaine and a larger home was a huge challenge.

It took me five months to pack all the books individually, first in

acid-free tissue paper, then in butcher’s paper, and then in bubble

wrap.

There were more than 350 archive boxes (weighing 8.5 tonnes) of

books, papers, journals and Johnsonian ephemera to transport

across the continent, but all arrived safely, and were stored, floor

to ceiling in two spare bedrooms.

The mammoth task of unpacking and shelving the books was my

next task. It was great fun as I kept discovering forgotten treasures.
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A cedar door was constructed by a Bendigo tradesman and into this I have fitted

a stained-glass window showing Johnson as ‘Blinking Sam’, the Reynolds portrait

of Johnson, the original of which is in the Huntington Library in Los Angeles.

A Perth artist was commissioned by my partner Elizabeth to make this window.

It was a most generous gift from her and a group of friends for my 60th birthday.

Nine years later, it has found a home, and it is a handsome object and a fine

entrance to the library.  

The bookcases were installed in October 2011 and comprise 16 individual cases

with more than 200 shelves.  All are free-standing and with moveable shelves,

so that the books, ranging from folios to ‘sixteeners’ can be accommodated.

Each case is directly spot-lit and both library and study are climate-controlled.

The library has been fitted with double-glazed windows, and in both the library

and the study, windows have been fitted with uv-proof micro-blinds. All cases

and shelves are built from acid-free materials.

I also plan to furnish both the study and the library with my collection of book

troughs, revolving bookcases, book-binding implements and Johnsonian prints.

A large library table with eight leather chairs and two library ladders complete

the fit-out.

The whole project should be completed by the end of the southern winter. I

welcome visitors and any Johnsonian who wants to view my library (please

contact lizbeck22@gmail.com).
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Debt was a fact of life in the 18th century. Johnson described it

thus: ‘Small debts are like small shot; they are rattling on every side,

and can scarcely be escaped without a wound: great debts are like

cannon; of loud noise, but of little danger’ (Boswell’s Life). Debtors

were confined in prison until they could discharge their debt: a

vicious circle that could not easily be broken if they were denied

the opportunity to raise money. In 1776 debtors formed 60% of

the prison population in England (Charles Dickens World). 

In an attempt to reduce the numbers of debtors held in English

prisons, the government passed an Act for the Relief of Insolvent
Debtors; and for the Relief of Bankrupts in Certain Cases. This

came into force in April 1776. The provisions of the Act allowed

debtors to submit a petition for their case to be heard at the Quarter

Session at which they could seek to be discharged from their debt

and released from prison. Any prisoner wishing to make use of this

Act had to submit a petition to a Justice of the Peace accompanied

by a schedule of their possessions ‘except wearing apparel, bedding

for myself and family, working tools and necessary implements for

my occupation and calling; together with the sum of money, not

exceeding forty shillings, and these in the whole, not exceeding the

value of twenty pounds’. The schedule also included details of any

debts owed to the prisoner. Their intention to seek to be

discharged had to be advertised in three issues of the London
Gazette and a local newspaper if they were confined outside of
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London. This was to allow any creditor to have access, via the gaoler, to the

schedule of possessions. The Court needed to be satisfied that due process had

been followed and that the necessary advertisements had been placed, that the

debt was not to the King and that no single person was owed more than £1,000.

If the Court approved the petition, the prisoner was discharged of their debt.

The items listed in the schedule were forfeit to the Court to be auctioned to

settle with the creditors. The discharged debtor was not destitute because they

retained clothing and bedding ‘for myself and family’, tools of their trade and

£2 cash to a total value of £20. 

The case of Ellen Feepound, ‘late of Stafford in the County of Stafford spinster

and bookseller’, is preserved in the records of the Stafford Quarter Sessions

(Stafford Record Office Q/SB/1776T/173, 196a and 233). She was ‘a prisoner

confined for debt, in his Majesty’s Gaol at Stafford in and for the said county of

Stafford’. She was held, at the suit of a widow called Sarah Palmer, from 22

January 1776. We do not know the value of the debt. 

Ellen Feepound submitted a petition dated 6 July 1776 to ‘the Worshipful John

Williamson, Esq, one of his Majesty’s Justices of the Peace of and for the County

of Stafford’. The accompanying schedule is a comprehensive list of her

possessions. It is transcribed in Appendices 1 and 2. Her case was heard at an

Adjournment of the Quarter Sessions held at Stafford on Monday, 22 July 1776

by four Justices.

They determined that Ellen Feepound had petitioned in accordance with the

Act, and that ‘likewise appearing to us that Notice thereof hath been inserted in

three several London Gazettes and three several newspapers in due time before

the said sessions’. They were also satisfied that ‘the said Ellen Feepound does

not stand charged with any debt to His Majesty’ or ‘indebted to any one person

in the sum of one thousand pounds’. Thus satisfied, the Justices instructed the

gaoler to ‘suffer her to go at large’. As a protection against corruption, the Act

included provisions to limit the amount of money that public servants could

demand for their services. Thus, the gaoler was instructed to take no ‘fee or

reward other than one shilling for your attendance’. 

Ellen Feepound is of interest because the schedule to her petition includes her

catalogue of books and other items for sale. This is reproduced in Appendix 2.
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What can the list tell us? Is it typical of a bookseller at that time? The books

fall into four broad categories: religious texts, legal books, medical books and

educational books. John Feather, in The Provincial Book Trade in Eighteenth-
Century England, concludes that Ellen Feepound’s is an old-fashioned

catalogue, concentrating on traditional products compared to the newspaper

advertisements for other contemporary booksellers. For example, the schools

set up and run by the dissenting, i.e. non-conformist, churches included subjects

relevant to commercial activities as well as the traditional subjects, creating a

demand for books covering the new subjects. These are notably absent from

Ellen Feepound’s catalogue. However, we do not know the titles of the books

she had sold, i.e. the missing numbers from her catalogue. It is possible that her

catalogue represents the old stock that was not selling, rather than books with a

high turnover. But that would mean a disproportionately high amount of dead

stock. She owned 30 books which she contributed to the ‘circulating library’.

These, by definition, should have been popular titles, but we do not know what

they were. Similarly there are ‘about 30 small old books in Divinity, History,

Physick and Law and about 180 books for Scholars in English and Latin’ which

are untitled.  We can deduce that part of her business was selling stationery

since she lists writing materials in her stock. 

Until 1695 printing in England was regulated by the Licensing Act (Feather).

The effect of this was to concentrate printing and publishing in the capital. In

1695 the Act was allowed to lapse, providing the opportunity for the

establishment of printers in England’s major cities. In London booksellers were

closely linked with printing. They bought manuscripts, printed the books and

auctioned them wholesale to other booksellers. With the lapse of the Act, the

London trade sought to protect itself against provincial printers and retain a

monopoly of the book trade. The principal issue was that of copyright. The

London booksellers sought to prevent popular titles being reprinted by pursuing

legal cases through Chancery: a long drawn out process which Dickens described

as ‘being ground to bits in a slow mill’ (Bleak House).

A Copyright Act was passed by Parliament in 1710, but the London printers

considered that this confirmed in statute their common law rights to prevent in

perpetuity books being reprinted. It was not until 1774 that the issue was finally

settled, when the House of Lords ruled that copyrights were not protected by
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common law beyond the expiry of the statutory period of protection.

Michael Johnson was involved in publishing, but booksellers outside the capital

were not usually involved in this wider market. Regional printers became

involved with and helped to develop a new market for local newspapers. As they

increased in popularity, they had a wide geographical coverage and provided a

vehicle for the London booksellers and publishers to advertise new books. In

turn, the provincial booksellers extended their portfolio to become newsagents

selling papers and also the ordering point for the sale of new books advertised

(Feather).

Ellen Feepound may have embraced the new market available to her, or maybe

she did not adapt. Perhaps we shall never know. The fact that she was a debtor

should not be a reflection of poor business practice. After all, Johnson, who

himself had been imprisoned for debt, wrote in The Idler:

Those who made the laws have apparently supposed that every deficiency

of payment is the crime of the debtor. But the truth is that the creditor always

shares the act, and often more than shares the guilt, of improper trust. It

seldom happens that any man imprisons another but for debts which he

suffered to be contracted in hope of advantage to himself, and for bargains

in which proportioned his own profit to his own opinion of the hazard; and

there is no reason, why one should punish the other for a contract in which

both concurred.

We know little about Ellen Feepound following her discharge from Stafford

gaol. There are no records to show how much was raised from the sale of her

goods, and whether this was sufficient to cover the amount owed to Sarah

Palmer. Nor do we know whether she was able to resume her life as a

bookseller. All we do know is that she remained a spinster, died in August 1791

and was buried in St Mary’s churchyard, Stafford. 

50

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

= = = = = =

Transactions 2012:Layout 1  29/11/2012  17:57  Page 50



Appendix 1: The Schedule to Ellen Feepound’s petition presented to

the Staffordshire Quarter Sessions on 22 July 1776

A Schedule of me Ellen Feepound late of Stafford in the County of Stafford

Spinster and Bookseller now a Prisoner for Debt, confined in his Majesty’s Gaol

or Prison at Stafford in and for the County of Stafford, and claiming the Benefit

of an Act of Parliament, passed in the sixteenth Year of the reign of his present

Majesty, King George the Third, entitled ‘An Act for the Relief of Insolvent

Debtors, and for the Relief of Bankrupts in Certain Cases.’

Containing to the Best of my Knowledge , Remembrance and Belief, a full, just,

true and perfect Account and Discovery of all the Goods Effects and Estates,

real and personal, either in Possession, Reversion, Remainder or Expectancy;

which I the said Ellen Feepound or any Person or Persons in Trust for me, or

for my Use Benefit or Advantage, am seized or possessed of, interested in, or

entitled to, or was, or were in my Possession, at any Time since my Commitment

to Prison, and of all Debts as are to me owing, or to any Person or Persons in

Trust for me, and of all the Securities and Contracts whereby any Money now

is, or will, or may hereafter become payable, or any Benefit or Advantage may

accrue to me, or to my Use, or to any Person or Persons in Trust for me, and

the Names and Places of Abode of the several Persons from whom such Debts

are due and owing, and of the Witnesses that can prove such Debts or Contracts

(except Wearing Apparel, Bedding for myself and Family, Working Tools and

necessary Implements for my Occupation and Calling; together with a Sum of

Money, not exceeding forty Shillings, and these in the whole, not exceeding the

Value of twenty Pounds) as followeth, that is to say,

Goods in my Dwelling House at Stafford

House Place

A Grate and Fender An Iron Streak and Pothooks, a Pair of Tongs and Fire

Shovel Two Iron Pots And a Brass Pot A Brass Kettle A Copper Tea Kettle a

Brass Pan a Brass Warming Pan Two Brass Candlesticks Two Iron Candlesticks

A Tin Candle Box a Tin Dripping pan a Tin Can Two Tin Covers Five Tin

Petty pans Several Tin Biskit pans. A Dresser with two Drawers and a Pewter
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frame Four Pewter Dishes Nine Pewter Plates a Pewter Pint a Pewter Porringer

a Pewter Salt cellar Four Pewter Spoons Some old Knives and Forks Two

Chopping Knives A large Corner Cupboard a Buffet Stool a Stand or Table a

Small Stand Three old Chairs Four dale Boxes One Box Iron and two Heaters

a Twitch up Jack a Trivitt or three Cornered Iron Plate a Pair of Bellows an old

long Spinning Wheel a Lantern a Wire Riddle and in a little Cupboard three

Drinking Glasses and some Earthen Wares as Tea Pots Tea Dishes Saucers &c.

In the Cellar

Two Small Barrels a Bench One Small Tub Twenty Six Quart Bottles Two Pint

Bottles an Old Box a Tub for a Necessary and some Lumber.

At the Stairs head to the Chambers

Two glass Bottles a pair of yarn Winders a Mortar and Iron Pestle Six dale

Boxes with Wearing Apparel therein a Quilting frame an old Pillion and a

Pillion Cloth and some Lumber.

In the Back Chamber

A Pair of Bedsteads and Blue Hangings a Feather Bed a Feather Bolster and

Pillows Two Chaff Bolsters Pillows Blankets and Sheets Two old Chairs a

Basket and a Coffer with Wearing Apparel in it.

In the Front chamber

A Chest with Wearing Apparel in it A Card Table or Stand a Looking Glass

Two Pictures A Two arm’d Cane Chair Six Cane Chairs a Corner Cupboard

with Teapots Tea Dishes and Saucers Two Custard Glasses and Three Drinking

Glasses.

In the Shop

Two old Chairs a Looking Glass a Nest of Drawers Three Glass Cases for

Books and three Drawers under one of them a large Counter a Coffer Eight

Dale Boxes Several Shelves and a Small pair of Scales and Brassweights viz a

2lb 1lb ½lb 4oz 2oz 1oz ½oz ¼oz and a Clothyard. 

I have also a Seat or Pew Situate in the Body of St Mary’s Church in the

Borough of Stafford.
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Appendix 2: An account of what books remain unsold of Ellen

Feepound’s printed catalogue and other books, stationery and other

items, forming part of the petition presented on 22 July 1776

2 The life of our Blessed Saviour 

Folios 

3 A commentary on the Book of Leviticus

4 Divine Meditations on the 27th Psalm

5 Bishop Jewel’s reply to Harding

6 Bishop Jewel’s Defence of the Apology of the Church

8 A Treatise of the 5th Council held at Constantinople

9 The Holy Court

11 Sheppard’s Practical Councellor

12 Cromwell’s Acts

Quarto and Octavo 

14 The History of Europe

16 The Illiads of Homer, &c

18 The considerations of Drexillus on Eternity &c

19 The Deceitfulness of Man’s Heart &c

20 Romish Doctrines not from the beginning &c

21 Seven Treatises guiding to true happiness

22 Taniseurs (illegible)  melody of the heart

23 Colling’s Vindication of Gospel Ministry

24 A Sermon at the Funeral of Sir Edmondbury Godfrey &c

25 A Defence of the Ecclesiastical Polity

26 A Reproof of the Rehearsal

27 An Answer to the Dissenters’ Plea of Separation

29 Blackwell’s Discourses on the Right Method of Preaching

30 Brooksby’s History of the Government of the Primitive Church

31 Stevenson’s sacred history

32 Templar’s Treatise on Worship

33 Wall’s History of Infant Baptism

35 Spiritual Communion Recommended

36 The Exemplary Life of James Bonnel Esq

37 Fleetwood’s essay on Miracles

39 Christian Eloquence in Theory and Practice

41 The Whole Duty of a Christian &c
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50 A Method for Private Devotion

51 Corbett’s Discourse on Prayer &c

53 An Essay Upon Friendship &c

54 Oagis on Separation from the Church &c

56 The Devout Christian Companion

57 Edwards on Preaching 2 Vol:

58 Whitby on the Christian Faith

59 The Christian Religion Explained &c

60 A Serious Answer to Dr Trapp &c

61 A Plain Exposition of Several Chapters of Proverbs

62 Mr Hobbes’s Leviathan Observd Censured &c

63 An Essay for a Review of the Book of Common Prayer

64 The Plausible Arguments of a Romish Priest Answered

65 Taylor’s Rule and Exercises of Holy Living &c

66 An essay in defence of the female sex &c

67 Bennet’s review on the Case of liturgies &c

69 The Christian Sacrifice &c

70 A Friendly Debate of a Conformist and Nonconformist &c

72 The Psalm Singers Choice Companion

73 Denham’s Version of the Psalms &c

74 Darney’s Collection of Hymns &c

75 A Version of the Psalms &c

79 The Humourist &c

81 The Vindication of the Parliament &c

82 The Madness of Disaffection and Treason &c

83 Essays of Michael Signeur de Montaigne &c

84 Essays on Peace and War

86 Brown’s Roman History

92 Military Discipline &c

93 Hool’s Common Accidence &c

94 Bailey’s English and Latin Exercises &c

95 Clarke’s Introduction to the Making of Latin

97 Willymott’s Collection of Sentences

98 Shaw’s New Grammar for Classick Writers

99 Lock’s Esop’s Fables in English & Latin

101 Walkers Treatise of English Particles

104 Wingate’s Arithmetick

108 A Manual of Prayers &c

109 Anima Diversions of Greek & Latin Historians
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110 Collins’s Gauger &c

111 Truth Brought to Light &c

112 Rymer’s Tragedies &c

113 Essays on the Balance of Power

114 A Letter Concerning Enthusiasm &c

115 The Penitential Discipline of the Primitive Church

116 Caves’s Primitive Christianity

117 The Jews Sabbath Antiquated & Lords Day Instituted

118 The Psalter of David &c

119 Bernard’s Christian Conscience &c

120 Brief Notes on Mr Roger’s Catechism &c

121 Time and the End of Time &c

122 Caley’s Glimpse of Eternity &c

123 Attorney’s Pocket Companion &c

124 Herne’s Law of Conveyances &c

125 Law of Bastardy &c

126 Young Clerks Guide

127 A Collection of Statutes on Laws of Excise

128 Instructor Clericalis 2 Vol:

129 A Treatise on Fines &c

130 The Gentlemans Assistant and Tradesmans Lawyer

131 Jacobs Land Steward’s Assistant

132 A Preparative to Pleading

133 Tryals per pruis or the law of Juries by M J Prieste

134 The Law of Trespasses

135 The Law Against Bankrupts

136 The Laws Against Immorality and Prophaneness

137 The Law of Trover and Conversion

138 The Mysteries of Clerkship Explained

139 The Method of Pleading by Rule & Precedent

140 The Office and Authority of a Justice of Peace

141 A Discourse on Grants and Resumptions

142 A Treatise on Copyhold Estates

143 The Impartial Lawyer

144 A Complete Guide for Justices of the Peace

145 The Complete Arbitrator

146 The Office of an Attorney

147 The Entring Clerk’s Introduction

148 Style’s Practical Register
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149 The Clerk’s Tutor in Chancery

150 The Course of Proceedings in High Court of Chancery

151 An Essay for Regulation of the Law

152 Law Quibbles

153 Officium Clerici Pacis, Indictments Informations &c

154 The Law Concerning Tryals

156 The Method of Keeping Country Courts &c

158 The Parson’s Councillor with the Law of Tythes

159 Spelman’s Tracts for Tythes

160 An Introduction to the Study and Practice of the Law

161 The Law of Executions

163 Natura Brevium Corrected and Revised

164 Kilburns Presidents Relating to the Office of a Justice

165 Wingate’s Abridgement of the Statutes

166 Washington’s Abridgement of the Statutes

167 The Complete Sherriff

169 Browns Collection of Presidents for Fines &c

170 The Country Parson’s Companion

171 The Rights of the Christian Church

172 Nelson’s Office of a Justice of Peace

173 The Attorney’s Pocket Companion in two parts

174 Barrow’s Psalm Singers Companion

175 Fruits of Retirement &c

176 A Guide to the Practisers of the Law in two parts

178 A Treatise on Fines &c

179 The Present State of England

180 The Solicitor &c

183 A Physical Treatise Grounded on Experience

184 A Treatise on Wounds

185 A New Discovery of the Scurvy &c

186 A Treatise of the Rickets &c

187 The Sea Chirurgeon &c

188 Cook’s Supplement to the Marrow of Chirurgerie

189 A Defence of Scarborough Spaw [?] &c

190 Shipton’s Pharmacopæia &c

191 Fuller’s Pharmacopæia &c

194 Gerards & Blassie Observata Anatomica &c

195 Keil’s Anatomy of Human Body Abridg’d &c

196 The experienced Chirurgeon &c
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197 Harvey’s Anatomical Exercises &c

198 Pharmacopæia Collegii Regalis Londini &c

And an account of what books remain unsold that were not in my

printed catalogue nor numbered on the Backs.

Folio

A large Second Hand Bible Old Print

Statutes at Large Vol: 1st 

Nelson’s Abridgement of the Law 3 Vol:

Note the 1st of these vol: is at Mr Drakefords

Octavo &c

Lilly’s Practical Register 2 Vol:

Styles Practical Register

Compleat Attorney

Washingtons Abridgement of the Statutes 2 Vols

Compleat Chancery Practiser 2 Vols:

Praxis Curia Cancellar 3 Vol:

Praxis Almae 2 Vol:

Arcana Clericalia or the mysteries of Clerkship explained

Wingates Abridgement of the Statutes

Washington’s Abridgement of the Statutes 

A Testament second hand old print

A Common Prayer Book with New Testament second hand

Courayers defence of English Ordination 3 Vols

Mollineux’s Fruits of Retirement

Moreton on Episcopacy

Church Censures

The Sinner Condemned of himself

Answer to the Touchstone of the Reformed Gospel

A letter from Mr R’d Smith to Dr Hammond & answer

The Church Catechism Explained

The Reasonable Communicant

A Companion to the Altar

Russel’s seven sermons

The Life of God in the soul of Man

The Countess of Moretons Dailey Exercise
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And about 30 small old books in Divinity, History, Physick & Law 

and about 180 books for Scholars in English and Latin &c 

and also about 30 books in the Circulating Library. 

There is also some Quills and Pens Pensils Inkhorns & Ink 

Some Writing Paper and other Paper Some New Paper for Hangings and old Paper Hangings

Some Maps Pictures & Pack Thread. 

Some Historys Carols and Garlands. &c 

7 Papers of Holmans Ink Powder 

Some Galls and some Salt Petre. 

1 Bottle of Lees Excellent Water for the Toothach. 

1 Bottle of Schwanbergs Liquid Shell for the Stone & Gravel

And some Cannisters with some other triffling Things
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The Birthplace Museum collection numbers over 8,000 objects,

books and archive items, only a fraction of which it is possible to

display to visitors to the house at any one time. As museum staff

and volunteers continue to work through the available records,

information on the collection is coming to light, being rediscovered

and sometimes questioned. Within the collection of books and

documents that carry inscriptions in Johnson’s own hand, one item

is particularly curious. The document entitled simply Lichfield
Streets in Fleeman’s handlist of manuscripts (Fleeman 1967, no.

253) is placed by James Clifford in Johnson’s youth, but further

investigation suggests that his notes were made considerably later.

The notebook came to the Museum in October 1933, accompanied

by a copy of Matthew Horbery’s Eighteen Sermons on Different
Subjects (1774), also including notes in Johnson’s hand. These

valuable Johnsonian items were the gift of George Birch, executor

of Frances Lomax’s library, who felt that she would have desired

that they should find a resting place in the Birthplace. Frances

Lomax was the wife of Alderman Alfred Charles Lomax, printer

by trade and one of the most significant benefactors in the early

history of the Birthplace Museum before his death in 1912. The

Horbery book was not in fact the property of Johnson, but rather

an item that he had taken the liberty of scribbling in while visiting

his home city. The owner was Hugh Bailye (1761-1833),

Chancellor of Lichfield. Bailye wrote in the front flyleaf: ‘Dr
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Johnson on his last visit to Lichfield perused this sermon and pronounced it

“excellent”’. The piece in question is Sermon XI: The chief causes of scepticism
in matters of religion. Johnson’s notes are by no means extensive, correcting an

apparent error of the press and adding one ‘nota bene’, and his spidery hand

indicates his state of health in November 1784. Bailye, who was intimate with

the Seward circle in the Close, became something of a Johnson collector,

acquiring his pocket watch and a punch bowl from Francis Barber.

By contrast, the provenance of the Lichfield Streets notebook prior to entering

the Lomax family collection is entirely unclear. The item is a stitched notebook

containing a series of three histories of Lichfield Cathedral and Close in an

unknown hand, including: a short account of the death of Lord Brooke; an

excerpt entitled ‘some short account of the cathedral church of Lichfield from

Mr Browne Willis’s survey of Cathedrals’; and ‘a traditional account of some

things remarkable in the cathedral church at Lichfield from a manuscript

supposed to be written by Dr Stukely about the year 1718’. The covering of the

notebook is an etching published by London caricature printer Carington

Bowles, an image of Aesop’s ‘cat’s paw’ fable after Francis Barlow’s design (see

Figure 1). It is on this same sheet that Johnson has written inside the back cover

of the notebook, with a curious table dating Lichfield streets (see Figure 2).

When fitting this item into Johnson’s story, James Clifford places it within the

world of the young Samuel Johnson as an example of his exploration of the

family bookshop, alongside Boswell’s anecdote of the climb for the apple

leading to the young scholar’s discovery of Petrarch:

Another time he found a little notebook containing an account of Lichfield

Cathedral, the death of Lord Brooke and various ecclesiastical matters. In

order to check the date and source of this anonymous manuscript, Sam

compared the names given to Lichfield streets with those in two earlier

printed histories and jotted down his findings on the inside of the cover

(Clifford, 1955).

The image of the young scholar puzzling over a book he discovered on his

father’s shelves does sit comfortably alongside other known annotated works:

for example, Johnson’s copy of a c.1700 atlas by Nicholas Visscher in the

Birthplace Museum collection, which has been completely indexed and
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Figure 1: Front cover of the Lichfield Streets notebook

(Samuel Johnson Birthplace Museum)

Figure 2: Johnson’s dated list of street names inside the back cover

(Samuel Johnson Birthplace Museum)
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paginated by Johnson in what appears to be his youthful hand. However, the

manuscript itself tells a rather different story. Firstly, the content of the Lichfield
Streets notebook does not support the suggestion that Johnson was attempting

to date the manuscript based on his 1493/1525 matrix for a number of reasons:

most significantly that these street names do not all appear in the notebook, and

a number of dates are clearly written within the text to aid any scholar in their

dating, the latest being 1721. Brown Willis’s Survey of Cathedrals was published

in 1727, so this is the earliest date for the  contents of the manuscript, but it is

highly unlikely that Johnson made these notes as a youth. Clifford does indeed

note that ‘the exact date when Johnson made the annotations is not certain’ and

further examination provides some clues to a much later date in Johnson's life.

The annotations made by Johnson are inside the back cover of the book, which

appears to be formed from the same sheet of paper that the front cover etching

is printed upon with the publication line: ‘Printed for & Sold by Carington

Bowles at No. 69 in St Pauls Church Yard, London’. Carington Bowles (1724-

1793) was a member of a dynasty of prolific publishers of popular prints, the

nephew of Thomas Bowles whose shop in St Paul’s Churchyard he took over

after his uncle’s retirement in 1763 (Clayton). This, and the fact that street

numbering was not introduced in London until the middle of the decade, tells

us the covering sheet of paper upon which Johnson has written was printed and

distributed in the 1760s. 

So we have good reason to believe that these are not the notes of a youth

attempting to date a discovered manuscript, but an older scholar who is

attempting to work something out using two dated records of the city. These are

unlikely to have been printed, as Clifford supposes, as no histories with these

dates are known. An extant volume of the Vicars Choral records in Lichfield

Record Office suggests that he may have been working from manuscript records

held by the Cathedral authorities. The volume from c.1735 surveying the vicars’

estates lists Lichfield streets, and those listed by Johnson in the notebook appear

in this volume in the same order and similar format. This particular series of

records is documented as being in disarray by the early 19th century (Cox,

1886). It is therefore quite possible that similar records for 1493 and 1525

existed in Johnson’s time, and as a known user of the Cathedral library, they

would have been readily accessible to him.
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The Lichfield Streets notebook still holds many questions, and although we may

not know how Johnson came across this unusual piece of ephemera, nor what

exactly he was musing over in his notes, we can be reasonably sure that this item

tells us less about a curious young scholar exploring his father’s shelves, and

more about the methods and interests of the older author.
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THE GEORGIAN STAGE

The Georgian Stage

G R A H A M  N I C H O L L S

This is a slightly adapted version of a talk given to the Society

as part of the Sunday lecture series on 19 February 2012.

In the popular imagination I imagine that the term ‘Georgian stage’

creates certain vivid images – a theatre-going world, slightly raffish

(both behind and on the stage), with flashes of great acting, played

out in front of enthusiastic audiences, glad to be entertained, but

constantly on the verge of displaying their resentments by rioting.

So, in PR terms, the Georgian stage has good positive features and

the few remaining playhouses (such as the ones at Bury St

Edmunds and Richmond, North Yorkshire) are cherished and

visited as popular tourist attractions not quite in the way that, say,

Victorian theatres are. The Georgian stage – situated somewhere

between the end of the Restoration period, about 1710, and tailing

off with the accession of Queen Victoria in 1837 – is a warm,

exciting period of light, bustle, and extravagant characters (even by

theatrical standards) with a broad, popular appeal. 

You catch a glimpse of the last years of this robust, vigorous spirit

in the incomparable Crummles scenes in Nicholas Nickleby and

Dickens’s many other satirical, but warm, comments on the theatre

of his time. Problems arise when you start to think about the

distinction between the theatres and the plays performed in them.

For though we may be able to pull out certain features of the period

from our cultural memory – rowdy audiences throwing stuff at the

actors, acting a bit over the top by modern standards, altered

Shakespeare’s plays, scenery running on grooves from the sides of

the stage – to remember any significant number of new plays from
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the same period is not as easy. As a device for keeping awake, you might like to

think of how many British plays written between, say, 1710 and the time of

Oscar Wilde and G.B. Shaw in the late 19th century you can remember either

seeing or have heard about being performed. 

Since the beginnings of theatre, plays and the buildings in which they were

performed have had an ambiguous position in society. In many ways the

patronage which theatre companies enjoyed in the 16th and 17th centuries, the

licensing, the censorship, reflect a recognition that theatres, actors, and plays –

however much they may trumpet the virtues of social harmony, political stability

and unity – contain within themselves a rebellious anarchic spirit. Some of this

spirit we may feel comes from the personality of the people who work in them

– the Bohemianism of creative types – and some from the nature of theatre, its

close association with the liberating world of carnival and from darker, more

sinister cults and religious rituals. These darker, more edgy features of theatre

have often been more apparent to its enemies than its supporters, and though

we may smile smugly at the attacks on theatre in the 17th and 18th centuries by

clergymen and other – to us – narrow-minded types, it may be that the stuffed-

shirts detected this darkness at the heart of theatre, as something (and this is

most important to them) they were unable to control. 

From the Restoration to the end of the 17th century, theatrical London life was

dominated by two major companies, based at Drury Lane (where the first theatre

opened in 1663) and Lincoln’s Inn Fields, which opened in 1661. Companies

operated under royal licence. Charles II was very interested in the theatre,

involving himself in practical day-to-day details and the theatrical politics of the

companies. When, for instance, in the 1690s a new company was established,

a new licence had to be obtained.

In many ways, the theatre had been an establishment institution since the days

of Shakespeare. As is well known, the companies in Elizabethan and Jacobean

England carried on their activities under the aegis of royal (or very important)

aristocratic patronage. When we read or see some of the plays of Shakespeare

(or even more so some of his contemporaries), we may sometimes wonder how

the companies got away with some of the things they presented, often at court

before the king and queen. It seems that especially under James I and his son,

Charles I, a certain latitude was allowed to the actors. There were certainly

65

THE GEORGIAN STAGE

64

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Transactions 2012:Layout 1  29/11/2012  17:57  Page 65



67

THE GEORGIAN STAGE

occasions when plays were censored and actors were punished by fine or

imprisonment, for overstepping the generous boundaries they were allowed.

But one gets a sense that theatre was regarded in this period as, in some respects,

a place of moral education and instruction, even for monarchs. James I had re-

introduced the medieval figure of the licensed fool at his court (the jester who

could get away with saying what others were thinking) and to a degree the actors

were perhaps seen in the same light. Even though, if both fool and actors

misjudged the situation, they could be rewarded with a whipping. 

Later in the 17th century, despite Charles II’s undoubted love of theatre and

his relaxed attitude to kingship, the Restoration stage had a more regulated,

establishment atmosphere. In fact, one of the reasons for the decline in theatrical

activity in the later 1670s and 1680s was the difficulty the companies had in

reflecting the crisis in kingship at this period, when the last years of Charles II’s

reign were overshadowed by bitter controversy over the succession of his

brother, the Catholic James II. Patriotic actors and playwrights had to tread with

special care as the censors and audiences listened for any alleged allusions to

Charles’s troubles with his brother, or with the troublesome figure of his

illegitimate son, Monmouth, and the political upheavals which surrounded

them. Matters were not helped by the fact that neither James, nor his successor,

William III, was very interested in the theatre.

By the end of the 17th century, a new commercial spirit had entered the theatre

(perhaps in part to offset the lack of royal interest) and the manager of Drury

Lane, Christopher Rich, was the embodiment of a new entrepreneurial spirit in

the entertainment business:  ‘as sly a tyrant,’ one of his company described him,

‘as ever was at the head of a theatre…he gave his actors more liberty, and fewer

days pay, than any of his predecessors.’  In the persistent and continuing

attempts by the authorities to control theatre, with which senior figures, like

Christopher Rich sometimes co-operated, those darker, anarchic, elements

would pop out, sometimes in unexpected places, as we shall see.

As Johnson tells us, ‘The drama’s laws, the drama’s patrons live,’ and the more

independent commercial theatres were obliged to present plays which reflected

the interests and concerns of their audiences. Restoration theatre, especially in

its first two decades, had been small-scale (theatres were virtually what we would

now regard as studio size). Audiences were overwhelmingly male and
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aristocratic, and the plays reflected this demographic. New tragedies tended to

the heroic, written often in formal rhyming verse. Their characters were, by and

large, simplistic, torn by dilemmas in which they were pulled between emotions

such as love and duty. Comedies – the genre with which we are more familiar

today through its survival into the modern repertoire – were marked by sexual

intrigue, witty dialogue between suave young gentlemen (reflecting the members

of its audience, or at least how they would like to be perceived) and foxy ladies.

Broader humour was provided by the fops, man-hungry widows, naïve young

women up from the country, canny servants, cuckolded city merchants, and

their wives with a roving eye for the court gallants. At its best, Restoration

comedies by Wycherley, Etherege, Dryden, and next generation figures like

Congreve, Vanbrugh, and Farquhar, fleshed out these stereotypes, and their

comedies are, as I say, still part of the repertoire. 

But as the 17th century progressed, serious social and moral pressures began to

transform the plays in these more commercial theatres. Many of these changes

were deep-seated social transformations: the rise of a powerful, commercial

middle class, controlling new financial institutions; the increasing importance of

women in society; a new morality which its enemies described as a return to

Puritanism. These all played their part in softening the harsher satire of earlier

Restoration drama. Theatre took on an ‘improving’ character, with less emphasis

on satire, with its How-Not-to-Behave characters, and more on providing

positive role models of excellent moral character. Towards the end of the 17th

century, elements of sentimental behaviour entered comedies: erring rakes

returned repentant to their long-suffering wives, down on their knees, taken back

into the bosom of the family, tears flowing on stage and (hopefully) in the

increasingly respectable audience members. Sometimes this new spirit in

comedy in plays by Vanbrugh and Farquhar produced a new humanitarianism

in comedy: characters who were still fallible, but a good deal more likeable and

interesting than their predecessors, together with female characters who weren’t

just easy meat for the gentlemen. Other lesser playwrights just turned out

increasingly genteel comedies, with spineless characters, formulaic situations

and tired comic stereotypes.

By the early 18th century, a night at the theatre had to reflect the demands of this

changing audience, which demanded not merely more positive, morally edifying
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characters, but also the variety of a full night at the theatre. The main play might

be a new play, but was more likely to be a revival of a favourite from Elizabethan

times; for example, Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, or – especially at the Restoration

– the plays of ‘Beaumont and Fletcher’, or more recent hits by Susannah Centlivre,

John Dryden, Thomas Otway, Vanbrugh, Congreve, or Farquhar.  

But the full-length play was only part of the evening’s entertainment. The

Georgians expected a long night at the theatre. As early as 1710, a German

visitor noted that between the acts of a new comedy an actress ‘danced

charmingly as Harlequin’, followed by a male dancer as Scaramouch, ‘far from

being an elegant dancer, though he excels in droll attitudes, leaping and

contortions of the body, in which I never saw his equal’.  Finally an actor entered

on a horse, dressed as a gipsy, singing a long song, ‘which was much clapped by

the English’. Harlequin and Scaramouch are of course traditional characters

from the comedia dell’arte, more commonly described as pantomime in

English; not the seasonal entertainment of Victorian times based on a traditional

story, but a play where the action is carried out entirely through action and

mime, accompanied by music. These pantomimes were extremely popular,

especially in the first decades of the 18th century, combining what were clearly

exceptional physical skills and comedic ability, in plots which anybody could

follow. Popular they may have been, but they were meat and drink to critics

who wished to attack what we would now call the ‘dumbing down’ of the stage. 

The ingredients of an evening at the theatre might also contain dancing on stage

(Johnson’s play Irene was padded out with Scottish dances when audiences

declined to attend), what we used to call ‘novelty acts’, and a prologue which

was frequently a free-standing piece with no connection to the ensuing play. The

most significant ‘extra’ was a short three-act comedy called the afterpiece – the

main event play would be in five acts – which as the century continued, often

contained the best writing of the evening. Many dramatists of the period –

including David Garrick – produced their best work in this shorter form. The

afterpieces, like new full-length plays, were often published and were submitted

for examination by the censors. But one suspects that in the less ‘official’ parts

of the evening (the prologues, the novelty acts, the mimes), the actors got away

with more than they did in the more formal parts of the evening. And anyway,

the authorities could never be sure what bits of satire or smut an improvising
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actor might introduce into the most innocuous, carefully scrutinised text. The

best parallel to an evening at the Georgian theatre might be a trip to the cinema

about forty years ago, when the main feature might be supported by a newsreel,

a cartoon, a short documentary, and a B picture. 

Alongside pantomime, the other theatrical fashion of this period which attracted

the wrath of some critics was the introduction of Italian opera in the first decade

of the century. The most famous operatic composer was of course George

Frederick Handel, who produced his first opera in London, Rinaldo, in 1711.

Unlike pantomime, which was popular with the cheap seats, Italian opera was

an entertainment for the rich and fashionable. As we know, music has had an

ambiguous position in English cultural life: choral music (largely due to Handel’s

later musical life) has held a central position, opera has been more ambiguous.

English musical life has never been dominated by musical patrons (as happened

on the Continent), but for the first 30 years or so of the 18th century, Italian

opera caught the taste of the belle monde. Even the otherwise philistine George

I established the Royal Academy of Music, with Handel its musical director.

Vast sums of money were spent on these extravaganzas, especially on the fees

of the singers brought over from Europe. From time to time managers tried to

get publicity by organising theatrical rows, fashionable disputes between rival

singers (especially the top-line sopranos and castrati) or sometimes composers,

such as that between Handel and the now forgotten Bononcini, which provoked

the famous epigram:

Some say, that Signor Bononcini,

Compared to Handel’s a mere ninny,

Others aver, that to him Handel

Is scarcely fit to hold a candle.

Strange! That such high dispute should be

’Twixt Tweedledum and Tweedlee.

When the most famous of the Italian castrati was brought over to England (for

a fee of £1,500 a season, probably rising to £5,000 with private patrons’ money),

the reaction was hysterical. ‘One God and one Farinelli!’, aristocratic ladies

screamed from their boxes. It was this horrendous expense which eventually

brought the fashion for Italian opera to a close, but in its heyday it had produced,

in Handel’s opera, work of great invention and beauty. Furthermore, one of the
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most spectacular reactions against Italian opera led to one of the most productive

periods and popular dramatic forms of the century.

In 1728, John Gay, the poet and dramatist, friend of Pope and Swift, brought

out his most famous work, The Beggar’s Opera, at John Rich’s theatre in

Lincoln’s Inn Fields, a play interspersed with lyrics sung to popular traditional

English songs, plus a few well known melodies from Italian operas. One source

of its huge popularity – it was memorably said to have made Rich gay and Gay

rich – was its reaction to and satire of the conventions of the Italian opera being

performed at more fashionable nearby theatres. Gay had given audiences a work

of quintessential Englishness, a cheeky combination of recognisable urban

characters singing the songs which workmen were singing in the streets outside

the theatre. Better still, it was art as far removed as possible from the highfalutin’

foreign nonsense sung by overpaid divas and individuals of uncertain gender in

a language no red-blooded Englishmen could be expected to understand.

Furthermore, for those in the loop, Gay’s rich and complex satire was an early

salvo in a series of savage attacks on the most powerful politician, Sir Robert

Walpole (Britain’s first ‘Prime Minister’). The reasons behind what we might

almost call an anti-Walpole campaign are as much cultural as political, and Gay

would soon be joined in his satirical attacks by his friends Pope and Swift, later

to be joined by Henry Fielding (a dramatist before he turned to novels), and a

host of others, including (towards its conclusion) a new arrival from the

provinces, Samuel Johnson.

In theatrical terms, Gay’s Beggar’s Opera inspired hundreds of imitations and

the ballad opera (as it was known) became, as it were, a popular reply to the

aristocratic fashion for Italian opera. This explosion of theatrical activity led to

an expansion of theatre-building:  Covent Garden opened in 1732 and the

Haymarket (though opened 10 years earlier) entered its first era of fame in 1730.

But the Establishment fought back with a concerted effort by the government,

led by the aforesaid satirized Walpole, to impose firm, formal institutional

control over plays and the buildings in which they were performed. It was not

easy to see what government could actually do to suppress the increasingly

vituperative satires which were being staged. The government, under its agent,

the Lord Chamberlain, could act against the theatres he himself had licensed,

like Covent Garden or Drury Lane. But much of this material was pouring out
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of new, unlicensed theatres such as Goodman’s Fields, in Whitechapel, just

outside the eastern boundary of the City (Garrick was later to make his London

debut there) and the Little Theatre in Haymarket, where many of Fielding’s

satires were staged. Despite rude, threatening letters from the Lord Chamberlain

or the city authorities, theatre managers either carried on regardless or closed

down for a few weeks until the heat was off. The City of London was particularly

hostile to the unlicensed theatres, not because they objected to the anti-Walpole

line (most of the City fathers had little sympathy for the Prime Minister), but

because of a time-honoured hostility to theatres and actors in general and a

feeling (not entirely unjustified) that a theatre attracted around it undesirable

criminal elements who frightened away respectable, hard-working citizens.

A 1735 bill to extend the powers of the Lord Chamberlain failed, but, as is often

the case in these situations, the artists were their own worst enemies and did

little to help their case. In effect the theatres played into Walpole’s hands. Anti-

government satires were increasingly outrageous, to the point when even the

theatres’ supporters agreed that Something Must Be Done.

So when in 1737 Walpole returned to the attack with a new bill, opposition was

virtually silent. The only exception was the surprising alliance – surprising in view

of their later antagonism – of the Earl of Chesterfield in the House of Lords and

Samuel Johnson from the world of Grub Street. I am not suggesting that this was

a formal alliance; at this period Chesterfield was highly unlikely to have heard of

an obscure scribbler called Johnson. In a theatrical masterstroke, Walpole, in a

speech on the new bill, produced the manuscript of a play called The Golden
Rump, a play which was in rehearsal he claimed, even as he spoke. Walpole

quoted – in a suitably horrified manner no doubt – the more salacious details of

the proposed performance, including the appearance on stage of a gigantic pair

of golden buttocks out of which were to appear any number of government

ministers and hangers-on (George II was a martyr to piles). Any vestiges of

opposition collapsed. The new Licensing Act – which continued, in modified

form to control the British stage until 1968 – meant that all play scripts had to be

submitted for inspection (i.e. censorship) at least 14 days before performance.

A play could be banned even if a licence had previously been granted

(presumably on the basis that the censor might only get an objectionable joke

months after he’d read the script). In addition, spoken drama was limited to the

patent theatres (those with government licences). The effect on British theatre
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life and play-writing was immense. In view of its importance, it might be worth

pointing out that it was not just Walpole’s more cynical opponents who claimed

that Walpole had had The Golden Rump written for him to support his cause

or – according to even more cynical opponents – that no such play existed.

The period before and after the Licensing Act of 1737 coincides with a major

increase in theatrical activity in London – the new theatrical buildings and the

exciting developments in form such as short satirical plays and ballad operas. If

we think about how far government control like the Licensing Act stifled creative

writing in the period, it is fairly clear that new theatre building would stop under

the terms of the Act, and although ballad operas were still being produced, they

would be in a considerably more insipid form. But we would also have to point

out that the post-1740s saw some of the most exciting theatre of the Georgian age.

David Garrick made his theatrical debut in 1741, and within 10 years had made

himself the principal actor and manager at one of the two patent theatres,

surrounding himself with an ensemble including Hannah Pritchard, Peg

Woffington and Kitty Clive. Some of these had been on the stage for at least 10

years before Garrick arrived, but with Garrick at Drury Lane they extended their

abilities and creative range. To Sarah Siddons and her brother John Philip Kemble

30 years later, and the great Edmund Kean, Dorothy Jordan, and many others on

the Regency stage, the period produced some of its most memorable activity. 

However, the more pernicious effect of the stage control of the period was the

impact on new writing. Garrick’s correspondence, for instance, is full of letters

between the manager and would-be playwrights asking why he was not going

full-steam ahead with the carefully-crafted manuscript which was sent to him a

fortnight ago. Of course, much of this is the general noise of the commercial art

world and the continual clash between the artist convinced of the value of his

work and the administrator, watching his account book, knowing perfectly well

how many people would pay to come out to watch a mediocre play by a totally

unknown playwright. 

One of the general answers to the opening question of this talk – why aren’t

there more famous plays from the Georgian period? – is that there is something

particularly ephemeral about all theatre. Anyone interested in the subject can

think of plays and playwrights from their youth who were hailed as the saviours

of the English stage and now are either totally forgotten or are certainly not being
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produced on the commercial stage. Arnold Wesker is one. With the exception

of film, theatre is the most expensive of the art forms: it needs a lot of money

and a lot of varying talents to get a play staged in the non-subsidised commercial

theatre. Thus when we think of the stars of the Georgian stage we almost

invariably think of them acting in classical plays, mainly of course Shakespeare.

The usual caution of a commercial theatre, together with a certain timidity

introduced into the theatre world by censorship after 1737, inhibited the

production of many exciting new plays in this period. 

The exceptions are those plays of the 1760s and 1770s which are still part of

the repertoire: Goldsmith’s The Good-natured Man and She Stoops to
Conquer; Sheridan’s The Rivals, The School for Scandal, and The Critic. A

couple of interesting notes here: they are all comedies (most people would group

them with the greatest of English classical comedies) and one of the reasons for

their creation at this time was a purely theatrical one. They are what Goldsmith

and his contemporaries called ‘laughing comedies’. Goldsmith, and to some

extent Sheridan, were reacting against a revival of the fashion for sentimental,

or ‘weeping’, comedy. Rather like some of the late Restoration comedies I

mentioned earlier, the new sentimental comedies of the 1760s introduced a cult

of feeling: the notion that feeling was to be preferred to thinking and that

emotion could lead a person on to better actions. At its best this new sentiment

(and it is to be found in other forms of literature) led to a new interest and

respect for marginalized figures in society: the Jew, the prostitute, the African

slave. But at its worst, the sentimental comedy produced a laugh-free zone where

raucous laughter was replaced by the production of handkerchiefs and audible

sobbing. Goldsmith, Sheridan and their supporters (including, in the case of

Goldsmith, Samuel Johnson) felt that there was something inherently wrong
about a comedy that did not deal with the absurdities of mankind, that did not

make people laugh; that there was something unEnglish about this newfangled

form, almost, one might say, something French!  Goldsmith and his supporters

were quite prepared to exaggerate the extent of this invasion of weeping comedy

and its effect on the development of English theatre and – indeed – on the fabric

of society, if it meant that more people would pay to come and see what

everyone agreed would be a difficult play to sell. 

The fact that She Stoops to Conquer – now one of the safest, least adventurous
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comedies in the repertoire – might be thought of as a difficult play for the public

to accept says something about the Georgian theatre. A new play was something

of a rarity by the 1770s and Goldsmith, though an accepted writer, had not yet

had a big stage success. She Stoops to Conquer was a massive hit, boosted by

the support of Goldsmith and his colleagues in the Club, and his careful

preparation of the ground with his journalism. The domination of Shakespeare

and the more respectable Restoration dramatists, the state control of censorship,

the natural timidity of a theatre which had now totally come out of the shelter

of patronage and was seeking to make its way in the harsh commercial world,

the caution of a broad, wide-ranging type of audience to buy tickets for new

plays, are some of the reasons why the 18th century is a glorious age of the

English stage, and a somewhat less glorious age of English drama.

Dr Graham Nicholls is Rare Books Assistant at the Cadbury Research Library at
the University of Birmingham. He was curator of the Samuel Johnson Birthplace
Museum from 1972 to 2000 and President of the Johnson Society in 1997. 
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We went to London on the Society’s outing in April 2012 and

enjoyed a fine, sunny, Spring day. Around 35 members and friends

were treated to a guided tour of the  Johnson House, just off Fleet

Street, and to a guided walk in and around Fleet Street – an area

well-known to Johnson himself.  Some of us even had lunch in the

Cheshire Cheese, an 18th century haunt of ‘your man himself’,

which is hemmed in by the overpowering walls of high modern

office buildings.

Nowadays the old ‘street of shame’ contains more snack bars than

newspaper offices, which now are more likely to be found nearer

the Thames and the Isle of Dogs. The narrow, cliff-sided alley

which leads to Gough Square  bears little evidence of the past, until

you see no.17 and go up the steps to the front door. There we were

welcomed by Morwenna Rae, the deputy Curator and Education

Officer. (She originates from Yoxall and once worked in Darwin

House as a volunteer.)  We were divided into two groups: Group

A saw the house while Group B did the walk, and then, after lunch,

roles were reversed.

The house is one of several London addresses which Johnson

occupied, but it is best known as the place where he and his team

of assistants worked on the Dictionary for nine years. It is larger

than the Birthplace Museum in Lichfield and does not have such

a domestic atmosphere; the rooms are larger and include a dining

room, a fine airy reception room on the first floor and the
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Dictionary Room on the top floor. Morwenna provided an excellent

commentary and explained the many exhibits and interesting portrait paintings.

Along Fleet Street, the guides pointed out many interesting things including:

London’s only sculpted figure of Queen Elizabeth I, high on St Dunstan’s Church;

the Johnson statue by St Clement Danes Church which makes a pair with Lichfield’s

Boswell in the Market Square (they were both the work of Percy Fitzgerald); and

the monumental Temple Bar – the boundary of the City of London.

NOTE:  You can see some familiar figures at www.drjohnsonshouse.org if you

look under ‘Visit’ at ‘Group tours’.
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Last year’s ALS AGM was hosted by the Johnson Society, of

course, and was a great success, but it was a relief to head off to

Nottingham this year with no responsibilities, to enjoy a weekend

hosted by the Dickens Fellowship.  

On Friday, 11 May, we visited Bromley House Library, one of the

oldest surviving subscription libraries in the country.  It was

founded in 1816 and moved to its present home – a beautiful

Georgian house in Angel Row near the ancient Bell Tavern – in

1822.  In addition to the library, the building housed Nottingham’s

earliest photographic studio and it is also the home of the British

Sundial Society.  Following an introductory talk, we were given a

tour of this very beautiful library, room after room crammed to the

ceiling with books.  The original cataloguing system, which is still

used, leads to a certain amount of eccentric and tantalizing chaos.

Books are still issued by hand, written into a ledger and recorded

on slips of paper.  Originally, members bought bound copies of

the catalogue, which included blank pages for hand-written

additions.  At the start of the 20th century, the librarian began

typing out the card catalogue, which is still in use, though electronic

cataloguing is now underway.  The collection is particularly notable

for local history and runs of 19th and 20th century novels, many

by now unfashionable and little known authors.  Subscriptions cost

£75/year.  It is a bibliophile’s idea of heaven.

On Saturday, 12 May, we gathered at the Nottingham Mechanics,
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where Dickens gave readings on four occasions.  It is now the home of the oldest

branch of the Dickens Fellowship, founded in 1903.  Their membership of 47

meets fortnightly, mainly to read Dickens aloud. We were welcomed by

Rosemary Longland, chairman of the Nottingham Dickens Fellowship, and Joan

Dicks, general secretary of the International Dickens Fellowship.  

Anita Fernandez-Young gave a fascinating presentation on ‘Dickens in Film’.

This was illustrated by extracts from a British Film Institute DVD entitled

Dickens Before Sound. Particularly interesting was a 1909 version of Oliver
Twist, which managed to condense the entire plot into approximately 15 minutes.

Dickens had only been dead 39 years when this film was made and many have

speculated that he would have written for film if he had been born later.  

Karen Mersiovsky, of Nottingham and Potsdam Universities, has been writing

her MA thesis on ‘D.H. Lawrence and Nottingham’s Literary Heritage’. She

described how Eastwood, Lawrence’s childhood home, has developed a sense

of pride in him and their mining heritage through the development of the

Lawrence Birthplace Museum and the Eastwood Heritage Centre, housed in
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the offices of the former coal mining company.  They are proud of him now,

but were not always; he was described as ‘that dirty man who wrote dirty books’.

There is a D.H. Lawrence Society and an annual festival is held in Eastwood

around his birthday in September.  

The D.H. Lawrence Birthplace Museum and Heritage Centre receive about

30,000 visitors/year and are particularly popular with Chinese and Japanese

tourists.  She obtained information via questionnaires and interviews and was

able to identify three main categories of visitors:

• Literary pilgrims, who were largely wealthy and well-educated, often

travelling large distances.

• Mining tourists, who were mainly local people, interested in the social

history of the area.

• Time travellers, whose primary interest is visiting the past; particularly in

current, economically difficult times.

These categories may, of course, overlap. One interesting conclusion, which

may be of great relevance to the Samuel Johnson Birthplace in Lichfield, is the

way that a museum can help newcomers to connect to and understand their new

home. 

The AGM was held following lunch. Linda Curry, the chairman, described the

founding of the ALS in 1973 and stressed the power it has, for example, to

support member societies, when literary properties are threatened with closure.

It also publicizes member societies’ events via the website and newsletter.  In

the last year seven new societies have joined including one devoted to ghost

stories and the Sherlock Holmes Society. One recent undertaking has been the

publication of booklets for use by literary societies, which include: how to form

a literary society, marketing a society, organizing events, finance and accounting,

and publishing. These are all available as electronic or hard copies, free, on

request.  This year’s journal, ALSo, on fashion in literature, is now available.

Next year’s will focus on humour in literature.  

The final talk of the day was ‘“My claims to the remembrance of my country”:

Dickens at 200’, by Dr Tony Williams. This was a tour de force, taking us

through Dickens’ life and works, amply illustrated by wonderful readings, in less
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than an hour. The main qualities in his writings which attracted his

contemporaries and still attract us were outlined: his humour, his memorable

characters, his influence on social reform, and his descriptions of his age.  His

death was marked by enormous outpourings of grief throughout the English

speaking world and at all layers of society.  His use of serialisation made

publication cheaper and vastly expanded the reading public. Dr Williams

illustrated how Dickens builds character through appearance, habit and

particularly speech; using Mrs Gamp from Martin Chuzzlewit as an example.

His readings not only demonstrated Dickens’ enormous range, but the way in

which his vision darkened through the years, particularly with respect to poverty

and cruelty.

The ALS dinner was held Saturday night at the Mechanics and was followed by

toasts to the Queen, Dickens and the ALS. Our German student, Karen

Mersiovksy, said afterwards to me, ‘That is the most English thing I have ever done.’

After the toasts, members of some societies read passages from their authors,

concluded, inimitably, by Anita Fernandez-Young, reading from Little Dorritt.

On Sunday morning some of us travelled by minibus to Eastwood for a guided

tour of the D.H. Lawrence Birthplace. This small Victorian terraced house has

been furnished appropriately for the period, though few possessions of the

Lawrence family survive. However, it is very evocative of the life of the young

Lawrence, one of five children, with their miner father and socially aspiring

mother, so well described in Sons and Lovers.  

Other ALS members visited Byron’s Newstead Abbey or went on a walking

tour of literary Nottingham.

The Johnson Society of Lichfield was well represented over the weekend by

Colin and Donna Greatorex, Mary Baker and Kathy Simmons.

Next year’s AGM will be held in Oxford on 1 June, hosted by the Barbara Pym
Society.

If you would like more information about the ALS, please contact me at
martyanddavid@care4free.net. The current issue of ALSo is now available as
an electronic or hard copy.  
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News from the Birthplace

J O A N N E  W I L S O N

Another busy year has passed at the Birthplace Museum, with

annual visitor numbers of over 14,000 continuing into 2012.

Visitors over the summer were particularly generous and our

charity box was brimming, with donations almost doubling over the

season. Our growing calendar of events ranged from Shakespeare

to sport, keeping up with national events, and for the first year we

were able to offer a full glossy events programme leaflet.

In May we were delighted to welcome back Lichfield Calligraphers,

a group of talented local artists whose work was last enjoyed at the

museum in 2010 with a series of pieces exploring Johnson’s life and

works. This year the theme was Shakespeare in honour of the 2012

World Shakespeare Festival, and 26 beautiful pieces illustrating the

Bard’s words were displayed throughout the Birthplace, creating a

fascinating interplay with Johnson’s own words. The exhibition was

supported by a small display on Johnson and Shakespeare, providing

an opportunity to show Johnson’s signed agreement with Jacob

Tonson for his own edition: a particular treasure from the Birthplace

manuscript collection. Talented local actors Intimate Theatre also

entertained later in the year as part of the Shakespeare events series,

in the wonderfully titled, A Pocket Full of Bricks, compiled by David

Titley and named after Johnson’s Preface to Shakespeare, in which

he compares the reduction of the Bard to mere quotations as being

‘like the pedant in Hierocles, who, when he offered his house to sale,

carried a brick in his pocket as a specimen’.

Johnson’s birthday, always our busiest day, was this year themed

around royalty to link in with the city’s Heritage Weekend. Activities
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FROM RUNES TO THE TWITTERSPHERE: DAVID CRYSTAL AT THE LICHFIELD LITERATURE FESTIVAL

in the house included a small display on Johnson and Royalty featuring another

gem from the collection, Johnson’s secretive note to Hester Thrale on George

III’s reaction to reading his Western Isles account.

Johnson’s family home did not escape Olympic fervour, and the summer events

season included the fascinating display, ‘Blood, Sweat and Gambling: Sport in

Georgian England’, curated by museum volunteer Sam Reavey and

accompanied by games to play around the house and a series of sport-themed

arts activities to entertain our young visitors over the school holidays. The display

explored the professional and institutional development of sport in Johnson’s

age and included objects loaned by Society members, as well as a gloriously

large Shrovetide football from the Derby Museum and Art Gallery collection.

The Birthplace has developed a good relationship with colleagues in Derby over

the past year, ensuring Johnson’s place in a new Enlightenment gallery that is

currently in development. Discussions in Derby represent just one of many local

partnerships entered into the past year, including the Birthplace hosting the

Samuel Johnson Young Writers workshops as part of the Lichfield Literature

Festival, working with the English Department at Keele University and taking a

place at the heart of regional cultural development as part of the board of the

Staffordshire Museums Consortium.

Local and national media interest in the Birthplace continue, with a Sunday
Times writer describing the house as ‘a floor creakingly delightful place’ in a

review of a visit to the city. Several television crews have visited and the Museum

has appeared on Sky Arts’ The Book Show and BBC’s Antiques Road Trip.

However busy we are with events and publicity, the care of the collection and

maintenance of the building is always our priority and a successful grant

application to a ‘Greener Museums’ scheme allowed for some much needed

improvements to our heating system this year. The collection continues to

develop with donations of new editions, scholarship and ephemera, with a 1785

folio edition of the Dictionary and the 1897 particulars of the sale of Redcourt

House being of particular interest. 2012 has also seen the beginning of our

‘Restore and Reveal’ project, aiming to carry out conservation work on some

collection items, improve and expand storage for the manuscript and book

collections, and ultimately make our entire collection available to browse online. 
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Further details of Birthplace events and activities can be found on

the Museum website at www.samueljohnsonbirthplace.org.uk

throughout the year, where there is also an opportunity to join the

Birthplace mailing list.

Lexicographer and author, Professor David Crystal, President of

the Society in 2005, entertained a large audience at the Lichfield

Literature Festival during October. He gave the Festival’s annual

Samuel Johnson Talk, entitled ‘The Singular Story of English

Spelling’, based on his books Spell It Out and The Story of English
in 100 Words.

As ever, the great varieties in spellings, their derivations and

continuing changes are popular subjects and can arouse strong

opinions; Professor Crystal and his audience had plenty to talk

about and discuss. His enthusiasm for tracing the development of

English, the worldwide language, from pre-Anglo Saxon runes to

the Twittersphere of today, remains undimmed, and he was

pleased to be placed higher in the best-seller lists than ever before. 

David Crystal is Honorary Professor of Linguistics at the University

of Wales, Bangor.
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Recent Death

Sir Christopher Booth, President, 1987

Christopher Booth died on 13 July 2012, aged 88, after a period

of ill health. He was invited to be President on the initiative of a

long-serving Society member, Dr Denis Gibbs. A distinguished

doctor, academic and historian, he was charming and notoriously

outspoken, having spent many years at the Hammersmith Hospital,

which was known for its ‘leftish and egalitarian ethos’.

In a long and highly respected career, he was variously Professor

at the Royal Postgraduate Medical School at Hammersmith,

Director of the Clinical Research Centre at Northwick Park,

Chairman of the Royal Society of Medicine, Chairman of the BMA

and editor of Gut – his main expertise being in gastroenterology.

He was brought up in Wensleydale and attended Sedbergh School

where his major interests were French, German and History. During

a period in the Navy as an ordinary seaman and frogman, a service

doctor encouraged him towards a career in medicine. He once told

me that he entered St Andrews with no chemistry, physics or biology

qualifications and spent the first term teaching himself those subjects.

His abiding love was 18th century history. In the November 1989

Festschrift edition of Gut in his honour, I wrote as Chairman of

the Johnson Society: 

He brought to our Society the freshness, enthusiasm and vigour

of the natural historian, for that is what we discovered him to

be. In 1987 he delivered, to 200 members, the Presidential
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Address on ‘Taxation no Tyranny’...and he responded enthusiastically to

the notion of a medical history museum in Erasmus Darwin’s house in

Lichfield. He fell in love with Lichfield and we with the warmth and

unpretentious nature of his style and personality.

In his presidential paper he clearly enjoyed the conflict during the 1770s

between the American Congress and the British government, and noted the

description of Johnson as ‘this mercenary reptile, the bookworm, the tool of

traitors’, ‘sycophantic slave’ and ‘court pensioner’ –  all of which Johnson

relished. No doubt this intemperate, political piece by Johnson was prompted

by his anti-American views which caused him to ask, ‘If slavery be thus fatally

contagious, how is it that we hear the loudest whelps for liberty among the drivers

of negroes?’ And, ‘let us give the Indians arms...and encourage them now and

again to plunder a plantation.’ He also proposed that the slaves be set free and

armed. Boswell, we are told, is said to have rejoiced in 1781 when the news of

Yorktown reached London.

No-one at the supper in 1987 expected this subject from an eminent clinician.

Such was the measure of our President that year.

Bob White
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M A R T Y  S M I T H

Swimming with Dr Johnson and Mrs Thrale

Thinking of Johnson, we imagine a big man, seated:  talking,

writing, reading, eating, drinking tea.  But think again of the

biographies you have read and you can find other images in your

memory:  Johnson learning to swim in Stowe Pool; sliding on the

ice in Christ Church Meadow, Oxford; boxing; running; leaping

over stiles; rolling down hills; and yes, swimming with Mrs Thrale

at Brighton.

Many of us have fine memories of a warm spring day in 2010 when

we retraced Samuel Johnson’s visit to Cambridge in 1765.  One of

our guides that day was Julia Allen, librarian, long-term member

of the Johnson Society, and author of Samuel Johnson’s Menagerie
(2002). To celebrate Johnson’s tercentenary in 2009, she co-

curated an exhibition at Cambridge University Library concerning

Johnson’s only visit to Cambridge and this formed the basis of her

article for the 2010 Transactions: ‘Beyond “the civilities of

Cambridge”: the afterlife of the “young Cantabs” who hosted

Samuel Johnson’s visit of 1765’.

She has now turned her curious gaze on a perhaps surprisingly

athletic Johnson, who recognised that ‘much happiness is to be

gained’ and ‘much misery escaped by frequent and violent agitation

of the body’.  The first part of Swimming with Dr Johnson and Mrs
Thrale discusses 18th century medical theories concerning

exercise; the role of the physician and the work of the surgeon; the

conditions in which exercise was taken; its place in child-rearing
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and education; and its efficacy as a cure for depression. In the second part she

considers the sports and forms of exercise associated with Johnson and Mrs

Thrale, providing information about their history, rules, the clothes people wore,

and some contemporary sporting heroes and their achievements.  There are

some startling quotations from a wide range of contemporary sources and

extensive use is made of Johnson’s Dictionary.  

Swimming with Dr Johnson and Mrs Thrale is available from the Samuel

Johnson Birthplace Museum (as well as major bookshops, Amazon and direct

from the publishers).

Swimming with Dr Johnson and Mrs Thrale: Sport, Health and Exercise in
Eighteenth-century England, by Julia Allen, is published by The Lutterworth

Press (ISBN: 9780718892760).
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New Members 2012

Mr J. Anderson Harrogate

Miss H.K.M. Boissier Pyrford

Dr A.L. Rubery &  Mr R.G. Bratby Lichfield

Mrs J. Evans Birmingham

Mr & Mrs W.J. French Mavesyn Ridware

Mrs J.M. Haskins Lichfield

Mr Paul R. Horton Rugeley

Mr J. Kemp Stafford

Mr D. Legge Cambridge

Ms M. McCoul Mishawaka, USA

Mrs K.L. Pearshouse Birmingham

Mrs J M. Robinson Lichfield

Mr P. M. Sarvis Jerusalem, Israel

Mr N.D. Souter Atherstone

Mr R. Wain Barsby

Membership of the Johnson Society

Membership is open to all those interested in the works of Samuel Johnson, his life, and the

life and works of the 18th century.

The aims of the Society are: 

l to encourage the study of the life, works and times of Samuel Johnson.

l to preserve the memorials, associations, manuscripts, and letters of Johnson and his contemporaries. 

l to co-operate with Lichfield District Council and Lichfield City Council in the commemoration

of Johnson’s birthday in September each year; the study of local history, with particular

reference to the 18th century; and the preservation of the Johnson Birthplace Museum.

The benefits of personal membership include: 

l a copy of the annual Transactions of the Society (one copy only per joint members). 

l participation in the Birthday Celebrations each September, including the right to apply for

tickets for the Annual Supper in the Guildhall, Lichfield. 

l attending other activities of the Society including lectures, meetings and outings.

Annual membership costs:

If you wish to join the Society, please write to the Treasurer, Johnson Birthplace Museum,

Breadmarket Street, Lichfield, Staffs. WS13 6LG enclosing the appropriate cheque made payable

to the Johnson Society. Payment can also be made using PayPal on the Johnson Society website:

www.thejohnsonsociety.org.uk.
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Past Presidents

1910 Sir Robert White-Thompson KCB

1911 The Rt. Revd A. Wallace Williamson KCVO

1912 Sir W. Ryland-Dent Adkins
1913 J. L. Griffiths
1919 Professor Sir Sydney Lee FSA

1920 Sir Norman Moore Bt.
1921 J. Frederick Green
1922 Sir Chartres Biron
1923 Cecil Harmsworth
1924 Percy E. Matheson
1925 Sir Charles Russell Bt.,KCVO

1926 Arundell J.K. Esdaile CBE

1927 Alfred Noyes CBE

1928 R.W. Chapman CBE

1929 Sidney C. Roberts
1930 A. Edward Newton
1931 Sir Anthony Hope Hawkins
1932 J.A. Lovat-Fraser
1933 Sir Frank MacKinnon PC

1934 Lord Charnwood
1935 Sir John Squire
1936 Revd Canon J.J.G. Stockley
1937 Guy Boas
1938 Revd Canon Anthony Dean
1939   Sir Charles Grant Robertson CVO

1944   Sir Charles Grant Robertson CVO

1945 Revd Canon John E.M. Wallis
1946 Lt.-Com. R.T. Gould
1947 Sir Norman Haworth FRS

1948 Sir Arnold McNair CBE

1949 David Nichol Smith
1950 L.F. Powell
1951 Mary Lascelles FBA

1952 Percy Laithwaite
1953 Sir Ben Lockspeiser KCB,FRS

1954 Laurence Meynell
1955 Sir Charles Lillicrap KCB

1956 D. V. Hubble
1957 Mary Hyde
1958 Professor J.L. Clifford
1959 Sir John Wedgwood Bt.
1960 Sir William Haley KCMG

1961 R.W. Ketton-Cremer
1962 B.L. Hallward
1963 Lord Brain
1964 The Very Revd W.R. Matthews CH,KCVO

1965 Rt. Hon. Sir Edward Boyle Bt., PC

1966 Nigel Birch PC, OBE

1967 Professor Edmund Blunden CBE

1968 Professor Douglas Grant
1969 Professor Matthew C.J. Hodgart
1970 Dame Helen Gardner DBE,FBA

1971 The Countess of Huntingdon
1972 David J. Fleeman 
1973 Henry J. Callender MBE

1974 Professor Frederick A. Pottle
1975 Frank Muir CBE

1976 Professor John Wain 
1977 Professor D. W. Jefferson 
1978 The Very Revd Edward Carpenter 
1979 Christopher Hibbert
1980 Herman W. Liebert
1981 Robert Robinson
1982 Professor Pat Rogers
1983 Sir William Rees-Mogg 
1984 Malcolm Muggeridge 
1985 Professor Donald Greene 
1986 Professor lan Jack 
1987 Sir Christopher Booth 
1988 The Rt. Revd Richard Harries 
1989 Richard Ingrams 
1990 The Rt. Hon. Enoch Powell 
1991 His Honour Judge Stephen Tumim
1992 Eric Anderson 
1993 Conor Cruise O’Brien 
1994 Professor Bruce Redford 
1995 Judge David Edward
1996 Professor lan Campbell 
1997 Dr Graham Nicholls
1998 Libby Purves 
1999 Dame Beryl Bainbridge 
2000 The Rt. Hon. Lord Bingham of Cornhill 
2001 Frank Delaney 
2002 Adam Sisman 
2003 John Sergeant 
2004 Lord Robin Butler of Brockwell KG,GCB,CVO

2005 Professor David Crystal OBE

2006 Nigel Rees 
2007 Professor Lynda Mugglestone
2008 John Byrne
2009 The Rt. Revd Jonathan Gledhill
2010 Frank Skinner
2011 Susie Dent
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Transactions

Principal papers from the last 10 years of Transactions are listed below. Back
issues may be obtained from the Treasurer, c/o Samuel Johnson Birthplace
Museum, Breadmarket Street, Lichfield, Staffs. WS13 6LG, costing £5/copy
+ post & packing (£1.50 inland; £5 overseas). 

2002

Presidential Address: Dr Johnson’s Second Wife, Adam Sisman

Johnson and Garrick, Ian McIntyre

A Famous Argument, Kenneth Bowe

Ashbourne Revisited, Kilmorie Edwards

Dr Johnson in Ashbourne, Alan Barnes

2003

Presidential Address: Dr Johnson the journalist:  did he tell the truth?, John Sergeant

Captain Cook, Vanessa Collingridge

Two views of Lichfield depicted in fore-edge paintings, Denis Gibbs

Why a hatred for Sir John Pringle?, Philip Spinks

The Whitehalls of Pipe Ridware, Martha Ross Smith

S. Matthew’s Day:  Annual Commemoration of Samuel Johnson, The Very Revd Dr John

Arnold 

2004

Presidential Address: Dr Johnson and University College, Oxford, Rt. Hon. Lord Butler of

Brockwell

The Memoirs of Harriette Wilson:  The Impossibility of Biography, Dr Frances Wilson

‘In Awe of Nature’: Samuel Johnson and Joseph Wright of Derby, Stefka Ritchie

Reynolds and Johnson’s Tour of Devon, Retraced 1972, Mary Hyde, Richard Aylmer

The Johnson Sermon, The Venerable George Frost

2005

Presidential Address: Johnson’s Dictionary: 250 Years On, David Crystal

James ‘Corsica’ Boswell: Spin-doctor and Moralist, James T. Boulton

An Englishman, an Irishman, an American and John Locke’s Empiricism, John Dudley

The Whispering Roots: A Life of Day-Lewis, Sean Day-Lewis

2006

Presidential Address: The Quotability of Samuel Johnson, Nigel Rees

‘Parallel Lives’: Mrs Pilkington in Dr Johnson’s London, Norma Clarke
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Mr Greene’s Museum of Curiosities, Annette French

Who was Johnson’s Mysterious Swede? Lars Sonesson

2007

Presidential Address: Samuel Johnson the Undergraduate, Lynda Mugglestone

From ‘Blore’ to ‘Blog’, Lynda Mugglestone

A Sermon for the 298th Anniversary of Samuel Johnson’s Birth, Adrian Dorber

Palmer House, Mary Baker

The Virtue of Friendship, Peter Atkinson

2008

Presidential Address: Intersections & Coincidences: Collecting & Connecting with Samuel

Johnson from the Far End of the Earth, John Byrne

John Arbuthnot (1667–1735): ‘The Most Universal Genius’, Dr John Ward

Anna Seward: A Woman of Abilities and Some Renown, Marion Roberts

Dr Johnson & Tea, Stephanie Pickford

2009

Presidential Address: The Faith of Samuel Johnson, Rt. Revd Jonathan Gledhill

Lichfield to London Revisited: Johnson and Garrick’s Walk 2009, Dr Nicholas Cambridge

A Sermon Celebrating the Tercentenary of Samuel Johnson, Rt. Revd and Rt. Hon. Richard

Chartres

Johnson and Garrick in Birmingham: 2 March 1737, Graham Nicholls

Alderman Gilbert’s Gift, Joanne Wilson

2010

Presidential Address: The Temples and Turrets of The Rambler, Frank Skinner

Johnson Society 1910–2010: A Stroll Down Memory Lane, Mary Baker

‘A Nation of Readers’: Books and their Readers in the Age of Johnson, Dr Mark Towsey

‘Their Essence Seems to be Fluctuation’: Samuel Johnson’s Engagement with 18th Century

Financial Markets, Nick Train

‘Beyond the civilities of Cambridge’: the afterlife of the ‘young Cantabs’ who hosted Samuel

Johnson’s visit of 1765, Julia Allen

2011

Presidential Address: Pursuits and Dreads: Samuel Johnson and Language Change, Susie Dent

Johnson’s Departures, Freya Johnston

The Two Johnsonian Memorials in St Chad’s Church, Lichfield, Caroline Haycock

Letters of Lichfield: Treasures from the Birthplace Manuscipt Collection, Joanne Wilson

Johnson on the Mississippi, Jack Miller
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A Johnsonian Crossword 2  devised by Phil Jones

Please note: nine of the clues refer to authors about whom Johnson wrote in The Lives of the Poets.
One clue refers to a 20th century writer. Eleven clues include definitions from Johnson's Dictionary
(in quotation marks); the rest have no explicit Johnsonian link. 

Across
1 Old Nick, mainly trounced? Alternatively seen as hero of this writer’s work (6)
5 The prisoner who mourns is lacking according to this writer (8)
9 The more it is ‘pertaining to…numbers’, according to Sam, the calmer it becomes (8)
10 Distinction awarded to Riviera resort by rail (6)
11 F-feminist backs big sycophant (10)
12 Sam didn’t consider Cowley & Milton’s longer works a frightful pose (4)
13 A classical poet, beloved of Johnson, loses his light after current level jars (8)
16 Though Lerner lost his nerve briefly; this writer wrote against religious sectarianism (6)
17 Seems like he ain’t misbehavin’, this writer (6) 
19 This 20th century writer wore twill cotton before the King; following cripplingly shy bouts

(4,4) 
21 This writer wore strangely on his ambitious stepmother (4)
22 This writer can study meat! (4,6) 
25 Inside, legs akimbo, Don inspected the type of face favoured by this 18th century Italian (6)
26 Licentious woman besieges Southern Sam, brushing aside a  ‘thin cobweb’ (8)
27 Where ‘dead are reposited’: encountered outside a fruit without aspiration or right (8)
28 French is troubling Len outside the ‘harbour’ (6)

Down
2 Lad that is mixed up in his ‘mental’ attitude (5)
3 A short time after a sound cuppa, alumnus got the  ‘beat’ (5)
4 Energy, America lost from the ‘kernel’ to the sun god looking over his shoulder (7)
5 Scent generated by a record inside a company in the north east. (7)
6 9 ‘blow’ 45p once (7)
7 Ancient bird leads brewer’s wife to this writer (9)
8 Beverley, so it emerged, lacked energy but expressed herself as Sam would have (9)
14 I object to a fuss being made, having dressed up bog iron (6,3)
15 This ‘christmas plant’ was here outside the Old Bell, backing up (9)
18 ‘To gladden’ the heart, Frenchman found pleasure in muddled cere (7) 
19 This writer can merry make (4,3) 
20 A divine is on the lookout for this writer! (7)
23 Delicacy Boswell would have liked at ‘low tide’ with a bit of salt. (5)
24 A genuine relation to space (5) 

A bottle of champagne will be awarded to the first solver to get a completed crossword, with all
answers correct, back to Phil Jones, c/o 3 Borrowcop Lane, Lichfield, WS14 9DF.

Good luck!
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JOHNSON SOCIETY EVENTS 2013

l Five floors of displays featuring period room settings

l Dr Johnson’s famous English dictionary

l Personal items belonging to Dr Johnson, his family and friends

l Introductory film - ‘Samuel Johnson: An Extraordinary Life’

l Dr Johnson’s well-known sayings

l Family trail and hands-on activities

l A calendar of regular special events

l Research facilities and library access by appointment

Open Daily

1st April to 30th September - 10.30am to 4.30pm

1st October to 31st March - 11.00am to 3.30pm

Last admission 30 minutes before closing

(closed 25th to 26th December and 1st January)

See...

Experience...

Museum & Bookshop Opening Times

Free Entry

www.samueljohnsonbirthplace.org.uk

Breadmarket Street, Lichfield, WS13 6LG  Tel:01543 264972  sjmuseum@lichfield.gov.uk 
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Sunday, 20 January

2.30pm, Martin Heath Hall, Christchurch Lane

Dr David Fallon, University of Sunderland 

‘Johnson, Boswell and the London Booksellers’

Sunday, 17 February

2.30pm, Martin Heath Hall, Christchurch Lane

Professor Markman Ellis, Queen Mary University of London

‘Johnson and the Debate about Tea’

Saturday, 2 March: The Annual Johnson Lecture

7.30, The Guildhall

Dr Tony Williams of the Dickens Fellowship

‘“The Best of Times, the Worst of Times?”: Dickens and the 18th

Century’

Wednesday, 20 March

7.30pm, AGM, Guildhall

Saturday, 23 March

Trip to Oxford for a guided tour of Pembroke College and the

Oxford Literary Festival.

Johnson Birthday weekend:  20-22 September

The President Elect, Peter Martin, biographer of Johnson and

Boswell, will be installed at the Johnson Supper on Saturday, 21

September.
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‘Of victory indeed every nation is
confident before the sword is drawn...’


