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If you climb the spiral stairs from the vestibule to the Chapter
House of Lichfield Cathedral, you will enter the magical space of
the Cathedral Library: a small medieval room, with its original tiled
floor, crammed with books, ancient and modern. Among its many
treasures are books used by Samuel Johnson, while working on the
Dictionary. Peter Barrett, in his speech at the Uttoxeter Wreath
Laying in 2013, described Johnson’s working methods:

His room upstairs in the house in Gough Square…was an
absolute tip – there were pieces of paper strewn about. He tore
pages out of books and scribbled on them. His friends soon
learned to refuse to lend him books, as they either never got
them back, or they were damaged beyond repair. You could
hardly find a space to sit down so much was there – and yet, out
of this chaos, there emerged this great work. 

It wasn’t just his friends whose books were defaced. The Cathedral
Library’s copy of South’s Sermons, formerly owned by Johnson,
is heavily marked with his annotations. For example: ‘As a Rogue
upon the High-way may have as strong an Arm, and take off a
man’s Head as cleverly as the Executioner. But then there is a vast
Disparity in the Two Actions, when one of them is Murder and the
other Justice.’ In the margin Johnson has marked R for rogue, C
for cleverly and D for disparity. The marginal notes were struck
through as the passages were transcribed for the Dictionary.

Johnson borrowed books from the Cathedral Library, including
Sir John Floyer’s A Treatise of the Asthma, a month before his

5

EDITORIAL

4

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Phil Jones (Outings and Lectures Sec.)

Ann Lakin (General Sec.)

Graham Nicholls

Kathy Simmons

Marty Smith (Editor)

Jayne Titchener

John Wilks

Anthony Wilson

Editorial
M A RT Y  S M I T H

Editorial

MARTY
SMITH

Transactions 2013_Layout 1  02/12/2013  09:57  Page 5



7

EDITORIAL

death, on his final visit to Lichfield, when he was suffering acute breathing
difficulties. This year’s Transactions features photographs of books from the
Cathedral Library associated with Johnson. Our thanks go to Society member,
Chris Lockwood, for taking the photographs and to the Cathedral Librarian,
Clare Townsend, for permission to use them.

Elsewhere in this issue, you may find Johnson defined by his absence. Philip
Spinks, in ‘Jubilee, No Johnson’ tries to discover why Johnson did not attend
Garrick’s Shakespeare celebrations in Stratford, while our presidential address,
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South’s Sermons, annotated by Johnson
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‘The Dictionary Wars’, describes Johnson’s often contentious influence on the
American language for a century after his death. ‘Of Monkeys and Men:
Monboddo and Johnson’ describes the relationship between these two very
different 18th century men. Norman Smith describes growing up in Lichfield
between the wars, walking in the footsteps of Samuel Johnson. Finally, Tony
Williams of the Dickens Fellowship, shows how Dickens looked back on the 18th
century with works as diverse as The Pickwick Papers and A Tale of Two Cities.

I would like to thank all the members of the editorial committee for their
considerable help with this year’s Transactions: Mary Baker, Kathy Simmons,
Bob White, Phil Jones and Fred Nicholls. As I write, two more important
players are waiting in the wings – Jayne Wilson, who works her magic, putting
text and images together; and David Smith, who liaises with our printers and
handles the business side of publication. My thanks go to them.

We all hope that you will enjoy this edition of Transactions. We would, of
course, welcome any feedback or contributions or suggestions for our back cover.
I can be contacted c/o the Birthplace Museum or at martyross73@gmail.com.

When you have finished reading Transactions and closed the last page, you will
be looking at the face of Samuel Johnson, as sculpted by Joseph Nollekens. The
bust, created in 1777, underwent conservation this year and was the centrepiece
of an exhibition at the Birthplace on portrayals of Johnson. The Nollekens bust
is judged to be one of the truest depictions of Johnson. As ever, he seems to be
looking away from us, perhaps absorbed in his own thoughts. Or perhaps he is
thinking about those ruined books.
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I am delighted to introduce to you the new President, installed at the
Annual Supper in the Guildhall on Saturday, 21 September 2013.

Professor Peter Martin has an impressive record both as a
distinguished academic and public speaker. He has most recently
given lectures for the English Speaking Union.

Peter was born in Buenos Aires, then lived for 20 years in the
United States. For the past 40 years he has lived, with his wife
Maureen, in West Sussex.
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He has taught as Professor of English in the United States and Britain, most
recently at the College of William and Mary in Virginia, and at state universities
in Ohio and New York. He is Professor Emeritus at Principia College, Illinois.
He has also held a Bye Fellowship at the University of Cambridge. He has been
awarded fellowships and grants for research on 18th century British culture from
the American Council of Learned Societies, the British Academy, the
Leverhulme Trust, the American Philosophical Society and the Rockefeller
Brothers Fund.

Peter has written highly regarded biographies of both Boswell and Johnson. In
the field of 18th century gardening history, he has published: Pursuing Innocent
Pleasures – the Gardening World of Alexander Pope; The Pleasure Gardens
of Virginia; and British and American Gardens in the Eighteenth Century.

Peter’s latest work is to be published in 2014. Describing passionate controversies
in the United States, it is entitled Dictionary Wars: The Fight for the English
Language.

Peter Martin has visited Lichfield, most notably in the company of the Chairman
of the London Johnson Society, Nick Cambridge. In the Tercentenary Year of
2009, they recreated the journey of Johnson and David Garrick when, in 1737,
they set off for London ‘to seek their fortunes’. Dressed in period costume, they
were given a great send-off from the steps of the Birthplace Museum, and it was
a pleasure to welcome Peter Martin back.

11

INTRODUCING THE PRESIDENT: PETER MARTIN

= = = = = =

Transactions 2013_Layout 1  02/12/2013  09:58  Page 11



Presidential address given to the Johnson Society on 21 September
2013 in the Guildhall, Lichfield.

In the Preface to his Dictionary of the English Language in 1755,
Samuel Johnson self-deprecatingly called a lexicographer an
‘unhappy mortal’ and a ‘harmless drudge’. Johnson wrote of himself
as dreaming like a poet but ‘doomed at last to wake a lexicographer’.
And yet, he did not mean what he said. ‘Harmless drudge’ was no
more apt in 1755 to describe lexicographers than it is now, as he
himself painfully discovered. Lexicographers have proven to be
neither harmless nor ineffective and powerless. Aggression is often
closer to the mark. Sometimes they have assumed the mantle of
high priests of the language. Rarely have they shown themselves to
be drudges. 

With such self-deprecating remarks Johnson was attempting to
ward off criticism, making light of anticipated attacks on his
dictionary. His familiarity with English dictionaries before his told
him that lexicographers for more than a century unscrupulously
had been attacking and stealing from each others’ works. But in his
worst fears he could not have imagined the dictionary battles that
would be waged across the Atlantic in America, against his dictionary
and those of other English lexicographers, as well as between the
lexicographers and critics of the new nation. There he and England
would be targeted as roadblocks to progress. He would be resented
for his popularity and his dictionary’s powerful influence. He
would become a battlefield himself, where the Americans fought
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over their hopes for the English language and their own national identity. Most
of all, however, Americans in the 19th century and later would slash at each
other, lie about each other, in order to gain the lexicographical upper hand,
leave their mark on the language, and triumph in the market-place.

Johnson’s relationship with America illustrated a cultural identity crisis from
which it suffered in its early nationhood. It is well known that he had a multi-
layered dislike of America and Americans throughout his life as a writer. At the
height of his fame he was in the full flow of insulting Americans, in print and in
conversation. With typical hyperbole on the subject, he once remarked in 1762,
‘I am willing to love all mankind, except an American…rascals – robbers – pirates’.
In 1773 he wrote brisk attacks on America and Americans, especially in his bold
essay Taxation No Tyranny where he accused Americans of self-delusion and
ingratitude and made a case for the illegitimacy of America’s drive for
independence: ‘The madness of independence has spread from colony to
colony till order is lost and government despised, and all is filled with misrule,
uproar, violence, and confusion.’ ‘Patriot’ in America was another name for
‘zealots of anarchy’ – ‘we wonder at their shamelessness’, he moaned. He called
American patriots ‘croakers of calamity’. In 1769 he is recorded as having said
of Americans that they ‘ought to be thankful for anything we allow them short
of hanging’, that ‘they multiply with the fecundity of their own rattle-snakes’.
Disgusted with what the Americans were doing with the English language, in
1756, the year after he published his dictionary, he coined the term ‘American
dialect’, but meant it as an insult, having in mind a barbarous uncouthness of
speech.i

On the other hand, the weight of Johnson’s social and literary authority in
America was profound, especially regarding language, but also literature,
morality, education, and social behaviour. Professor James Basker has surveyed
the American book trade, periodical press, and circulation figures in community
and city libraries after the War of Revolution and revealed that Johnson was
read and referred to overwhelmingly positively as a huge authority in American
culture, a type of cultural father figure. For decades after the War, American
editions of his books were advertised in virtually all the catalogues of American
booksellers, even more frequently than those of leading American writers. They
were available by the thousands in American libraries, public and private, where

13
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no American author even as late as the 1830s could rival him for a readership.
Only the Bible appears to have been more widely read than Johnson during the
early decades of the new republic.ii

And yet, literate Americans were deeply divided over how to assimilate Johnson
into their struggling search for national identity. Although, as we shall see, they
continued to use new editions of his dictionary well into the 19th century and
were steadfast in reading his other works, especially Rasselas and The Rambler,
he stood for much of what many thought of as the intolerable oppressiveness of
English culture. He represented the English culture they reluctantly desired to
shove off their national stage. As one critic of his politics remarked, ‘it was to
prove more difficult to declare independence from Johnson than it had been to
reject George III.’iii

Why should any Americans feel the need to reduce Johnson’s influence in their
young nation? Make no mistake about it, there was understandably some
lingering resentment over his anti-American diatribes. But the resentment ran
deeper than that and was far more significant. It had to do with national
independence from Britain generally and, more specifically, the increasingly
burning need to shed their pervasive sense of cultural inferiority to the mother
country and to declare their linguistic independence from it. Johnson’s
dictionary represented for many both an imaginary and real impediment to that
independence, a reminder of the burden of the British past. As late as the 1830s
(more than 70 years after it was first published), it was still the standard dictionary
in the country in the revised edition of what became known as the Todd-
Johnson. How could the American language grow and prosper if its standard
dictionary took scarcely any notice of how the language had deviated from
British English? There was growing resentment towards it, especially within a
sometimes bitter and insulting language war between England and America that
gathered momentum in the late 18th century and continued for decades. 

To put it simply, although the Americans had their defenders in England, the
English became increasingly disgusted with how Americans were using the
language, the neologisms that were flooding into it, and what they often
perceived as tell-tale linguistic signs of American vulgarity in its culture. As early
as 1787, a British journalist wrote that the American language was already so
different from the British that English dictionaries in the future needed not to
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take into account Americanisms: ‘If this is true, let us leave the inventors of this
motley gibberish to make a dictionary for themselves.’  Jonathan Boucher, a
British cleric who took a hostile interest in the subject, composed a Glossary
(1800) of what he despised in American English, prefacing it with some stinging
prose. Americans, he wrote, are:

too proud…to acknowledge themselves indebted to this country [England],
for their existence, their power, or their language, denying and revolting
against the two first, and also making all the haste they can, to rid themselves
of the last. With little or no dialect, they are peculiarly addicted to innovation:
but such as need not excite our envy. 

He was only one of a chorus of British prophets of doom who imagined the
day would come when Englishmen would be unable to understand Americans:
‘their language will become as independent of England, as they themselves are;
and altogether as unlike English as the Dutch or Flemish are unlike German,
or the Norwegians unlike to Danish, or the Portuguese unlike Spanish.’ By the
1830s many British thought that was already happening. If that were to be the
fate of American speech, wrote the Scot, Captain Thomas Hamilton, so be it: 

Unless the present progress of taste be arrested by an increase of taste and
judgment in the more educated classes, there can be no doubt that, in
another century, the dialect of the Americans will become utterly
unintelligible to an Englishman, and that the nation will be cut off from the
advantages arising from their participation in British literature. If they
contemplate such an event with complacency, let them go and prosper; they
have only to progress [another Americanism] in their present course, and
their grandchildren bid fair to speak a jargon as novel and peculiar as the
most patriotic American linguist can desire.iv

Boucher managed to include in his attacks most of the language targets that were
agitating the British about the Americans: the knack of talking excessively in a
monotone, ‘unemphatical and unimpassioned’; vulgarity or ‘obscene conceits
and broad expression’ indulged by all age groups and by women as much as
men; and especially a vocabulary that included a horrendous ‘passion for
innovating’. He moaned over progress (the verb), memorialize, inimical,
influential, extinguishment, boatable (instead of navigable), immigration, and

15
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forks (as in a road) although the Oxford English Dictionary later showed that
those were actually of English origin. He also disliked advocate, demoralizing,
more lengthy, and citizen (instead of subject). Every British traveller seemed to
have his or her own annoying examples of reckless American innovation, like
fix, clever, smart, fine, elegant, fall instead of autumn, and rooster for cock. The
British also disliked American pronunciation and what they regarded as the
‘laughable’ American misuse of words, their distortion of the ‘canonical’
meaning of ‘good English words’. 

American retaliation was swift and, once it got going, confident, although much
of the counterattack was hampered by the persistent conviction that the country’s
literature was indeed vastly inferior to Britain’s. It was also compromised by
what many lamented as the apparently inescapable and oppressive tyranny of
Johnson-Todd and the fact that virtually all the grammar books and other
teaching tools for learning the language were English. By the third decade of
the century, informed and fair-minded people – and even the uninformed and
biased – on both sides of the Atlantic were beginning to fear that if this
transatlantic linguistic boxing match went on much longer ‘the last drops of
goodwill toward England that exist in the United States’ would be turned into
irreversible bitterness. Americans repaid the British handsomely for the puerile
sneering at their language, and they felt they had regained some of their
confidence in the process, but the embarrassing and increasingly inconvenient
fact was that they were still relying on Johnson’s classic dictionary and other
British lexicographical works.v

The times were ripe, therefore, for the appearance of a patriotic linguistic
saviour, one who would proclaim that America’s literature and language were
as good as or better than Britain’s, certainly not inferior, and that the country
urgently needed to cast off these remaining shackles of dependence on the
mother country. There were plenty in the country, especially in New England,
who rejected the idea of any such need and celebrated the new nation’s
inheritance of Britain’s great literary and linguistic history. Nonetheless, a self-
appointed saviour did appear in the person of the cantankerous, extreme, and
almost obsessively patriotic Noah Webster from Connecticut, the author of the
first comprehensive home-grown American dictionary and a relentless critic of
England as a faded and egregiously ‘corrupt’ political, social, cultural, and
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linguistic model on which America should cease slavishly to fashion itself.
Webster thought the rejection of American neologisms by the British press was
absurd and he took particular aim at it in his book, Vocabulary (1816). He
advocated resistance to the dogmatic ‘foreign press’ that would keep ‘the young
Hercules of genius [America] chained to his cradle’. He maintained belligerently
that he venerated much about Britain, but:

…I deprecate the effects of a blind acquiescence in the opinions of men and
the passive reception of every thing that comes from a foreign press. My
mind revolts at the reverence for foreign authors which stifles inquiry,
restrains investigation, benums [sic] the vigor of the intellectual faculties,
subdues and debases the mind.vi

With his Preface to his famous bestseller The American Spelling Book (1787),
which he wrote as a schoolteacher in his 20s, Webster cast himself from the start
as ‘the prophet of language to the American people.’ His strident language in
the Preface is so surprising for someone only 24, so self-defining, that we should
pause to look at a few of the huge claims he makes in it that propelled him
forward into a career of declaring the linguistic independence of America and
a linguistic war against England. It did not take him long to start bashing the
English, about whom he appeared to think much was ‘corrupt’. Americans, he
maintains, now see England’s vices ‘with abhorrence, their errors with pity, and
their follies with contempt.’ Where language is concerned, the English had in
the 18th century dropped the ball by making a study of Greek, Roman, French,
and Italian the basis of education rather than a study of its own grammar. And
the ‘ridiculous practice’ of using English books in American schools had infected
American education and culture. His book was a solution to this problem, he
claimed, by rejecting the English grammarians and providing a home grown,
easy-to-teach, unifying guide to pronunciation and spelling. How could
Americans tolerate British educational methods any longer when ‘Europe is
grown old in folly, corruption and tyranny’? 

In other countries laws are perverted, manners are licentious, literature is
declining and human nature debased. For America in her infancy to adopt the
present maxims of the old world would be to stamp the wrinkles of decrepit age
upon the bloom of youth and to plant the seeds of decay in a vigorous constitution.

17
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The ‘blue-black Speller’, as it came to be known because of its cover, made him
famous in America at an early age. A few of his suggestions eventually were
adopted in American English, such as dropping ‘k’ in word-endings like frolick
and traffick; the ‘u’ in words like colour, ardour, and neighbour; and the use of
‘er’ instead of ‘re’ in theatre, spectre, fibre. But on the whole his plan to drop
what he esteemed superfluous letters and spell strictly phonetically was extreme
and would get him into deep trouble for the rest of his life as impractical,
confusing, bizarre, and derisory. In a collection of his essays the following year,
he exhibited his proposals with an abandon that became the butt of jokes in
years to come. He proudly illustrated his reforms with a warning to his readers
in the Preface, ‘In these essays, ritten within the last year, a considerable change
in spelling iz introduced…There iz no alternativ. Every possible reezon that
could ever be offered for altering the spelling of words, still exists…’vii

In 1806 Webster came out with his first dictionary, A Compendious Dictionary
of the English Language. It was a bold push to Americanize lexicography for
the first time. He claimed it was innovative with its 5,000 extra words; its rejection
of many words that Johnson had included and which Webster maintained either
were not part of the functioning language (either written or spoken) or
inadmissible (such as fart, turd, and sexual terms) because they were ‘vulgar’ (i.e.
‘low,’ ‘mean,’ ‘common’) and ‘offensive ribaldry’ to his moral sensibilities.
Johnson, in fact, became his stalking horse. Pull down Johnson, he believed,
and he would save America from thraldom to England right across the canvas
of linguistic usage. This is mightily ironic, incidentally, given his public
acknowledgment that Johnson’s Rambler essays saved him from deep
depression in his 20s. Nor did he back off from his anti-Johnson campaign as
he set about obtaining subscriptions for his magnum opus, his comprehensive
American Dictionary of the English Language in 1828. When David Ramsay
of Charleston, one of the first major historians of the American Revolution and
the first biographer of George Washington, wrote to him in 1807 that ‘prejudices
against any American attempts to improve Dr. Johnson are very strong in that
city,’ Webster bombarded him with a vigorous 32-page pamphlet, entitled
Errours in Johnson’s Dictionary and other Lexicons, that if anything fuelled the
bias against his lexicographical ambitions and made it even less likely that he
would succeed in his call for subscriptions. Nothing Johnson did
lexicographically was right and the ‘blind admiration’ Americans had for him

18
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was stunting, ‘the insidious Delilah by which the Samsons of our country are
shorn of their locks.’ His fixation on Johnson was obsessive: 

Johnson’s Dictionary…furnishes no standard of correct English, but in its
present form tends very much to corrupt and pervert the language…Johnson
has transgressed the rules of lexicography beyond any other compiler; for
his work contains more of the lowest of all vulgar words than any other now
extant…Let the admirers of Johnson’s Dictionary be a little more critical in
comparing his vocabulary and mine and blush for their illiberal treatment
of me! viii

When Webster’s unabridged quarto American Dictionary was published in
1828, it was the first significant alternative to Johnson in either Britain or
America since 1755. It had its following in both countries, especially for its
definitions, but its spelling and pronunciation remained often extreme (though
moderated since 1806) and its etymology was hopelessly wrong. Eventually he
became known in some quarters as the ‘father of the American language’
because of the dictionary, but he certainly did not carry the whole nation with
him. Soon he was to have stiff and superb American competition from the mild-
mannered Joseph Emerson Worcester, a brilliant and widely respected
lexicographer from Cambridge, Massachusetts, who published his rival A
Comprehensive Pronouncing and Explanatory Dictionary of the English
Language in 1830 and commanded the strongest support from the Harvard
world and the Boston establishment that well into the second half of the 19th
century overwhelmingly preferred him to Webster. In his octavo dictionary the
retiring Worcester happily added American vocabulary and recorded American
pronunciation without castigating, as Webster had done, English influence. In
his Preface to the dictionary he also graciously praised Webster’s dictionary: ‘a
work of vast learning and research, containing the most complete vocabulary of
the language that has yet appeared, and comprising numerous and great
improvements upon all works of the kind which proceeded it, with respect to
the etymology and definition of words.’ Most of the leading American authors
in the early 19th century preferred Worcester, including Washington Irving,
James Fenimore Cooper, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and
William Cullen Bryant. The superior lexicographer in many respects, Worcester
was devoted to Johnson and defended him against Webster, having, in fact,

19
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produced an updated revision of Todd-Johnson in 1828.  

Worcester’s biggest mistake, however, one that plagued him to the end of his
life in 1865, was to allow himself to be persuaded by Webster’s publisher,
Sherman Converse, and son-in-law Chauncey Goodrich (a professor at Yale
University who for 30 years was the heroic editor of Webster’s dictionaries,
purging it as well as he could of its bizarre idiosyncrasies), to do a revision of
Webster in octavo in 1829 that it was hoped would be more saleable. It was a
huge and understandable error of judgment because Goodrich and Converse
pleaded with him repeatedly to overhaul Webster’s spelling and pronunciation,
which he did as faithfully and sensitively as he could in consultation even with
Webster, who was then 70 and weary from the struggle to make himself famous
by reforming the English language. But in the process he unknowingly incurred
the wrath of Webster who bitterly regretted he had let his rival into his camp.
When Worcester’s Comprehensive dictionary appeared the following year,
Webster turned on him with vindictive rage in a series of acrid articles in the
magazine Palladium, accusing him of cynically taking advantage of his editorship
in order to plagiarize from the American Dictionary. Until the day he died in
1843, the increasingly cranky Webster kept up the attack on Worcester,
repeatedly vilifying and wildly accusing him of a variety of thefts. Shocked but
temperamentally disinclined to enter this public hornet’s nest – in this he was
very Johnsonian – Worcester nonetheless defended himself eloquently and
completely in the Palladium with an abundance of irrefutable evidence. 

Webster’s articles were the opening shots in a 30-year war between them that,
like a relay race, was continued after his death by his otherwise respectable
publishers, George and Charles Merriam, who became rich and famous on the
back of Goodrich’s revisions of Webster. Apparently mesmerized by his own
self-image as America’s patriotic linguistic saviour, Webster refused to listen to
and understand Worcester’s defence, in the process untiringly tormenting
Worcester and wasting much of the latter’s time and energy. One wonders if in
his fury Webster might have recalled his own remark a year earlier about the
influence that Johnson’s Rambler essay (no. 68) had on him in his youth: 

Dr. Johnson well observes that to fear [Johnson actually wrote ‘dread’] no
eye, to suspect no tongue is the great prerogative of innocence, an exemption
granted only to invariable virtue. This remark of Dr. Johnson I committed
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to memory fifty-five years ago; it has had no inconsiderable influence in
regulating my moral conduct. 

In the meantime, however, throughout this public brawl, Worcester carried on
with his own dictionary work, producing a series of improved dictionaries that
continued to ratchet up the pressure on Webster’s editors and publishers to
purge Webster of Webster.ix

After Webster died in 1843, the Merriams acquired the rights to his unabridged
quarto dictionary. They were excellent businessmen and dedicated themselves
with Goodrich’s expert help to cleaning up and updating the dictionary. With
an extraordinarily massive and sustained advertising campaign they were also
determined to defeat Worcester. Their strategy was to assault him, revive
Webster’s lies about him, spin them in new incriminating ways, and generally in
ad hominem fashion destroy his reputation. It was an ugly and deceptive
campaign, but it did not seriously undermine Worcester’s progress on his
triumphant quarto dictionary, to be published in 1860, which when it came out
established him as America’s most respected and trusted lexicographer. For a
time, though, it did contribute to his temporary blindness and profound
unhappiness. Goodrich had always admired Worcester and vehemently
disapproved of the Merriam tactics, but he was powerless to do much about
them, and in any case their success meant that he (as the chief Webster editor
for 30 years) and Webster’s family were among the principal beneficiaries. 

The Merriams from first to last were winning the commercial war because of
the early and ineradicable resonance of the Webster name in American ears,
owing chiefly to his famous Speller. What provoked and worried them the most,
however, was Worcester’s public distrust and rejection of Webster’s extreme
spelling and pronunciation reforms as harmful to the natural evolution of the
language. The literary elite of the country and leading newspapers and critics
agreed with Worcester’s ‘judicious moderation’ and his insistence on the
cohesion, not collision, of British and American English and its implication of
respect for Johnson. For example, here is what he wrote in the Preface to the
1846 edition of his dictionary: 

The authorities cited [here] for the miscellaneous words are mostly English;
and in many instances the names of English authors have been chosen in
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preference to the names of American authors of equal or even higher
respectability; inasmuch as it is satisfactory to many readers to know, in
relation to a new, uncommon, or doubtful word, that it is not peculiar to
American writers, but that a respectable English authority may be adduced
in support of its use. 

For the Merriams, on the other hand, Johnson became an advertising symbol
for English tyranny over American English, an effective patriotic strategy that
appealed widely over all America, except for Massachusetts, New York State,
and especially what Webster once denigratingly called the ‘charmed circle of
Harvard College’.

From the 1870s onward James Murray and his co-editors of the Oxford English
Dictionary, Britain’s first comprehensive national dictionary since Johnson – a
source of British embarrassment since the Americans had produced several
editions of dictionaries and done far better in keeping up with the progress of the
language – brought to their epic task a deep respect for American lexicography and
were endlessly grateful for the enthusiastic help American scholars gave them. They
did not side with Webster against Worcester, even after the publication of the
majestic and excellent Merriam-Webster unabridged edition of 1864, compiled
by a team of more than 30 contributors that permanently sent Worcester into
lexicographical oblivion. Webster himself was very little on their minds, in fact,
when they applauded and adopted the 1864 Merriam-Webster as their so-called
‘bench mark’ and were instructed by Oxford University Press, which was acutely
nervous about spiraling costs, to keep strictly to the ratio of six pages of the OED
to one of the 1864 edition. It was a limiting proportion that for decades became
the bane of their existence and which they honoured more by violating than
obeying. 

The Merriam Company kept up its attacks on Worcester, and through him on
Johnson and the English tradition, right through the 19th century. They were
taking no chances. Even as late as 1909 Frederick Sturges Allen, the editor of
the New International Dictionary, was brought into service of the Merriam cause
(as Merriam-Webster editors had been in the past) by helping its advertising
campaign with a biased historical account of recent American and English
lexicography that seemed determined to resurrect the Webster-Worcester ‘wars’.
He delivered a hagiographic paper in October 1908 to the Modern Language
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Club of Yale University, ‘Noah Webster’s Place Among English Lexicographers’,
to commemorate the 150th anniversary of Webster’s birth. Merriam
opportunely published it as a separate pamphlet just before the publication of the
New International. In addition to describing Johnson as ill-humoured and poorly
equipped to write his dictionary because of his prejudices and opinion that
lexicography was ‘drudgery’ – unlike Webster who loved writing his dictionary,
was ‘open-minded,’ and had a ‘broad education’ and ‘broad sympathies’ – Sturges
dismisses Worcester as a lightweight ‘trained in lexicography by Webster’ and
‘practically without influence on modern lexicography except in the matter of
accepted pronunciation.’ He may as well be ‘ignored’ in any history of the subject,
he adds. All dictionaries after Webster, he writes, have borrowed from Webster:
‘Even the OED bears here and there in its definitions evidences of the influences
of Webster, and Dr. Murray himself says…Webster was “a great man, a born
definer of words”.’ x

By then the Merriam-Webster single volume, unabridged editions had
established themselves as supreme in America, and in Britain, too, although as
the 20th century progressed a multitude of excellent rivals in both countries
rose up to challenge it. The dictionary market, which Johnson had almost
entirely to himself, became intensely competitive and has continued such into
today’s cyberspace world with an explosion of online dictionaries. An ironic
footnote is that the editor of the Merriam-Webster Third New International
Dictionary in 1961, Philip Gove, was a keen scholar of Johnson, devoted to his
lexicography and significantly influenced by it. But it was also ironic that his
edition of Webster’s Third was so controversial with its alleged ‘permissive’
editorial policy, including the recording of non-standard and sub-standard usage
and slang, often without stating it was such, that it started another major
dictionary war brimming with indignation and outrage in the popular media and
professional literature. The dictionary was hotly debated. It seems as if everyone
across American society had something to say about it, positive or negative. 

Not because he was necessarily more correct than others, but because in the
fray he did not forget Johnson, we can give the last word to Garry Wills in an
article in The National Review entitled, ‘Madness in Their Method’: 

While men are paying fifty dollars for this new dictionary, the Samuel
Johnson lexicon remains out of print and virtually unobtainable. That in
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itself is a judgment on our time. Johnson is our greatest lexicographer because
he knew that language is not some separate force that goes its own way...our
language will be saved, if it is not too late, by harder men, men willing to
discipline themselves in the use of language, men not willing to let others
smash what has been formed with such effort.xi
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Professor Martin’s address marked the close of the City’s celebrations of the 304th
anniversary of Johnson’s birth. The Johnson Society would like to thank all the
distinguished guests and speakers in attendance, particularly John Chapple for
his words in handing over the presidential honour, and Captain of King Edward
VI School, Natalie Lawrence, for proposing the toast to ‘Johnson’s Old School’. 
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Johnson Society Visit to
Countdown

J O H N  C H A P P L E

On 16 April a number of fortunate members of the Lichfield
Johnson Society travelled by coach to MediaCity at Salford. There,
in the course of a day, they saw a floor manager and his young team
of cameramen and women create three programmes of Channel
4's game show, Countdown. The professional expertise they
displayed in a vast, high-tech studio was truly impressive. During
intervals of play, other staff – make-up artists and scene-shifters –
worked with speed and efficiency to change the set, whilst a
Northern stand-up comedian entertained us with rapid-fire
commentary on the proceedings.

Countdown, first shown in November 1982, has now been
broadcast more than 5,000 times, a British record. Over the years,
hosts and celebrity guests have changed, but it is still essentially a
family show. Even little children have some knowledge of words
and numbers. And all of us can feel for the two contestants as they
struggle to form the longest possible word in 30 seconds from nine
letters randomly presented, the numbers of vowels and of
consonants being prescribed. Similarly, players may use only basic
arithmetic to achieve or come close to an arbitrary target number.
Another teasing item is The Conundrum; this is a buzzer round, a
race for the first to solve a nine-letter anagram.

It is all great fun. The current presenters are an Oxford graduate in
mathematics, Rachel Riley, and Nick Hewer, a television personality
with an honorary doctorate of letters from Kingston University. 
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In the Dictionary Corner were Jo Brand as a celebrity guest, droll and witty as
ever, and our own past President, Susie Dent, an authority on language. Fluent
in French and German as well as English, she studied at the universities of
Oxford and of Princeton. On 12 April 2013, to mark the publication of the 1755
Dictionary, she posted for Oxford Dictionaries Online a fascinating article on
Johnson and Francis Grose, ‘Lexicography's odd couple’. Johnson was
concerned with ‘the durable materials of the language’, which he found in books
and manuscripts. Grose, some 30 years later, produced his Dictionary of the
Vulgar Tongue. This record of the slang or patois of the London streets is a
splendidly complementary picture of the English language in all its 18th century
variety. The two men do not seem to have met, unfortunately.

Of course Susie did not fail to mention Samuel Johnson and the presence of
members of the Society in the programme that went out on May 28. We are all
impressed by her natural friendliness. Indeed, she soon found herself on the
same wavelength as Jayne Titchener, who with the assistance of committee
members like Richard Davies and Phil Jones made all the arrangements for our
trip. In the absence of David Arthur, I was delighted to say a few words of thanks
and appreciation to all those involved, not forgetting our driver, who found his
way through the labyrinth of Salford Quays and brought us safely back to
Lichfield.
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This paper was the Annual Johnson Lecture, presented to the
Johnson Society of Lichfield on 2 March 2013, to commemorate
the journey of David Garrick and Samuel Johnson to London.

In October 1835 Charles Dickens sent his fiancée Catherine
Hogarth a present of a book. She had been hoping for a copy of
Harrison Ainsworth’s recent (1834) very successful novel
Rookwood, but what Dickens sent her was a copy of The Lives of
the Poets by Dr Johnson, interestingly with the leaf turned down
to identify the particular passage he wanted her to read: Johnson’s
Life of Richard Savage, originally published in 1744 and again in
The Lives of the Poets (1779–1781). In the accompanying note (?29
October) Dickens wrote:

I send you…the volume which contains the Life of Savage. I
have turned down the leaf. Now do read it attentively; if you do,
I know from your excellent understanding you will be delighted.
If you slur it, you will think it dry. I have written to Macrone for
Rookwood; and shall have it tomorrow, I doubt not.

It raises the question as to why Dickens would want his fiancée to
become acquainted with the biography of a minor writer from the
previous century. A full account of the episode is given in an article
by Michael Slater in The Dickensian for 1979 (pp. 3-6), entitled
‘How Dickens “told” Catherine about his past’. The article points
out the key similarities between Savage’s circumstances and
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Dickens’s as he saw them: the rejected child; the resentment of maternal
attitudes and behaviour; the struggle to escape the influence of childhood
through authorship and hard work; the awareness of the impact of financial
fecklessness; the experience of the debtors’ prison. Slater points out that the
terms Johnson uses to describe Savage’s literary talents were:

…just such as that which reviewers were bestowing on the brilliant young
author of Sketches by Boz. Savage was, says Johnson, extraordinarily
observant; ‘he easily received impressions from objects and very forcibly
transmitted them to others’. Furthermore his work had such excellent moral
purpose in it that ‘he must be considered…a benefactor to the world’. 

This incident enables us to see one way in which Dickens was able to find
connections with Johnson’s writing that touched the deepest springs of his own
character and experience. There were others too.

At the beginning of April 1840, Dickens, accompanied by his wife Catherine
and by his great friend and eventual biographer John Forster, were visiting
Birmingham and the surrounding area. Encouraged by hearing of the success
of the first published number of his new publishing venture, the miscellany
Master Humphrey’s Clock (4 April 1840), they extended their stay and took in
visits to Shakespeare’s birthplace at Stratford-upon-Avon and Johnson’s in
Lichfield. There is no record of their reactions to the visit but it has been noted
that, in order to pay for the extended trip, Dickens and Forster had to pawn
their gold watches, which suggests it was an important visit for them to undertake.

Dickens was familiar with Johnson’s writing and references appear in his works.
Mr Squeers, in chapter 4 of Nicholas Nickleby, is described as ‘“…an odd-
looking man,” thought Nicholas. “What of that? Porson was an odd-looking
man, and so was Doctor Johnson; all these bookworms are.”’ The Vanity of
Human Wishes is quoted in David Copperfield, chapter 36, by Micawber when
he refers to Canterbury and his taking up residence and employment there, as
a place which has ‘acquired a reputation, shall I say from China to Peru’. In
Little Dorrit (book 2, chapter 12) Mr Tite Barnacle is described as being ‘like
Dr Johnson’s celebrated acquaintance (who) had but one idea in his head and
that was a wrong one.’ A reference to Johnson’s Rasselas in Pickwick Papers,
chapter 32, describes Lant Street in the Borough as ‘a happy valley where his
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majesty’s revenues are seldom collected…the water communication is very
frequently cut off’ and where the population is migratory, usually on quarter
days. The young Charles Dickens had regarded Lant Street as a paradise when
he was found lodgings there whilst his family were in the Marshalsea Prison and
he was at work at Warren’s Blacking.

Dickens and Johnson shared an early professional activity, both serving as
parliamentary reporters in their youth. Johnson reported on both Houses of
Parliament for The Gentleman’s Magazine between 1739 and 1743, producing
dozens of reports despite attending debates on only one occasion. Dickens
worked for several London newspapers between 1831 and 1836. Both men were
very successful at their work; Johnson by using his own rhetorical prowess to
expand very scanty notes and Dickens for being a scrupulously accurate
chronicler.

There is one detailed example of the view Dickens held of Johnson that is
interesting to develop further. On 8 May 1855 Dickens added a postscript to a
letter he was writing to Angela Burdett Coutts:

Two old ladies have turned up at Deptford, who are the last descendants (I
think Great Grand-daughters) of Samuel Johnson. Mr. Carlyle has found
them – in great poverty, but undemonstrative and uncomplaining, though
very old – with nothing to speak of in the wide world, but the plain fir desk
on which Johnson wrote his English Dictionary.

He later altered this to describing them as great god-daughters of Johnson,
though this was only true for the elder of the two. This marked the beginning
of a campaign led by Dickens and Carlyle to obtain financial aid for the ladies.
Ann Elizabeth Lowe (1779–1860) and Frances Meliora Lucia Lowe (1782–1866)
were the daughters of Johnson’s friend Mauritius Lowe (1746–1793) and
referred to in Boswell’s Life of Johnson.

The campaign they organised published the following letter in The Times in
October 1855 (text taken from The Pilgrim Edition of the Letters of Charles
Dickens, volume 7, pp. 921-925):
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THOMAS CARLYLE, CHARLES DICKENS and JOHN FORSTER to
THE EDITOR OF THE TIMES, 31 OCTOBER 1855

In the month of May last there was presented to Lord Palmerston, as head
of Her Majesty’s Government, a memorial on behalf of a certain aged Miss
Lowe and her sister, which memorial will sufficiently explain itself, and
indicate who the Misses Lowe are, to those who read it here.

The letter continues by quoting from Johnson’s will the terms of the bequest:

…to my godchildren, the son and daughter of Mauritius Lowe, painter, each
of them 100l. of my stock in the Three per Cent. Consolidated Annuities,
to be disposed of by and at the discretion of my executors in the education
or settlement in the world of them my said legatees.

They give an account of the career and talents of Mauritius Lowe and the career
of the godson mentioned and then direct attention to the circumstances of the
two ladies whose claim ‘to the world’s memory’ is founded on their father’s
relations with Johnson and on his acts of ‘helpfulness and real esteem and
affection’ towards Lowe.

Attention then turns to the ladies and focuses on their current circumstances.

…the goddaughter mentioned in the will has not yet sunk under the horizon.
She still survives among us, a highly respectable old person, now in her 78th
year, with all her faculties about her, living with her younger sister, aged 72,
the only other remnant of the family, in a house they have long occupied –
No. 5, Minervaplace, New-cross, Deptford – with numerous memorials of
Johnson in their possession, which vividly bring home to us and present as
a still living fact, their connexion with that great man. They have lived there
for many years in rigorous though not undignified poverty, which now, by
some unforeseen occurrences, threatens to become absolute indigence in
these their final years.

They are gentlewomen in manners; by all evidence, persons of uniformly
unexceptionable conduct; veracity, sense, ingenious propriety, noticeable in
them both, to a superior degree. The elder, especially, must have been a
graceful lively little woman, something of a beauty in her younger days, and
by no means wanting for talent. She still recollects in a dim but ineffaceable
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manner the big, awful figure of Samuel Johnson, to whom she was carried
shortly before his death, that he might lay his hand on her head and give her
his blessing; her awe and terror very great on the occasion. Both sisters are
in perfect possession of their faculties – the younger only is slightly hard of
hearing; the elder (on whose head lay Johnson’s hand) has still a light step,
perfectly erect carriage, and vivacious memory and intellect. The younger,
who is of very honest and somewhat sterner features, appears to be the
practical intellect of the house, and probably the practical hand. They are
very poor, but have taken their poverty in a quiet, unaffectedly handsome
manner, and have still hope that, in some way or other, intolerable want will
not be permitted to overtake them. They have an altogether respectable, or,
we might say (bringing the past and the present into contact), a touching and
venerable air. There, in their little parlour at Deptford, is the fir desk (capable
of being rigorously authenticated as such) upon which Samuel Johnson wrote
the English Dictionary; the best dictionary ever written, some say.

The vivid picture created here evokes the presence of Johnson in an almost
religious way, laying his hand on the child’s head. It creates a continuity (‘bringing
the past and the present into contact’) in that it recalls the way Johnson had
himself been taken to be touched by Queen Anne as a cure for the scrofula.

Samuel Johnson is such a literary man as probably will not appear again in
England for a very great length of time. His works and his life, looked at well,
have something in them of heroic, which is of value beyond most literature,
and much beyond all money and money’s worth to the nation which
produced him. That same English Dictionary, written on the poor fir desk
above spoken of, under sternly memorable circumstances, is itself a proud
possession to the English nation, and not in the philological point of view
alone. Such a dictionary has an architectonic quality in it; and for massive
solidity of plan, manful correctness and fidelity of execution, luminous
intelligence, rugged honesty and greatness of mind pervading every part of
it, is like no other. This, too, is a Cathedral of St. Paul’s, after its sort; and
stands there for long periods, silently reminding every English soul of much
that is very necessary to remember.

Samuel Johnson himself is far beyond the reach of our gratitude. He left no
child or representative of any kind to claim pensions or distinctions from us;
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and here, by accident, thrown upon the waste seabeach, is something
venerably human with Johnson’s mark still legible upon it; Johnson, as it
were, mutely bequeathing it to us, and to what humanity and loyalty we have,
for the few years that may still be left.

The total sum raised was £305.19.6 invested in an annuity. There seems to have
been no further communication between the ladies and Carlyle or anyone else
involved. One aspect of the campaign demonstrates the sympathetic concern
that is felt for the two old ladies but it also offers an opportunity to restate the
immense significance of the place Johnson occupied in the literary culture of
the 19th century. 

Dickens was well aware of the qualities needed to achieve success as a writer. In
chapter 42 of David Copperfield he reminds us what they are:

I will only add, to what I have already written of my perseverance at this time
of my life, and of a patient and continuous energy which then began to be
matured within me, and which I know to be the strong part of my character,
if it have any strength at all, that there, on looking back, I find the source of
my success. I have been very fortunate in worldly matters; many men have
worked much harder, and not succeeded half so well; but I never could have
done what I have done, without the habits of punctuality, order, and
diligence, without the determination to concentrate myself on one object at
a time, no matter how quickly its successor should come upon its heels, which
I then formed. Heaven knows I write this, in no spirit of self-laudation. The
man who reviews his own life, as I do mine, in going on here, from page to
page, had need to have been a good man indeed, if he would be spared the
sharp consciousness of many talents neglected, many opportunities wasted,
many erratic and perverted feelings constantly at war within his breast, and
defeating him. I do not hold one natural gift, I dare say, that I have not
abused. My meaning simply is, that whatever I have tried to do in life, I have
tried with all my heart to do well; that whatever I have devoted myself to, I
have devoted myself to completely; that in great aims and in small, I have
always been thoroughly in earnest. I have never believed it possible that any
natural or improved ability can claim immunity from the companionship of
the steady, plain, hard-working qualities, and hope to gain its end. There is
no such thing as such fulfilment on this earth. Some happy talent, and some
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fortunate opportunity, may form the two sides of the ladder on which some
men mount, but the rounds of that ladder must be made of stuff to stand
wear and tear; and there is no substitute for thorough-going, ardent, and
sincere earnestness. Never to put one hand to anything, on which I could
throw my whole self; and never to affect depreciation of my work, whatever
it was; I find, now, to have been my golden rules.

The status of the writer as a professional man was enormously important to
Dickens. He fought tirelessly for writers to be protected by copyright laws and
was intensely professional in his meticulous organisation of his working methods,
only missing a publisher’s deadline once, in 1837 when his much-loved sister-
in-law Mary Hogarth died in his arms, aged 17. 

The idea of the writer as an heroic figure was much under discussion in the 19th
century and perhaps one of the most important contributions to the debate
came from Thomas Carlyle, in many ways the irritating conscience of the age,
and a great friend of Dickens. Carlyle gave a series of lectures in 1840 which
were published the following year as Heroes and Hero-Worship. One of them
concerned ‘The Hero as Man of Letters’ and in it Carlyle shows considerable
interest in the way a writer can have considerable influence even without the
advantages of birth and fortune. The self-made writer hero shows what can be
achieved by a combination of talent and hard work, by a degree of self help such
as Samuel Smiles’s work of that title of 1859 was also to recommend. It seemed
to suggest a new feature of the age, offering opportunity to talent and effort,
wherever it was to be found.

He is new, I say; he has hardly lasted above a century in the world yet. Never,
till about a hundred years ago, was there seen any figure of a Great Soul living
apart in that anomalous manner; endeavouring to speak forth the inspiration
that was in him by Printed Books, and find place and subsistence by what
the world would please to give him for doing that. 

Carlyle goes on to speak of such a figure’s ‘inspired wisdom’ which makes: 

…this same Man-of-Letters Hero…our most important modern person. He,
such as he may be, is the soul of all. What he teaches, the whole world will
do and make. Looking well at his life, we may get a glance, as deep as is
readily possible for us, into the life of those singular centuries which have
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produced him, in which we ourselves live and work. 

Inspiration, wisdom, the interpretation and understanding of the times: these
combined with the qualities we have already identified of sensitivity, observation
and imaginative creation are gradually building our sense of the importance of
the professional writer. The humble origins and the determined effort combined
with talent are also a part of that. Carlyle goes on to give particular prominence
to Dr Johnson as an heroic man of letters figure and Dickens clearly sees himself
as part of that tradition. Carlyle wrote in his lecture on ‘The Hero as Man of
Letters’: ‘In books lies the soul of the whole Past Time; the articulate audible
voice of the Past, when the body and material substance of it has altogether
vanished like a dream.’

‘What is the use of books’, Johnson wrote, ‘if they are not to teach us how to
live?’ 

That Johnson occupied so powerful a position in our literary culture through
into the century following his own life (1709–1784) can be noted from an
exchange between two characters in Mrs Gaskell’s novel Cranford, which was
serialised in Dickens’s journal Household Words from 1851 to 1853 and then
appeared in book form. The first instalment was published on 13 December
1851 and it includes a literary discussion between Captain Brown, proponent
of change and modernity, and Miss Jenkyns, quite the opposite. They discuss a
periodical publication called Hood’s Own, the product of Thomas Hood
(1799–1845), the leading contemporary exponent of the humorous article and
also a writer on social issues with a great enthusiasm for writing about London.
Mrs Gaskell had originally made the publication under discussion Dickens’s
Pickwick Papers but Dickens had changed it because, as he wrote to her on (4)
December 1851,‘there would be – or at least I should feel – an impropriety in
so mentioning myself’.

When the novel was published in volume form, the reference was changed by
Mrs Gaskell to The Pickwick Papers and the discussion focussed on Dickens
as Boz and Dr Johnson, Miss Jenkyns’s great literary hero, two figures
representative of the literature of their respective times.

‘Have you seen any numbers of “The Pickwick Papers”?’ said he. (They
were then publishing in parts.) ‘Capital thing!’
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Now Miss Jenkyns was daughter of a deceased rector of Cranford; and, on
the strength of a number of manuscript sermons, and a pretty good library
of divinity, considered herself literary, and looked upon any conversation
about books as a challenge to her. So she answered and said, ‘Yes, she had
seen them; indeed, she might say she had read them.’

‘And what do you think of them?’ exclaimed Captain Brown. ‘Aren’t they
famously good?’

So urged Miss Jenkyns could not but speak.

‘I must say, I don't think they are by any means equal to Dr Johnson. Still,
perhaps, the author is young. Let him persevere, and who knows what he
may become if he will take the great Doctor for his model?’ This was
evidently too much for Captain Brown to take placidly; and I saw the words
on the tip of his tongue before Miss Jenkyns had finished her sentence.

‘It is quite a different sort of thing, my dear madam,’ he began.

‘I am quite aware of that,’ returned she. ‘And I make allowances, Captain
Brown.’

‘Just allow me to read you a scene out of this month’s number,’ pleaded he.
‘I had it only this morning, and I don’t think the company can have read it
yet.’

‘As you please,’ said she, settling herself with an air of resignation. He read
the account of the ‘swarry’ which Sam Weller gave at Bath. Some of us
laughed heartily. I did not dare, because I was staying in the house. Miss
Jenkyns sat in patient gravity. When it was ended, she turned to me, and said
with mild dignity –

‘Fetch me Rasselas, my dear, out of the book-room.’

When I had brought it to her, she turned to Captain Brown –

‘Now allow me to read you a scene, and then the present company can judge
between your favourite, Mr Boz, and Dr Johnson.’ (Cranford, chapter 1,
‘Our Society’).
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Mrs Gaskell sets Dickens and Dr Johnson as her two great writers of opposing
kinds here. To a contemporary audience of the 1830s, such as that being
presented in Cranford, Boz’s writing would have seemed a strikingly new style,
part of which lay in the depiction of scenes and characters in London settings.
Both Johnson and Dickens were born elsewhere in the country, one in Lichfield
and the other in Portsmouth, then swiftly moving to Kent. Johnson went to
London in 1737 in his twenties; Dickens made his journey by coach from Kent
packed in ‘like game’ at the age of ten in 1822. London occupies a very special
place in the writings of both men. For Johnson famously, ‘when a man is tired
of London, he is tired of life; for there is in London all that life can afford…By
seeing London, I have seen as much of life as the world can shew’.

Sir, if you wish to have a just notion of the magnitude of this city, you must
not be satisfied with seeing its great streets and squares, but must survey the
innumerable little lanes and courts. It is not in the showy evolutions of
buildings, but in the multiplicity of human habitations which are crowded
together, that the wonderful immensity of London consists.

It is precisely that exploration of the multiplicity of life in London which
characterises Dickens’s writing. Johnson’s poem London was written in 1738,
soon after his arrival in the metropolis and it identifies an embattled stance
against social corruption, such as was also to be seen in Dickens’s social
concerns:

Here let those reign, whom pensions can incite
To vote a patriot black, a courtier white;
Explain their country’s dear-bought rights away,
And plead for pirates in the face of day;
With slavish tenets taint our poison’d youth,
And lend a lie the confidence of truth.
Let such raise palaces, and manors buy,
Collect a tax, or farm a lottery,
With warbling eunuchs fill a licens’d stage, 
And lull to servitude a thoughtless age.

37

‘THE BEST OF TIMES, THE WORST OF TIMES’?: DICKENS AND THE 18TH CENTURY

36

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Transactions 2013_Layout 1  02/12/2013  09:58  Page 37



39

‘THE BEST OF TIMES, THE WORST OF TIMES’?: DICKENS AND THE 18TH CENTURY

Both writers were much committed to disturb the ‘thoughtless age’.

‘London,’ Dickens wrote to Bulwer Lytton in February 1851, ‘is a vile place.’
But he also acknowledged how important it was to his creative processes. On
30 August 1846, he wrote to Forster about the difficulties he was experiencing
with his writing of Dombey and Son, in ‘the absence of streets…A day in London
sets me up again and starts me. But the toil and labour of writing, day after day,
without that magic lantern, is IMMENSE!!’ 

He began in 1833 at the age of 21 as a writer of sketches of London life, which
later were collected and published as Sketches by Boz. In them he describes
scenes, places, activities and characters with a wicked eye for humorous
observation and a depth of detail which makes the writing crackle. In his
evocation of early 19th century London he was helped by the visualisation done
of it by his illustrator, George Cruikshank, who was already a well-established
artist with a reputation for London scenes.

Both Dickens and Johnson are, of course, buried in Westminster Abbey. 

There are other patterns of connection too when we move away from the figures
themselves. Both men are the subject of major biographies to which we return
again and again: the Life of Johnson by James Boswell (1791) and John Forster’s
Life of Charles Dickens (1872-4). Forster had other interests in the 18th century
which appealed strongly to his friend Dickens. He wrote a Life of Goldsmith in
1848. Goldsmith was one of Dickens’s great enthusiasms. It is worth
remembering that when he came away from William Giles’s school in Chatham
in 1822 to go to London to join his parents, Giles gave him a copy of Goldsmith’s
journal The Bee as a keepsake. It is one of the great range of literary periodicals
from the 18th century which had a powerful influence on the way Dickens’s
career was to develop. Forster also wrote biographical essays on Charles
Churchill, Samuel Foote, Daniel Defoe and Sir Richard Steele and had begun
his major work, The Life of Swift, publishing the first volume in 1875, shortly
before his death in 1876.

There is an afterlife too. When the Dickens Fellowship founded its journal The
Dickensian in 1905, some of its earliest contributions made reference to
Johnson. One of the great enthusiasms of those early Dickensians was the
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tracking down of originals who might have inspired the creation of characters.
Thus we get in 1911 an essay making the case that ‘Dr Johnson is the prototype
of Mr Pickwick’ and in 1935 an exploration of the similarities between Dr
Johnson and Dr Strong, both lexicographers, in David Copperfield. As Mrs
Markleham, Dr Strong’s mother-in-law, known as ‘the Old Soldier’, points out
in chapter 45 of the novel: ‘What a useful work a Dictionary is! What a necessary
work! The meanings of words! Without Dr Johnson, or somebody of that sort,
we might at this present moment be calling an Italian-iron a bedstead.’

Percy Fitzgerald (1834–1925), who wrote for Dickens on Household Words
from 1858 and later for its successor All the Year Round, was also a biographer
of Boswell (1891). He was a sculptor too and his statue of Boswell (1908) stands
in Lichfield near St Mary’s Church; his statue of Johnson (1910) near St Clement
Danes in London; and a bust of Dickens in Furnival’s Inn, the site of Dickens’s
home before Doughty Street. Fitzgerald was the founder of the Boz Club in
1900 and the first President of the Dickens Fellowship when it was founded in
1902.

We have seen the enormous respect and reverence Dickens had for Johnson.
His response to the age in which Johnson lived and indeed to history in general
was more ambiguous, as indicated by the opening paragraph of his second
historical novel, A Tale of Two Cities, serialised in All the Year Round from 30
April to 26 November 1859:

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it
was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of
incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was
the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us,
we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all
going direct the other way – in short, the period was so far like the present
period, that some of its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received, for
good or for evil, in the superlative degree of comparison only.

Dickens’s view of history may also be seen in his A Child’s History of England
which appeared in Household Words from January 1851 and December 1853,
though it makes little reference to the 18th century, which consists largely of a
list of monarchs at the time.
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Dickens was radical in some attitudes and certainly a supporter of progress,
dubbed by John Ruskin as being ‘of the steam-whistle party par excellence’. In
the opening number of Household Words he writes with considerable warmth
of his commitment to:

…the stirring world around us, the knowledge of many social wonders, good
and evil, that are not calculated to render any of us less ardently persevering
in ourselves, less tolerant of one another, less faithful in the progress of
mankind, less thankful for the privilege of living in this summer-dawn of time.

He saw his own age as unquestionably modern and progress meant change.
When he was born in 1812 Britain was changing from being predominantly
agricultural and heading towards its future role as the leading industrial and
commercial nation in the world at the centre of a vast empire. He was to live
through enormous change, with the stagecoach world of his childhood changing
into the age of the railway, perhaps the greatest sign of the modern age.

Dickens’s literary inheritance was 18th century, however, and from ages previous
to that as well. In David Copperfield, chapter 4, the small library of his father’s
books lists Fielding, Smollett, Goldsmith, Defoe and the Arabian Nights as being
significant influences. The other important part of that heritage for him was of
course the tradition of the periodical essay which he was himself to develop into
some of the finest examples of the form in our language, in his journals from
1850 to 1870 and particularly in the 1860-69 sequence grouped together as the
Uncommercial Traveller essays.

Dickens is also among the first generation of our ancestors we can see in
photographs, from 1839 onwards, with the term ‘photographic’ becoming used
as a measure of judgement of the skill of a writer, fixing moments in time. This
is also the case with paintings and particularly the historical perspectives they
can give, as demonstrated in Andrew Sanders’s 2013 work In the Olden Time.

The two principal novelistic references to the 18th century in Dickens’s writing
were, of course, Barnaby Rudge (1841) and A Tale of Two Cities (1859) and it
is to those that I would like to move in the final stage of this survey.

When The Old Curiosity Shop reached the end of its serial run in February
1841, Dickens needed a successor, also to be published in weekly episodes in
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Master Humphrey’s Clock. He had conceived the idea for what eventually
turned out to be Barnaby Rudge back in 1836. He made several attempts to get
going on it in subsequent years but failed to do so and his quarrel with his then
publisher Richard Bentley held it up once more. He finally started it in January
1841, with publication taking place between 13 February and 27 November that
year. He gained confidence as it went on, asserting that it would ‘come out strong
to the last word’.

Dickens was 29 at this point in his career: he had published some sketches of
London life and characters as Sketches by Boz, followed up by Pickwick Papers,
Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickleby (all as monthly serials), and then turned to the
weekly journal format with Master Humphrey’s Clock, for which he wrote The
Old Curiosity Shop. This next work, his fifth novel, was to deal with an historical
subject: the Gordon Riots of 1780. It was important for him to write an historical
novel: it was expected of any aspiring novelist seeking success. Dickens’s friend
Harrison Ainsworth was an extremely successful exponent of the form, but it
was the long shadow of Sir Walter Scott which loomed, god-like, over the 19th
century’s writers. Scott had made the historical romance his particular form and,
like many contemporaries, Dickens admired, even worshipped, Scott’s work.
Indeed, in the summer of 1841, Dickens and his wife travelled to Scotland and
among other things visited Scott’s former homes: they became literary tourists
themselves. What is interesting is that Dickens should choose 18th century
subjects for his two historical novels.

The events of 1780 carried a particular poignancy and relevance in the 1840s.
Dickens’s depiction of mob violence would have been recognised as having a
contemporary link with the Poor Law Agitation of the 1830s and the Chartist
Riots of 1839. There had also been a series of measures lifting some of the
restrictions on Catholics by the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1820 which had
aroused some opposition which would send people’s thoughts back to the Anti-
Catholic Movement and the Gordon Riots of 1780. History acts as a metaphor
for the present day and gives a warning. It was ‘a time of terrour’, Boswell wrote
in his Life of Johnson.

Dickens moves the action of his novel between London and Chigwell and
accords a particular importance to his Essex setting in that many of the main
discoveries and plot events take place there. It is a particularly powerful novel
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in its depiction of mob violence – something Dickens feared greatly. Dickens’s
Chigwell, with the Maypole at its centre, is a type of Old England, safe, secure,
traditional, with its eye more on the past than the present and the future. It
cannot keep secure from the enormous public events which are taking place
and crowds of rioters come out there and destroy much of the inn and all of the
great house, The Warren, by fire. Order is reasserted by the end but many of
the old-fashioned, out-dated attitudes have now gone. It is a violent book, with
mysteries, love affairs and the usual range of astonishing characters and plot
turns. In particular, it presents, in the character of Sir John Chester, many of
the 18th century’s attitudes which Dickens detested. Chester is modelled in large
measure on Lord Chesterfield, recipient of the famous letter about patronage
from Dr Johnson. 

The descriptions Dickens gives create a sense of an England that will soon pass
as in these extracts from the opening chapter.

Whether these, and many other stories of the like nature, were true or
untrue, the Maypole was really an old house, a very old house, perhaps as
old as it claimed to be, and perhaps older, which will sometimes happen with
houses of an uncertain, as with ladies of a certain, age. Its windows were old
diamond-pane lattices, its floors were sunken and uneven, its ceilings
blackened by the hand of time, and heavy with massive beams. Over the
doorway was an ancient porch, quaintly and grotesquely carved; and here on
summer evenings the more favoured customers smoked and drank – ay, and
sang many a good song too, sometimes – reposing on two grim-looking high-
backed settles, which, like the twin dragons of some fairy tale, guarded the
entrance to the mansion.

In the chimneys of the disused rooms, swallows had built their nests for many
a long year, and from earliest spring to latest autumn whole colonies of
sparrows chirped and twittered in the eaves. There were more pigeons about
the dreary stable-yard and out-buildings than anybody but the landlord could
reckon up. The wheeling and circling flights of runts, fantails, tumblers, and
pouters, were perhaps not quite consistent with the grave and sober character
of the building, but the monotonous cooing, which never ceased to be raised
by some among them all day long, suited it exactly, and seemed to lull it to
rest. With its overhanging stories, drowsy little panes of glass, and front
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bulging out and projecting over the pathway, the old house looked as if it
were nodding in its sleep. Indeed, it needed no very great stretch of fancy to
detect in it other resemblances to humanity. The bricks of which it was built
had originally been a deep dark red, but had grown yellow and discoloured
like an old man’s skin; the sturdy timbers had decayed like teeth; and here
and there the ivy, like a warm garment to comfort it in its age, wrapt its green
leaves closely round the time-worn walls.

Nineteen years later Dickens produced his second historical novel, still focussing
on the 18th century and still using historical events as a parallel for contemporary
life. In the opening chapter of A Tale of Two Cities, he both sets us back in time
– a novel of 1859 set in 1775 – and brings us sharply back to the present day: it
is ‘so far like the present period’. We see from the very beginning that he is
using an historical setting for a modern parallel, giving a double perspective,
linking then and now, ‘bringing the past and the present into contact’.

Whilst Barnaby Rudge (1841), dealt with the period of the Gordon Riots (1780)
and consequently kept an entirely English focus, A Tale of Two Cities moves
between England and France, during that turbulent period of French history,
the years leading up to and immediately following, the French Revolution of July
1789.

The timeline of the novel takes readers from 1757 to 1793-4. It is useful to see
how Dickens uses the historical facts of the period as background. The
Victorians were haunted by the memory and example of the French Revolution,
which had happened only 70 years before Dickens wrote A Tale of Two Cities,
and only 23 years before he was born. Childhood years in Portsmouth and
Chatham would have presented instances of naval activity, or the results of it,
from the wars between England and Revolutionary and Napoleonic France. For
all his radicalism and reforming zeal, Dickens was not a revolutionary. Like most
Victorians, he had a horror of riot and mob rule, and both Barnaby Rudge and
A Tale of Two Cities present the horrors of outbreaks of revolutionary and mob
violence very powerfully. There were real fears in 19th century Britain that there
could be a revolution here, especially given the worsening poverty of those at
the bottom of the social structure, and the impact of industrialisation and
urbanisation. Dickens is very clear about the similarities between pre-
revolutionary France, and contemporary Britain, in chapter 1 of A Tale of Two
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Cities as we have just seen. The novel is therefore a warning, and Dickens is
doing something very brave in confronting one of the great Victorian fears, that
of revolution, albeit dressing it up in period costume.

This is a novel of 1859 looking back and, at the end, looking forward again giving
it the particular double perspective we have noted: exploring the time of one of
Dickens’s great literary heroes and a time of terror and warning, but with hope
for the future expressed in its final words, which are difficult to resist in
conclusion. Here is Sidney Carton at the foot of the guillotine in the final
paragraphs of the novel:

They said of him, about the city that night, that it was the peacefullest man’s
face ever beheld there. Many added that he looked sublime and prophetic.

One of the most remarkable sufferers by the same axe – a woman – had
asked at the foot of the same scaffold, not long before, to be allowed to write
down the thoughts that were inspiring her. If he had given any utterance to
his, and they were prophetic, they would have been these:

‘I see Barsad, and Cly, Defarge, The Vengeance, the Juryman, the Judge,
long ranks of the new oppressors who have risen on the destruction of the
old, perishing by this retributive instrument, before it shall cease out of its
present use. I see a beautiful city and a brilliant people rising from this abyss,
and, in their struggles to be truly free, in their triumphs and defeats, through
long years to come, I see the evil of this time and of the previous time of
which this is the natural birth, gradually making expiation for itself and
wearing out.

‘I see the lives for which I lay down my life, peaceful, useful, prosperous and
happy, in that England which I shall see no more. I see Her with a child
upon her bosom, who bears my name. I see her father, aged and bent, but
otherwise restored, and faithful to all men in his healing office, and at peace.
I see the good old man, so long their friend, in ten years’ time enriching
them with all he has, and passing tranquilly to his reward.

‘I see that I hold a sanctuary in their hearts, and in the hearts of their
descendants, generations hence. I see her, an old woman, weeping for me
on the anniversary of this day. I see her and her husband, their course done,
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lying side by side in their last earthly bed, and I know that each was not more
honoured and held sacred in the other’s soul, than I was in the souls of both.

‘I see that child who lay upon her bosom and who bore my name, a man
winning his way up in that path of life which once was mine. I see him
winning it so well, that my name is made illustrious there by the light of his.
I see the blots I threw upon it, faded away. I see him, fore-most of just judges
and honoured men, bringing a boy of my name, with a forehead that I know
and golden hair, to this place – then fair to look upon, with not a trace of
this day’s disfigurement – and I hear him tell the child my story, with a tender
and a faltering voice.

‘It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever done; it is a far, far better
rest that I go to than I have ever known.’ 

Dr Tony Williams is Associate Editor of The Dickensian, a Senior Honorary
Research Fellow at the University of Buckingham, and former Joint General
Secretary of The International Dickens Fellowship. He is a frequent speaker on
Dickens and was involved in the ‘Dickens and London’ bicentenary exhibition
at the Museum of London, jointly writing (with Alex Werner) the accompanying
book, Dickens’s Victorian London.
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Of Monkeys and
Men: Monboddo
and Johnson

James Boswell, who first met Samuel Johnson in a Covent Garden
bookshop 250 years ago last May (16 May 1763), is not normally
thought of as a lexicographer. His great achievement was in
introducing modern biography. But a recent discovery by a Ph.D.
student has demonstrated that he had an itch to create a dictionary
devoted to his own native language, that is, Scots.

A group of Boswellians and Johnsonians heard all about this
interesting aspect of Boswell when they met in London last May at
the annual Boswell Society commemoration of the two men meeting.

The speaker was Professor David Crystal, a notable lexicographer
of the current age, who kept us fascinated with the story of
Boswell’s unfulfilled desire to complete a dictionary of Scots. The
textual material, in his own hand, had previously been attributed
to the Scottish lexicographer, John Jameson, until Dr Susan
Rennie, while researching in the Bodleian, had identified the
handwriting in a sheaf of potential text as being that of Boswell, not
Jameson. For more information about Susan Rennie’s research,
see: http://boswellian.com. 

Sadly, this is the last time the Boswell Society will commemorate
the occasion of the meeting of Johnson and Boswell. They will
continue to hold two events each year: meeting in Lichfield for
lunch and a speaker on 2 March (members of the Johnson Society
are welcome); and a meeting in Bath in October.
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Of Monkeys and
Men: Monboddo
and Johnson

PHIL
JONES

Of  Monkeys and Men:
Monboddo and Johnson

P H I L  J O N E S

The following talk, slightly amended for publication, was given at
the AGM of the Johnson Society of Lichfield, on 20 March 2013.

In a piece in the 2012 Transactions, I wrote about the author Lillian
De la Torre, an American novelist who wrote a number of books
featuring Johnson and Boswell as an 18th century detective duo.
In particular, I wrote about her short story ‘The Monboddo Ape
Boy’. In the tale, Johnson, the Detector (or detective), and Boswell
visit the estate of the Scottish philosopher James Burnett, Lord
Monboddo, a real 18th century aristocrat. Various adventures
ensue in which the Detector unmasks a wild boy as an impostor,
much to Monboddo’s chagrin.

I had assumed that the meeting had been invented for dramatic
purposes, pitching Johnson’s High Tory scepticism against
Monboddo’s Rousseauian freethinking. However I subsequently
learnt that the two eminent men had met on a number of
occasions, in London and at the aristocrat’s estate. In fact, Boswell
describes a memorable encounter between the two in his Journal
of a Tour to the Hebrides with Dr Johnson which made me think
about De La Torre’s story in a different light. 

Who was Monboddo? James Burnett was born in 1714 at
Monboddo House in Kincardineshire, Scotland. He studied at
Marischal College, Aberdeen, from where he graduated in 1729,
and also at the University of Groningen and subsequently at
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Edinburgh University, from whence he graduated in law and was admitted to
the Faculty of Advocates in 1737.

Like Boswell he practiced law, and attained a degree of eminence in his
profession, early on having a major success with an inheritance suit, the Douglas
case.  He later became a Court of Session Justice. Lord Monboddo was evidently
not a judge given to plain English. Explaining what speaking the truth means to
a boy who, as a child was not allowed to swear an oath, he explained that ‘if you
tell an untruth, you will involve yourself in a concatenation of circumstances,
extrication from which will be difficult, if not well nigh impossible.’ One hopes
the child felt suitably enlightened.

Monboddo was also a celebrated patron of the arts. From 1754 until 1767,
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Monboddo was one of a number of proprietors of the Canongate Theatre,
where he made the acquaintance of the distinguished philosopher and sceptic,
David Hume, who acted in one of the plays put on at the theatre. Monboddo
cultivated an intense dislike of Hume, an antipathy robustly shared by Dr
Johnson. This was one of the few things, it transpires, that they had in common.

Monboddo was a great host and held ‘learned suppers’ at his house at 13 St
John Street, Edinburgh, where lively discussion was punctuated by lectures by
the host, who held forth on his various theories. Monboddo entertained many
erudite and eminent guests at St John Street including Burns, Johnson and
Boswell. 

In The Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides with Dr Johnson, Boswell described
a meeting between Dr Johnson and Monboddo at which Boswell was in
attendance. The first mention of a prospective visit was on 21 August 1773, when
Boswell notes: ‘I knew Lord Monboddo and Dr Johnson did not love each
other; yet I was unwilling not to visit his lordship; and was also curious to see
them together’ (Johnson & Boswell, p.205). 

So Boswell arranged a meeting at Monboddo House near Edinburgh to which
Dr Johnson readily assented. One senses that Boswell was seeking to engineer
situations in which his great companion might be pitted against able intellectual
opponents to provide dramatic and preferably combative material for his journal. 

However, despite the apparent unharmonious relations subsisting between the
two men, the exchange Boswell describes is relentlessly amiable and full of
pleasantries. The two men are depicted as speaking companionably of Homer,
Virgil, farming, biography and the decline of learning in England and Scotland.
However, underneath the marked conviviality lay a distinct difference of view,
which is hinted at during the meeting. Boswell records accordingly: 

My lord and Dr Johnson disputed a little, whether the savage or the London
shopkeeper had the best existence; his lordship, as usual, preferring the
savage. My lord was extremely hospitable, and I saw both Dr Johnson and
him liking each other better every hour.

He was much pleased with Lord Monboddo to-day. He said, he would have
pardoned him for a few paradoxes, when he found he had so much that was
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good: but that, from his appearance in London, he thought him all paradox;
which would not do. He observed, that his lordship had talked no paradoxes
to-day. ‘And as to the savage and the London shopkeeper,’ said he, ‘I don’t
know but I might have taken the side of the savage equally, had any body
else taken the side of the shopkeeper’ (Johnson & Boswell, pp.210-11).

So we have a sense of Dr Johnson reining back. Adapting Clausewitz,
conversation for Johnson was frequently war continued by another means, and
he often adopted a contrary view, to establish pre-eminency in any gathering.
This then left the field free for him to discourse without interruption, once rival
interlocutors had quit the fray. However, on occasion, he was sometimes willing
to hold back. This did not stop him from subsequently suspending the armistice.
Only a few days later, Boswell records Johnson as declaring:

It is a pity to see Lord Monboddo publish such notions as he has done; a
man of sense, and of so much elegant learning. There would be little in a
fool doing it; we should only laugh; but when a wise man does it, we are sorry.
Other people have strange notions; but they conceal them. If they have tails,
they hide them; but Monboddo is as jealous of his tail as a squirrel (Johnson
& Boswell, p.230).

The meaning of the ‘tail’ gibe will emerge later, but it is sufficient to state that
Johnson’s misgivings expressed here were mirrored by Monboddo’s equal
concerns about the Great Cham himself. Convinced of the pre-eminence of
Greek culture, Monboddo was suspicious of a Latinist such as Johnson. In an
early, undated letter (cited by Hobbs, p.140), Monboddo warned Boswell against
writing the life of Dr Johnson, arguing that Johnson ‘has no fine Taste nor
correct Taste of Writing, and even as to his Learning, He is no Greek Scholar.’  

What was it that underlay the division between them? To answer that, we need
to understand the fundamental intellectual gulf which separated the two men.

Dr Johnson believed deeply in the positive value of civilization; represented
most perfectly by 18th century London society. Man could achieve his best self
only by embracing the rich possibilities and intellectual nourishment provided
by metropolitan life; buttressed by the certainties of an established religion and
an embedded classical culture. London life was above all a place of hierarchy
and order, whose variousness and societal distinctions provided rich material

50

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Transactions 2013_Layout 1  02/12/2013  09:58  Page 50



for Johnson’s imagination. He had little truck with ideas derived from Rousseau,
a writer Monboddo had clearly read, that civilization corrupted man, and
alienated him from the natural state of grace which could be found in more
primitive cultures.

The interest in primitive cultures led to experiments in novel forms of education.
The famous but doomed attempt of Thomas Day, a well-heeled gentleman and
Lunar Society member, to educate his two adopted female wards in an
unconventional and ‘natural’ way attested to both the dangers and the occasional
absurdities of this approach. Day’s experiments in latter-day cognitive re-
programming included firing a pistol close to the skirts of one of his female
wards to instil a greater stoicism. Predictably, this literally and figuratively
backfired when the young lady had a fit of the vapours, an outcome the hapless
Day had not foreseen.

Monboddo also embraced the Rousseauian view of the virtues of primitive man.
But he was no democratic progressive, and whilst benevolent to his tenants,
retained the traditional attitudes of the Scottish landed class. Amongst his other
eccentricities, Monboddo led a spartan existence, exercising in the nude and
adopting a habit of taking cold baths, a regime which evidently sustained him
personally but may have led to the premature death of his wife and all but one
of his children. 

These beliefs naturally set him at odds with Dr Johnson, and their amiable
debate concerning the relative merits of the savage and the shopkeeper reflected
their different views of the competing virtues of primitive and civilized life. 

The clash of civilized and primitive culture had wider resonance in the context
of the journey that Johnson and Boswell were to embark on following their leave
taking of Monboddo. Johnson encountered in the Hebrides a society more
primitive than its London counterpart. In A Journey to the Western Islands of
Scotland, Johnson registered the breakdown of clan society with some regret,
representing as it did, a patriarchal social order of some vigour. But as Tim
Fulford comments, the wild barrenness of the environment depressed Johnson’s
spirits: 

…the landscape resisted him physically, and, more threateningly, it resisted
his capacity to write of it as a natural order which might act as the
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foundation for a social or moral order…This nakedness amounted not only
to a lack of decorous ornamentation, but to a threat to proper distinctions
(Fulford, p.103).

The Western Isles provided a stark backdrop against which Johnson could
define his English identity and the London society which nourished it. Whilst
Johnson met with people and sights which gave him pleasure, the plainness of
Highland existence lacked the order and variety of London life which provided
a broader canvas on which to exercise of his intellectual powers. Despite the
waxing and waning of the nation’s cultural stock, Johnson saw history as a
movement of advance towards a more enlightened state, with 18th century
England as its pinnacle. Earlier in The Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides,
Boswell had noted that ‘like the ancient Greeks and Romans, he [Johnson]
allowed himself to look upon all nations but his own as barbarians’ (Johnson &
Boswell, p.172). Little wonder that Johnson is depicted by Boswell as demurring
when Monboddo, during their meeting, launches into a disquisition on the
notion of cultural decline, which the latter saw as an inexorable trajectory from
the high point of Greek civilization.

But Johnson was also appalled by some of Monboddo’s more ‘paradoxical’
notions. What were they? To answer this, we need to describe Monboddo’s
intellectual development.  He was a remarkable polymath in the 18th century
mould. Not only a judge and intellectual, he was also a prolific writer who
explored the origins of language, and was one of a number of 18th century
writers starting to articulate ideas about how the human and animal kingdom
had evolved. 

Johnson as an Anglican High Tory could only view evolution in terms of the
biblical narrative. The Deity had created all known species at the start of time,
as described in the Genesis narrative. No new species had evolved subsequently,
nor was there any transmutation of species. Man was the summit of creation
and had dominion over the animal kingdom, which constituted a lower order
of being.

The idea of a divinely ordained fixity of things extended not only to species, but
also to language and society, which were divinely begotten in a single act. For
most 18th century men and women, the Bible was seen as literal truth. Whilst,

52

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Transactions 2013_Layout 1  02/12/2013  09:58  Page 52



as early as the 4th century, St Augustine of Hippo advocated a non-literal reading
of Genesis, maintaining that forms of life had been transformed slowly over
time, it was not until the late 19th century that the demythologizing school of
theologians argued that the Creation account and other biblical narratives,
represented eternal truth in symbolic form rather than representing literal facts.
Monboddo, though devout, in fact probably a deist, was unusual in seeing the
Mosaic account as allegorical rather than factual.  

Dr Johnson’s sense of historical evolution was deeply traditional. This was best
reflected in his views on language, which differed markedly from those held by
Monboddo. In the Dictionary, Johnson set out to fix in tablets of stone the living
language in accordance with his notion of the proper limits and decorum of
civilized discourse. In the Preface to the Dictionary of the English Language
(1755), Johnson comments on the effects that travel and trade have upon the
evolution of language. In Johnson’s view, the promiscuous mingling of languages
from different social and cultural registers threatens the social fabric:

Total and sudden transformations of a language seldom happen; conquests
and migrations are now very rare: but there are other causes of change,
which, though slow in their operation, and invisible in their progress, are
perhaps as much superior to human resistance as the revolutions of the sky,
or intumescence of the tide. Commerce, however necessary, however
lucrative, as it depraves the manners, corrupts the language; they that have
frequent intercourse with strangers, to whom they endeavor to accommodate
themselves, must in time learn a mingled dialect, like the jargon which serves
the traffickers on the Mediterranean and Indian coasts. This will not always
be confined to the exchange, the warehouse, or the port, but will be
communicated by degrees to other ranks of the people, and be at last
incorporated with the current speech (McAdam & Milne, p.25).

Language became a metaphor for Johnson’s desire to arrest the passage of
history. Other forms of discourse appeared as tainted by commercial values and
foreign importations. If Johnson can be said to have a linguistic policy, it was
certainly not an ‘open door’ one. 

But Johnson was a realist. His wisdom manifested itself in the inability to ignore
the lessons of hard-won experience. His years of lexicographical labours

53

OF MONKEYS AND MEN: MONBODDO AND JOHNSON

52

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Transactions 2013_Layout 1  02/12/2013  09:58  Page 53



55

OF MONKEYS AND MEN: MONBODDO AND JOHNSON

ultimately led him to concede that language cannot be ‘embalmed’ and that no
nation had been able to preserve ‘their words and phrases from mutability’,
much though this was to be regretted (McAdam & Milne, p.24). So change was
a reality and a paradox: 18th century England represented a historical high
watermark, but stood simultaneously on the brink of decay. Johnson recognized
the force of change in history at the same time as he feared its feral clutch on
the present. 

In conceding that language was a dynamic living force, Johnson’s views chimed
to a degree with those of Monboddo, who however did not examine the living
18th century English tongue, but looked further back to the origins of both
language and society. Monboddo took a much more modern view of the validity
of other forms of language than Johnson was able to encompass. And he also
saw how languages had evolved over a longer time span. 

In Of the Origin and Progress of Language, published in six volumes between
1773 and 1792, Monboddo argued that language had evolved in response to
changes in the environment and social organization. Language skills developed
as a means of survival to enable members of a society to communicate clearly
with each other to avoid danger and facilitate co-operation. This proto-
evolutionary idea was highly novel, as was Monboddo’s exploration of exotic
languages such as Eskimo, Huron and Algonquin, which Johnson would have
regarded as barbarous tongues. Monboddo recognized them as having their own
sophisticated lexical resources, well adapted to the needs of the speaker’s
environment.

Monboddo also explored the origins of languages and particularly the
development of European languages from classical Greek onwards. He saw that
languages were related: ‘Election or analogy as it is commonly called, gives what
may be called the form of languages; and makes them appear so different, that
it is only the critical eye that can see the resemblance’ (Monboddo, 1.2, p.436,
quoted Hobbs, pp.136-7). 

He identified similarities between Gothic and Persian, which he saw as the
‘parent of Celtic’. He also corresponded with his great contemporary Sir
William Jones, who was generally accepted as being the first to formally establish
the common origin of all Indo-European languages, when he made his famous
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address to the Asiatick Society of Bengal in 1787. To what extent Jones learnt
from Monboddo, or vice versa, is not wholly clear, but it is apparent that
Monboddo was amongst the first to assemble a corpus of detailed evidence to
support the links between Sanskrit and European languages. Accordingly he
argued that ‘all the languages presently spoken in Europe, Asia and a part of
Africa, are derived from one original language’ (Cloyd, p.83). And he was able
to reach these conclusions, not by archaeological excavations, but by painstaking
detective work, accumulating evidence about common linguistic elements across
languages which until that point, had been confidently imagined to be wholly
unrelated.  

Monboddo saw language and society as evolving from a common origin.
Language was the means by which man advanced from the lower animals.
Monboddo was the first writer to postulate the idea that all humans originated
in a single region of the earth, which he deduced from his analysis of the
development of languages. He was also one of the first thinkers to theorize a
clear development from tool use, to socialization, to language acquisition. This
was a radically different idea from the traditional notion that the Deity had
created man and language at the same time. In this, he also differed from
Rousseau, who doubted that society could have ever existed without language. 

By contrast, Monboddo believed that language use developed gradually from
the first primitive cries to a more sophisticated discourse, which later evolved to
fulfil a practical and social purpose, to bind communities and enable
collaboration. 

As he argued in a letter of 1773 to his friend Sir John Pringle, who was President
of the Royal Society:

The matter of my Book [Of the Origin and Progress of Language] may be
reduced to three heads – first that language is not natural to Man – second
that it is possible (for I say no more) that it may have been invented – and
lastly – upon that Supposition – to show how it was invented…For I say not
only that language is not natural to man...but that he must have lived a great
while in Society, and invented other arts, before he could have invented
Language (quoted in Knight, pp.82-3).
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In essence this was a proto-evolutionist argument. This offended many
contemporaries and acquaintances including Sir John Pringle himself.
Monboddo held off however from providing a fully naturalistic account of the
way language had developed in its infancy. 

So Monboddo used language as a lens through which to descry the broader
movements of history, much as later evolutionists such as Charles Darwin used
geology as a tool to create an intellectual space and timespan, which could
accommodate his biologically-driven ideas. 

But Monboddo went one step further. He argued that any animal which shared
the same vocal cords as humans must belong to the same species. Monboddo
could be both far-seeing but also outstandingly gullible. This tended to fuel
negative views about him and Johnson did not stint himself in joining in the
chorus of derision. Monboddo had never seen an orang-utan, but this did not
prevent him from arguing that orang-utans were essentially the same as humans.
He took at face value travellers’ accounts of orang-utans playing the harp, using
sticks for weapons and ‘carrying off women King Kong style’ (Fara, pp.210-11).

Monboddo went on to argue that language was not innate but an acquired skill.
To illustrate this point he pointed to babies and primitives who have lived outside
the scope of society, acquiring language skills as they grow older or come into
contact with human society. He also saw this as evidence of the ‘perfectibility’
of man, his ability to improve, in a way which echoed Rousseau. Modern
linguists such as Chomsky, however, argue that the ability to use language,
particularly grammar and syntax, is genetically hard-wired and unique to humans.

Monboddo pointed to wild children such as Peter of Hanover and Marie-
Angelique Leblanc of Champagne, who he visited, as proof that people who
had grown up in isolation from human company could develop linguistic
resources when re-integrated back into society. 

Apes, he believed, would soon speak fluently if similarly trained. De La Torre
depicted the risible aspect of Monboddo’s open mindedness in the story about
the wild boy with which this essay began. Monboddo invited further ridicule
when he advanced the view that the wild men possessed tails before becoming
integrated into society.

Which brings us full circle back to Johnson. Monboddo, at one stage, argued
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that all humans had been born with tails which midwives removed at birth. In
the first volume of The Origin and Progress of Language he recounted a
Swedish sailor’s tale of seeing men with tails that swished like cats on the Nicobar
Islands. He later recanted these views but the mud stuck. A famous anecdote
of the day involved Lord Kames, a rival of Monboddo. Kames allowed
Monboddo to pass into a room ahead of him, saying: ‘…my lord, you must walk
first, that I may see your tail’ (Cloyd, p.38). Johnson's ‘tail’ gibe had to join the
queue. The serious point that Monboddo was making, that apes and humans
were related, was lost. 

Monboddo was one of a number of 18th century thinkers who developed proto-
evolutionary theories from different starting points. His contemporary, Erasmus
Darwin, who had lived for periods of his life in Lichfield like Johnson,
approached evolution through poetry and biology. His poem, ‘Temple of
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Nature’ replaces the divine epic invocation at the start of Milton’s Paradise Lost
with a naturalistic account of the origin of species:

By firm immutable immortal laws 
Impress’d on Nature by the Great First Cause
Say Muse! How rose from elemental strife 
Organic forms, and kindled into life (quoted in Fara, p.224).

Darwin’s account of simple life forms arising from ‘elemental strife’ offered an
evolutionary route map wholly different from that presented by the biblical
canon. Darwin had read Monboddo’s works and refers to him in the ‘Temple
of Nature’. But it fell to the great French naturalist, the Comte de Buffon, to
completely redraw the map of evolution by extending the time within which this
had happened, beyond the 6,000 years which Bishop Ussher had derived from
biblical chronology. De Buffon initially estimated the earth to be 75,000 years
old, but subsequently thought this an under-estimate. 

Much later, Erasmus Darwin's grandson Charles became convinced that the
timeline needed to be extended considerably beyond that envisaged by either
the Bible or de Buffon, following his reading of Lyall’s Principles of Geology,
published between 1830 and 1833. This enabled him to rethink the way
evolution advanced, through ‘natural selection’. This longer perspective gave
nature the time to get the work of evolution done. Nowadays it is estimated that
the earth is 4.7 billion years old, and early Homo sapiens emerged between
100,000 and 200,000 years ago.

Clearly Monboddo was not aware of the huge timespan during which change
had happened. In his published writing he regarded apes and humans as
separate from other animals and it was not until Lamarck, and to some extent
Erasmus Darwin, that it was argued that all animals descended from a common
line. However Monboddo intuitively believed that all animals including humans
had a single lineage, and this is hinted at in his letters, but he could not deduce
the means of transition from the lower animal forms to apes and humans,
assuming that it must have involved divine intervention. Arthur O. Lovejoy in
his essay on Monboddo and Rousseau concluded in this respect:

[Monboddo] accepted in principle the general possibility of the
transformation of species and...he definitely asserted as a probable
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hypothesis, the community of descent of most or all of the Anthropoidea.
He was thus (so as far as I know) the first British proponent of evolutionism,
or near-evolutionism, in biology; he anticipated Erasmus Darwin’s Zoonomia
by twenty years (Lovejoy, p.53). 

If Monboddo’s hunches were not all on the right line, nonetheless many of his
insights contributed to the intellectual ferment in which evolutionary thinking
was starting to emerge. One hundred years later, at least one contemporary of
Charles Darwin recognized Monboddo’s importance as a proto-evolutionist, a
judge named Lord Neaves, who wrote in 1875:

Though Darwin now proclaims the law,
And spreads it far abroad, O!
The man that first the secret saw
Was honest old Monboddo (quoted in Cloyd, p.162). 

Monboddo’s manifold absurdities were offset by a penetrating intellect, and
whilst he and Johnson barely saw eye to eye, both deployed a shared passion for
words as a springboard to develop profoundly divergent but equally insightful
critiques of language and culture. The noble Lord and the good Doctor circled
each other a little warily, but as Boswell’s description of their encounter
demonstrated, however far apart they stood in philosophy and outlook, their
animated conversation quickly and readily reverted to their mutual passion for
language and writing. Whilst Monboddo’s may now seem the more forward-
looking intellectual contribution, Johnson’s lexicographical and scholarly
acumen and his magisterial command of the English language, ensure that his
words and work also continue to reverberate. 
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An Ever Hopeful Johnson

An Ever
Hopeful
Johnson

An extract from the Sermon preached in Lichfield Cathedral
during the 2013 Birthday Weekend by Dr Rose Melikan of St
Catharine’s College, Cambridge. 

One thing that I have learned from reading Johnson’s diaries is
that he was a man of great resolution: he was continually setting
goals for himself and – apparently – never achieving them. Year
after year he resolved to get up early, to be more diligent, to drink
less, to read the New Testament in Greek. But each year, as he
looked back on the preceding 12 months, he admitted failure.

And yet he continued to strive for the whole of his life – both to
do the work for which he is remembered today, and to strengthen
his Christian faith. When he was nearly 70, he wrote, ‘Of
resolutions I have made so many with so little effect, that I am
almost weary, but, by the Help of God am not yet hopeless.’ 

And there we find, I think, the key to Dr Johnson’s character as a
Christian: the unfailing determination to strive for what he knew
to be right, the honest recognition of his own weakness, and the
certain knowledge that, no matter how many times he failed, God
was still there to help him. It’s a lesson, I think, that we can all take
away with us.
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The following is an extract from a longer essay, written by Norman
Smith in 1959. It has been edited by his son, David Smith. For
more information about Norman Smith, see the note at the end
of this article.

Sam Johnson was born in Lichfield, Staffordshire. I also am native
of that ‘anciente and loyale citie’. In the matter of baptism I claim
to go one better than Sam. His was performed in the parish church
of St Mary, while mine was celebrated in the town’s beautiful
Gothic cathedral and by a clergyman who proudly boasted that he
was Lewis Carroll’s original for the character of the Mad Hatter.

In our respective youths, Sam and I attended the same school,
founded back in the 12th century. Other Old Boys include such
illustrious men as Gregory King (whose statistical analysis of Britain
in the late 17th century has been a source of information for all
later social-historians); Elias Ashmole (antiquarian, Windsor
Herald to Charles II, and founder of the Ashmolean Museum at
Oxford); Joseph Addison (who blotted his copy book by leading a
rebellion in which the masters were locked out of the school
building and who later found fame as a moralist, essayist, and
creator of the inimitable Sir Roger de Coverley); and David Garrick
(undoubtedly the greatest figure in the history of the English
theatre).

There have been vast changes in educational methods since the
time that Sam attended the school. In my days there was no flogging
horse, although my buttocks often felt the cut of the cane. I cannot,
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in all honesty condemn my headmaster as Johnson did Dr Hunter:

He beat us unmercifully and did not distinguish between ignorance and
negligence. He would beat a boy equally for not knowing a thing as for
neglecting to know it. He would ask a boy a question and if he didn’t answer
it he would beat him without considering if he had an opportunity of knowing
how to answer it.

Apparently however, Dr Hunter’s intentions were of the best. As he rained blows
on the victim’s shoulders, he would assure the boy, ‘This I do to save you from
the gallows.’ In fact, Johnson himself paid tribute to the ‘merciless’ Dr Hunter.
When asked to what he owed his phenomenal knowledge of the classics, he
replied, ‘My master whipped me well. Without that Sir, I should have done
nothing.’ Reflecting on this, I realise with whom lies the blame for my own
scholastic failures.

Like Johnson, my life, also, has been rather dogged with ill-health. Yet for seven
years I played rugger, I have cycled all over the Midlands and during the last war
found deep satisfaction in four years of strenuous training with the Home Guard.
My last few years of near blindness have been alleviated by the inventions of
Braille, the typewriter and radio, blessings unknown in 18th century England.

When Johnson left Lichfield to seek literary fame in London, he was
accompanied by his young friend and former pupil, David Garrick. They
covered the 120 miles of rutted roads sharing a horse, which they rode in turns.
With only a few pence left in their pockets, they entered the life of the capital,
in which they both became so great an influence. To these young pilgrims from
a quiet country town, their Mecca was a whirlpool of exciting prospects. 

When I left Lichfield with my wife and two very young children, we travelled
half the breadth of England in a very small three-wheeled van, which could
hardly have been much more comfortable than Johnson’s mount. Instead of
seeking city lights, however, we came to East Anglia where the natives speak the
language of Bottom the Weaver and Dogberry, where there are still some
landscapes which are unspoiled by high tension grid pylons and where some
people still think that space travel belongs to the realms of science-fiction.

For a quarter of a century I have been mixed up with the amateur theatre –
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acting in plays, lighting plays and producing plays. Nearly all my scribblings have
discussed the theatre – its literature, its practical manifestations, its history. When
I am ‘indisposed’, i.e. too idle to stir myself to further activity, I talk about the
theatre, sometimes to people who (in their ignorance) have invited me to do so.
It is my proud recollection that one such dissertation was given to my fellow
members of that Society whose honour it is to keep alive the memory of Dr
Samuel Johnson.

It is not surprising that Johnson’s reputation as a writer, philosopher and wit
should, eventually, earn him an audience with King George III. I also had a
Royal Occasion. This happened in 1946, when the 750th anniversary of
Lichfield Cathedral was celebrated, a year late because of the war. For the
occasion a play, The Just Vengeance, was specially written by Dorothy L. Sayers
and produced in the Cathedral by the late Frank Napier, once stage director at
the Old Vic. Dramatic and inspiring music for the production was written by
Anthony Hopkins, who also conducted the large choir and orchestra. Organ
accompaniment was played by Ambrose Porter, who had only recently retired
from his post at the Cathedral. A large company of professional and amateur
actors was led by Raf de la Torre and Gordon Davies. I was in control of the
switchboard and 54 lighting changes during the action of the play. It was a
valuable and exciting experience, from which I learned many of the finer points
of stage lighting. At the first performance, the guest of honour was Her Majesty
Queen Elizabeth, our present Queen Mother. After the curtain fell, she came
backstage and spoke to us with homely informality. We were all captivated by
her charm and each felt that he or she had enjoyed a personal chat with her.

When Sam Johnson died in 1784, he joined his lifelong friend and fellow
Lichfieldian, David Garrick, to lie in Westminster Abbey. When I eventually
‘shuffle off this mortal coil’ (not, I hope, entirely ‘unwept’, for, after all, I am a
family man), there will be no Westminster Abbey and national mourning. No,
I shall be despatched with scientific alacrity at the nearest crematorium.

But now, there is the 250th anniversary of Johnson’s birth. Circumstances will
make it impossible for me to be in Lichfield physically on that great occasion;
but with the memories of past birthday celebrations to inspire me, I shall be
there in spirit.
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I shall think of the gathering in the cobbled Market Place, around the steps of
Sam’s birthplace and the heavy, pensive figure, sitting in his stone chair opposite.
I shall mingle with the citizens of Lichfield, and with civic dignitaries, with the
masters and boys of our old school, and with the Cathedral choir, as they all
join in the simple memorial service.

When evening falls I shall sit in the ancient Guildhall, looking at the portraits
of Johnson and Garrick, as they hang above the oak wainscoting. Through the
smoke haze from numerous churchwardens’ pipes, the beautiful civic plate
sparkles in the flickering candlelight. The members and guests of the Lichfield
Johnson Society are benignly replete with Sam’s favourite supper – beefsteak
and kidney pudding with mushrooms, potatoes and beans, followed by apple
pie and cream. The civic sword and mace bearers, attired in powdered wigs,
long skirt coats, velvet knee-breeches, stockings and buckled shoes, serve from
the steaming punch bowls. The new President, Sir John Wedgwood, stands and
raises his glass: ‘To the immortal memory of Doctor Samuel Johnson.’

The hot, spiced punch glows in my throat.

Norman Charles Moulding Smith 1915 – 1964 

My father, Norman Smith, was born in Lichfield on 12 January 1915, the son
of Leonard Smith and Frances Smith (née Moulding). At the time of his birth,
the family lived in the Cathedral Close. They later moved to 17 Ivanhoe Road,
Lichfield. 

From 1920 to 1927 he attended elementary schools in Lichfield and won a
scholarship to Lichfield Grammar School which he attended from 1927 until
leaving, at the age of 16, in 1931. 

He was then employed by the Lichfield City Council Electricity Department as
a technician for 15 years until 1946. It was during this time that he developed
his interests in literature and amateur drama. 
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He attended the Lichfield School of Art (1935–1941), was a member of WEA
sessional classes, serving as both Librarian and Treasurer (1940–1946), served
as Hon. Secretary of Lichfield Old Edwardians’ Club (1941–1946), was a
member of the Lichfield Bower and was also a playing and committee member
of Lichfield Rugby Club. During the war years he served in the 10th Battalion
of the Staffordshire Home Guard. He was ineligible to serve on active duty due
to ill health. He was diagnosed with diabetes at the age of 15 and suffered other
illnesses whilst at Lichfield Grammar School. 

In 1946 he entered a full-time residential course at Fircroft College in
Bourneville for two years, where he studied social and political history, English
literature and drama. I believe that this time spent as a mature student was very
important to him and must have greatly contributed to his desire to develop and
expand his knowledge of English literature and drama. 

From 1948 he worked in his own business as an electrical contractor in Lichfield,
employing three assistants, and lived in Burton Old Road. In 1951 and 1952 he
applied for a number of full-time posts in both Adult and Youth Services
Education, away from Lichfield. I think this was due to failing health, and in
1953, as a family, we moved to Lowestoft in Suffolk. 

He continued to work in amateur drama in Lowestoft and Oulton Broad and
both produced and acted in plays for the Broadland Players. Unfortunately his
health continued to deteriorate with increased heart problems and blindness,
and he died at the age of 49 in 1964.

David Smith
January 2013
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JUBILEE A public festivity; a time of rejoicing; a season of joy.
(Johnson’s Dictionary 1755)

In April 1767 the Stratford-upon-Avon Corporation decided to
renovate completely the Town Hall. Various repairs had been
made to the Town Hall which had replaced the one destroyed
when Parliamentarian gunpowder that had been stored in the
building exploded in 1643. By 1767 the building had become
dilapidated and decayed and was ‘in a dangerous and Ruinous
State’ (Macdonald, p.9). Although the work was necessary and the
will to complete it confirmed, the town’s funds were inadequate.
So, subscriptions were called for. However: 

…promises were forthcoming, but the actual cash was slower of
appearance. Draft letters from Mr. Hunt, the Town Clerk, to
major subscribers seem to indicate that the syndicate [of six
tradesmen and six Corporation members] were experiencing
‘cash-flow’ problems. The letters imply that the addressee is the
only one who has not yet paid (Macdonald, p.9)…

This cunning ruse did not bear the fruit that had been anticipated.
In 1768, because of the unimproved cash-flow and with building
work in progress a suggestion was made that ‘some notable
personage should be persuaded to make a grand gesture towards
the new building before the money dried up completely
(Macdonald, p.9).’
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The ‘grand gesture’ was envisaged as a statue of Shakespeare, the town’s most
famous son, rather than a financial bail out. The statue would fill an empty niche
in the wall above the Town Hall doorway – a niche, according to a local
antiquary, Captain James Saunders ‘that had been constructed…without any
prospect of obtaining a statue or even a bust to grace it (SCLA BRU, p.4).’ The
idea for a statue: 

seems to have come from Francis Wheler, Clerk to Stratford’s Court of
Record, who was often in London and knew some literary and theatrical
people there. In particular, he was friendly with George Steevens…who
suggested that if Garrick were flattered sufficiently he might well be disposed
to give Stratford a statue of Shakespeare (Fox, p. 6).

Wheler was not the only Stratfordian to be friendly with Steevens; so too was
John Payton, the proprietor of the White Lion Inn in Henley Street who
arranged an evening’s entertainment when George Steevens stayed at the inn in
1768. The company at the soirée included several members of the Corporation,
as well as Francis Wheler, and it was at this gathering that the statue was
mentioned in Steevens’s presence: ‘Steevens…suggested an immediate
application to his friend Garrick…to give a benefit at Drury Lane Theatre, or
otherwise promote a fund towards defraying the expense of the proposed statue
(SCLA ER, p.5).’ Saunders quotes Steevens as opining that ‘Garrick was fond
of praise…[and] the intimation [of the scheme] would gratify his vanity (SCLA
ER, p.6).’ Steevens promised to write to Garrick and did so immediately,
receiving Garrick’s letter of reply whilst in Worcester a few days later. The reply
was positive and Steevens lost no time in forwarding the letter to Mr Hunt in
Stratford-upon-Avon for the Corporation’s consideration.

Steevens had been most helpful to the Corporation. He was not well known for
his kindness – it seems he was a distasteful and unlikeable man; one of his
contemporaries even suggested he was ‘malignant’. Although one commentator
has declared that George Steevens was ‘outstanding among his [Garrick’s]
enemies’ (Stochholm, p.36) it would appear that he and Garrick were ‘on terms
of some intimacy (ODNB, vol. 52, p.382).’ (It was only after Garrick’s death
that Steevens criticised severely Garrick’s work and although others condemned
him for such unkindness, Samuel Johnson termed his behaviour as
‘mischievous’ only.) Whatever his shortcomings, Steevens had proved to be a

68

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Transactions 2013_Layout 1  02/12/2013  09:58  Page 68



useful link between Stratford-upon-Avon Corporation (the flatterer) and David
Garrick (the flattered), for by 1769 Garrick was at the peak of his theatrical
career and had produced no fewer than 27 of Shakespeare’s plays in London.

The Town Hall got its statue, and more: the generous actor impresario also
presented an oil painting, Shakespeare in his Study, by Benjamin Wilson. The
statue was to be a replica of Scheemaker’s Shakespeare monument in
Westminster Abbey: a ‘leaden copy executed in a mass-production statue factory
at Hyde Park Corner’ (Holderness, p. xi) by the Cheere studio. It fitted (and
still fits) the niche in the Town Hall wall very well.

Garrick had determined by this time that he would hold a Shakespeare Jubilee
in Stratford-upon-Avon: ‘When Mr. Garrick first proposed to institute a Jubilee,
in honour of our immortal Shakspear…(Wheler, p.164).’ Perhaps he surprised
the Corporation with his forwardness, but they (and, of course Garrick) were
looking towards the money that would follow such a venture. Garrick visited the
town to reconnoitre and was fêted at a dinner by the Corporation – again at the
White Lion Inn – where he outlined his plans. And ‘highly gratified with his
reception at Stratford, he resolved to lose no time in making preparations (SCLA
ER, p.16).’ Shakespeare’s ‘reputation as a giant of literature had been
established…[it] only remained for Garrick to institute the ritual of his worship
(Deelman, p.29).’ The great actor had already begun a personal adoration of
Shakespeare, having ‘a life-size marble statue…of Shakespeare, which Roubiliac
sculpted [for him] in 1758…to adorn the temple to Shakespeare which Garrick
had built in 1756 in the garden of his villa in Hampton (Tait, p.110).’ 

On 11 October 1768, the Stratford Corporation led by Mayor Samuel Jarvis,
mercer and haberdasher, at a Court of Common Council, decided to grant the
Freedom of the Borough to Garrick. To paraphrase Benjamin Disraeli, the
flattery was laid on with a trowel:

At this Hall David Garrick Esqr. the greatest Theatrical Genius of the Age
and who has done the highest Honors to the Memory of the Immortal
Shakespear (a native of this Place) was Unanimously Elected an Honorary
Burgess of this Corporation and his Freedom was directed to be presented
to him in a Box to be made of the Mulberry Tree planted by Shakespears
own hands – Given under the Common Seal of the said Borough the day
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and year above (SCLA BRU, p.524).

The Freedom manuscript was duly drawn up and the presentation casket made
by Mr Davies, a noted woodcarver from Birmingham, from timber of a
mulberry tree in New Place Garden, Stratford-upon-Avon. It was a particularly
fine piece of carving (and is today part of the British Museum’s collection), but,
for all the Corporation’s claims to near destitution regarding the Town Hall
renovation, the casket cost £55 – a substantial sum of money (the salary of
Joseph Greene, the Master of the Stratford-upon-Avon Free School, was £20
per annum in 1768). The Corporation spent even more money, as the following
shows: 

NB at the Last Hall [11 October 1768] it was ordered that a Writing Standish
should be made of the Mulberry Tree planted by Shakespears own hands &
presented to George Keate Esqr. for the Trouble he has been at in Attending
David Garrick Esqr (SCLA BRU, p.525).

It is obvious from this entry that George Keate (ODNB, vol.30, pp.972-3;
Bennett, pp.69-75) had played an important role as the Corporation’s
intermediary in London in its dealings with David Garrick. And so, on 8 May
1769 ‘ a delegation from the Corporation of Stratford-upon-Avon [George Keate
and Francis Wheler] waited upon David Garrick…at his London home in
Southampton Street. They presented him with the freedom of the Borough of
Stratford…’ (Fox, p.5).

The deal, that Garrick would stage the first ever Shakespeare Jubilee in the town
of the poet’s birth, was struck. The Stratford Jubilee would be held 6-8
September 1769. All parties were happy and preparations were entered into
with enthusiasm.

But could it all have been different? Could another have put on the
entertainment Garrick promised his (now) fellow Burgesses of Stratford-upon-
Avon? It would seem that others were seen as equally capable of organising the
production of such an event. A letter, signed AVONIENSIS, was published in
the Public Advertiser on 12 August 1769 (less than a month before the Jubilee),
which stated that the Stratford-upon-Avon Corporation had considered William
Warburton and Samuel Johnson as presidents, but had unanimously elected
Garrick (Stochholm, p.37). (No record has been found of such a consideration.)
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Another commentator opines: ‘The proper choice for Steward was Samuel
Johnson.’ It was, she continues, a case of ‘Actor versus Scholar’ (England, p.20). 

Johnson was just one of seven editors who had produced editions of
Shakespeare during the first 70 years of the 18th century (Nicholas Rowe (1709),
Alexander Pope (1725), Lewis Theobald (1733), Thomas Hanmer (1744),
William Warburton (1747), Samuel Johnson (1765) and Edward Capell (1768)
(Halliday, p.147)). Not all received the plaudits accorded to Johnson. All
acknowledged the literary achievement of his edition, particularly his wonderful
Preface to the work; and his edition stood the test of time. That Johnson was
acknowledged as an authority on Shakespeare is beyond doubt – but he was a
literary authority. We know very well what Johnson thought of the theatre: not
much. We also know what Johnson thought of actors and acting per se: even
less.

What Garrick had offered Stratford-upon-Avon and its Corporation was an
extravaganza of Shakespeare, a festival of Shakespeare, a carnival, a celebration
of the life and work of the country’s greatest dramatist. Who, at that time, could
equal Garrick, the great theatrical entrepreneur, in delivering upon his promise?
Certainly not Samuel Johnson! It is fair to say that if Johnson had been offered
the appointment of Steward – and it is doubtful that his name was ever
considered – then he would probably have hosted a three-day convention of
‘workshops’ to discuss the plays, accompanied by lectures and conferences about
them. He certainly would not have organised the gaiety and theatricalities that
such an event was supposed to have. (But we can be assured there would have
been very fine fare.)

It was definitely a case of ‘Actor versus Scholar’ and it was a one-horse race. The
organisation of the Jubilee had begun before the end of 1768; in fact it had been
in Garrick’s mind for some time to hold such an event, but a date and venue
had never been arrived at. The request for the Town Hall statue had been the
catalyst for Garrick’s idealistic plans to become reality. Peter Thompson
mentions the Corporation’s offer to Garrick: ‘Eight days [after being given the
Freedom of the town] the corporation invited him to accept the stewardship of
the first Shakespeare jubilee in town…(ODNB, vol.21, p.535).’ However, Fox
provides another slant: ‘Three days [after the Freedom] The London Chronicle
announced that “…a jubilee in honour and to the memory of Shakespeare will
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be appointed at Stratford…Mr. Garrick…has accepted the Stewardship (Fox,
p.5).”’ Five days may be negligible at this distance in time, but it shows that the
delivered Freedom was the Corporation’s stamp of authority and that the
announcement had probably been ready for the press for some time. (And it
wouldn’t have taken Mr Davies of Birmingham eight months – from the decision
to have the casket made to delivery – to carve the casket, however fine its quality!)

The Jubilee was expected to attract large numbers to celebrate Shakespeare and
his work, and it did. Anybody who was anybody in theatre or literary circles was
expected at the festivity. One person who did not attend was Samuel Johnson.
It is unsurprising that Johnson’s attendance was anticipated. He, like Garrick,
had become what would today be termed ‘a household name’. Boswell leaves
us no record as to why Johnson was absent from the Jubilee, and although
Boswell went to the Jubilee (unexpectedly and at short notice) he only reported
that he ‘was very sorry that I had not his [Johnson’s] company with me at the
Jubilee (Boswell, 1980, p.402).’ 

There are several possible reasons for Johnson not having attended the Jubilee;
one is that he was intent upon accompanying the Thrales on their planned
excursion to Brighton. (He was, of course, marooned by the seaside when
political business recalled the couple to London.) Neither he nor his hosts would
have been ignorant of the forthcoming events in Stratford-upon-Avon; they
would have known about the Jubilee for months and could have attended if they
had had the inclination to do so.

Johnson would have been aware of Boswell’s attendance in Stratford because
he had received a letter from Boswell dated 5 September 1769, written during
Boswell’s journey to the Jubilee (Brady and Pottle, p.292). (It cannot be
supposed that Boswell did not mention the purpose of his trip.) But Johnson’s
reply to that letter, dated 9 September and from Brighton, makes no mention
of the Jubilee or of Boswell’s going there (Redford, vol.1, p.327). Was the Jubilee
becoming a taboo subject in Johnson’s world?

It would seem that Johnson did not receive a formal invitation to the Jubilee, either
from his old friend Garrick or indeed from the Borough Corporation. If the
Corporation had considered Johnson for Stewardship, it is absolutely certain that
they would have extended an invitation: they wanted the great and good to be present.
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In his Preface to his edition of Shakespeare, Johnson wrote ‘that praises are
without reason lavished on the dead (Johnson, vol.1,p.v).’ Does this not show
Johnson’s aversion to hero worship and a warning of the folly of personality
cults? (Even memorials to his closest family and his wife were not erected until
shortly before Johnson’s death, although he was financially capable of having
done so earlier.) He was willing to immerse himself in the written word of
Shakespeare, but the author of the plays (for Johnson did not edit Shakespeare’s
poetry) was dead; his words would alone remain for posterity. There was no
need for the idolatry of Shakespeare or, as a much later term has it, ‘bardolatry’. 

With Johnson present or not, the Jubilee took place. For the Corporation the
event was a great success: it brought in money and since then the town has never
been absent from the tourist map. For the crowds attending the Jubilee, it was
an extremely wet occasion with the theatre pavilion being ankle deep in water
and the horse racing on the final day taking place in similar conditions – but all
seem to have enjoyed themselves. For Garrick, too, the festival was a success,
so much so that Jubilee – a distillation of the Stratford event – was staged at
Drury Lane later in the year. Garrick is commemorated in Stratford-upon-Avon
with a street and a public house named after him. 

That Johnson was uninterested in, if not totally opposed to, the Jubilee may be
seen when Boswell reports the short halt he and Johnson made in Stratford-
upon-Avon in March 1776: ‘We stopped at Stratford-upon-Avon, and drank tea
and coffee; and it pleased me to be with him upon the classick ground of
Shakspeare’s native place (Boswell, 1887,vol.2, p.453).’ Here we have the two
friends sitting in the White Lion Inn where the Jubilee originated, where Boswell
had stayed during the Jubilee, only yards away from Shakespeare’s birthplace
which was already becoming a tourist venue. This was the very inn that had been
the ‘headquarters’ of the Jubilee in 1769. One is the most famous man of letters
of his day and an editor of Shakespeare, the other an ardent gatherer of
everything Johnson has to say, sometimes inciting Johnson to become annoyed,
even if it meant being on the receiving end of his wrath. What did they talk
about? Poetry. In his Life Boswell does not report any discussion with Johnson
during their stopover about Shakespeare, the Jubilee, the proximity of the bard’s
birthplace, or Boswell’s reminiscences of the Jubilee and his Corsican fancy
dress. Was Boswell actually fearful of the likely response from Johnson? And if
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he was, why did he not mention this in the Life, considering its subject was dead
and hardly likely to take offence?

And then, horses changed, tea and coffee finished, they headed for an overnight
stay in Henley-in-Arden.
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The Johnson Society held another varied and interesting set of
lectures this year, which met with great appreciation from the
assembled audiences. Our lecturers descended on Lichfield from
all corners of the land, from Newcastle to London. That’s the
magnetic pull of Dr Johnson for you. 

First off was Professor James McLaverty who talked entertainingly
on Dr Johnson and Editing. Professor McLaverty argued that,
whilst Johnson valued textual stability, he was nonetheless relatively
negligent in the establishment of the textual integrity of his own
poems. Like Wordsworth, and unlike Pope, Johnson composed
much of his poetry rapidly in his head and his practice was to
scribble down half-lines as an aide-mémoire, which he would later
fill in from memory. Of the 114 poems that now appear in his
collected works, only 35 were published in his lifetime. Johnson’s
poems were distributed freely up until Johnson’s death in 1784
without authorial or editorial control. 

As Professor McLaverty argued, alert to others’ self-fashioning, he
would have been less Johnsonian if he had taken a similar care over
himself. Some of his most successful poems, such as ‘On the Death
of Dr Robert Levet’ and ‘The Vanity of Human Wishes’, exist in
textual variants. A famous revision in the latter poem replaces the
word ‘garret’ by ‘patron’, the change of one word heralding a
turning point in literary history with the rejection of the system of
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patronage. Johnson represents a challenge for the editorial process as it is in the
nature of the oeuvre that composition is irregular and textual transmission
hazardous. Professor McLaverty concluded by pointing to the desirability of an
edition of Johnson’s manuscripts, with a companion enquiry into his
orthography and methods of composition.

Next up was Dr David Fallon of Sunderland University, who brought the
assembled audience to its feet, simply by entering the lecture hall, in
wholehearted acknowledgement of the five hour train journey our lecturer had
stoically endured on a snow-blasted January Sunday, to deliver his talk. Such is
the bulldog spirit which Johnson himself exemplified so admirably. Dr Fallon’s
talk on Johnson, Boswell and the London Booksellers took the audience on
an entertaining ramble through the streets of 18th century London, shining a
light on the role of the metropolitan booksellers in the dissemination and
fostering of a literary culture. Boswell famously made his first acquaintance with
Dr Johnson in the bookshop of Thomas Davies, a friend of Dr Johnson.

Dr Fallon developed the theme that London bookshops were an important
catalyst in the development of literary sociability; an alternative to the competing
arenas of the coffee house, and the inns and taverns. Booksellers such as Davies
were cultured individuals and acted as gatekeepers and literary impresarios in
facilitating literary introductions and helping to create a sphere of literary
companionability. 

Some less high-minded booksellers had other strings to their bow, including the
procurement of ladies of the night for favoured customers. Dr Fallon showed
that these booksellers plied their trade close to Covent Garden and produced
elegant directories listing the young ladies. He produced a number of
entertaining maps of London which showed how bookshops, inns, taverns,
coffee shops (and latter-day sex shops) jostled cheek by jowl, offering a diverse
panorama of both the urbane and the profane. Boswell, as a consummate social
chameleon and man-about-town, embraced the full possibilities of these different
worlds, in a perhaps less discriminating way than Dr Johnson, who was not
noticeably an habitué of London’s seamier side. Dr Fallon’s excellent talk
opened a window on a world where conversation was the social glue which
bound the literary demi-monde together, and bookshops provided an arena in
which civilised discourse could find a congenial setting. 
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Our final lecturer in the winter series, Professor Markmann Ellis of St Mary’s
College, London University, spoke on Johnson and the Debate on Tea.
Professor Ellis’s talk was accompanied by tea-related accoutrements, including
a typical ‘dish’ of the sort from which Dr Johnson would have supped, and some
21st century tea redolent of its 18th century counterpart. Professor Ellis began
his talk with Johnson’s acknowledgement that he was ‘a hardened and shameless
tea-drinker’ who drank prodigious quantities of tea. Dr Johnson, seldom one to
do things by halves, consumed on occasion 25 cups at a sitting. Felicitously, one
of Dr Johnson’s four surviving teapots is on display in our Birthplace Museum,
which Professor Ellis was able to view immediately prior to the lecture.  

Professor Ellis described the development of the tea trade in the 18th century
and the debate which arose between those who embraced and those who
rejected the efficacy of the humble leaf. Jonas Hanway’s eccentric ‘Essay on
Tea’, published in 1756, presented the case for the prosecution, arguing that tea
was an alarming foreign luxury ‘of a most pernicious tendency’, a commodity
which risked infecting the native strength and martial power of the nation with
the dangerous ‘effeminacy’ of the Chinese. Johnson strongly refuted Hanway’s
thesis, and then, uniquely, responded to Hanway’s riposte. Normally, he did not
rise to other authors’ criticisms, thinking it beneath him, but on this occasion,
his passion for tea evidently overcame his reluctance.

For Johnson, Professor Ellis argued, drinking tea was a convivial and domestic
social encounter in dishabille, at which tea was consumed. Drinking tea was not
an event like going to a tavern or a club night, nor like a feast or formal dinner.
Taking tea with someone implied an unstructured ordinary occasion, which
suggested a certain insider status, as one of Johnson’s intimates: casual and
convivial, domestic and ordinary. Unlike the taking of coffee, which took place
in the setting of the coffee house, tea was consumed in the domestic setting and
served to cement relationships in a sort of rite of conviviality. Professor Ellis’s
fascinating talk took in both the larger mercantile context of the tea trade as well
as the companionable uses of tea in the social milieu. 

Fittingly, this précis must conclude with grateful thanks to our tireless members
who provided high quality, latter-day tea and cake for the assembled audiences,
demonstrating that the Johnson Society provides both food for thought and the
digestive system. Thanks also to Richard Davies, who handled the takings on
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the door. Finally, particular thanks to our lecturers who committed
their time to enable a space to be opened up between academe
and our literary society, creating thereby a contemporary field of
conversability. 
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The fact that we got to Oxford at our second attempt saved Fred
Nicholls the task of assembling the shortest report of our annual
visit ever. If you are a little confused by this, it is because our
original trip was planned for March, and was called off due to an
inundation of snow. 

But the trip was re-arranged and the weather gods were on our side
this time, and so, 40+ Johnsonians descended on Oxford in
glorious sunshine on 1 June. Fred was unable to make the trip, so
the role of chronicler fell to me. Although Johnson thought talk of
weather wearisome, on this occasion I am not ashamed to assert,
that Oxford on a sunny day raises the spirits like few other places.

Pembroke College entertained us royally, and many thanks are due
to Professor Lynda Mugglestone (one of our past Presidents) and
Huw Edmunds for facilitating the visit. We were treated to a guided
tour of the College by two erudite, post-doctoral students and of
the Johnson archive by the College’s archivist. The splendour of
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the honeyed Cotswold stone in the ancient quadrangles inevitably prompted the
visitor to ponder the sense of loss Johnson must have felt at having to leave the
College after just a year.

Johnson left a mark on the College quite literally; in fact, several marks.  The
archive room hosted a range of Johnsonian artefacts, but undoubtedly, the
highlight for most of us was the College battels records for Johnson’s year, which
recorded the fines levied on students for infractions of the College’s code.
Precisely what the elaborate squiggles aligned against each student’s name in the
records signified is a matter of conjecture, but it is certainly the case that Johnson
had an impressive train of ciphers after his name. It is thought that they were
for non-payment of board. In which case, Johnson displayed as always, an
admirable single-mindedness. 

The only fellow student who rivalled Johnson in the quantity of squiggles was a
great college friend of Johnson’s, a certain ‘Phil Jones’. He was described by
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contemporaries as a ‘foolish longguts’ and ‘foppish dog’, according to the
Johnsonian biographer James L. Clifford, as Bob White mischievously pointed
out to me. I remain convinced that the possessor of such a noble name must
have been unfairly traduced.

But the archive also contains a treasure trove of early Johnsonian editions, letters,
artefacts and books owned by Johnson. It also includes leaves of a commonplace
book laid out in several cases, including some entries which had apparently been
bowdlerised by some well-meaning prelate. It was fascinating to witness the
variation in Johnson’s hand, ranging from the relatively neat through to the more
familiar angular scrawl.

We were also shown around the Chapel and various quadrangles, witnessing
students engaged in croquet; not a sport at which one of Dr Johnson’s awkward
mien would have excelled, one would hazard to guess. We also saw Johnson’s
writing desk and had a splendid meal in College following a tour of the Senior
Common Room and other parts of the College. Many of us agreed that this
allowed a glimpse of a style of living to which it would be only too easy to become
accustomed.

The assembled Johnsonians were afforded little opportunity to embellish or
amend any of our excellent guides’ witty aperçus, such was the accuracy and
scholarship brought to bear. Our forbearance was rewarded when our trusty
Achates incorrectly identified the room in which Johnson had spent his time at
Pembroke. Mary Baker was the first to identify the said chambers with satnav-
like precision. 

The afternoon was dedicated to free time in Oxford. People strolled at leisure,
whilst others of us spent some time sampling the excellent local hostelries, all
of which apparently had featured in Morse. Some visited the excellent exhibition
of drawings at the beautifully refurbished Ashmolean. Thanks again to the
College for a splendid day out.

Fred - you won’t get off so easily next year!
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Johnson’s family home is thriving, with rising visitor figures now
comfortably reaching over 15,000 annually. In late 2012 the
Museum launched a new programme for primary school children,
introducing them to Johnson with an interactive tour including the
opportunity to meet costumed characters. The initial response has
been rather staggering for our small site, with over 550 local pupils
having either visited the Museum or joined in an outreach session
in the classroom during the 2012-13 school year.

This year has seen some important conservation work carried out
on selected items in the collection, such as John Buckler’s
watercolour view of Lichfield Cathedral. The conservation work
not only cleaned this beautiful piece, but revealed a note by the
artist on the back of the drawing which dated it to 1807, much
earlier than had been previously catalogued in our records, and
documented that it had appeared in the Royal Academy’s summer
exhibition. 

Another work closely linked to the Royal Academy which
underwent conservation this year was the wonderful bust of Samuel
Johnson by Joseph Nollekens, arguably one of the most important
pieces in the Birthplace collection. The bust was cleaned and some
chips repaired, and to celebrate its return to Lichfield was the
central piece in our summer exhibition, ‘Blockheads and Beggars:
the Story of Johnson’s Head’. This display looked closely at the
bust and the tale behind its creation, and showed the work
alongside another masterpiece of the collection: the portrait of
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Bennett Langton admiring the bust, attributed to Johann Zoffanny. The display
also compared the Nollekens work to other representations of Johnson in
sculpture, and invited visitors to make up their own minds about how true a
representation of the great man they can be considered to be. One such work
on display was the full-length carved figure of Johnson created by the late Denis
Parsons in 1989, a master carver who was long associated with well-known
Lichfield sculpture firm Robert Bridgeman and Sons. With the assistance of
Denis’s partner Pamela Marshall, the Birthplace was able to display images of
the Johnson figure coming into creation, as well as holding a hugely popular
demonstration day with sculptor Allen Necchi in July. 

Alongside the summer exhibition, the Museum’s now established calendar of
events has continued to grow this year with well-attended adult art workshops,
children’s activities and taster tour sessions for ‘Adult Learners’ Week’ in May.
A particularly welcome addition to our regular events this year has been our
‘Bookworms United’ reading and activity Saturday club for primary age children.
Led by Museum Attendant Janet Hill-Gibbs, it is delightful to hear the group
enjoying and exploring literature above the same room in which Johnson’s own
love of reading blossomed. As always, Johnson’s Birthday celebrations are our
largest event of the year, and for his 304th anniversary Intimate Theatre
entertained on the Market Square as Johnson and Mrs Thrale in ‘The Elephant
and the Rattlesnake’, written by the Museum’s talented David Titley.

In addition to the displays and events, there is always just as much unseen work
going on by staff and volunteers to care for, document and research the
collection and the building, and maintain the profile of the Museum. In May
the Birthplace took part in a series of ‘Crossing the Bar’ workshops for Ph.D.
students at Keele University and contributed to their academic blog. The
Museum has maintained strong links with Derby, and has contributed a special
Johnson display for the chapel in St Werburgh’s. This year has also seen a good
number of research visitors from academics through to family researchers,
including a number of international visitors either using the library or requesting
materials. Over the next year plans are afoot to establish a larger store for the
Museum, creating much needed book storage space and ultimately allowing for
facilities in the Wood Library to be improved for users. On a more practical
note, the Birthplace is one of a handful of Museums in the region which has
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been selected to take part in a new ‘Green Museums’ initiative, receiving expert
advice on reducing our environmental impact and costs while looking after our
historic building. 

The collection continues to develop with new editions and ephemera. A
particularly interesting addition this year has been a full copy of The
Gentleman’s Magazine for July 1736, the edition in which an advertisement for
Edial appeared, where: ‘Young Gentlemen are Boarded, and Taught the Latin
and Greek Languages, by Samuel Johnson’. There have also been generous
donations to the Museum bookshop stock this year from a number of society
members, which are essential to our fund-raising and greatly appreciated.

Further details of Birthplace events and activities can be found on the Museum
website at www.samueljohnsonbirthplace.org.uk, where there is also an
opportunity to join the Birthplace mailing list for regular updates. 
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(photo by Chris Lockwood and by kind permission of the Chapter of Lichfield Cathedral)
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The Johnson Society trip to Oxford, planned for March, had to be
cancelled due to snow. I do not need to tell members of the
Johnson Society how glorious the weather in Oxford was over the
first weekend in June. While you were welcomed at Pembroke
College, the ALS AGM was taking place at St Hilda’s College,
hosted by the Barbara Pym Society, in honour of Pym’s 100th
birthday. 

About 80 delegates from a wide variety of literary societies gathered
on Saturday, 1 June in the beautiful setting of St Hilda’s College.
Colin and Donna Greatorex represented the Johnson Society, as
well as me. We were welcomed by Elizabeth Llewellyn-Smith,
former principal of St Hilda’s, who gave us a whirlwind tour of her
relationship with many ALS authors, including Johnson. She
stressed the pleasure that we derive not only from reading, but from
the physical book, remembering editions of favourite works from
her childhood. Currently, she said, there is an explosion of brilliant
literary biography, which shows how much readers are interested
in writers’ lives, and this enthusiasm feeds into the ALS via its
member societies.

The AGM began with the customary roll-call of societies. Jenny
Uglow, the distinguished president of the ALS, spoke briefly about
the pleasures of reading, and how one book leads us on to another,
and another. She said that Barbara Pym is a great comic writer,
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who deals with issues far from comic.

Linda Curry, chairman of the ALS, reported that it was the 40th anniversary of
the founding of the group. In honour of the occasion, the secretary, Anita
Fernandez-Young, has written a brief history of the ALS which will be distributed
to member groups. One measure of the current vitality of the ALS is the
eagerness of member societies to host the annual weekend. In 2014 we will be
celebrating Marlowe in Canterbury; in 2015, Trollope in York; in 2016, the
Brontës in Haworth; in 2017, Sassoon and Owen in Edinburgh; in 2018,
Katherine Mansfield in Bath; and in 2019, George Eliot in Nuneaton. We then
have a few years unbooked, but the Larkin Society have already said they will
host 2022’s AGM in Hull. Some of us wonder if we will still be around by then…

Linda Curry also reported on the production of the ALS journal, ALSo. This
year’s edition, now ready, is on humour and literature. Next year’s theme is
fiction and the fantastic. Members of the Johnson Society are welcome to
contribute and it is a good way to promote a society and its author. 

The ALS committee was re-elected.

Discussion of current campaigns involving literary properties included the news
that Plymouth Grove, Elizabeth Gaskell’s house in Manchester, has received a
Heritage Lottery Fund grant of £2 million which should see the completion of
the restoration work. They are currently trying to reconstruct the Gaskells’
library. George Eliot’s childhood home, Griff House, now a pub, is to be
restored and will become a visitors’ centre. The Blake Society is desperately
trying to purchase one of his former homes, but as the two candidates are in
Mayfair and Felpham in Sussex, a great deal of money needs to be raised.

There was also a general discussion on the rising costs of running a literary
society. Postage has risen so much that it often equals the cost of producing an
annual publication. Some societies have found ingenious ways of dealing with
this, and other problems, and it was suggested that the ALS website should
include an online forum, where ideas could be exchanged.

Following the AGM Clemence Schultze, former professor of Classics at Durham
University and chairman of the Barbara Pym Society, gave a talk entitled,
‘Barbara Pym: An Unashamed Reader’. This focussed on reading as presented
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in her novels. Her congenial characters love to read, and the women, especially,
love to read in bed. They also love to quote, usually obscure 16th and 17th
century poetry, and hymns. Her characters quote for comfort, to extract humour
from a situation, to provide a context. However, in her later novels, she seems
to question the value of reading, particularly fiction. Is it simply escapism? How
can reading possibly be a substitute for experience and self-knowledge? This is
one theme of her final and darkest novel: Quartet in Autumn.  

After an excellent and convivial lunch in St Hilda’s dining hall, we reconvened
for a lively Pym reading from Crampton Hodnet, an early and very funny novel
set in Oxford. 

The final talk of the afternoon was given by James Booth, former professor of
English at Hull University. In ‘Philip Larkin and Barbara Pym: an Elective
Affinity’ he traced the development of a friendship from Larkin’s first fan letter
to Pym in 1961 to her death in 1980. This friendship may seem an unlikely one
in many respects, but they did have a lot in common, particularly in their
background and outlook, which were conservative and very English.  They had
both attended Oxford. Both were unmarried, though famously flirty, perhaps
feeling that a long-term relationship would threaten their creativity and focus on
work. In their writing, both stressed the beauty and importance of the
commonplace, but Larkin found a negative cosiness in her novels. Her
publisher, Jonathan Cape, dropped her without a word of warning in the 1960s,
claiming her work was unfashionable and unsaleable. During the dark years
which followed, until her re-discovery in the 1970s, partly through the efforts of
Larkin, she was sustained in her writing by his loyal support. She came to rely
on his judgement, and her last novels, particularly Quartet in Autumn, show his
influence: there is much less cosiness and much greater darkness. 

Following the final talk of the day, there was tea and two birthday cakes: one for
the ALS and one for Barbara Pym.

Barbara Pym attended St Hilda’s when it was a ‘ladies’ college’. Last year it made
the difficult decision to admit men for the first time, as it was losing out on
university funding because of its discrimination against men (one didn’t like to
mention the centuries of discrimination against women at Oxford). The
undergraduates seem happy with the new arrangements, but many women who
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attended it are unhappy at the change, which may, in turn, have an impact on its
long-term funding. Discussing these issues with several St Hilda women was of
great interest to me, as I attended a women’s college – which defiantly and
successfully remains so – in the United States. 

We returned to St Hilda’s in the beautiful evening to drink wine on the terrace
above the Cherwell before our annual dinner. This was followed by the
customary readings from society authors, including Dickens, Sassoon, Blake,
Angela Thirkell, Trollope and, of course, Barbara Pym. 

Sunday morning, several of us assembled outside the tourist office in Broad
Street, for a tour entitled, ‘Alice in Waterland’ by Mark Davies. We walked to
Christ Church College and then through the meadows to the Cherwell and the
Thames, while Mark told us how Alice in Wonderland grew from the boat trips
that Charles Dodgson made with the Liddell girls along the Thames and the
stories that he told them to keep them entertained. Mark is a local historian,
with a particular interest in the ‘town’ (as opposed to ‘gown’) history of Oxford
and, in passing, told us the story of James Sadler, an early balloonist, who made
one of his first ascents from Christ Church Meadows in 1784. Johnson, who was
interested in ballooning, was in Oxford at the time, and subscribed to the ascent,
but was unable to attend, due to ill health. As a result, we have asked Mark to
lecture at the Johnson Society at its 2014 AGM and to tell the story of early
ballooning, James Sadler of Oxford, and Samuel Johnson.

Having said farewell to the tour group, and especially Colin and Donna
Greatorex, whose next port of call was Russia, I walked back through the
beautiful city, thronged with tourists in the bright sunshine, to find my car and
head for home.

This year’s ALS AGM will be held in Canterbury, hosted by the Marlowe
Society, on 31 May. All members of the Johnson Society, and other societies
affiliated to the ALS, are welcome to attend. If you would like more information
about the ALS, please see our website (www.allianceofliterarysocieties.org.uk)
or contact me at martyross73@gmail.com. 
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William Rees-Mogg

Sir William Rees-Mogg, President of the Johnson Society for
1983/4, died on 29 December 2012, aged 84, after a short illness.
He was a distinguished editor of The Times from 1967 to 1981.

It is recorded that he discovered Boswell’s Life of Johnson at the
age of 10 years, prompting a lifelong love of Samuel Johnson
and the 18th century as a whole. He became an archetypal
Establishment figure in his chalk striped suits, seemingly more at
home in the Johnsonian era than his own.

This became abundantly clear during his Presidential Address,
when he spoke with fluency, deep understanding and love on
Johnson in his period – without notes. He was not able to provide
a transcript subsequently for the editor of Transactions; thus there
is no published record.

He continued throughout his life as a prominent voice in national
and international affairs and journalism, writing with ease and
without prejudices. He championed causes with courage and
independence. Famously, he wrote The Times leader in 1967,
‘Who Breaks a Butterfly on a Wheel’, using his knowledge of
Alexander Pope, rushing to the defence of Messrs Jagger and
Richards following their infamous drugs charge.

He became Vice-Chairman of the BBC and Chairman of the Arts
Council in 1982. I wrote to him in August 1982 in my capacity as
Chairman of the Johnson Society. He replied, ‘I feel most
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honoured by your invitation to be President of the Johnson Society for 1983/4
and am delighted to accept. It is of particular significance to me because the
Arts Council are mounting a Johnson Exhibition in 1984 and I feel that my
involvement in the two can only be conducive to the interest of both.’ 

During his Presidency, he offered a substantial prize or reward to Johnson’s old
school, King Edward VI, Lichfield, if they would stage a performance of Irene.
He never demanded the nine nights of the original at Drury Lane, but maybe
thought the play, written at Edial, might return home.
Bob White

Lars Sonesson

We learned of Lars Sonesson’s death through John Byrne, our past President.
They had attended the Pembroke College, Oxford, conferences together; and
the two of them used to travel with us to Uttoxeter for the Monday events
following the Birthday weekend in Lichfield. Lars took part in our celebrations
from 2007 until ill-health prevented him in 2012.

We remember him as a tall figure, dignified, with a twinkle in his eye as he
practised his very precise English without losing his Swedish formality. He
needed his language skill for his work with the UN’s International
Telecommunications Union, which drew on his professional expertise as the
internet started to come on stream. Researching Johnson’s Swedish connections,
and presenting the man himself to a Swedish readership became his retirement
vocation; we were pleased to offer him support in his translations of Swedish
material into English.

Lars had been unwell for the last year of his life, going in and out of hospital.
He never reduced his intellectual interests – a year ago he was reading a
biography of the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, which he admitted he found
difficult. He told us that he returned to his beloved Johnsoniana with a sense of
coming home. We missed his gentle presence in 2012, and remembered him
in 2013; condolences to his family have been sent through John Byrne, in
Australia. Lars was an example of the international appeal which Samuel
Johnson still exerts, and from which our Lichfield Society so much benefits.
Anthony & Anne Wilson
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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
2012 John Chapple
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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). 

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
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
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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

2012
Presidential Address: Shakespeare and Johnson, John Chapple
Izaak Walton: Saved by Samuel Johnson?, Anthony Wilson
The Fictional Lives of Samuel Johnson, Phil Jones
Ellen Feepound, Bookseller and Spinster: A Casualty of Small Shot, David Smith
Notes on a Notebook: Johnson’s Lichfield Streets, Joanne Wilson
The Georgian Stage, Graham Nicholls
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A Johnsonian Crossword 3  devised by Phil Jones

Please note: 12 of the clues refer to people, writers and personalities with whom
Johnson was familiar. Nine clues include definitions from Johnson’s Dictionary
(in quotation marks); the rest have no explicit Johnsonian link.

Across
1 Moor swapped the end for a servant. (6)
4 Weapon caused angry band leader to cry out in pain. (8)
10 An academic, having embraced underground god, found this writer. (7)
11 Enlarge with mixed results on ‘the whole’. (7)
12 This writer combined gravity and light. (4)
13 Deep confusion followed the reduced speed of this conveyance. (10)
15 Without, a confused aristo held his unruly seat, with a ‘low noise’. (6)
16 An abstainer took yours truly backwards before exercise ‘attack’. (7)
20 Trap injured owl flying from New Orleans perhaps. (7)
21 This writer was found amongst the waste elements. (6)
24 Slave driver’s job to dominate. (10)
26 A buzz of energy gives you this philosopher. (4)
28 Bambi flipped after drinking gin cocktail and exercised ‘sovereign authority’. (7)
29 Though he observed moderation initially, offspring followed for this writer. (7)
30 Establish hospital department and implement without west wing. (8)
31 Low dam led to party for this odd type. (6)

Down
1 ‘Boaster’ provides support to horse painting. (8)
2 Socialist shall regularly precede my French swimmer. (3,6)
3 Esau sat alternately ‘where the sun rises’. (4)
5 Man had tiff before the cut bloom, again. (8)
6 Lacking ease, intents seem baffled feelings. (10)
7 This politician sounded asinine. (5)
8 This politician had cunning around king. (6)
9 ‘State of subjection’ of old city round muddled end. (5)
14 French chef eats French food for dessert. (10)
17 ‘Harbinger’, before a swearer was heard. (9)
18 Plodding expert accordingly backed detectives. (8)
19 ‘To this point’, idol took eastern boat without front. (8)
22 Writer saint accompanies Eric’s diminutive pal eastwards. (6)
23 This wife, notwithstanding, reversed the race inside. (5)
25 Bird writer. (5)
27 Writer took phosphorous to work with drug. (4)
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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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Last year’s winner was Mr Robert Bartlett of Surrey
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New Members 2012

Mr F. Aitken Newport
Mr S. Back Sutton Coldfield
Mr & Mrs G. Mason Tamworth
Mr D.A. McCreary New York
Mr D.A. Wight & Mrs L.J. Mountford Lichfield
Mr R.P. Ray Lichfield

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.

Individual £10
Joint £15
Overseas individual $ 30
Overseas joint $ 45
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Sunday, 26 January 
2.30pm, Martin Heath Hall, Christchurch Lane
Professor Malcolm Dick, Birmingham University 
‘Matthew Boulton’

Sunday, 23 February 
2.30pm, Martin Heath Hall, Christchurch Lane
Professor Ruth Watts, Birmingham University 
‘18th Century Education, Women and Science’ 

Sunday, 2 March: The Annual Johnson Lecture
7.30pm, The Guildhall
Professor Jon Mee, Warwick University 
‘Dissenting and Literary Societies in the 18th Century’ 

Wednesday, 19 March 
7.30pm AGM  
Mark Davies 
‘James Sadler: Oxford Pastry Cook and First British  Aeronaut’

Johnson Birthday weekend: 19-22 September
The President Elect, Professor Jock Murray of Dalhousie
University, Nova Scotia, a specialist in 18th century medicine and
Johnson’s medical history, will be installed at the Johnson Supper
on Saturday, 20 September.

JOHNSON
SOCIETY

EVENTS 2014

JOHNSON SOCIETY
EVENTS 2014
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Borrowing Book: Fuller’s Worthies
(photo by Chris Lockwood and by kind permission of the Chapter of Lichfield Cathedral)
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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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...my friend Joe Nollekens can
chop out a head with any of them.

Samuel Johnson by Joseph Nollekens RA 1777
(© The Samuel Johnson Birthplace Museum)
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