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Johnson’s great edition of Shakespeare was published 250 years
ago, on 10 October 1765, an event which was commemorated at
the Pembroke College, Oxford conference in August, attended by
Johnsonian scholars and enthusiasts from all over the world.  Phil
Jones, our chairman, attended and has reported on the weekend
in this edition of Transactions. Johnson’s passion for Shakespeare
was life-long. As a child, downstairs in his father’s bookshop, he
was so frightened by Hamlet’s ghost scene, that ‘he suddenly
hurried upstairs to the street door that he might see people about
him’. The year before he died, he was delighted by a visit from the
actress Sarah Siddons, with whom he discussed Shakespeare and
particularly the acting of his great friend David Garrick. ‘Garrick,
Madam, was no declaimer...a true conception of character, and
natural expression of it, were his distinguishing excellencies.’ We
commemorate Johnson’s Shakespeare this year on our back cover,
with Hogarth’s portrait of ‘David Garrick as Richard III’, one of
his best-known roles.

Johnson and H.L. Mencken, the American journalist and
lexicographer, may have shared an admiration of Shakespeare, but
little else. Mencken defied and deplored Johnson’s influence on
American English in entertainingly over-the-top diatribes.
Ironically, he earned the nickname of ‘the American Johnson’.
Ross Davies explores the reasons for Mencken’s animosity towards
Johnson and also considers his true contributions to scholarship.

There is, of course, a great tradition of taking the mickey out of Dr
Johnson – his perceived pomposity, his enormous appetites, his
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incongruous flirtatiousness – which perhaps reached its modern high point in
Robbie Coltrane’s portrayal in Blackadder. Joanne Wilson, curator of the
Birthplace Museum, explores the origins of this tradition in 18th century
caricatures of Johnson.

Johnson’s laughter echoes down to us in Graham Nicholls’s lecture on humour
in the 18th century – ‘“From Temple Bar to Fleet ditch”: the Sound of Laughter
in the Eighteenth Century’– which entertained us mightily at the annual lecture
on 2 March.

Some of Johnson’s more famous statements about women are enough to make
a modern Johnson admirer cringe, but our new president, Kate Chisholm, has
attempted to redress the balance in her book, Wits & Wives: Dr Johnson in the
Company of Women. In her address at the Johnson Supper last year, she
focussed on Johnson’s friendship with the novelist and dramatist Charlotte
Lennox, regarded by him as a professional, Grub Street colleague. She was
personally crowned with a laurel wreath by him at a raucous dinner party in her
honour in 1750. 

Jack Lynch of Rutgers University visited us in Lichfield in November 2014 and,
at a very decorous dinner party, was persuaded to write the second in our
‘Essential Johnsonian Reading’ series. His advocacy of The Rambler will, I am
sure, delight and entertain.

Bob White, chairman and stalwart of this Society for many years, has written a
personal account of past presidents and the friendships formed with many of them.

We commemorate the loss of a particular friend this year in Denis Gibbs:
physician, scholar, bibliophile, gentleman.  

We hope friendship will remain at the heart of the Johnson Society, and I would
like to thank the following friends and colleagues (and one husband) for their
help on this edition of Transactions: Phil Jones, Mary Baker, Kathy Simmons,
Fred Nicholls, Bob White, Jayne Wilson, David Smith and Joanne Wilson.
Without their advice, practical assistance and good humour, this would be a
much more arduous task.

Please send any proposed articles or suggestions for Transactions to me, either
c/o The Samuel Johnson Birthplace Museum or at martyross73@gmail.com. 
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I am delighted to welcome Kate as our new President. She is a
Johnsonian through and through, and like Johnson, a writer. She
published her widely praised Wits & Wives: Dr Johnson in the
Company of Women in 2011, forming the backdrop to her
excellent presidential address, published here. She has also
produced a highly acclaimed biography of Fanny Burney, an essay
on the Burney family for the Cambridge Companion to Frances
Burney and a short memoir, Hungry Hell.  She is the radio critic
of The Spectator and a former fellow of the Royal Literary Fund
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DR JOHNSON AND CHARLOTTE LENNOX

Dr Johnson and
Charlotte Lennox:
The Great Cham
meets a Bird
of  Prey

and the Hawthornden Fund. She currently tutors on the MA course in creative
writing (non-fiction) at City University in London.

Kate serves on the committee of the Johnson Society of London, our sister
society, and is no stranger to Lichfield, having spoken entertainingly to us in
recent years as part of our winter lecture series. Women are at the heart of Kate's
re-consideration of Johnson. She began Wits & Wives when she was living in a
flat near Blackfriars Bridge. Johnson is depicted in a stained glass window at the
nearby Southwark Cathedral, where Kate worshipped. Walking along Park Street
and seeing the plaque marking the site of the brewery owned by Johnson’s
friends Henry and Hester Thrale, with whom he spent many convivial hours in
his later life, inspired her to write her book.

Dr Johnson is often thought of as overbearing and chauvinist in manner; a man
who once famously asserted that ‘Women have all the liberty they should wish
to have.’ But Kate’s view, set out in her book, is that we need to consider how
Johnson lived, not just what he said. He had in fact many close, generous and
equal relationships with women, ranging from Elizabeth Carter to Mary
Wollstonecraft. 

Johnson is re-imagined anew by each generation. Kate is one of a number of
contemporary writers who are enabling us to think about Johnson in a different
light. Johnson was so uniquely contrary that only a writer with the most
superficial acquaintance with his books would make the mistake of seeking to
pigeonhole him. Our new President has never erred in that fashion and will add
lustre to our Society in the year ahead. Welcome aboard Kate!
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Presidential address given to the Johnson Society on 19 September
2015 in the Guildhall, Lichfield.

My topic tonight is ‘Dr Johnson and Charlotte Lennox: The Great
Cham meets a Bird of Prey’. And what I will hope to do is convince
you that we should still be reading Charlotte Lennox, for her wit,
her intelligence, her professionalism. I will also endeavour to
illustrate just how involved Johnson was in her career as a writer,
encouraging her, advising her and promoting her talent, for as he
once said, ‘she is a great Genius’.

On a balmy evening in May 1784, just a few months before he died,
Dr Johnson dined at the house of Mrs Garrick, the widow of his
friend, the actor-manager David Garrick. Mrs Garrick was also
entertaining Elizabeth Carter, Hannah More and Fanny Burney,
all writers and members of what have come to be known as the
Bluestocking circle. ‘Three such women are not to be found,’
Johnson later told Boswell, who then recorded the conversation in
his Life of Johnson. ‘I know not where I could find a fourth,’ said
Johnson, ‘except Mrs Lennox, who is superior to them all.’

It’s a lovely image: the great Johnson dining with four women, not
another man in sight. And his declaration that Mrs Charlotte
Lennox was superior in talent to Fanny Burney, the hugely
successful novelist, to Elizabeth Carter, who was a renowned
scholar of Greek, and to Hannah More, a great favourite of David
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DR JOHNSON AND CHARLOTTE LENNOX

Garrick and whose play Percy had made her £700 (which was then a small
fortune), rustled a few feathers when Boswell’s Life was published, just as Boswell
probably intended.

Fanny Burney, when she discovered what Johnson had said about Lennox, wrote
in her diary that this was one of Johnson’s ‘accidental assertions’, an ‘occasional
sally’, yet another example of his delight in provoking, in making mischief. This,
she wrote, could not be his ‘solid opinion’ of Lennox. But Burney here is
suffering from a bad case of hurt pride. How could Johnson choose Lennox
above her?

We may not much read Lennox today but Johnson’s comment about her was
not accidental. I’m pretty sure that he did believe Lennox was ‘superior’ to them
all. She is one of the very few living (rather than long-dead) writers to be quoted
by Johnson in the Dictionary. And it’s intriguing to note that the word and
definition her quotation appears under is TALENT.

Lennox was a writer who, like Johnson, made a living from her pen, and like
him too she could turn her hand to many different kinds of publication. She
first made her reputation as a poet. Then to make fast and easy money she
turned out several superb translations of classic works from French and Italian.
She wrote plays, hugely successful novels, an intriguing study of Shakespeare that
is not afraid to criticise his plays, and she published a magazine modelled on
The Gentleman’s Magazine, which was written mostly by herself. To sell her
magazine, she invented the idea of the serialised novel, later so popular with
Victorian writers, issued in chapters, month by month.

Who, then, was Charlotte Lennox? And why, now, do we know so little about her?

She arrived in London as Barbara Ramsay, not long after Johnson, and like him
was also penniless, friendless and desperately ambitious. Scholars are still
disputing where she was born. Did she come to London from Gibraltar or New
York? Was she 16 when she arrived, or 26? The general consensus is that her
father was a military man, stationed in the garrison town of New York, and that
she was sent to London after his death to live with an elderly aunt, to be educated
and to find a husband who could then support her.

But Lennox kept the details of her early life vague, either because the true story
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was disreputable, or more likely much simpler and less exotic than she wanted
her readers and supporters to believe. She preferred to maintain the fiction that
she came from the backwoods as a very young girl, and launched her career in
the capital on her own merits, without a friend or mentor to help her. She wanted
to believe, and for others also to recognise, that she alone created her own
remarkable success. And by and large she did.

What we do know for certain is that in September 1748 she was appearing on
stage as an actress, performing under the name Charlotte Ramsay. Horace
Walpole tells us so in his journals, reporting that he had seen her in a play at
Richmond and that her performance was ‘deplorable’. The theatre, then as now,
was one way to make money and become famous. But Lennox also turned her
hand to writing, as if not sure at first where and how she might succeed. But to
succeed, to make her name, of this she was determined.

She published her first collection of poems in 1747. Poems on Several Occasions:
Written by a Young Lady was not a title guaranteed to make her name, but her
poetry was nevertheless an immediate success. More importantly, even though
the volume was published anonymously, the poems were so distinctive, so full
of character that they sparked an interest. Who was this talented, cheeky writer?

The poetry of that time is often difficult for us to appreciate – it’s too sentimental,
too flowery, too laboured. Not Lennox. The most popular poem in her first
collection was ‘The Art of Coquetry’, in which she illustrates the tactics used by
the best flirts about town. You might think this would be bawdy, cheap, tacky.
Actually, Lennox is very funny, and sharply perceptive; her eagle-eyed
observations of female behaviour, and the masculine response to it, is unsettling
and spot-on.

First form your artful looks with studious care,
From mild to grave, from tender to severe.
Oft on the careless youth your glances dart,
A tender meaning let each glance impart.
Whene’er he meets your looks, with modest pride
And soft confusion turn your eyes aside,
Let a soft sigh steal out, as if by chance,
Then cautious turn, and steal another glance.

13
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DR JOHNSON AND CHARLOTTE LENNOX

Or again, later in the poem:

What’s won by beauty must be kept by art…
Sometimes with smiles receive him, sometimes tears,
And wisely balance both his hopes and fears.

Lennox writes with such style and authority you can’t help feeling that she, too,
had used the very same arts of flirtation to make her way in London. Certainly,
she soon had many of the leading figures in the capital’s publishing world
dancing attendance on her. At the same time, that authority and self-assurance
meant she was never popular with her female rivals, who could not help but
admire the sophistication of her writing while thoroughly disliking its tone. This
would mean that Lennox’s life would never be easy.

When and where she first met Johnson is not known but by the time she
published her first book of poems she was married – to Alexander Lennox, a
printer, who worked for William Strahan, a friend of Johnson whose printing
works was just around the corner from Johnson’s house in Gough Square. It is
possible that Alexander Lennox used to visit Johnson in his garret to collect
those manuscript sheets of the Dictionary that were ready for printing. Maybe
Charlotte was calculating enough to marry Alexander knowing that he could
bring her into the heart of the capital’s publishing scene.

If so, her ruse worked (although the marriage itself was never a success; Charlotte
ending up alone and penniless). When her first novel, The Life of Harriot Stuart,
was published in December 1750, not only did Johnson acknowledge her
achievement, he also organised a special meeting of his Ivy Lane Club in her honour.

The party, which went on all night, was held at the Devil tavern, on Fleet Street,
and involved much drinking, ‘pleasant conversation’ and ‘harmless mirth’. An
apple pie was brought in, stuck with bay leaves, and presented to Charlotte, the
only woman present, and Johnson crowned her with a laurel wreath, as a sign
she was worthy of classical status as a writer.

Johnson’s biographer, the miserly, ‘unclubable’ Sir John Hawkins, was there (the
party took place many years before Boswell met Johnson). Hawkins tells us:

About five [in the morning], Johnson’s face shone with meridian splendour,
though his drink had been only lemonade; but the far greater part of us had
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deserted the colours of Bacchus, and were with difficulty rallied to partake
of a second refreshment of coffee, which was scarcely ended when the day
began to dawn…

It took them two hours to wake the waiters and get the bill and it was almost
eight in the morning before they left the tavern. Hawkins adds:

And I well remember, at the instant of my going out of the tavern-door, the
sensation of shame that affected me, occasioned not by reflection on any
thing evil that had passed in the course of the night’s entertainment, but on
the resemblance it bore to a debauch.

Hawkins had never before in his life partied all night and had drunk far too much
because he was suffering from toothache. It’s unfortunate that he is our only
witness to Lennox’s triumph that night and that all we have is his curmudgeonly
account. He does not have the grace to tell us what Johnson so admired about
Lennox’s novel The Life of Harriot Stuart, which is written in the style of ‘The
Art of Coquetry’. It appears a very odd choice of book for the Ivy Lane Club to
celebrate (it was, after all, resolutely male and stuffed with lawyers, bankers,
surgeons and an archdeacon). Had Johnson actually read it?

Harriot Stuart, the heroine, is a determined flirt, who arrives in London from
New York after the death of her father to stay with an elderly aunt who turns
out to be too infirm to look after her. (There are strong echoes here of the stories
about Lennox’s own early years and arrival in the capital.) Harriot, at just 15,
has to learn how to fend for herself in the treacherous waters of the capital’s
social whirl. This she does with remarkable aplomb and some might say
surprising boldness.

Harriot is taken to the theatre, but instead of looking at the action on stage her
eyes are riveted by the arrival in the audience of a group of boys from
Westminster School.

I managed my looks with such art [she tells us], that I soon had the eyes of
some of these young gentlemen upon me. Among the rest a youth about
fifteen, drest in deep mourning, considered me attentively. He was lovely, I
may say, to a fault; for his beauty had something too sweet and delicate in it
for one of his sex. However, I found a secret pleasure in meeting his glances;
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and could not forbear enquiring of a young lady, who sat next me, and
seemed to know him, who he was. She told me he was called Lord S–––.
My heart bounded at the knowledge of his quality, and I felt an increase of
transport whenever I surprised him gazing on me, which he did almost every
moment.

Did Johnson really enjoy this stuff? It seems unlikely. So what was it about
Lennox that he so admired?

Perhaps it’s the way that Lennox subverts the genre of romantic fiction (imported
from France and very popular at this time) and surprises her readers by taking
Harriot Stuart to North America, where she is captured by native Indians and
canoed up the mighty Hudson River. Perhaps it’s the imaginative energy and
sophisticated skill of the writing, which races along taking us with it. Perhaps it’s
the realisation that if Lennox had herself experienced the same kind of
adventures as Harriot Stuart, then she was truly resolute and indomitable.

Sadly, we have no record of Johnson ever saying anything about the novel’s
literary quality. All we do know is that he never ceased to encourage Lennox to
write. After the success of Harriot Stuart, she produced in just over a year her
most famous novel, The Female Quixote, a clever parody not just of Cervantes’
classic tale but also of the very novel she herself had written in Harriot Stuart,
as if she realised its essential flimsiness and knew she could do better. In so
doing, Lennox created a new kind of fiction, deconstructing what had gone
before.

The heroine of The Female Quixote, Arabella, has been brought up in total
seclusion from the world and lives on a diet of romantic fiction. For her, fiction
has become reality, her life is a fairytale and, when she sets out to find perfect
love and a husband, she believes that every man she meets is either a potential
knight-in-armour or a devilish rapist with designs on her virtue. It’s funny, it’s
clever, and above all it’s entirely original. Nothing else was like it.

Lennox, too, ensured that this time her novel would be published by the leading
novelist of his time, Samuel Richardson (the author of Clarissa), who also owned
a printing press. She knew she needed to make an impact if she wanted to make
real money from writing, and she knew how to make this happen.

16

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Transactions 2015_Layout 1  15/12/2015  13:53  Page 16



It was Johnson who introduced Lennox to Richardson, probably persuaded to
do so by Lennox herself, using those arts she so wittily describes in ‘The Art of
Coquetry’. He took her to Richardson’s home and printing works in North End
Road, Kensington. But when they arrived at the front door, she asked Johnson
not to come in with her but to leave her alone with Richardson, because, she
told him, ‘I am under great restraint in your presence, but if you leave me alone
with Richardson I’ll give you a very good account of him.’ She wanted to
negotiate with Richardson on her own terms, not to be beholden to anyone, not
even Johnson. And she succeeded.

She never did give Johnson an account of how she had secured a deal with
Richardson but The Female Quixote was published by him, and on her terms.
Lennox was not just a clever and original writer, she was also highly professional,
managing her career herself. She never fell back on her husband Alexander
Lennox to negotiate her terms with her publishers, and for many years she
appears to have supported herself and her family (she and Alexander eventually
had two children) through her extraordinary capacity for work. Of her surviving
correspondence, most of it concerns her working life and is addressed to other
writers (mostly male), theatrical agents, publishers and printers, including
Johnson, Richardson, Oliver Goldsmith, George Colman (the playwright and
theatre manager) and David Garrick.

Chief among these correspondents is Johnson. It has even been suggested that
he wrote the last but one chapter of The Female Quixote for Lennox, because
of its change of tone from light-hearted parody to an intellectual argument about
the nature of fiction. This, though, does seem unlikely given that at the time
Johnson was preoccupied with the terminal illness of his wife Tetty (she died a
month later) and the twice-weekly production of The Rambler essays. Lennox,
too, was very anxious to get her novel published before everyone left town for
the summer season and Johnson, as we know, was notoriously bad about meeting
deadlines.

Johnson, though, never failed to support Lennox throughout her life. She, in
turn, paid him the ultimate compliment by refusing to cash in on her friendship
with him after his death. Even though it would undoubtedly have made her a lot
of money when she most needed it, Lennox never published a warts-and-all
account of her friendship with Johnson. And this in spite of the fact that she
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knew him long before Boswell.

This should be a matter of regret to us now. Lennox had a different kind of
relationship with Johnson. She knew him before he was famous, before his great
success with The Rambler essays and the Dictionary, and before the royal
pension had given him security of income and a respected place in society. She
looked upon him as a literary mentor, but also as a friend, inviting him in 1777
to come and eat gooseberry tart with her. He had asked for apple dumplings
but, she told him, ‘the apples will not be ripe for this long time, and I am
impatient for your company’.

An odd story does exist about her first meeting with Johnson. This account
(published after her death) says that he took her on his knee ‘as if she were a
mere child; after which he carried her in his arms, to shew her his library; and…
sent his servant to a pastry-cook to purchase some cakes for the young lady’.

It is just one of many curious stories about Lennox, as if she was petted by
Johnson rather than esteemed as a professional writer, a fellow denizen of Grub
Street. It’s possible that it was a rumour dreamt up by some of her female rivals,
who resented her talent and her closeness to the big names in publishing. She
was never admitted to the Bluestocking circle, and never much liked by the other
women writers of her generation, who complained that her fingernails were dirty
and her writing too frank and not quite seemly. ‘Several ladies…were astonished
to see a Gentlewoman’s hands in such horrid condition,’ she was told by an
anonymous letterwriter. ‘For God’s sake wash them & rub back the skin at the
roots of the nails.’

In 1778, when she was in her late forties, she was called to appear before Sir
John Hawkins (that debauched attendee of the all-night party), who served as a
magistrate in Clerkenwell, accused of ‘assaulting’ her maidservant ‘and striking
her and pulling her about against the peace’. The charge was dropped (after bail
was offered by friends of Johnson), but Lennox appears to have had one of those
lives where she was never out of trouble.

She certainly looked upon Johnson as a father-figure as well as a professional
mentor. Their letters often include comments about her health, Johnson telling
her to seek medical attention and to take care of herself (Lennox was often ill,
probably through overwork). He also tried to advise her how to keep her

18
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friendships in good repair. ‘When friends fall out the first thing to be considered
is how to fall in again,’ he warned her not long before he died. ‘I have designed
to come to you ever since half an hour before you ran from me but I knew not
whither.’ (In the years from 1750 to her death in 1804 Lennox changed her
address at least 20 times, living a precarious and peripatetic life.)

On another occasion he told her that asking too much of your friends can be
counter-productive: ‘By telling your friends how much you expect from them
you discourage them, for they finding themselves unequal to your expectations,
will rather do nothing and be quiet, than do their utmost, and yet not please.’
(We all have friends like these.)

But most of their letters are professional and concerned only with matters to do
with writing and how best to capitalise on publication. Johnson understood how
much Lennox could, and should, achieve and he encouraged her to pursue her
ambitions. He advised her, for instance, that after her success with The Female
Quixote (which needed a second edition after just a couple of months and was
immediately translated into German, Spanish and French), she should turn her
hand to scholarship, and in particular to a much-needed edition of Shakespeare’s
plays.

Johnson was a close friend of David Garrick, whose acting career depended on
his performances as Macbeth, Richard III, Hamlet and Othello, and who was
planning a Shakespeare Jubilee, and he believed that an edition of the plays had
a guaranteed readership and would make Lennox a good deal of money. He
also suggested that she should pursue an unusual angle, researching and
translating the original stories on which Shakespeare had based the plays.

Typically, Lennox could not resist adding her own twist to the project, providing
also ‘critical remarks’ on Shakespeare’s use of these stories. And she took the
meaning of the word ‘critical’ literally, often berating the nation’s playwright for
coming up with plot changes and character alterations that, in her forthright
opinion, were not believable.

When Shakespear Illustrated; or the Novels and Histories, on which the Plays
of Shakespear are founded, Collected and Translated from the Original Authors.
With Critical Remarks appeared in 1753 in two volumes, David Garrick was not
amused. He accused Lennox of betraying ‘a greater desire of Exposing
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[Shakespeare’s] Errors than of illustrating his Beauties’. But it was popular
enough for a third volume to be added the next year.

No one reads Lennox’s edition of Shakespeare now, which is a pity because not
only does she provide pithy and very readable plot summaries of the plays (which
could be very useful for GCSE and A-level students), she also raises precisely
those questions about the plays which as mere students one wants to ask but
dare not because of Shakespeare’s reputation. Lennox, needless to say, was
undaunted.

Hamlet, for instance, is given the once-over, Lennox suggesting that his feigned
madness is an ‘unnecessary complication’. She wonders why Shakespeare gives
to Laertes such a heroic role, dividing our concern and attention between him
and Hamlet and thereby creating two heroes. She points out that Hamlet only
stabs the King, his uncle, after he himself has already been mortally wounded,
so you could argue that Hamlet was avenging his own death rather than the
murder of his father.

Lennox, too, can’t understand why The Winter’s Tale is based on such a feeble
story, and then claims that Shakespeare’s alterations to this original outline are
absurd. If you remember, that’s the play with the somewhat unusual, indeed
laughable, stage direction, ‘Exit. Pursued by a bear.’ Lennox points out that
although the character Antigonus is devoured by the rampaging beast,
Shakespeare allows the infant Perdita to survive, even though she is lying in a
cradle right next to Antigonus. The bear just ignores her.

‘All this is very wonderful,’ says Lennox. ‘Shakespear multiplies Miracle upon
Miracle to bring about the same events in the Play, which Chance with much
more Propriety performs in the Novel [on which Shakespeare had based the
play].’

Johnson, though, was much impressed by Lennox’s perspicacity, her
resourcefulness in tracking down the historical origins of the plays, the speed
with which she accomplished the edition (not much longer than a year), and,
above all, her willingness to suggest that there are flaws in the plays. He told her,
‘Your remarks are I think all very judicious, clearly expressed, and
incontrovertibly certain.’ 
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Now that she had ‘demolished’ Shakespeare, he recommended, she should try
her hand at deconstructing that other great national poet, Milton. ‘For you are a
bird of Prey,’ he told her, ‘but the Bird of Jupiter.’ 

But Lennox never did publish on Milton, and although she does appear in the
famous portrait of the Nine Living Muses, painted in 1778 by Richard Samuel,
seated alongside the Queen of the Bluestockings, Elizabeth Montagu, and also
Elizabeth Carter, Angelica Kauffmann, Elizabeth Linley, Catherine Macaulay,
Hannah More, Elizabeth Griffith and Anna-Laetitia Barbauld, this marks the
high point of her career. (Lennox is shown next to Montagu, writing on a scroll
to denote her status as a poet and novelist.) Thereafter her life becomes more
chaotic. Her attempt at playwriting fails when the play is booed off stage by a
band of professional hecklers, led by the infamous Richard Cumberland who
was always attacking women writers. She lives apart from her husband, and both
her children die before her. By the 1790s she is surviving on handouts from the
Royal Literary Fund.

It’s as if after 1784, without Johnson, she loses her chief admirer and galvaniser,
the mentor she needed to encourage her to tilt at windmills. Unlike him, she
was buried in an unmarked grave, mourned by few friends and no family. But
their friendship illustrates both Johnson’s willingness to champion women as
professionals, and her ability to soar like an eagle above the mundane business
of life. It’s as if Johnson alone appreciated Lennox’s eagle eye and merciless,
claw-like pen, her talent to amuse. She was truly a ‘bird of prey’, while he
remained her great protector.

References

A fuller account of Charlotte Lennox will be found in chapter 5 (‘Miss Sainthill and the
Female Quixote’) of Wits & Wives: Dr Johnson in the Company of Women (Chatto &
Windus, 2011; Pimlico, 2012). Here you will find a list of Lennox’s works, most of which
are out of print, although in recent years scholars have begun issuing new editions of the
novels, not just of The Female Quixote (now available as an Oxford World’s Classics) but
also Sophia (Broadview Editions, Buffalo, NY, 2008) and Euphemia (Broadview Editions,
Buffalo, NY, 2008).

Lennox’s letters have been edited by Norbert Schürer: Charlotte Lennox:
Correspondence and miscellaneous documents (Bucknell University Press, Lewisburg,

21

DR JOHNSON AND CHARLOTTE LENNOX

20

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Transactions 2015_Layout 1  15/12/2015  13:53  Page 21



23

DR JOHNSON AND CHARLOTTE LENNOX

PA, 2012). The most up-to-date edition of Johnson’s letters is by Bruce Redford,
published in four volumes in 1992–4 (Clarendon Press, Oxford).

The only published full-length biography of Lennox is Miriam R. Small’s 1935 study
Charlotte Lennox: An Eighteenth-century Lady of Letters, a useful if not very lively
account based on her PhD thesis. Susan Carlile is working on a new biography: Charlotte
Lennox: A Powerful Mind.

Boswell’s account of Johnson’s dinner with Eva-Maria Garrick, Elizabeth Carter, Hannah
More and Fanny Burney appears on pp.1278–9 of the Life of Johnson (Oxford World’s
Classics edition, 1980, with notes by R.W. Chapman). Fanny Burney’s irritated comment
appears in the Court Journals, now being reissued by the Burney Centre at McGill
University under the leadership of Peter Sabor. Volume 6, which covers 1790 to July 1791,
is forthcoming (edited by Nancy Johnson). In the meantime the quotation can be found in
Austin Dobson’s 1905 edition of the Diary & Letters of Madame d’Arblay (1778–1840),
volume IV, pp. 476–8.

Chapter 8 of Wits & Wives looks at the life and work of Hannah More.

Lennox’s novel, The History of Harriot and Sophia, was published in 1762 but first
appeared in monthly episodes from March 1760 to February 1761 in Lennox’s magazine,
The Lady’s Museum. She began the first issue of her magazine with an essay entitled ‘The
Trifler’, a feminised version of Johnson’s Idler.

The confusion about where she was born and grew up, and when exactly she came to
London, has been discussed by Susan Carlile in Notes and Queries, 51:4 (December 2004).

Sir John Hawkins’s account of that ‘debauched’ evening at the Devil tavern in celebration
of Lennox’s first novel, The Life of Harriot Stuart, appeared in his Life of Samuel
Johnson, LLD, now available in a modern edition, edited by OM Brack Jr (University of
Georgia Press, Athens and London, 2009). It’s worth reading in full.

Betty Schellenberg discusses Lennox’s professional dealings with the most important
writers and printers in London in The Professionalisation of Women Writers in
Eighteenth-Century Britain (Cambridge University Press, 2005).

The authorship of the penultimate chapter of The Female Quixote is discussed by
Duncan Isles in an appendix to the Oxford World’s Classics edition of the novel (1989).
Margaret Anne Doody, who wrote the introduction to that edition, argues that the chapter
is definitely by Lennox. OM Brack Jr and Susan Carlile studied the original manuscripts
for their essay, ‘Samuel Johnson’s Contributions to Charlotte Lennox’s The Female
Quixote’ in the Yale University Library Gazette (April 2003). They conclude that the
chapter is by Lennox, based on the typographical evidence.

The infamous incident in 1778 when Lennox was accused of assaulting her maid can be followed in
the session rolls of the Middlesex Quarter Sessions (MJ/SP/1778/10/029 and MJ/SR/3358 and 3359).
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from a lost portrait by Sir Joshua Reynolds), which was used as an illustration in a new
edition of Shakespear Illustrated. But she does appear, if somewhat woodenly, in Richard
Samuel’s Nine Living Muses, now owned by the National Portrait Gallery.

When she died, on 4 January 1804, Lennox was penniless and without family. She was
buried in an unmarked grave in the burial ground of Broad Chapel, Westminster, now
part of Broad Sanctuary, the open area between Westminster Abbey and Middlesex
Guildhall (now the Supreme Court).

Kate Chisholm’s address marked the close of the City’s celebrations of the 306th
anniversary of Johnson’s birth. The Johnson Society would like to thank all the
distinguished guests and speakers in attendance, particularly Jock Murray for his
words in handing over the presidential honour, and Captain of King Edward VI
School, Yasmin Palejwala, for proposing the toast to ‘Johnson’s Old School’.
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This paper is an edited version of the Annual Johnson Lecture
given on 2 March 2015 in Lichfield Methodist Church, to
commemorate the journey of David Garrick and Samuel Johnson
to London.

First I would like to make an acknowledgment to Frank Muir, the
President of the Johnson Society in 1975. His Presidential Address,
in which he praises Samuel Johnson as a man who supported
laughter during a period when there was a distinct feeling of
mistrust towards it, was my starting point for what I have to say
tonight. I feel humble talking about comedy and laughter after him,
following in the steps of a man who devoted his life to making
people laugh himself and by putting funny words into other
people’s mouths.

Laughter is one of those subjects on which everybody seems to have
an opinion or adopt an attitude. There are lots of proverbs and sayings
about laughter: ‘He who laughs last, laughs longest’; ‘Laughter is the
best medicine’; ‘Laugh and the world laughs with you, cry and you
cry alone’. All this popular wisdom might suggest there is, and always
has been, a widespread appreciation for the culture of jokes, for the
physical and spiritual value of telling funny stories, devising well-turned
shafts of wit, playing cheeky tricks with language. In reality, there has
always been – and still remains I think – an uncertainty about
laughing, about telling jokes, about dealing comically with subjects
which are generally regarded as serious matters.
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Let’s look first at the arguments of those who distrusted and feared the power
of laughter. It largely comes down to a question of control. Writing in the 4th
century before Christ, Plato’s Republic is a picture of an ideal society, but it is a
society which seems to be extremely nervous with the question of creativity; Plato
is so anxious about the security and delicate harmony of his well-run state that
he has to come down with a gentle, but firm hand on laughter and its
representation in art: 

Neither ought we…to be overfond of laughing; for commonly where a man
gives himself to violent laughter, such a disposition requires a violent change…
Neither, if anyone should represent worthy men as overcome by laughter,
should we allow it, much less if they thus represent the gods (Book 3).

Comic writers are like all creative types: ‘poetry nurtures and irrigates [the
passions], whereas they ought to be dried up, and makes them govern us,
whereas they ought to be governed, in order to our becoming better and happier,
instead of being worse and more miserable’ (Book 10).

So Plato comes to his famous conclusion that on balance poetry and poets must
be banished from his hypothetical, ideal society until they come to accept their
roles as a support and upholder of the values of the state. (You begin to see how
Plato has sometimes been regarded as a precursor of the Stalinist political
system.) Because one of the things which all artists and writers have in common
is, as Plato noted, that they are very difficult to control. Writers show an irritating
resistance to having their stories controlled, and when there’s a threat of
censorship, they resort to all sorts of arty-crafty tricks to make the censors tear
their hair out. (You thought Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf was just a children’s
animal story with music perhaps? But have you not thought, comrade, that it
might be a satire on the Soviet state with the terrifying wolf an attack on the Dear
Leader himself?)  

And people just won’t stop telling jokes about the government – even in the
mostly tightly controlled of states with their terrifying security systems. In Stalin’s
Soviet Union there were long prison sentences for anti-government jokes,
something which itself provokes further jokes:

A judge walks out of his chambers laughing his head off. A colleague
approaches him and asks why he is laughing. ‘I just heard the funniest joke
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in the world!’ ‘Well, go ahead, tell me!’ says the other judge. ‘I can't – I just
gave someone ten years for it!’

Anti-authoritarian jokes are not necessarily political satire – they also prove a
safety valve by being childishly rude; personal rudeness tinged of course with a
bit of smut:

An artist is commissioned to create a painting celebrating Soviet-Polish
friendship, to be called ‘Lenin in Poland’. The artist complains that this is
an impossible task – did Lenin even go to Poland? He was told to go away
and try a bit harder. So when the painting is finally unveiled at the Kremlin,
there is a gasp from the invited guests; the painting depicts Lenin’s wife naked
in bed with Leon Trotsky. There is uproar. One guest asks, ‘But this is a
travesty! Where is Lenin?’ The painter replies, ‘Lenin’s in Poland’.

Interestingly, the jokes under Stalin’s successor Nikita Khrushchev seem to be
less bitter, but even more personal. (To appreciate this joke, keep a mental image
of Khrushchev’s physical appearance in your head.)

Khrushchev visited a pig farm and was photographed there. In the newspaper
office, an embarrassed discussion is underway about how to caption the
picture. ‘Comrade Khrushchev among pigs’,‘Comrade Khrushchev and pigs’,
and ‘Pigs surround comrade Khrushchev’ are all rejected. Finally, the editor
announces his decision: ‘Third from left – comrade Khrushchev’.

With jokes like these being told in bars, schools, and private homes you can see
why the authorities would have some sympathy for Plato’s views. As George
Orwell observed, ‘Whatever is funny is subversive, every joke is ultimately a
custard pie’ (‘Funny, not vulgar’ (1945)). 

This sort of approach has been tried out against contemporary horrors. Some
of you may have seen the recent Isis Twitter threatening to capture the city of
Rome and throw a homosexual off the Tower of Pizza [sic] mysteriously
transported to the Eternal City. The Italians replied with characteristic
insouciance and wit to this threat, offering kindly travel advice to the terrorist in
Rome, including suggestions he avoid the ring road (the tail backs can be
horrendous!), tips where not to park, and that tomorrow there would be the
inevitable public transport strike. Ending with a demand to know whether he
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was the man who’d got the contract for emptying the rubbish bins and if so,
would he please get on with it!

What most of the arguments and prejudices against laughter and humour have
in common, from Plato onwards, is a fear of the irrational, a fear that laughter is
something over which the laugher has little control and cannot be made subject
to the control of authority. So strong and so deep is this cultural objection to
laughter that you begin to speculate that those popular sayings and proverbs
about laughter I quoted at the beginning of my talk are based on defensiveness,
a feeling that this natural human feeling is continually under attack and needs
all the justification its defenders can muster.

You won’t be surprised to find the early Christian fathers were active in this
argument. St Basil, writing in the 4th century, censures ‘raucous laughter and
uncontrollable shaking of the body [which] are not indications of a well-regulated
soul, or of personal dignity, or self-mastery.’ Aristotle comes from roughly the
same place, but makes an important and influential distinction. For him, there
are two types of humour: the tasteful and moderate type, characteristic of the
ready-witted; and the boorish and excessive type, typical of the buffoon. St Basil
might have grudgingly conceded that there might be a kind of wit where rational
intelligence was firmly in control and might be directed towards moral and
worthy ends.

We have here the lines for the important distinction between the rough, coarse
kind of laughter, uproarious, loud, uncontrolled and (largely) uncontrollable;
and the more rational sort of humour which we may broadly describe as wit:
jokes, pointed sayings, which are often language-based, puns, plays on words,
elegantly pointed remarks in a neat concise manner. Often these do not provoke
laughter, but rather, a gentle inclination of the head to acknowledge the
cleverness of the remark, perhaps accompanied with a slight smile which shows
that the remark has been understood and has raised our admiration for the
speaker. And wit is a form which is frequently associated with the 18th century.

I have often talked about the way in which theatre has been subject to institutional
controls from Elizabethan times to the era of the Licensing Acts of the 1730s,
which left us with a censorship system controlled by the Lord Chamberlain, a
system which was only dismantled 50 years ago. Comedy especially upsets the

27

‘FROM TEMPLE BAR TO FLEET DITCH’

26

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

Transactions 2015_Layout 1  15/12/2015  13:53  Page 27



29

‘FROM TEMPLE BAR TO FLEET DITCH’

powers that be. Though it is clear that when the London authorities placed
restrictions on the location of new theatres by corralling them into particular
areas of London, a disapproval of comedy and laughter may not have been the
most central issue in their minds. There were practical issues about large crowds
gathering together, with the possibility of riots, general unruliness, and public
health problems at times of plague. But there is also a feeling that people should
have better things to be doing than attend plays – the English never quite
reconciling themselves to people enjoying themselves – never mind about trying
to make a living from them. Comedy is an easier target here than tragedy, which
(in its classical form) is self-evidently dealing with important issues, with public
figures struggling with large-scale problems.  A hostile petition against theatres
addressed to Parliament in 1597 talks of stage plays being:

…neither in polity nor in religion…to be suffered in a Christian
commonwealth, specially being of that frame and matter as they usually are,
containing nothing but profane fables, lascivious matters, cozening devices,
and scurrilous behaviours, which are so set forth as that they move wholly to
imitation and not to the avoiding of those faults and vices which they
represent (Wilson, 1913, pp.158-59). 

It is a note which we hear frequently in this period. Far from displaying negative
images on the stage, as the classical critics argued, comedies ‘move wholly to
imitation and not to the avoiding of those faults and vices which they represent’.
Rather – say the critics of stage comedy – than someone coming out of a play
and saying, ‘Such awful people, I hope I never behave like that!’, he is thinking,
‘Yeah, bring it on, I want to try some of that!’ 

A writer in 1695 does not bother to hide his general detestation for all playwrights
and their products, and the bad effects they have on youth:

Wit does enfeeble and debauch the mind,
Before to business and to arts inclined.
How useless is a sauntering empty wit,
Only to please with jests at dinner fit!
What hopeful youths for bar and bench design’d
Seduc’d by wit have learned Coke declined! (Blackmore, 1700, p.7) 

In other words: Get a proper job! With playwriting (comedy in particular) under
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attack from different sides, it was inevitable that its defenders turned to what they
regarded as their strongest argument, the classical defence (which could be
applied to the whole of literature, not just comedy), which linked morality to
aesthetic criticism. ‘You say’ – says the playwright to his critics – ‘that plays
(particularly comedies) show models of reprehensible behaviour which will
encourage audiences to behave like my characters do? Ah, but you miss the
point, sir. Yes, here we have all these odd people behaving in various dubious
ways, but don’t you see, we are holding them up for our laughter and ridicule;
we know their behaviour is morally unacceptable and we will all endeavour to
do better ourselves in the future.’ Or as a 17th century critic put it, the business
of comedy ‘is to correct, and hinder the spreading of folly and knavery, by
making ’em ridiculous, and to reform rascals and coxcombs by exposing ’em’
(Drake, 1699, pp.230-31).

You will find this argument brought out time and time again, especially around
the period Restoration comedies were being staged. In Restoration comedy, of
course, men (and frequently women) behave very badly indeed, something which
those who didn’t like stage plays were quick to point out. (It was a Golden Age
for play-bashing.) And the dramatists – when they bothered to defend themselves
– would turn to these ancient critical standards to fend them off. 

But some dramatists just won’t play the game. You will always get your smart-
aleck writer coming along with fancy arguments: ‘Life’s not really like that, you
can’t just create plays in which bad people come to a suitably bad end (in tragedy)
or are exposed by the laughter and ridicule of honest folks (in comedy). And
anyway, do you want to watch plays which are full of such black and white
characters? Isn’t it more entertaining to watch morally complex characters who
bear some relation to people we see around us in our daily lives?’ To which the
most rigorous classical critic will probably reply: ‘No it isn’t. It’s not a question
of being entertaining, or lifelike, and certainly not for you to start putting “morally
complex characters” before our eyes, because if you start putting morally
complex characters in your plays (and certainly not anyone for whom we might
have a sneaking admiration), don’t you see that it will confuse and corrupt folk
watching them, especially young ones?’  ‘Tough’, replies the great writer, ‘that’s
not what I’ve been put on earth to do. Behold my latest creation, Sir John
Falstaff, a knight of the realm who’s also a coward, a fornicator, a congenital liar,
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corrupt when he’s given a bit of authority, a creep who sponges off widows, old
men, and anybody who can do him a bit of good; a huge anarchic presence who,
if his great project succeeded of gaining a place of influence at the royal court,
would reduce his country to an ungovernable shambles – and what is more,
whose final rejection by the man to whose coat-tails he’s been trying to hang on
will come to be regarded as one of the most painfully pathetic moments in drama
and who will be seen as one of the greatest comic characters ever created.’

You see how with comedy, laughter, and jokes we are dealing with a highly toxic,
unstable material, which disdains control or moral limits. You can also see why
so many people have been frightened of what it could do. Here is someone
writing at about the same time as Shakespeare who turns the classical theory of
comedy back against the writers:

The ground-work of comedies, is love, cozenage, flattery, bawdry, sly
conveyance of whoredom; the persons, cooks, queans, knaves, bawds,
parasites, courtesans, lecherous old men, amorous young men…The best
play you can pick out, is but a mixture of good and evil, how can it be then
the schoolmistress of life?... Comedies so tickle our senses with a pleasanter
vein, that they make us lovers of laughter and pleasure, without any mean,
both foes to temperance. What schooling is this?...What learn you by that?
When the soul of your plays is either mere trifles, or Italian bawdry, or
wooing of gentlewomen, what are ye taught? (Stephen Gosson, Playes
Confuted in Five Actions, in Wilson, 1913, pp.158-59). 

As sometimes happens, the unsympathetic critic can blow a big hole in an
opponent’s arguments. The classical argument for comedy is that it will make
us better people; after watching and laughing at all these people misbehaving we
will leave the theatre reflecting on what we have seen and try to do better than
the confused, pathetic individuals we have just laughed at. The moral critic
replies, ‘Come off it! Are you telling me that you are actually learning something
from all these shabby goings-on? Don’t you think perhaps you’re just enjoying
yourself?’

‘A dramatic representation of the lighter faults of mankind’ is how Samuel
Johnson defines comedy in his Dictionary. In many ways, this is a neutral,
common sense definition perhaps, and in the preface to his edition of
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Shakespeare’s plays, he concedes that the term comedy is a broad one, pointing
out that the plays classified as comedies in the First Folio contain material which
is serious or distressful. But Johnson doesn’t quarrel with the general notion that
an action which ended happily to the principal persons (Johnson, quoted in
Raleigh, p.17) was, and continues to be, sufficient as a definition. Johnson’s
definitions, however vague or generalised, are more significant for what they miss
out – there are no neoclassical overtones, no suggestion that the comic
performance should carry a moral lesson. Comedy deals with mankind’s lighter
faults like greed, lust, avarice, self delusion (faults serious enough you might
think), leaving the greater faults (jealousy, revenge, political treachery, ambition)
to tragedy. 

Johnson is very sympathetic to Shakespearean comedy; some writers and
speakers have gone so far as to say that Johnson thinks Shakespeare’s comedies
are superior to the tragedies. Like much else in Johnson, you need to look
carefully at what he is writing (and even more closely at what he says). It would
be very foolish to deny Johnson’s sensitivity to the power of the tragedies; the
little boy terrified by the meeting between a dead father and his son in Hamlet
(Boswell, p.52), the young man virtually traumatised by the death of Cordelia at
the end of King Lear (Johnson, quoted in Raleigh, pp.161-62), the editor of the
plays who sums up his feelings about Othello as a play which gives ‘such proofs
of Shakespeare’s skill in human nature, as I suppose, it is vain to seek in any
modern writer (Johnson, quoted in Raleigh, p.200). But at the same time
Johnson does maintain that Shakespeare’s natural milieu was in comedy rather
than tragedy (and Johnson here is including the comic scenes in the histories):

In tragedy he often writes with great appearance of toil and study, what is
written at last with little felicity; but in his comic scenes, he seems to produce
without labour, what no labour can improve. In tragedy he is always struggling
after some occasion to be comic; but in comedy he seems to repose, or to
luxuriate, as in a mode of thinking congenial to his nature (Johnson, quoted
in Raleigh, pp.18-19).

It is often pointed out how – like just about everybody else who has written or
thought about Shakespeare – Johnson’s attitude to the plays is shaped by his own
perceptions of the world. Johnson’s Shakespeare is the poet of human nature,
the man who shows us, through plots, character, and above all, language, how
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the world wags. If you are going to do that consummately, you have to present
the world as it actually is. And the world of course is neither a comedy nor a
tragedy. As Johnson sees Shakespeare:

His plays are not in the rigorous and critical sense either tragedy or comedies,
but compositions of a distinct kind, exhibiting the real state of sublunary
nature, which partakes of  good and evil, joy and sorrow, and expressing the
course of the world, in which at the same time the reveller is hasting to his
wine, and the mourner burying his friend (Johnson, quoted in Raleigh, p.15).

Shakespeare breaks the rules by mixing laughter and sadness because ‘the
greatest graces of a play are to copy nature and instruct life’ (Johnson, quoted in
Raleigh, p.30). You can always say – yes, it’s right, because life’s just like that.

Johnson does not take a completely laissez-faire attitude to comedy. There are
rules which laughter and comedy have to follow. Take for instance what was
virtually the most popular play of the 18th century, John Gay’s Beggar’s Opera,
a romantic satire with its heroes and heroines, highwaymen, burglars, and
prostitutes. As ever, moralists were uneasy with a play which presents people like
that in a favourable, attractive light. Johnson accepts that there may be a problem:
the play ‘may have some influence by making the character of a rogue familiar,
and in some degree pleasing’ (Boswell,18 April 1775, p.629). But finally Johnson,
as ever, is delighted to concur with the popular opinion: ‘I do not believe that
any man was ever made a rogue by being present at its representation. The play
was written only to divert, without any moral purpose, and is therefore not likely
to do good; nor can it be conceived to be productive of much evil’ (Johnson,
Lives of the English Poets, vol. 2, p.68). Ultimately Johnson will go along with
the common sense, pragmatic view of the man in the Georgian street: ‘any man’s
reflections will inform him, that every dramatic composition which raises mirth,
is comic’ and he commends Oliver Goldsmith’s play She Stoops to Conquer
which ‘has answered the great end of comedy - making an audience merry’
(Boswell, 29 April 1773, p.525). 

Today this may seem a non-controversial view, but by the time Goldsmith was
writing plays in the 1760s and ’70s, to talk about comedy like this was to take
sides in a topical critical dispute. A fashion had sprung up to undermine (as its
enemies saw it) traditional, laughing comedies with a fashion for crying or
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lachrymose comedies. Widely believed to be a French import, there was plenty
of hostility to this new fad, but it must have been popular as elements of crying
(or sentimental) comedy turn up throughout the theatre of the time. It affected
anyone who wished to write what was regarded as a sturdier, more traditional
form of comedy. So when Goldsmith in his first comedy, The Good-natur’d
Man, introduced some bailiffs on stage, bailiffs moreover who talked like
fashionable gentlemen, there was uproar at the first night from the audience –
cries of it was low, it was demmed vulgar, etc., and the scene was cut in later
performances. Getting his next play, She Stoops to Conquer, staged at one of
two London theatres was difficult, and only the concerted efforts of Johnson
and other members of the Club could persuade the manager of Covent Garden
to give it a try. The Club turned out in force for the first night, and there are
some accounts of the audience watching Johnson to see how he reacted –
whether in effect he was giving them permission to laugh. Which he did.

Indeed Johnson as a laugher is well reported by his biographers. As in his critical
writing, so in his life, he was a proponent of loud, raucous, secular laughter.
Loud, yes certainly. He was compared by one of his friends to a rhinoceros (in
volume rather than nature – I don’t think a rhinoceros laughs (Boswell, 13 May
1775, p.637)).

There is a telling story of Johnson dining in company with the actor and
playwright, Samuel Foote. Foote was a remarkable actor and playwright. (You
can understand something of his character and behaviour by the fact that when
Foote lost a leg in a riding accident, he immediately started writing plays for men
with wooden legs.) His comedies are rougher, sharper than most of his
contemporaries, frequently incorporating satirical attacks on contemporary
figures who Foote would take delight in impersonating. Rumours circulated that
Foote was going to ‘do’ Johnson in a play – he was surely one of the easier figures
of the day to send up – and there was a counter rumour that Johnson was
preparing to take direct action to stop him. But (in a similar way to the later,
more famous dinner party with Wilkes) Johnson found himself at the same
dinner table as Samuel Foote, and his own account is illuminating:

The first time I was in company with Foote was at Fitzherbert’s. Having no
good opinion of the fellow, I was resolved not to be pleased; and it is very
difficult to please a man against his will. I went on eating my dinner pretty
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sullenly, affecting not to mind him. But the dog was so very comical, that I
was obliged to lay down my knife and fork, throw myself back upon my chair,
and fairly laugh it out. No, sir, he was irresistible. (Boswell, 15 May 1776, p.769).  

Johnson’s analysis of his own prejudices with regard to the man is engaging, but
it is also a tribute to his openness to the power of laughter. There was something
of Foote’s rough laughter in Johnson himself; there are several tributes to his
sense of humour, and tributes too from professional comedians. David Garrick,
one of the great comic actors of the century, admitted that ‘Johnson gives you a
forcible hug, and shakes laughter out of you, whether you will or no’ (Boswell,
27 April 1773, pp.523-24). 

That Johnson could be a funny man was one of the two unexpected things that
people meeting him for the first time remarked on (the other thing of course
was his extraordinary appearance). And the reason Johnson’s sense of humour
was unexpected was because the tenor of much of his writing suggests an
overwhelming appreciation of the serious, darker, more painful side of existence
– a world in which ‘much was to be endured and little to be enjoyed’.

This tragic perspective on living is so powerfully expressed in his work that
Johnson’s appreciation of the comic – his satire, his warm human responses to
a great writer’s depiction of frailty and weakness – all these tended to be
overlooked. Boswell’s biography certainly shows us much of Johnson’s dark side
– after all, Boswell was not infrequently on the receiving end of Johnson’s
impatience and anger when he was afflicted with the black dog of depression
(made even worse of course by the physical pains he endured). But this makes
Boswell’s accounts of Johnson laughing come blazing forth out of his biography.
On at least one occasion Boswell comments that the only journal comment he
was able to make after a meeting with Johnson was ‘much laughter’ (Boswell, 17
May 1775, p.637). In the big set piece here (from which I’ve drawn the main title
of my talk) Boswell beautifully sets up and constructs what becomes one of the
highlights of his biography.

Boswell is about to leave London and return to Scotland and is anxious to spend
as much time with Johnson as possible on his last day in London. The day does
not begin well; an early meeting ends abruptly when Johnson feels so ill he has
to rush home, though not before making arrangements to see Boswell for a
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dinner engagement with their lawyer friend Robert Chambers at his rooms in
the Temple, off Fleet Street.  When Johnson arrives for dinner Boswell anxiously
notes that he still seems subdued, but as the evening proceeds he brightens up
and the dinner grows more unruly. The subject turns to a mutual friend of the
three men, Bennet Langton. Langton – a very thin, tall, Lincolnshire man who
was a kind, much-loved friend, but Johnson was not the only friend who
sometimes found him exasperatingly unworldly, and a little uptight. It was
perhaps the lawyer Chambers who informed the company that Langton had
recently written his will and this – as they say – sets Johnson off. The account
suggests that at first all the men join in with jokes and anecdotes about Langton,
but Johnson will not let the subject go, the rhinoceros laughter building up until
Chambers (in his discrete lawyer’s lodgings) begins to show his embarrassment.
Johnson, unmoved by Chambers’ discomfiture, does not let up, and Boswell –
rather like someone taking charge of a friend who has had too much to drink –
escorts Johnson out of Chambers’ Temple rooms towards Fleet Street.  But the
fresh air does not quieten Johnson down, and the account reaches its famous
climax:

Johnson could not stop his merriment, but continued it all the way till we got
without the Temple-gate. He then burst into such a fit of laughter, that he
appeared to be almost in convulsion; and, in order to support himself, laid
hold of one of the posts at the side of the foot pavement, and sent forth 
peals so loud, that in the silence of the night his voice seemed to resound
from Temple-bar to Fleet-ditch (Boswell,10 May 1773, p.540).

Boswell gives a few examples of some of the banter that the friends exchanged
at Chambers’ dinner-table, both in the published Life of Johnson and in his
journal – Langton rushing off home with his new will, reading it aloud in all the
inns he stops at. We don’t really find these funny and it isn’t just a case of you
had to know Langton to appreciate the jokes or even that You really had to be
there! The point for Boswell is not the quality of the humour: indeed he
deliberately makes the whole situation opaque, mysterious, inexplicable. In his
journal Boswell joins in the joking; in the published book he portrays himself
as a mystified onlooker to Johnson’s uncontrollable paroxysms at the road-side
(Wimsatt & Pottle, 1960, pp.196-97).

Johnson’s loud, raucous laughter in the middle of the night echoes through time
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as much as it did along Fleet Street to the bottom of Ludgate Hill. Johnson was
the literary hero of one of the greatest writers of the 20th century, the Irish
playwright and novelist, Samuel Beckett. Amongst the several things they had in
common was a profound sense of the tragedy of life (only partially relieved in
Johnson’s case, of course, by a desperate Christian faith), which co-existed in
both men with a convivial sense of humour. In Beckett’s radio play, All that Fall,
a series of painful events occur or are hinted at as a wife walks through a Dublin
suburb to meet her husband from the railway station. As the couple (the
Rooneys) tramp home again through the rain and wind, snatches of Schubert’s
Death and the Maiden quartet are heard. Amidst the increasing gloom of the
day, Mr Rooney asks about the following day’s church service: 

Mr R: Who is the preacher tomorrow? The incumbent?
Mrs R: No.
Mr R: Thank God. Who then?
Mrs R: Hardy.
Mr R: Has he announced his text?
Mrs R: The Lord upholdeth all that fall and raiseth up all those that be bowed
down.
[Silence. They join in wild laughter. They move on. Wind and rain. Dragging
feet, etc] (Beckett, 1984, p.38).

In his play Happy Days, the eternally optimistic Winnie (despite being buried
up to her chest – later up to her neck – in a mound of earth) at one point hears
some quiet laughter coming from her normally laconic husband Willie. They
laugh together for a few seconds:

What a joy in any case to hear you laugh again, Willie, I was convinced I
never would, you never would. I suppose some people might think us a trifle
irreverent, but I doubt it. How can one better magnify the Almighty than by
sniggering with him at his little jokes, particularly the poorer ones? (Beckett,
1966, p.24) 

Now it would be an impertinence to both writers to compare Johnson’s great
roars of laughter with the black, proud blasphemy of Samuel Beckett. But I think
there is a sense for both men – and those joke-tellers in totalitarian regimes, plus
the tweeters taking the piss out of Isis, I quoted back at the beginning – that they
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are all laughing at an absurd, bleak universe which refuses to correspond with
the way we feel it should behave or one which is full of people who blindly
continue to act against their reason, crazily following their lusts and passions.
This is the world depicted in great comedy as well as the bleak, existential dramas
of Samuel Beckett. Mr and Mrs Rooney know this and laugh wildly against the
notion that there might be a beneficent Creator who will somehow pick up those
who fall down in the cruel universe He created; Samuel Johnson – if we want to
find a reason for the sound of his laughter that spring night in 1773 – laughs
uncontrollably at man’s attempts (like Bennet Langton) to make himself
important and significant by doing things like – well, writing a will. 

It is the crowning ironic feature of this argument that the most well-known
opponent of Johnson’s position on laughter was written by his bête noire, Lord
Chesterfield. In his letters to his son, Chesterfield sets out patterns of genteel
behaviour which emphasise style, decorum, surface appearances, rational
behaviour – behaviour which would (we know now) be undermined by out-of-
control laughing:

Loud laughter [writes Lord Chesterfield to his son] is the mirth of the mob,
who are only pleased with silly things; for true wit or good sense never excited
a laugh since the creation of the world. A man of parts and fashion is
therefore only seen to smile, but never to laugh (Roberts, 1992, p.107). 

Johnson is not in any formal sense, of course, a philosopher, like David Hume
or John Locke. His attitudes and opinions are to be refined from his writing
certainly, but also from his everyday behaviour. Johnson’s views on laughter are
his ways of laughing, his demeanour as a laugher. It was a natural, full-blooded
response to the absurdities of the world in which Johnson becomes a kind of
advocate for secular laughter, which does not need the justification of moral
criticism or even the Hallmark card wisdom of laughter the best medicine. The
sound of Johnson’s laughter was not something which needed defending – or
even perhaps explaining – it was, in the poet Thomas Gray’s words, a ‘laughing
wild amidst severest woe’ (‘Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton College’), a
response to a world of absurd behaviours, behaviours depicted by his friends
Garrick and Goldsmith, of favourite comic writers like Shakespeare and John
Gay: one where you just lay down your knife and fork, threw yourself back in
your chair, and fairly laughed it out.
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The late 18th century was the golden age of visual satire. Johnson’s
public life spanned a period which saw caricature prints develop
into sophisticated, highly visual and luxury items whose main
proponents shared training with the greatest artists of the day. The
small collection of prints in the Birthplace Museum illustrates the
variety of ways in which Johnson and his associates were
lampooned by the satirists, and the development of the art through
the century.

Johnson was the subject of a small number of caricature prints in
his lifetime, surprisingly few considering his contemporary fame.
The satirists ridiculed both his work and personality, and later his
posthumous reputation. Johnson ranges from a pompous and
disconnected figure, in James Gillray’s ‘Apollo and the Muses
inflicting Penance on Dr Pomposo’1, to a bawdy joke, shown with
Boswell kissing his behind in ‘A Tom Tit twittering on an eagle’s
back-side’2. Johnson would have been well aware of the earlier image
and those like it: as a print collector himself3 there is no doubt that
he would have seen the colourful compositions, perhaps even
hanging alongside the more solemn mezzotints after his own
portraits in the print shop windows. When pressed on the subject,
his view was: ‘I hope the day will never arrive when I shall neither
be the object of calumny or ridicule, for then I shall be neglected
and forgotten.’4

The earliest caricature in the Birthplace collection is the
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anonymous ‘The Hungry Mob of Scriblers and Etchers’, etched by an artist
styled as ‘Alexander MacKenzie’ and published in 1762. The print was acquired
in 1911 as part of the Revd Hay Hunter’s library, and is an attack on Johnson
receiving the royal pension from Lord Bute. In the format of a ballad sheet, Bute
is seen scattering coins on the assembled crowd. Johnson holds a scroll
emblazoned with his £300 per annum, a repeated trope in cartoons on the
subject of Bute. He is joined by artists including William Hogarth and Matthew
Darly, and writers including Tobias Smollet. Johnson was equally scathing about
the ‘scriblers’ with which he has been grouped, defining the term in his
Dictionary as: ‘a petty author, a writer without worth’ and providing five examples
of usage of the term.  Bute was a hugely ridiculed figure, the subject of over 400
satirical prints5, and Johnson’s lambasting of pensioners in his own works made
him a ready subject for the ‘etchers’. 

Johnson’s own words come back to haunt him in another satire on the same
subject, ‘The Irish Stubble, alias the Bubble Goose’, dating from 1763-4 and
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given to the Museum by a Brighton-based donor in 1910. The Birthplace
impression is sadly damaged, the result of a flood of the stores several decades
ago. The print is visually impressive and Johnson is a key element of the design,
seen at the top parting the curtains on the corruption below. Ireland is
represented by the Goose, the accusation being that funding for pensions came
from the country’s coffers, and Johnson is shown with one of the plucked
feathers behind his ear.6 Lines from Johnson’s London against pensions are
reproduced, and his Dictionary entry for PENSIONER is also quoted: ‘One
who is supported by an allowance paid at the will of another, a dependant, a
slave of the state hired by a stipend to obey his master’.

In the Bubble Goose, it is not merely Johnson’s writings in relation to a pension
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that are highlighted, but also the speed at which he delivers his contracts: bringing
him individually under the gaze of the satirists, not merely an adjunct to the Bute
attacks. Part of the inscribed text refers to Johnson’s Shakespeare as expected
to be published ‘anno 1864’. The contract, which is held in the Birthplace
Museum collection, was signed in 1756 but the work, promised to take 18 months,
did not appear until 1765.

Perhaps the best known caricatures including Johnson are Rowlandson’s set of 20
plates illustrating Boswell’s Journal of the Tour to the Hebrides. Published in two
instalments in 1786 as ‘The Picturesque Beauties of Boswell’, the Birthplace holds
three sets. Here we encounter iconic scenes including Johnson holding forth over
tea into the wee small hours, skipping down Edinburgh high street telling Boswell,
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‘I smell you in the dark’, and scuffling with Boswell’s father in the Auchinleck
library. Johnson is handled very lightly in the series, as it is Boswell who is the
satirist’s primary target here, as can be seen in the plate, ‘The Journalist’, where
the biographer stands pompously in flowing Scottish garb. At the time of
publication, the prints were listed as by ‘two capital artists’ but are usually only
referred to as ‘Rowlandson’s Picturesque Beauties’ now. His trademark spirited
etching style is obvious, but many of the details and particularly the depictions of
Johnson are faithful to the original designs by Samuel Collings, which are now in
the collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum.

Boswell’s Tour appeared in October 1785 and was an instant target of many
satirists. The Rowlandson set was announced in June 1786, a surprising delay
which is explained by the advertisement for the prints. The ‘two capital artists’
quote a declaration made by Boswell in the press in March 1786:  ‘to any serious
criticism, or ludicrous banter, to which my Journal may be liable, I shall never
object, but receive both the one and the other with perfect good humour’7, surely
irresistible bait to one of London’s leading satirical printmakers. Boswell’s note
in his Journal on 9 June 1786 reveals him to be a good sport, while also indicating
the power of the caricature in Georgian society: ‘Ten prints in burlesque of my
Tour of the Hebrides were published this morning. This enlivened the demand
for the Book. It was now out of print. I went to Baldwin’s to hasten the third
edition…’8 The third edition appeared in August 1786.

Rowlandson was undoubtedly one of the leading satirists of his day, but James
Gillray was the true master of the art. Visually stunning and absolutely vicious,
his unmistakable style was turned on Johnson on a handful of occasions in satires
mainly on his works such as ‘Dr Pomposo’, above, and ‘Old Wisdom Blinking
at the Stars’9, where Johnson is shown as an owl squinting up at a row of Poets.
Gillray’s depictions of Johnson have the feel of a portrait, and many of the
caricatured profiles of Johnson appear to echo the Knole portrait by Reynolds
which Johnson himself labelled as ‘Johnson’s Grimly Ghost’10, an unusual pose
seemingly ripe for satire. Copies of the 1770 print by James Watson after the
painting would have been readily available at print shops throughout the capital,
but both Gillray and Rowlandson may also have been drawing on personal
encounters with the Great Cham. The artists would doubtless have come across
Johnson in some capacity at the Royal Academy of Arts, where Johnson held the
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post of honorary professor of ancient literature from 1770 to his death11 and where
Rowlandson and Gillray entered into training in 1772 and 1778 respectively. 

The Birthplace holds no Gillray prints of Johnson, but the collection does
contain four excellent satires by the great caricaturist on Richard Brinsley
Sheridan, donated in 1911 by Hay Hunter. The cartoons entwine Sheridan’s
work as a playwright and his political life, and include: ‘Evidence to Character!,
being a portrait of a Traitor by his Friends and by Himself’, showing a defence
of Charles James Fox in 1798; ‘Physical Aid, or, Britannia recovered from a
Trance’ (1803), where Sheridan, dressed as a harlequin, protects the country
with the baton of ‘Dramatic Loyalty’; ‘Blowing up the PicNics, or Harlequin
Quixote attacking the puppets’, which includes a wonderful detail of the ghost
of Garrick rising up from the theatre floor; and ‘Uncorking old Sherry’. The
last, published in March 1803, is an example of Gillray at his best, translating a
small detail into a glorious visual joke. The print shows William Pitt removing
the cork from a bottle containing Sheridan’s head, setting forth a shower of
‘Dramatic Ravings’, ‘Lame Puns’ and ‘Loyal Boastings’, referring to a particularly
fiery debate held over the Additional Forces Bill, in which Pitt refers to his
combatant as being: ‘Like a bottle just uncork’d bursts all at once into an
explosion of froth and air’. Gillray worked quickly on the print, which appeared
only four days later12. An early commentator on Gillray’s works singled this
design out as a fine example of his spirited style, describing how the image was
composed ‘in a moment of enthusiasm. He seized the pencil and dashed it on
a scrap of paper quick as the thought’13. The concise visual impact of this print
compared to the ‘Hungry Mob’ and the ‘Bubble Goose’ shows just how far the
art of satire had developed.  

While the 18th century was naturally the height for satires of Johnson, his power
as a satirical vehicle is not yet lost: many visitors to the Museum reveal that their
first encounter with Sam was through Robbie Coltrane’s portrayal in the
television comedy Blackadder. Johnson still makes regular appearances in textual
satire, holding nightly table talk on the Isle of Wight in Julian Barnes’ England,
England for example, and also still in traditional visual satire, gracing the walls
in a number of works in a recent exhibition of political cartoons from the pages
of Private Eye. That Johnson continues as a satirical trope today is a direct result
of the influence of Gillray, Rowlandson, and their fellow printmakers throughout
the succeeding centuries.
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Lichfield, September 19
Faithfully, the birthday of Dr Samuel Johnson was observed today
at Lichfield, where he was born 255 years ago. It was one of those
local, domestic ceremonies with which England delights herself and
amuses the world.

Lichfield is a small, handsome and comfortable city where neither
a stone seems out of place nor a door unpainted.  It is true that it
calls itself the mother of the Midlands, but even so the flat industrial
accents of its people come as a surprise in these neat, clerical streets.

The celebration was held in its market place, where the last man
in England to be burned for heresy died and where a large and
elegant statue of the doctor is seated, looking gloomy and
overweight, opposite ‘the birthplace’.

Civic procession
At midday the civic procession came down the road from the
Guildhall, ambling in that curious and furtive manner that
municipal dignitaries wear when robed and on their way to church.

There were a sword and two maces. There were scarlet gowns
trimmed with fur.  There were the academic gowns of the teachers
from Edward VI School where Johnson was educated and there
were scholars of the school wearing little tasselled caps.

It was kept elaborately informal. The Mayor and the Municipality
and the clergy and the teachers and their guests from America and
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from the county stood in a wide circle round the statue and the Mayor hung up
a wreath on Johnson’s plinth.

Then the cathedral choir, stationed in front of ‘the birthplace’, sang a Johnson
hymn and chanted his last prayer.  The wind took up the noise, blew it away so
that it came back gustily, spasmodic and unmistakably English. The Mayor gave
each of the singing boys a shilling for his pains.

The crowd was small and Lichfield scarcely missed a heartbeat. Shoppers went
quietly about their business, pushing through the hymns and ceremony to lay in
for the weekend. And then back to the severely gothic Guildhall for municipal
beer, tea and loyal toasts.

Tonight there is a solemn banquet attended by liveried footmen. They are serving
what, locally, is believed to be Dr Johnson’s favourite menu, Brown Windsor
soup, steak-and-kidney pie with mushrooms, apple tart and cream, hot punch
and ale.

This report was published in The Observer on 20 September 1964. Thanks to
Mary Baker for unearthing it.

©Guardian News & Media Ltd
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It was The Rambler that made me a Johnsonian.

I made it all the way through my undergraduate English degree, not
only without reading any significant work by Samuel Johnson, but
without reading more than a few pages from the entire 18th century.
It wasn’t an accident. In fact, I endangered my prospects of graduation
by avoiding a mandatory 18th century class.To my mind, it was worth
it. I relished the Middle Ages, the English Renaissance, the
Romantics, the great works of High Modernism, but I had no interest
whatsoever in the stuffiest of all ages, and I wanted nothing to do with
the most pompous of the age’s many pompous blowhards, Samuel
Johnson. I had read only a few brief selections of his works in the
Norton Anthology, but that was enough to convince me to steer clear
of Johnson.

A year or so after I had finished my BA, though, I began to think
about going to graduate school, and realized I should have some
familiarity with the 18th century. For me reading Johnson was an
obligation, something I’d have to do before starting the PhD. So I
found a beat-up, second-hand copy of Donald Greene’s Oxford
Authors volume from 1984 for a dollar, sank into a chair, and began
reading the selections from The Rambler. I don’t remember which
essays I read at the time, but I do remember what the experience felt
like. It started with irritation. Here was everything I resented about
Johnson: the grasping after profundity, the overblown diction, the
sentences that never ended.
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After I grudgingly plodded through an essay or two, though, the annoyance began
to wane, and I started to respond to the music of the prose. It takes a while to get
the hang of Johnsonian syntax, with some sentences stretching beyond 150 words
(newspapers advise writers not to exceed 20 words per sentence). And some of
those words aren’t exactly familiar: The Rambler is especially rich with the latinisms
for which he was famous, even infamous. ‘When common words were less pleasing
to the ear, or less distinct in their signification,’ he admits in the last Rambler essay,
‘I have familiarized the terms of philosophy by applying them to popular ideas.’
The result is sometimes more difficult to read than it needs to be: ‘He that shall
solicit the favour of his patron by praising him for qualities which he can find in
himself, will be defeated by the more daring panegyrist who enriches him with
adscititious excellence.’ At his best, though, Johnson writes sentences with
remarkable balance and elegance. And, despite the latinisms, he could be admirably
direct and straightforward when he chose. After an hour or two of reading Johnson,
I started to appreciate his prose style. After a few weeks of reading him, I began to
recognize him as one of the masters of English prose.

But the style was only one of the attractions. As I read further into The Rambler
essays, I noticed something I had never seen before. Johnson wasn’t at all like the
caricature I had in mind, the portentous spouter of conventional wisdom. In fact
the wisdom he was spouting wasn’t at all conventional. Something about the way
he wrote made me profoundly uncomfortable. Johnson, I felt, knew things about
me that I hadn’t told anyone. His psychological insights struck me with their depth
and their uncompromising ability to see the parts of human nature that we don’t
want to believe. Johnson wrote in Rambler 172, for instance:

Scarce any man is willing to allot to accident, friendship, and a thousand causes,
which concur in every event without human contrivance or interposition, the
part which they may justly claim in his advancement. We rate ourselves by our
fortune rather than our virtues, and exorbitant claims are quickly produced by
imaginary merit.

Professional social psychologists began describing this phenomenon as ‘self-serving
bias’ in the late 1960s – we attribute our successes to our character, our failures to
circumstances – but Johnson was there in 1751. He also had a grasp of the kind of
paradoxical insight associated with François de La Rochefoucauld – ‘In the adversity
of our best friends we often find something which does not displease us’ – but he
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presents it without the seeming glee of La Rochefoucauld and his followers. Johnson
noted sadly that ‘the relation of other men’s infelicity...can lull the memory of
misfortune, or appease the throbbings of anguish.’ It was observations like this that
kept me going through the essays. After reading for a few hours, I was a convert.

Johnson published two Rambler essays every week, on Tuesday and Saturday,
between 1750 and 1752. He wrote them as a struggling writer hoping to make his
way in London, while he was working on the Dictionary. The Rambler continued
the tradition of the great periodical essays of the early 18th century, The Tatler and
The Spectator above all. But Johnson resolved to make his essay series more
serious than most previous essay series. He devoted papers to topics close to his
heart: literary history, poetry, criticism, history, science, moral philosophy. There
are essays on gender relations, on the futility of stoicism, on the vanity of first-time
authors. There are short works of fiction and miniature treatises. Many essays
address our tendency toward self-deception, and Johnson often warns about ‘the
importance of keeping reason a constant guard over imagination’. Far from recycling
conventional wisdom, Johnson usually works to overturn it. His characteristic mode
is to open with a commonplace, and then to test it against experience, qualifying or
even rejecting it as necessary. To read all the essays from start to finish is to get an
education in the whole of 18th century thought as filtered through a uniquely
powerful mind.

But reading through the lot is not easy. The complete run of The Rambler is long,
and the only complete hard-copy edition is The Yale Edition of the Works of
Samuel Johnson, volumes 3–5, both too bulky and too expensive for the casual
reader. But they can be had online for free, and some selection from The Rambler
will appear in virtually every collection of Johnson’s works. And more than his other
works, The Rambler repays browsing, dipping in at random. Almost any essay will
repay the five or ten minutes it takes to read, as Johnson knew full well. ‘My other
works are wine and water,’ he told a friend; ‘but my Rambler is pure wine.’

Jack Lynch is a professor of English at Rutgers University. He is the author of
The Age of Elizabeth in the Age of Johnson and the editor of A Bibliography of
Johnsonian Studies, 1986–1998, as well as many journal articles and scholarly
reviews on Johnson and the 18th century. He was persuaded to write this essay in
the course of a convivial evening in Lichfield in November 2014.
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Numerous members of the Johnson Society Council have
prompted me to write this piece, following my various anecdotes
about former Presidents and officers. I have resisted because they
were personal and idiosyncratic, and rely on my memory alone.
The insistence has been too great.

It all began when I joined the English department of Johnson’s old
school, King Edward VI, Lichfield, in the 1960s. Bill Richards,
Headmaster, was also Chairman of the Society and asked me
whether I was interested in joining. ‘I thought I needed an
invitation,’ I said, and went on to explain that as a 12 year old, I
cycled from Walsall to Lichfield to visit the Birthplace after
encouragement from an English teacher. That was in 1948 and I
still possess the brass bottle opener with Johnson's head purchased
on that day.

Thus began a stimulating Johnsonian travelogue of almost 70 years.
I was soon assistant secretary, rising to Secretary and then
Chairman for 10 years, which included the 200th commemoration
of Johnson’s death in 1984.

My first memory of a Birthday supper was when the Countess of
Huntingdon was President in 1971. Her daughter, married to a
renowned American harmonica player, so engrossed the Chairman
Bill Richards that his wife, Grace, was almost completely ignored.
She made her views plain to me, a humble member of his staff.
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J.D. (David) Fleeman, who was President in 1972, was the Johnsonian
bibliographer who succeeded L.F. Powell (President in 1950). He was seen in
those days in Oxford and world-wide as the focus of 18th century scholarship.
Regarding entry to the College to read English, he exhorted me to send students
to him, having observed the clean-cut Captain of School proposing the toast,
‘Johnson’s Old School’ at the supper that year. David was more than irritated
by students in the flower-power 1970s arriving for tutorials unwashed and in
sandals. David was a solid Yorkshire man with a lovely wife, Isobel, from the
Western Isles, where they returned each summer.

He told me, with something of a swipe, that he always set his students to read
John Wain’s easy-to-read biography of Johnson – for them to list all the mistakes
they could find. David borrowed a suit of mine to attend a Birthday supper in
Lichfield; while I lost a pair of lovely shoes while staying with them in Cumnor.
He strongly advised me as Chairman not to make a habit of inviting academics
to be President. ‘You’ll kill the Society,’ he said. He was the first to telephone
me in January 1984, having read my letter to The Times.

Fair play for Johnson

From the Chairman of The Johnson Society
Sir, Is it not extraordinary that in your Anniversaries of 1984 (Spectrum, January 2) you omit to
recognize the bicentenary of the death in London on December 13, 1784, of Samuel Johnson,
whilst you are able to remind us all of the various anniversaries of Cetewayo, Senefelder,
Malinowski, Duhamel, Kochanowski, Boieldieu and Figg! A prophet is not without honour…
However, my indignation in this respect is little compared with the frustrated efforts of this
society to convince the Stamp Advisory Committee of the Post Office to commemorate this
great man of letters in a special stamp issue 1984.
The Post Office was not persuaded and the alternative decisions will be available for us all to
view over the next 12 months to include the various anniversaries of the Highland Cattle
Society, the Chartered Institute of Builders, the conference of European Postal and
Telecommunications and the bicentenary of the first mail coach between Bristol and London.
From March 6 stamps will show a Highland cow, a Chillingham wild bull, a Hereford bull, a
Welsh black bull and an Irish moiled cow.
Sir, many of your readers will have little concern for Cetewayo, Figg and the moiled cow and
when they are tired of the gloom of George Orwell’s 1984 and the media obsession with it I
invite them to enjoy the elaborate and extensive commemoration of Johnson’s 1984 in
London, Oxford and Lichfield.
Your humble and obedient servant,
Robert White, Chairman
The Johnson Society January 3
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David’s conference in Pembroke that July 1984, followed by the weekend in
Lichfield, brought Johnsonians from every continent.

Professor F.D. Pottle, who was President in 1974, set fire to the bedroom curtains
of Michael Hallett’s home in Shenstone. 

When I invited Frank Muir to become President in 1975, there was not a little
scorn in Lichfield because he was thought to be a ‘lightweight’ entertainer. Frank
was known generally for his wit and humour on radio and television. He was
later to compile The Oxford Book of Humorous Prose, from William Caxton
to P.G. Wodehouse. He began his Presidential Address with the ad-lib, ‘I am to
Johnson scholarship what Dame Sybil Thorndyke was to long distance lorry
driving.’ He became very close to Fred and June Nicholls during those Lichfield
years.

My lasting memory of Frank’s wit was at the banquet in the House of Commons
on 14 December 1984 to commemorate the 200th anniversary of Johnson’s
death. The event was organised by the two Societies in London and Lichfield,
and hosted by Patrick Cormack MP. Speakers included the Rt Hon. Lord
Denning; Rt Hon. Bernard Weatherill, Speaker of the House of Commons; the
Very Revd Edward Carpenter, Dean of Westminster, who was President 1978;
and Rt Hon. Lord Hailsham. The Lichfield Society Council insisted that a
Lichfield speaker should be included; accordingly, R.W.White, Chairman, was
to propose the loyal toast. The elegantly dressed, authoritative Master of
Ceremonies approached me to confirm that I was giving the toast. I explained
that I would also speak about Johnson and Lichfield briefly.  His firm response
was: ‘It is the custom of the House that nothing is spoken before or after the
toast “The Queen”.’ ‘Yes, but I have a short reference to Lichfield.’ ‘It is the
custom of the House...,’ he repeated. I consulted Frank Muir, but he offered
nothing constructive. Almost immediately the gavel sounded and I rose to my
feet to toast ‘The Queen’ in resounding tones – a two word speech in the House
of Commons, which I have boasted about incessantly since. 

On sitting down, Frank Muir leaned over, grabbed my wrist and stuttered, ‘B-b-
b-b-b-beautifully put!’

The weekend included the unveiling of a blue plaque by Robert Robinson
(President in 1981) at the bookshop of Thomas Davies in Covent Garden, and
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Evensong and a wreath-laying in Poet’s Corner, Westminster Abbey, by the
Dean. On Sunday morning, St Clement Danes hosted the bi-centenary matins
– most of us going to view and sit in Johnson’s pew in the balcony. 

John Wain, Staffordshire born and bred, became President in 1976 and
remained a devotee of Lichfield throughout his life. He always had a copy of
Boswell’s Life by his bedside. He and his wife, sometimes with family, stayed
happily with us in each of our family homes. He was Oxford Professor of Poetry
at the time he was President and I always warmed to his poetic sensitivity. He
opened his Presidential Address with a reading of his translation from Johnson’s
Latin: 

At Stowe Mill, Lichfield, where the Streams Flow Together  
Clear as glass the stream still wanders through
green fields.

Here, as a boy, I bathed
my tender limbs, unskilled, frustrated, while
with gentle voice my father from the bank
taught me to swim.

In August of 1976 he telephoned me to ask how long his Presidential Address
needed to be ‘because I'm fed up with the subject now’. The subject turned out
to be Frank Barber, and Wain effectively gave Frank the prominence he
deserves. (He later wrote a radio play and a one-man stage play on the same
subject.) The Society duly published the paper early in 1977 in Transactions.

In the spring of that year after Wain’s lecture tour of the USA, he telephoned
me in some substantial annoyance and in forceful language explained that in
planning his tour he had decided to speak on Frank Barber. Imagine his surprise
at his first lecture to be told that the text had already been absorbed by
Transactions subscribers!

Some years later he telephoned to ask if I could come to Oxford to receive a
porcelain Worcester mug used by Johnson, which a retired scout from Pembroke
College wished to donate to the Birthplace in Lichfield. He considered it
original. Replicas had been produced by the college in 1974 for the 350th
anniversary of the foundation of Pembroke. I duly drove to John Wain’s house
and we walked to the local pub for the presentation ceremony. The elderly
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college retainer, a regular drinking mate of John, was delighted. I took the mug
to the Birthplace, but not before a minor drama at the house. John had forgotten
his keys. I noticed an upstairs sash window was slightly open, so I scaled the
drainpipe and bay window, clambered in and let John into his residence.

John Wain never regarded himself as a 1950s Angry Young Man, though he
knew the major figures and for years had a drink problem. He was forthright, of
course, and I recall his annoyance one Birthday lunchtime at having to listen to
a Lichfield worthy – ‘a pompous ass’ – toasting Johnson. I collected many first
editions of his writings and he gave me a large number – always affectionately
signed. I recall a photograph of him in hat and sandaled feet, seated on a bench
in the Fellows’ Garden of Christ’s College, Cambridge, my college. He
commented, ‘Some vandal has been allowed in to desecrate the place.’

I also received from him a 1910 postcard panorama of the Potteries, Stoke-on-
Trent, with tall chimneys belching out smoke. He marked with an arrow: ‘My
grandparents choking’. John loved Staffordshire, but especially Johnson and
Lichfield.

Herman (Fritz) Liebert, who was President in 1980, was Beinecke Librarian at
Yale. He was highly regarded by our American friends. He was a huge, truly
Johnsonian figure. Arriving at our home for the Birthday weekend on Friday
with his wife Laura, he deposited a litre bottle of Gordon’s gin on our kitchen
table. I protested mildly but by the time we all set off for Uttoxeter on the
Monday morning, that and two more litres had been consumed – all largely neat.
While in deep conversation in the lounge, he would enquire, ‘Do you want a
squirt, Laura?’ On the nod, he would direct a shot of Angostura bitters expertly
into the two glasses from a grubby, plastic bottle in the inner pocket of his suit
jacket. We learned how they mixed their drink in the kitchen sink during
prohibition times. They were both charming, generous and appreciative.  Fritz
was instrumental in setting up an American fund-raising drive through the Royal
Oak Foundation to raise funds for the benefit of the Birthplace Museum in
Lichfield.

Bob White’s journey through memories of Johnson Society Presidents in the
1980s will be continued in next year’s Transactions. 
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The publication of Johnson’s edition of Shakespeare on 10
October 1765 was an important date in the history of the editing
of Shakespeare. A conference was held at Johnson’s college, 7-9
August 2015, to celebrate the 250th anniversary of the publication
of the edition, attracting an eminent field of academics and writers,
including our current President, Kate Chisolm, and Michael
Bundock, who talked to us as part of this year’s winter lectures
programme in Lichfield. I attended the conference as a representative
of the Johnson Society (Lichfield).

The conference was hosted in the splendour of Pembroke College
and involved learned lectures as well an exhibition of Johnsonian
manuscripts, including Johnson’s own edition of the Warburton
Shakespeare, complete with Johnson’s scrawled annotations. We
were also treated to a fine evening of songs from Shakespeare with
musical settings spanning the centuries, which met with an
appreciative response.   We also got to see Johnson’s room, ably
chaperoned by Professor Jim McLaverty. This consists of a decent-
sized living room and an adjoining box room, where it is thought
Johnson would have slept. His room looked out to Pembroke
Square at the front and to the Old Quad at the back. 

The conference was stimulating and wide-ranging, and a number
of distinct themes emerged, the principal one being the obvious
continuity between Johnson’s work on the Dictionary (1755) and
the Shakespeare edition. Shakespeare is quoted more than any
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other single writer in the Dictionary and it is clear, as Professor Linda
Mugglestone (a former President of our Society) pointed out, that in considering
his selection  of quotations from Shakespeare,  he was highlighting passages, for
lexicographical purposes, many of which he would later re-visit for the purposes
of textual explication, in the edition. 

Many lecturers also explored Johnson’s position within the context of
Shakespearean scholarship in the 18th century. Johnson’s edition was an
intervention in a discipline notable for the heat of its disputes. It was preceded
not only by Rowe’s Shakespeare (1709, the first modern edition), but by Pope’s
(1725), Theobald’s (1733), Hanmer’s (1743-4), and Warburton’s (1747). A key
characteristic of Johnson’s edition was that it presented the work of different
editors as potentially collaborative; his edition has sometimes been called the
first variorum edition of Shakespeare. James Boswell, who had reservations
about Johnson’s success, praised the Preface for judiciously ‘bestowing…deserved
and indisputable praise’ on Shakespeare while ‘candidly admitting the faults’.

Many of the textual explications in the footnotes of the edition provided a master
class in Johnsonian literary elucidation. Others exhibited his characteristically
strong opinions and prejudices. Accordingly, the edition was met with praise as
well as censure. The Preface was rightly regarded as a masterpiece and was
rapidly translated into many other languages over the next 50 years. It was seen
in part as an admirable rebuttal of Voltaire’s celebrated but Anglophobe
denunciations of Shakespeare. Although an ardent classicist, Johnson’s defence
of Shakespeare’s casual regard for the ‘classical unities’ has subsequently become
the default view of the academic and literary world. William Kenrick, an 18th
century literary hatchet-man, was less appreciative of Johnson’s efforts, as Peter
Sabor described, and his published vituperations on the edition were such that
he was described as being ‘armed with the tomahawk and scalping knife.’

Johnson, as was his wont, was never attracted to the aspects of editing which
involved scholarly heavy lifting. Accordingly, there is little evidence that he actively
sought out the extant Shakespearean quartos, which were available in various
private hands and institutions, as Professor Woudhuysen’s masterly closing
lecture explained, to enable him to advance the cause of textual accuracy on a
firmer footing. Indeed, it is thought that Johnson did not approach David
Garrick to make use of his own extensive collection of quartos, partly out of
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pique, at the famous actor’s prodigious stage successes, but also because Johnson
was infamous for mauling and vandalising the books lent to him. Garrick may
have feared for the condition in which they would be returned.

It is invidious to single out particular lectures as highlights, given the
embarrassment of riches on display, but two in particular stood out for different
reasons. Appropriately, Joseph Roach, Professor of Theater [American spelling!]
at Yale University, divided his excellent presentation on moral purpose in
Shakespeare’s plays into five acts, signalling the commencement of each ‘act’
with a theatrical flourish, brandishing the appropriate number of fingers to
represent each stage of the performance. In this erudite setting, such comic
business went down a storm. 

Secondly, Tiffany Stern, Professor of Early Modern Drama at Oxford University,
delivered a tour de force on the way that David Garrick had developed from
being a revelatory performer and populariser of Shakespeare in his early career,
to being the initiator of the Garrick brand, where Shakespeare’s identity was
obscured to such an extent that later playbills advertised Garrick’s Hamlet with
no authorial credits for the playwright.  

The famous Shakespearean Jubilee in 1769 in Stratford-upon-Avon was in part
a celebration of the showmanship of Garrick, with not a single performance of
Shakespeare being undertaken. Instead a fusilade of marketing material was
launched upon the attendees including medals, song sheets and ribbons, all
designed to bolster the Garrick legend and swell his not inconsiderable wealth.
It is little wonder that Dr Johnson, who considered his friend a mere player,
rather than a genuine Shakespearean scholar, absented himself from the
proceedings. Cheekily, Professor Stern argued that Johnson took a leaf out of
Garrick’s book and Johnson’s Shakespeare was deployed to add lustre to the
Johnsonian brand.

The conference was not all lectures however. We enjoyed elegant dining in the
College’s splendid hall and drank pre-dinner drinks on the lawn of the
quadrangle. Such are the privations of the dedicated Johnsonian. Many
acquaintances, both academic and non-academic, were made and renewed,
including  the redoubtable and delightful John Byrne, President of the Australian
Johnson Society, with whom I and a few others enjoyed a few last minute orders
in a local hostelry on the penultimate night.
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News from the
Birthplace

Many thanks to Professor Linda Mugglestone and the organising
committee for putting on such a stimulating conference, which all
the attendees, academic and non-academic alike, throughly enjoyed.

The Birthplace Museum remains as busy as always with over 17,500
visitors in the past 12 months, enjoying a wide range of activities,
events and new displays. The focus for the Museum team has been
ensuring that all of these visitors could enjoy the house without too
much disruption from ongoing repairs, as the year has been
dominated by maintenance of the Grade I listed building.
A reasonably straightforward repair to a section of timber frame at
the front of the house escalated into six months of work as the
structure revealed the eccentricities of its original builders, but the
Birth Room is now fully repainted, the original wall of panelling
restored and new LED lighting in place. An unglamorous but
necessary project also saw a long-term problem with the Museum
drains resolved, much to our olfactory delight.

A number of interesting projects have taken place against this
backdrop of works. The year began with the arrival of a beautiful
cast of the Nollekens bust of Samuel Johnson, created by local
sculptor Allen Necchi and intended to be used for handling,
improving our offering of sensory displays. A new look to the
Museum’s object labels has been introduced, developed by Keele
University student Kendall Burgess as part of a work experience
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placement, and following consultation with over a hundred visitors. The well-
designed labels are inspired by the font used to print Johnson’s Dictionary. The
Birthplace also supported Staffordshire University media students by providing
a venue for filming. A small but effective change to the displays has been a new
Boswell display, housed in his bookcase from Auchinleck, and developed by
former curator of Gough Square, Morwenna Rae. The display presents Boswell
as a varied and talented writer in his own right, rather than mere sidekick in
Johnson’s story.

Other small displays in the library this year highlighted anniversaries: Johnson’s
contract for Shakespeare from the Birthplace collection was shown as part of
the 250th anniversary of the publication of the work, and copies were also
displayed at Pembroke College. A more unexpected display was a visitor book
from September 1915 signed by Geoffrey Bache Smith and Robert Gilson, who
were visiting Lichfield with J.R.R. Tolkien. Both men died in the Somme the
following year, and are believed to be the inspiration behind key characters in
his famous Lord of the Rings trilogy.

Our popular art workshops were the subject of the summer’s main display, ‘A
Splash of Inspiration’, showcasing 25 works by artists who attend the sessions,
some of whom were complete beginners and the youngest only 12 years old.
Subjects ranged from wildlife and the natural world to the Museum’s collection
and building. Other events throughout the year included a special workshop
introducing Johnson’s Dictionary, in honour of the 260th anniversary of
publication, and instituting a ‘word of the week’ within the dictionary display
room with quirky or timely offerings chosen by staff, volunteers, and Society
members. The Birthplace has also hosted the Society on monthly Saturdays in
a new publicity drive with museum visitors. A new guided tour offer has been
popular, and our children’s bookclub, school visits, holiday craft events and the
Lichfield Festival ‘City Saturday’ partnership continue to introduce Johnson and
the house to a young audience.

As always, the busiest event of the year is Johnson’s Birthday celebrations in
September, when the Museum works with all of the venues in the city to hold
‘Heritage Weekend’. The year’s theme was ‘Making History’ and the Birthplace
focussed on the Johnson family trade of bookbinding, with a fascinating display
of traditional tooling and sewing techniques by local members of the Society of
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Bookbinders, Roy Fell and Rosemary Booth. Continuing the theme, Intimate
Theatre performed on the Market Square with a play by the talented David
Titley, inspired by industry and idleness in Lichfield.

Behind the scenes, much work continues on researching, documenting and
caring for the Birthplace collection and the first few months of the year saw the
preparation of the Museum’s Accreditation return: Arts Council England’s
auditing scheme for the sector. The collection continues to develop, and this
year a significant gift was made to the Museum. Former curator of the
Birthplace, Kai Kin Yung, and his wife Judie, have donated three wonderful
pictures: a view of Streatham Park by Peter Richard Hoare, a previously
unknown view of the Birthplace building by Revd John William Burgon and a
1673 engraving of Lichfield Cathedral by Wenceslaus Hollar, as well as a number
of books. The new pictures will be on display in 2016.

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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‘Chester is full of curiosities.’ So wrote Samuel Johnson in his
journal of his visit to Chester in 1774 on his journey into Wales in
the company of Hester Thrale. In May a party of Johnsonians set
out for Chester to see if they could find these ‘curiosities’.

Arriving in Chester to an unseasonably cold, wet and blustery
welcome, we were introduced to our guide, Vicky Derricut. She
explained that the Chester we see today is very different to the
Chester Johnson visited, as the city was still in the process of
rebuilding after the Civil War, in which the Parliamentarians had
taken revenge on Royalist Chester by setting fire to the old wooden
houses in the city. Many of today’s present late Georgian and
Victorian buildings would not have been built in 1774.

One place that Johnson would have seen was Chester’s Roodee
Racecourse, which acquired its name from a corruption of ‘Rood
Eye’ or ‘Holy Cross’.  This is the site of interment of an image of
the Virgin Mary, with a very large cross, in the year 946. It was
originally installed in a Christian church at Hawarden, across the
Dee in Flintshire, as an insurance against affliction. It blotted its
copybook when it fell on and killed the wife of the governor of the
territory, for which offence it was thrown on the sands of the river.
It was found the next day by the inhabitants of Chester who buried
the statue and erected a large stone over the place. This stone is
still visible, as is the wall of the original Roman port which existed
before it was silted up by the sands of the Dee. Unfortunately, an

64

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

The Johnson
Society’s

Outing to Chester:
9 May 2015

RICHARD
DAVIES

The Johnson Society’s
Outing to Chester:
9 May 2015

R I C H A R D  DAV I E S

65

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY’S OUTING TO CHESTER: 9 MAY 2015

Transactions 2015_Layout 1  15/12/2015  13:53  Page 64



64

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

unexpectedly locked gate prevented us from taking more than a sidelong glimpse
of the latter through railings.

Another building Johnson almost certainly saw, just around the corner from his
lodgings at the Yacht Inn (now no more), was Stanley Palace. This handsome, half-
timbered mansion was built in 1591 on the site of the former Black (Dominican)
Friary as the town house for Sir Peter Warburton, a local lawyer and Member of
Parliament. When he died in 1621 the house was inherited by his daughter. She
married Sir Thomas Stanley, who gave his name to the house. At the time Johnson
was in the city, the house had been acquired by the Earl of Derby.

From Stanley Palace we went on to the Old Leche House, a mediaeval survival
in the famous Chester Rows, now a furniture showroom. We admired the
decorated chimney breast and the family crests in roundels on the walls. We
were shown an inscription scratched in one of the windows, ‘to the charming
Miss Oldfield 1736’ and were invited to believe that this was the work of none
other than Samuel Johnson. They persisted in their belief even after we had
stated that this sort of thing was much more in keeping with James Boswell and
that Johnson, had he been minded to leave this memento, would probably have
chosen Latin or Greek for the purpose. Even more damning, Johnson had not
visited Chester when the inscription was dated!

Next came a visit to the walls of the city, which we know that Johnson also
traversed, because he commented favourably on the width of the walk in his
journal. We were taken to the restored King Charles tower, one of many such
along the length of the walls. A plaque on the tower states that King Charles I
stood on the tower on 24 September 1645 as he watched his soldiers being
defeated at the Battle of Rowton Heath. However, this seems open to question,
his more likely vantage point being the Cathedral tower.

Our final stop of the tour was the impressive remains of the Roman
amphitheatre which was the largest in Britain, used for entertainment and
military training by the 20th Legion, based at the fortress of Deva, the Roman
name for Chester. 

The party then dispersed to their own devices, my personal choice being to visit
Chester Cathedral, which time had not permitted on the tour. This was founded
in 1092 by the Norman Earl of Chester, Hugh Lupus (‘The Wolf’), the nephew
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of William the Conqueror, who also founded an abbey on the site. There were
periodic extensions and revisions between 1200 and 1550 and a restoration in
the 1830s. Unusually, although the abbey was suppressed by Henry VIII, the
last abbot was allowed to become the first dean of the Cathedral, while the senior
monks became the first canons.

‘Not of the first rank,’ was Dr Johnson’s verdict on the cathedral. Perhaps he
was put off by the austere, forbidding exterior. ‘Lacking in colour,’ was the
description of our tour guide, which we frankly found incredible. Our entry into
the building found us face to face with the Nave Mosaics created 1883-1886 by
John Clayton. These show various Old Testament scenes and are some of the
finest 19th century Pre-Raphaelite mosaic works in the country. Added to these
was stained glass ranging from the 18th to 20th centuries and brightly coloured
banners and floor tiling.

By this time the weather had improved to the extent of allowing the occasional
glimpse of sunshine between the showers, but the cutting wind remained
throughout, so that a tea-break was a welcome respite. Nevertheless we were
aware that we had barely scratched the surface of the things that Chester had to
offer and were sorry that our stay in the city was so short. We could only board
our coach for the return journey, hoping that Johnson had had better luck with
the weather during his stay.
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‘The best English ever written is that of the King James Bible. The
worst is to be found in the thunderous blather of Dr Johnson.’ This
is just one of the charges laid against the sage of Lichfield by H.L.
Mencken. Here’s another: ‘He left such wounds upon English
prose that it was a century recovering from them.’ Then there’s:
‘No eminent lexicographer was ever more ignorant [than Johnson]
of speechways.’ Who can this Mencken be, the scoundrel?

Mencken (1880–1956) is the author of The American Language
and editor of A New Dictionary of Quotations, doorstoppers both.
A largely self-taught polymath, he was by temperament an
iconoclast who became one of the most celebrated American
journalists of his time.

Mencken was one of the most unremitting, vituperative and widely-
read of Johnson’s assailants. Yet for committed Johnsonians who,
like me, revel in the verve and wit of Mencken’s sardonic, raucous,
salty prose, there is an irony to be savoured. This is that Mencken’s
reward for a half a lifetime of Johnson-bashing is to be widely
referred to as ‘the American Johnson’.  Although the label is one
he neither sought nor valued, it was fellow-journalists on both sides
of the Atlantic who pinned it upon him. If that were not enough,
Mencken, a Marylander, also became, Johnson-style, ‘the sage of
Baltimore’, after the town in which he was born and then lived for
the rest of his life. 

Mencken’s forenames were Henry Louis. He was Harry to friends,
but to readers H. L., a byline he stuck to after a mishap to his 1888
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Christmas present: a Baltimore No. 10 Self-Inker
Printing Press. The eight-year-old’s father, a
prosperous German-American cigar manufacturer,
clumsily mashed up the bold lower-case ‘r’s’  while
teaching Harry how to operate the press,  so when
the boy came to print his card, neither Henry L.
or Harry was possible. H.L. Mencken he became,
and throughout a long life as author, journalist –
and foe of Johnson – H.L. Mencken he stayed.
Born into a happy, stable home and family at 1524
Hollins Street, he left this address only for the six
years of his marriage to Sara Powell Haardt, and
returned after her premature death in 1936.

The Baltimore of Mencken’s youth was a good
place for an aspiring journalist. Although south of
the Mason-Dixon Line and a slave-owning state,
Maryland had not seceded from the Union during
the American Civil War. As the state’s principal
seaport and railway centre, just 40 miles away from
Washington, the city flourished after the war as the
warehouse for the Reconstruction of the South.
Ambitious Baltimore businessmen, some – like
Johns Hopkins and Enoch Pratt – of philanthropic
bent, did well out of government contracts. 

Mencken read his father’s copy of Huckleberry Finn when he was eight.
Enthralled by the first ‘incomparable’ chapter by Twain, the frontier journalist,
Mencken wrote, ‘I realised, child as I was, that I had entered a domain of new
and gorgeous wonders, and thereafter I pressed on to the last word’ (Mencken,
1989, p.167). Young Harry enrolled for a reader’s card at the Enoch Pratt Free
Library, today a repository of the vast Mencken archive.  Here he began ‘to inhabit
a world that was two-thirds letterpress and only one third trees, fields and people.’ 

It was Twain who wrote: ‘If you don’t read the newspaper, you’re uninformed.
If you read the newspaper, you’re misinformed.’  He ignited in his young fan a
slow-burning desire to become a reporter. But destined for the family tobacco
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business, his formal education was limited to a so-so local school and the
Baltimore Polytechnic. Two of the drunks on the school’s staff were inspirational
teachers of English, and their pupil later claimed to have read before he was 15,
‘almost the whole canon’ of the English classics down to the start of the 19th
century. Pepys, Boswell and The Spectator he knew ‘backward and forward’.
The English writer who most spoke to him, however, was the Darwin apostle,
coiner of the term ‘agnosticism’, and master of clear, deceptively-simple prose,
Thomas Henry Huxley.

In 1896, Mencken was free to find his first job in journalism, his father having
died suddenly, leaving his widow comfortably-off.  Turn-of-the-century Baltimore
was a great time and place in which to break into newspapers. The population
of the city, 212,000 in 1860, more than doubled by 1900 to 509,000,  a ready
market for newsprint. Technology was making newspapers cheaper and faster to
produce, although to Mencken’s mind, it was evolving faster than the people
who wrote and published them. ‘There are managing editors in the United
States,’ said Mencken in 1927, by now a giant of his trade, ‘and scores of them,
who have...never read the Constitution of the United States; there are city [news]
editors who do not know what a symphony is, or a streptococcus’. He detected
‘a vast and militant ignorance, this wide-spread and fathomless prejudice against
intelligence, that makes American journalism so pathetically feeble and vulgar,
and so generally disreputable.’ (Mencken, quoted by Farrell, 1955, pp.217-18). 

The Baltimore Herald hired Mencken before he was 19. Within 10 years, he
was editor of a Baltimore daily and in American Who’s Who as the author of
early books on Nietzsche and Shaw. By 1917, when the United States entered
the Great War, Mencken was achieving national renown as an acerbic
commentator on ideas, literature and politics. Ridiculing God-botherers, uplifters
and world-savers, he pronounced politicians to be fools or frauds, if intermittently
amusing. University presidents Mencken derided as exhibiting only the first two
of these qualities. 

Mencken’s investiture as ‘the American Johnson’ began with the first edition of
his treatise, The American Language (1919).  A master-stylist of English,
Mencken nonetheless is at less than his best when jeering at Johnson. His attacks
did little for his reputation and, so far as I can see, no harm at all to Johnson’s.
The wit and humour that typify other Mencken literary combats desert him
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when he confronts Johnson. Mencken reviles Johnson’s English, as well as
writings subsequently modelled upon it on either side of the Atlantic, for parting
company with everyday American or English speech. Oddly enough, Mencken
feels free to lard his own compositions with German words.

The roots of Mencken’s ‘Johnsonitis’ lie, I suggest, partly in pathology and partly
in history. His enmity is ‘pathological’ not in the sense of being a product or
characteristic of some disease, but in proceeding from his mental make-up.
Mencken was by nature a sceptic, ‘constitutionally unable to believe in anything
absolutely’, God and the idea of an afterlife included. Johnson, by contrast, clung
to belief in God and, agonizing over his chance of salvation, daily lived in dread
of death. Rooted in the here and now, Mencken had no moral or critical
standard other than that which he set himself. With Groucho Marx, another
cigar-wielding cynic, Mencken could say, ‘Whatever it is, I’m against it.’ 

That Mencken’s Johnson offensive began when it did, with the Great War, is
where the historical element comes in. This war – like the second world conflict
– was anything but ‘great’ for Mencken, except that its pressures were to be the
catalyst for the completion of his heretical masterpiece. Mencken had collected
materials on American English for years, and in 1910 had written columns
touching upon ‘the apparent divergence of the two streams of English, British
and American’ (McDavid & Maurer, editors, The American Language, p.vi). As
a bustling journalist, however, Mencken had lacked the time to develop his theme
until the war presented him with the motive and the opportunity to complete
The American Language, a work much greater than its anti-Johnson tirades
might suggest.

Mencken loved the English language and, as a practitioner of 20th century
English prose, was admired by writers as diverse as Joseph Conrad, Edith Sitwell
and H.G.Wells. As editor of the magazines Smart Set and American Mercury,
he introduced many British writers to American readers. Yet the Great War
rekindled in Mencken the flames of 1776 and 1812, fanned by what he saw as
the treachery of Woodrow Wilson in bringing America into a war that Mencken
viewed as a private quarrel between London and Berlin. Mencken escaped
conscription, but was to emerge from the conflict embittered.  

Mencken talked the Baltimore Sun into sending him to Germany as a
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correspondent in December 1916.  He spent five days on the Russian Front
before being forced to scurry home when Germany declared unrestricted
submarine warfare on all shipping to or from Great Britain. The Wilson
administration retaliated by breaking off diplomatic relations with Berlin, and
Mencken was aghast when, in April 1917, Wilson took America to war. 

Mencken now found himself at odds with his own countrymen and silenced in
his main line of work as a contrarian journalist. He came to see in his
predicament the hand of a manipulative ‘England’, save for whose wiles
Americans would not have gone to war. If Mencken was for anything, it was free
speech, other people’s as well as his own. In the ensuing war hysteria, however,
pro-British sentiment trumped pro-German sympathies. Sauerkraut became
‘liberty cabbage’, and Mencken’s byline lost its welcome. New legislation banned
‘disloyal, profane, scurrilous or abusive’ writing. The Justice Department put
him under surveillance and the War Department began opening his mail. 

Due for call-up in 1918, Mencken began looking for a legal way to dodge the
draft. Luckily, the war ended first. Hostilities with Samuel Johnson, however,
were only just beginning. As The American Language took shape during
Mencken’s enforced leisure, so Johnson presented a target that was irresistible.
He took his cue as a Johnson-basher from a compatriot, the philologist and
lexicographer Noah Webster, who in his Dissertations upon the English
Language (1789) describes Johnson’s style as ‘an intolerable composition’ of
Latinity, affected smoothness, scholastic accuracy, and roundness of periods.

While the industrious Mencken laboured away at The American Language, he
came to see Standard English as a tool of Albion’s malign influence. In the 1919
first edition of The American Language Mencken sought to provoke a parting
of the ways between English as spoken and written in the United States and in
Great Britain. American English was becoming a discrete language, constantly
refreshed, while the British version stagnated. A vital and colloquial American
literature could and should emerge, inspired by the transatlantic success of Mark
Twain. As for ‘English English’, like some 18th century iceberg, it would sheer
off and drift away. 

Mencken’s career coincides with renewed interest in Johnson. Johnson Societies
were formed in Lichfield and London, and welcomed visiting American
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‘pedagogues’ to their revels. British members included the poet and essayist Austin
Dobson, who was popular on the United States cultural circuit, not least for his
many essays on Johnson. Another prominent Johnson Society member was
George Birkbeck Hill, whose edition of Boswell’s Life (1887), Johnson’s Letters
(1892) and Johnsonian Miscellanies (1897) sparked off today’s Johnson industry. 

Common ground between Johnson and Mencken is suggested by the two
epigraphs to The Story of English (McCrum, Cran & McNeill, 1986). Johnson,
in the preface to A Dictionary of The English Language, states that a
lexicographer merits derision who ‘being able to produce no example of a nation
that has preserved their words and phrases from mutability, shall imagine that
his dictionary can embalm his language, and secure it from decay’. Mencken, in
the second edition of The American Language, wrote: ‘A living language is like
a man suffering incessantly from small haemorrhages, and what it needs above
all else is constant transactions of new blood from other tongues’ (quoted in
Clarke, 1999, p.88). Here is the appearance of transatlantic amity: it is no use
trying to exclude other ‘tongues’ (Mencken), and vain to attempt to ‘embalm’ a
language (Johnson).  Surely Johnson sought not to ‘embalm’ English, but rather
to render manageable a language that he held to have strayed into ‘wild
exuberance’, resigned to the ‘tyranny of time and fashion, and exposed to the
corruptions of ignorance, and caprices of innovation.’ 

There was no pretence or ‘side’ with either Johnson or Mencken. Neither was
handsome, but both were ‘clubbable’ and possessed of an intelligence and charm
that endeared them to women. Where Johnson was short-fused and bear-like,
Mencken had something of the simian about him, and except at the keyboard
of a typewriter, was generally easygoing. In 1934 the courteous Southerner
invited Alistair Cooke, then a young research student who had sent him some
notes on ‘English English’ vocabulary, to call on him when next in Baltimore
and enjoy ‘the gorgeous crabs that infest the protein factory of Chesapeake Bay’.
Arriving at Schellhase’s Restaurant, Cooke found the most fearsome antagonist
in American letters to be dressed like ‘the owner of a country hardware store’
and later, on ceremonial occasions, ‘like a plumber got up for church’.

Mencken was a ruddy-faced man so stockily built that he could seem shorter
than his 5 feet 8 inches. To Cooke, he was:
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…a small man so short in the thighs that when he stood up he seemed smaller
than when he was sitting down. He had a plum pudding of a body and a
square head stuck on it with no intervening neck. His brown hair was parted
precisely in the middle, and the two cow-licks touched his eyebrows. He had
very light blue eyes small enough to show the whites above the irises; which
gave him the earnestness of a gas jet when he talked, an air of resigned
incredulity when he listened and a merry acceptance of the human race and
all its foibles when he grinned (Cooke, quoted by Clarke, 1999, p.88).

William Manchester, the author of The Death of a President, was one of the
many aspiring young journalists and authors to whom Mencken gave practical
help, with advice, cash or contacts, as well as inspiration. A high point in
Mencken’s early fame was as editor of The American Mercury (1922–1934).
The days of Johnson and Pope had come again, wrote Manchester in his first
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biography, H. L. Mencken: Disturber of the Peace (1952), ‘when literature and
philosophy were worth dying for’. For a youngster, to be with Mencken on one
of his monthly visits to put the Mercury to press in New York was: 

…like being with Johnson, Boswell, Goldsmith and Reynolds in their great
days. There was the same feeling of reverence for ideas, the same gusto, the
same intolerance for the mean and ignorant which had marked Johnson in
his prime (Manchester, 1967, p.252). 

It is ironic therefore, that on page 4 of The American Language, Mencken
should write: ‘Dr. Johnson, as everyone knows, hated all things American.’ So
much so, indeed, that Mencken considers it ‘surprising’ to find that the
Dictionary should cite ‘an American-born author, Charlotte Lennox, as an
authority for the use of two words’ (talent and tomahawk). By page 59, Mencken
is scalping ‘American pedagogues’ who oppose even ‘the more decorous
Americanisms’ in order to:

…teach a pronunciation that is quite foreign to the country and inculcate
grammatical niceties that were concocted in the earnest but innocent days when
English grammar was assumed to be a kind of Latin grammar – niceties that
have been long since been abandoned by the English themselves. The influence
of Samuel Johnson thus was still potent in the American public schools.

By page 100 of The American Language, Mencken is contrasting the ‘renovation
of old ways of speech’ and ‘proliferation of new and useful terms’ in the 18th
century in America with the surrender of Standard English in Britain to ‘pedants
whose ignorance of language processes was only equaled [sic] by their impudent
assumption of authority: Swift, Horace Walpole, Thomas Gray...and, above all,
Samuel Johnson.’ No ‘eminent lexicographer’ was ever more ignorant of
speechways than Johnson, who ‘thundered idiotically’ in the Dictionary against
words that are now ‘universally recognized as sound English’. In thrall to Johnson
and ‘his Nineteenth Century apes’ the ‘Standard Southern dialect of English’
has been ‘arrested in its growth and burdened with irrational affectations’.  

‘The Artist’ is a 1924 Baltimore Evening Sun column of Mencken’s that Alistair
Cooke reprints in his collection The Vintage Mencken (1955).  Johnson is
denied artistic status for lack of a ‘special quality’ that Mencken holds to
distinguish the artist from the rest of us. This is ‘an extraordinary capacity for
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irritation, a pathological sensitiveness to environmental pricks and stings’. 

Johnson fails another Mencken test. The ‘true artist’ is ‘an indifferent patriot’, a
‘bitter critic’ of his time and nation. Shakespeare, Pope and Swift are among
English literature’s other ‘indifferent patriots’, but not Johnson. Mencken’s
Johnson is an unquestioning patriot and conformist. If alive in 1924, Mencken
suggests, Johnson would have been a politician, university bureaucrat or
Rotarian. He concludes that Johnson ‘employed the materials of one of the arts,
to wit, words, but his use of them was hortatory, not artistic…He left such wounds
upon English prose that it was a century recovering from them’ (quoted in
Cooke, 1955, p.147). 

A 1928 Mencken article celebrates the ‘artless’ prose of President Calvin
Coolidge. We then read of the ‘heavy, Johnsonian clomp of phrase’ once
Coolidge falls under the sway of Johnson-infected ‘pedagogues’, and we are
admonished:

The chief aim of every conscious stylist, in English, should be to write like a
simple man, unspoiled by pedagogues. The best English ever written is that
of the King James Bible. The worst is to be found in the thunderous blather
of Dr Johnson and among the sugar-teats of Walter Pater (quoted in Moos,
1956, pp.128,130). 

Mencken harries Johnson and his ‘apes’ throughout the four editions and two
supplements of The American Language that appeared between 1919 and 1948.
By the time America entered the Second World War in 1941, Mencken had
again languished in journalistic purdah for some years. The result was another
blockbuster, long in preparation. The Preface to Mencken’s monolithic New
Dictionary of Quotations on Historical Principles from Ancient and Modern
Sources (1942) promises: ‘Many, many quotations from such “old favourites” as
Joseph Addison, Alexander Pope - and Samuel Johnson’ (Mencken, 1978,
pp.615-17). 

Mencken could hardly exclude quotations by Johnson, but most of the 18
quotations about Johnson are disparaging, including one from and about
Johnson, brooding on a life ‘in which little has been done, and little has been
enjoyed’. Another quotation, from Carlyle (Heroes and Hero Worship, 1840),
while not overtly hostile, is equivocal: 
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I have always considered him [Johnson] to be, by nature, one of our great
English souls. A strong and noble man; so much left undeveloped in him to
the last; in a kindlier element what might he not have been, - poet, priest,
sovereign, ruler! 

As for the rest of Mencken’s selected quotations, only two – one from Cowper
and the other from Garrick – are complimentary. Garrick’s is the one ascribed
to him by Boswell: 

Rabelais and all the other wits are nothing compared with him. You may be
diverted by them; but Johnson gives you a forcible hug, and shakes laughter
out of you, whether you will or no.

Mencken quotes Cowper’s ‘Epitaph on Johnson’: ‘Here Johnson lies – sage by
all allowed/Whom to have bred may well make England proud’. Mencken,
however, then sours Cowper’s encomium with a second quotation from
Cowper’s letter to Samuel Rose (5 June 1789), asserting that ‘Johnson made
coxcombs of all his friends, and they in turn made him a coxcomb.’

Macaulay wrote two appreciations of Johnson, one for the Edinburgh Review
(1831), the other in Encyclopaedia Britannica (1856). The first is a hatchet-job,
describing Johnson as more of a character than a writer, his fate to be ‘regarded
in his own age as a classic and in ours as a companion’, all his books ‘written in
a learned language, in a language...in which nobody thinks’. By 1856, Macaulay
wrote of Johnson as ‘one of the most eminent writers of the eighteenth century’,
his Dictionary ‘hailed with such enthusiasm as no similar work has ever
excited...indeed the first dictionary which could be read with pleasure’(quoted
in TFE, editor, pp. 307ff).  Mencken ignores this 1856 judgement, choosing both
of his quotations from Macaulay’s 1831 put-down in the Edinburgh Review. 

The 1856 article describes Johnson’s character as that of ‘both a great and a
good man’, but he turns once more to 1831 and Macaulay’s acerbic: ‘The
characteristic of [Johnson's] intellect was the union of great powers with low
prejudices.’ (But then Mencken knew a thing or two about prejudices. Between
1919 and 1927 he republished six volumes of newspaper and magazine essays
under the generic title of  Prejudices.)  

There is one last fling at Johnson in Mencken’s final collection of reprinted
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articles, A Mencken Chrestomathy (1949). ‘Johnsonian periods’ are charged with
rendering sections of the Declaration of Independence ‘quite unintelligible’ to
‘the average American’. Mencken’s ‘Declaration of Independence in American’
begins:

WHEN THINGS get so balled up that the people of a country got to cut
loose from some other country, and go it on their own hook, without asking
no permission from nobody, excepting maybe God Almighty, then they ought
to let everybody know why they done it, so that everybody can see they are
not trying to put nothing over on nobody. 

A ‘Johnsonian period’ which Mencken finds particularly reprehensible in the
original Declaration is:

He [George III] has called together bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable
and distant from the repository of their public records, for the sole purpose
of fatiguing them into compliance with his measures.

In Mencken’s ‘buffoonery’, this becomes:

He made the Legislature meet in one-horse tank towns, so that hardly nobody
could get there and most of the leaders would stay home and let him go to
work and do things like he wanted (Mencken, 1978, p.583). 

In what may be a case of American understatement, the American philologist,
Thomas Pyles, suggests in his Words and Ways of American English (1952) that
Mencken’s ‘Anglophobia’ is ‘to some extent a humorous literary device’.  Pyles
points out that by the fourth edition of The American Language (1936) Mencken
no longer contends that ‘the English of America’ is becoming a distinct language.
British English, Mencken suggests, is becoming so much like American English
that in time English people might find themselves speaking ‘a kind of dialect of
American’ (Pyles, 1952, p.216). Some might suggest that this time is now upon
us.

Mencken is not seen at his best in attacking Johnson and his influence. The
customary humour is missing, and in its place there is much heat and little light.
Yet The American Language is much, much more than a vehicle for Johnsonian
apostasy. For example, the light Mencken throws upon such Americana as (his
phrase) ‘non-canonical girls’ names’, which are produced by:
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…adorning old names with new and mellifluous terminations, e.g., Carrine,
Marcellette, Olgalene, or by making ‘collision forms’ of two or more, e.g.,
Gracella, Mariedythe, Abbieann’. Other forms of name suggest ‘mere
illiteracy’ (Cloteel, Milderd, Roxaner), while there are ‘alarms and delights to
the eye and psyche’ such as ClarEtta, De’An, Je Nanne, DeDonda, Lo Venie,
McNara and Lahoma (McDavid & Maurer, p.601ff). 

For Johnsonians new to Mencken, it may be as well to approach The American
Language by first reading the autobiographical The Days of H.L. Mencken
(1989). It is possible to forgive Mencken anything after reading this one-volume
reprint of three playful ‘casual and chaotic’ memoirs.  Appearing between 1940
and 1943, they outsold any of the author’s other books except The American
Language itself. As Huck Finn says of Tom Sawyer, so Mencken declares of The
Days, that ‘there are some stretchers in this book, but mainly it is fact’. 

As late as 1981 one English biographical dictionary mentions no study of
Mencken later than William Manchester’s 1952 H. L. Mencken: Disturber of
the Peace. That has now all changed. Recent publications have included:
Mencken: A Life (Fred Hobson, 1994), The Skeptic: A Life of H. L. Mencken
(Terry Teachout, 2002), and Mencken: The American Iconoclast (Marion
Elizabeth Rodgers, 2005). Nonetheless, Dr Johnson may still have some way to
go before he is known as ‘the English Mencken’. 
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The winter lecture programme was again outstanding and probably
our best-attended series yet. I hasten to add that this was not due
to any organisational genius on my part as lecture secretary, but
rather was entirely down to the brilliance of our lecturers, who
provided a varied and sparkling programme.

As last year, history was the dominant theme. First off was Professor
Caroline Archer who entertainingly took us on a tour d’horizon of
the life and career of John Baskerville, a Midlands entrepreneur
and printer, whose Baskerville font survives until the modern day,
as a model of elegant clarity. Professor Archer traced Baskerville’s
career from his birthplace, which has been subsequently
supplanted by the ‘Broadwater Chippy’, near Kidderminster, to his
rise to fame, as the man who almost single-handedly overhauled
the practice of English typography, creating the beautiful, clear font
which largely displaced the Dutch-inspired types common in
England at the time. Examples of the font can be seen outside the
eponymous Baskerville House in Birmingham. Baskerville lived a
life of genteel opulence at Easy Hill and printed editions of the
Bible, amongst other significant publications, examples of which
are still extant. He had many admirers, including Benjamin
Franklin, and played an important role in the expansion of
knowledge in the 18th century, which the rise of printing facilitated.

Second up was Dr Kate Iles, who gave a bravura performance,
talking about ‘The Wives and Daughters of the Lunar Society’. Dr
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Iles showed how Sarah (Sally) Wedgwood, Honora and Maria Edgeworth, and
Sabrina Sidney, whilst linked by marriage or kinship with the Lunar Men, carved
out their own unique intellectual space. Sarah Wedgwood, wife of Josiah
Wedgwood, had eight children with her husband but still found time to assist
her husband’s enterprises. According to her husband, none of his ‘potts’ was
completed ‘without the approbation of my Sally’. But she was also actively
involved in the anti-slavery movement. Dr Iles demonstrated how Honora
Edgeworth pioneered new ideas about the education of children, whilst Maria
Edgeworth, the daughter of Richard Lovell and Anna Maria Elers, was both a
prolific novelist and educational theorist.  Sabrina Sidney, finally, was one of two
wards of Thomas Day, a Lunar Society member, who determined to raise these
two obscure young girls (Sabrina was raised in a foundling hospital) in the
‘natural’ way advocated by Rousseau. This met with mixed success, but Sabrina,
Pygmalion-like, was sent off to boarding school and acquired a broad education
in literature and science and later made a ‘good’ marriage. Dr Iles’ pen portraits
demonstrated that whilst the Lunar Men did all the talking, the Lunar ladies
were not backward at coming forward to develop their own distinctive
contributions. 

Third up, Professor Jon Mee put in a heavyweight performance, albeit laced
with subtle humour, describing how conversation animated the intellectual
currents of the 18th century. Drawing upon contemporary paintings by Thornhill
and Hogarth, amongst others, Professor Mee demonstrated how the art of
civilised discourse spread from the coffee houses to the salons as well as to the
Sunday afternoon promenades. Rowlandson’s ‘Bath Races’ (1798) demonstrated,
however, how conversation could take a more vigorous turn, depicting crutch-
bearing competitors racing downhill encouraged by a vehement crowd. Professor
Mee also described how the essayist William Jackson saw conversation as an
arena in which ‘the subjects should be general and light, in which all may be
supposed capable of joining’. Dr Johnson, however, distinguished between mere
‘talk’; the froth of convivial discourse and ‘conversation’, which provided the
setting for the more vigorous gladiatorial displays in which he took so much
delight. Certain topics were out of bounds, depending on context. Dr Johnson,
for instance, thought that discussion of the Supreme Being in private was
permissible, but not to be countenanced in the presence of boarding school boys
and girls. Conversation was the topic of poetry, such as William Cooke’s
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‘Conversation: A Didactic Poem’ (1796), but also could break out into unseemly
mayhem as depicted in Thomas Rowlandson’s ‘Breaking Up of the Bluestocking
Club’. Professor Mee’s excellent lecture demonstrated amply how spoken
discourse entered the very DNA of the 18th century and assumed centre stage in
that pre-eminent opus of the times, Boswell’s Life of Johnson, which Professor
Mee convincingly showed, comprised primarily a series of set-piece conversations.
As film perhaps was to the 20th century, so talk was at the 18th century’s cultural
core, as Professor Mee’s lecture established.

Fred Nicholls’s excellent lecture is printed here, so will not be summarised
separately. Which leaves us last, but not least, with Pat Scaife’s virtuoso
performance, without notes or props. Pat pulled off the rare feat of constructing a
perfectly structured lecture all, apparently, from thin air. Her entertaining lecture,
‘Johnson’s Cathedral and Close – Civility and Cold Marble?’ took the audience
on a tour of religious currents and cultural developments during the 18th century.
An expert on the history and architecture of Lichfield Cathedral, Pat unsurprisingly
wove into her talk references to the funeral statuary and other arcana. The
audience greatly enjoyed the lecture and responded accordingly.

Finally, thanks again to Richard and Marilyn Davies who oversaw the ‘turnstile’
arrangements, and also to our tireless ladies of the Council and others who
supplied the excellent cakes and tea which provided an excellent conclusion to our
lectures. And thanks to our lecturers who made it such an entertaining and edifying
programme. Make sure you come to our 2016 lectures for further delectation!  

= = = = = =
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The Council of the Johnson Society determined this year to award
honorary life membership to David Titley and Ken Knowles, in
recognition of their significant contributions to the propagation of
knowledge about the life and works of Dr Johnson amongst the
local community over a number of years. The Council considered
this a richly deserved accolade.

David Titley is a local
playwright who has written
numerous dramas and
playlets about the life of
Samuel Johnson, as well
as other 18th century
individuals. David’s plays
are characterised by their
wit, humour and insight and
are also informed by his
own practical experience as
an accomplished actor.
They have been performed
in numerous local settings,
often involving the local
group, Intimate Theatre,

and have done much to raise awareness of Johnson amongst the
local population. David is also associated with the Johnson
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Birthplace where he is an excellent host, engaging visitors in conversation about
the life and times of Johnson, and providing helpful and well-judged assistance. 

Ken Knowles is a distinguished local actor
who has performed in many of David
Titley’s plays. A town crier with an
imposing voice and person, he also has
become for many of us locally the
physical embodiment of Dr Johnson, so
adept has he become at assuming the
role of the Great Cham in numerous
local productions.

He interacts extremely effectively with the
audience and other players and is a clear
local favourite. He is also the voice of Dr
Johnson in a film which is shown in the
Johnson Birthplace about the life of the
author. Whilst Dr Johnson was no great
admirer of ‘players’, we would like to
think that he would have made an

exception to Ken, had he been able to witness his performances in the flesh.

Many congratulations to both David and Ken on an award which we hope is a
timely recognition of their contributions to Dr Johnson and Lichfield.

= = = = = =

(photograph by Janet Kennerley)
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Last year the Trollope Society celebrated
the 200th anniversary of Anthony
Trollope’s birth. They released 200
balloons from the British Library on the
day, as well as releasing balloons in every
place around the world that Trollope
visited…and he was an enthusiastic
traveller. Anyone who returned a tag from
a balloon received a Trollope novel.
Novels were purchased for libraries in
Africa, South America and Asia.The
Duke’s Children, one of Trollope’s last
novels, which was originally published in
a shortened version, was published in full

for the first time by the Folio Society. A graphic novel based on John
Caldigate, renamed Dispossession: A Novel of Few Words, was
commissioned. Overall, the message that the Trollope Society
broadcast, loud and clear, was: Try a Trollope!

We were welcomed by Michael Williamson, chairman of the
Trollope Society, to King’s Manor, a beautiful and ancient building,
which was used as a hunting lodge by Henry VIII and later became
the headquarters of the Council of the North. It is now part of York
University. Michael said that most of our authors have moments of
greatness, but many fade over time. He cited Thackeray, who is now
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largely ignored apart from Vanity Fair. The reason for Trollope’s survival lies in
his characters, who are always a mixture of good and bad, and still recognisable
today.  His strong women characters are remarkable for his period.

Howard Gregg of the York seminar group of the Trollope Society spoke on
Trollope’s associations with Yorkshire. His wife Rose came from Rotherham and
they were frequent visitors to the county – he particularly loved Wharfedale and
the area around Bolton Abbey. In 1868 he stood as MP for Beverley – an
experience which he hated, but provided rich fodder for his novels.  

The morning session was concluded with readings from Trollope by the York
group which aimed to demonstrate that Trollope was loud, genial, impetuous,
vigorous, massive, sturdy, straightforward, conscientious, opinionated, likeable, and
boyish. This they amply did, concluding with a scene from Barchester Towers –
the bishop’s reception – which brought the house down.

The ALS AGM was chaired by the Secretary, Anita Fernandez-Young, in the
absence of the Chairman, Linda Curry. The committee was re-elected. Anita
reported that the ALS has now gone electronic: the newsletter and the journal will
be distributed in electronic versions, though print versions will be available on
request. Jenny Uglow will stand down as President in 2016 and the committee are
looking for a new president to replace her. Elaine Peake of the George Eliot Society
reported that part of Griff House, Eliot’s childhood home in Nuneaton, will
become a museum.  The main building is owned by Whitbread, who have
provided a grant towards the restoration of out-buildings; the Eliot Society is also
raising money. Janet Kennerley of the Gaskell Society reported that Plymouth
Grove is now fully restored and open to the public. Anita, of the Dickens
Fellowship, said that they are considering buying Gad’s Hill, Dickens’ Kent home,
but the future is still uncertain. Campaigning for these houses is an important part
of the ALS’s role. 

Once more, the use of social media by societies and the ALS was discussed and
an offer of help to set up Facebook, Twitter and other social media for the ALS
was gratefully accepted. 

The ALS is exploring the possibility of partnerships with publishers. Earlier this
year, contact was made with the Folio Society and we were delighted to welcome
Joe Whitlock Blundell, production director, who discussed ways that societies
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could work with the Folio Society on new publications.

The day’s sessions were concluded by a fascinating talk by Dr Simon Grennan
and Professor David Skilton on the project to turn John Caldigate into a graphic
novel. They first traced the history of comic books and the traditional antipathy
between comics and literature, which has only gradually given way with the
development of adult graphic novels. They showed some stunning examples,
including a version of Heart of Darkness, which has no text at all. For this project,
they began by looking at the way Victorians visualised their novels. Illustrations
were often theatrical, appearing like stage sets. Millais illustrated Trollope novels
in a painterly, realistic way. Perspective is extremely important, and this was their
starting point: could perspective be used to avoid using a narrative voice?
Throughout the text, the reader is given multiple views, almost becoming another
character in the story. John Caldigate is full of the word ‘perhaps’, and this
pervading sense of equivocation was conveyed by the lack of close-ups and the
inability of the reader to see expressions. Appropriately, the graphic novel was re-
named Dispossession: A Novel of Few Words.

The day was concluded with a festive Yorkshire dinner at the King’s Manor, readings
from society authors, and a great deal of talk and laughter, most of it about books.

The Johnson Society was represented at the ALS AGM weekend by Colin and
Donna Greatorex, and David and Marty Smith.

This year’s ALS AGM will be held on Saturday, 21 May at Haworth Parsonage.
Hosted by the Brontë Society, it will celebrate the 200th birthday of Charlotte
Brontë. All members of the Johnson Society are welcome to attend. For more
information about the ALS, please see: www.allianceofliterarysocieties.org.uk. 
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SIR JOHN FLOYER’S THE TOUCHSTONE OF MEDICINES AND MICHAEL JOHNSON

Editor’s note: In September 2014 Dr Denis Gibbs wrote to me
about his purchase of Sir John Floyer’s A Touchstone of
Medicines, with a variant title page. This was intended to be ‘a
preliminary and tentative letter’ about possible publication in
Transactions; sadly, Denis died early in 2015 and was unable to
write about the two title pages for publication. The following text
has been taken from his letter and is in his own words as far as
possible. It is an inspiration to me that Denis was still pursuing his
intellectual interests with such verve, shortly before his death.
Marty Smith

The Touchstone of Medicines was the first book written for
publication by Sir John Floyer, when he was aged about 38. It was
published under the auspices of Michael Johnson. There is a much
rarer version of volume 1 published in the same year, 1687, also in
London, but with a variant title page. The more common version
states: ‘Printed for Michael Johnson, Bookseller in Litchfield: And
are to be Sold by Robert Clavel, at the Peacock in St. Paul’s Church-
Yard. 1687’. The rarer version, so far as surviving copies are
concerned, leaves no doubt that special alternative copies were
printed for ‘Michael Johnson, Bookseller: And are to be Sold at his
shops at Litchfield and Uttoxiter, in Stafford-shire; and Ashby-de-la-
Zouch, in Leicest-ershire. 1687’. These copies clearly were printed
for Michael Johnson’s bookselling trade in Lichfield and other towns
in the Midlands where he had ‘shops’ (in reality, market stalls).
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The Touchstone of Medicines, volume 1 and 2, were meant to be published ‘in
the following Michaelmas term’. But publication had to be delayed until 1690,
on account of the author’s ‘absence from the press’, which apparently was due
to ‘his late desperate sickness’. We are not given any clues as to the sort of life-
threatening illness that Sir John Floyer had when he was aged about 38, but it is
fortunate that he survived at a time when he was only on the threshold of his
publishing career and embarking on his road to fame.

89

SIR JOHN FLOYER’S THE TOUCHSTONE OF MEDICINES AND MICHAEL JOHNSON

Sir John Floyer’s The Touchstone of Medicines, with variant title pages
(photo by Dr John Ward)
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OBITUARY: DR DENIS DUNBAR GIBBS

I first met Denis at the Royal
Society of Medicine in the
1980s when we were both
members of council of the
History of Medicine section.
Later, in 1989, Denis became
Secretary and from 1993 to
1994 he was President.

In the summer of 1994 Denis
organised a successful summer
outing to Lichfield, which
included a series of talks by,
among others,Desmond King-
Hele, a world authority on
Erasmus Darwin. At this time
Erasmus Darwin’s house was

in a poor state of repair and during lunch four doctors, the
administrator of the Cathedral Tony Barnard, and his wife discussed
what could be done to help the Cathedral Chapter restore Erasmus
Darwin House (EDH), and celebrate the genius of one of
Staffordshire’s forgotten heroes. From this small beginning came The
Erasmus Darwin Foundation and continued discussions of how to
develop the museum on Beacon Street, to share the genius of Erasmus
and demonstrate the value of his contribution in the 18th century and
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its relevance today. After five years of meetings and fund raising, EDH finally
opened to the public in 1999. Denis continued his involvement with Erasmus
Darwin House and was a member of Council of the Erasmus Darwin Foundation
and kindly donated many books on Erasmus Darwin to the library.

Denis had his early education in Southern Rhodesia before attending the Diocesan
College in Cape Town and later the University of Cape Town Medical School. His
father, the Very Revd Michael McCausland Gibbs was Dean and Rector of St
George’s Cathedral, Cape Town, and later returned to England and became Dean
of Chester. Denis moved to England in 1948 and attended Keble College, Oxford,
and thence to St Mary’s Hospital Medical School where he qualified.

He trained in London and Oxford and, in 1962, after completing his DM thesis, he
was awarded a Fulbright Travel Award and a research grant from the US Public
Health Service to spend a year in Boston, Massachusetts, as a fellow in
gastroenterology. He spent his National Service as a medical specialist squadron
leader in the Royal Air Force.

From 1965 to 1974 Denis was a consultant physician at the Good Hope District
General Hospital, Sutton Coldfield, and he and his family lived in Lichfield. Thus
began his lifelong interest in Sir John Floyer. In 1968 he gave a talk to the Johnson
Society entitled ‘Sir John Floyer’. It was Floyer who advised Samuel Johnson’s
parents to send Sam to London to be touched for the King’s Evil (scrofula). Floyer
was the first physician to time the pulse in his routine medical practice and had a
pulse watch specially made for the purpose. He also advocated cold bathing and
wrote a treatise on asthma. Denis wrote numerous papers on Floyer as well as
giving lectures on him. He also co-authored a book, with his friend Professor Philip
Wilson, entitled Floyer’s Advice to a Young Physician. Denis also became
interested in the lives of Samuel Johnson, Erasmus Darwin and the history of
Lichfield. He was a lifelong member of the Johnson Society and sat on the Council
for a number of years. 

In 1974 Denis returned to the London Hospital where he had previously been a
senior registrar. It was here that he was one of the first to use a combined fibre-
optic endoscope and gastric camera. He wrote two books and multiple papers,
was an examiner to the conjoint board and universities in the UK, Iraq and India,
and he served as regional adviser to the North East Thames Regional Health
Authority for the Royal College of Physicians. 
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PAST PRESIDENTS

Denis retired in 1989 and later moved from London to Appleford, Oxfordshire.
He remained extremely active in scholarly pursuits and with his various societies.
At the Society of Apothecaries he became President of the Faculty of the History
and Philosophy of Medicine and Pharmacy and was later made an honorary fellow.
He was an engaging lecturer and was invited to give two prestigious lectures: firstly
the Gideon De Laune Lecture and later the Sydenham Lecture. 

He was also invited to give papers overseas and travelled to the United States to
give the inaugural lecture in history at the Department of Humanities, Milton S.
Hershey Medical Centre, Pennsylvania State University College of Medicine. In
1990 he travelled to the USSR (a year before the dissolution into independent
post-Soviet states) and gave a talk at a Soviet-British symposium on the history of
medicine at Semasko All-Union Research Institute, Moscow. The following year
he travelled to a meeting at the Semmelweis Medical Historical Library,
Semmelweis Institute, Budapest, where his talk was entitled ‘Beauty in Medicine’.
Denis was President of the British Society for the History of Medicine from 2000
to 2003 and organised a successful conference at the University of Reading. He
was a regular lecturer at the biennial conferences giving papers on Floyer and Dr
Robert James, famous for James’s powders and his three-folio Medicinal
Dictionary, for which he collaborated with Samuel Johnson. Another paper was
titled, ‘From Peruvian bark to aspirin’.

One of the pleasures that I, and many of his friends, enjoyed was visiting him and
Rachel at their house in Appleford and enjoying lunch in the conservatory
overlooking their picturesque English country garden. Denis, like me, was a
bibliophile and had a large library at the bottom of his garden where he spent
many happy hours doing research and writing his papers. This is where we used
to retire for an hour or two to discuss our latest book acquisitions before returning
to the conservatory for a welcome cup of tea with Rachel.

Denis was a very special person, who was clubbable, kind, thoughtful, considerate,
with a dry sense of humour. He was a scholar and, above all, a true gentleman.
He will be sorely missed by his numerous friends and relatives and always
remembered with great affection. He leaves his devoted wife Rachel, two children,
Nicholas and Sarah, and four grandchildren (two of whom are doctors). 

92

THE JOHNSON SOCIETY TRANSACTIONS

= = = = = =

Transactions 2015_Layout 1  15/12/2015  13:54  Page 92



93

PAST PRESIDENTS

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
2013 Peter Martin
2014 Jock Murray
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Transactions

Principal papers from the last 10 years of Transactions are listed below. Back
issues may be obtained from the Treasurer, c/o Samuel Johnson Birthplace
Museum, Breadmarket Street, Lichfield, Staffs. WS13 6LG, costing £5/copy +
post & packing (£1.50 inland; £5 overseas). 

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
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
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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

2013
Presidential Address: The Dictionary Wars, Peter Martin
‘The best of times, the worst of times’?: Dickens and the 18th century, Tony Williams
Of Monkeys and Men: Monboddo and Johnson, Phil Jones
Sam Johnson and Me, Norman Smith
Jubilee, No Johnson, Phil Spinks

2014
Presidential Address: Johnson’s True Friends and the Nature of Friendship,  Jock Murray
Dr Johnson and the Vauxhall Gardens Mysteries, Ross Davies
‘Soaring curiosity’: Dr Johnson and the First Air Balloons, Mark J. Davies
The Funeral of David Garrick, Philip Spinks
Dr Johnson and Mr Beckett, Phil Jones
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A Johnsonian Crossword 5  devised by Phil Jones

Please note that 11 of the clues relate to places visited or associated with Johnson
and Boswell. Six clues include definitions from Johnson’s Dictionary; the rest
have no explicit Johnsonian link.

Across
1 Place sounds like it may have been given the push! (4)
3 Keys swapped in Dutch period for shield. (10)
10 Place where retro EP is mixed. (7)
11 Top aces maybe protect feet. (7)
12 Drag around rim to get digital pictures. (4,3)
13 Since Pharaoh first emerged shrewd. (6)
15 Injured eagle loses tail and gains a pile of seaweed. (5)
16 Place coat backwards then cover dog’s exterior in cheese. (9)
18 Pronounced wish, following initial liking for topic, in this place. (9)
21 Place sounds like it’s in the vanguard. (5)
23 Make a lot of noise for gold in this place. (6)
25 Fallen President’s place. (7)
27 Ale lacking energy precedes place in this place. (7)
28 Isolde and I fall in ‘love’. (7)
29 Didn’t get off the ground due to Frenchman’s refusal of first course. (10)
30 Love union responsibility. (4)

Down
1 ‘Chiefly’, the European Community’s single associate starts with mind-reading. (10)
2 Blocking pub band. (7)
4 Sound plan to deal with ‘show’. (9)
5 Radical experienced bullet dread off and on. (5)
6 At the speed of light, Mrs Piozzi got to this place. (7)
7 Cut up pupil Edward, ‘raised on high’. (7)
8 Curious number followed by pronounced sigh. (4)
9 Original blight – elegant! (6)
14 Use a smaller amount of spice if the climate’s unchanging. (10)
17 Cake drew in energy. (9)
19 ‘Put out of temper’ by placing George in shackle. (7)
20 Contrapuntal composer finds atmosphere stuffy on Hebridean island. (7)
21 Solitary lecturer loses his direction in this place. (6)
22 High-tech movement leads to ‘disturbance of mind.’ (7)
24 Lunar-less Bond flick gives you this comber. (5)
26 Place with no bar. (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 Solution

Last year’s winner was Miss Marilyn Davies
of Lichfield – well done!
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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 for 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:

Individual £10 € 15 $ 20

Joint £15 € 20 $ 25

If you wish to join the Society, please write to the Treasurer, Johnson Birthplace
Museum, Breadmarket Street, Lichfield, Staffs. WS13 6LG enclosing the
appropriate cheque made payable to the Johnson Society. Payment can also be
made using PayPal on the Johnson Society website: www.thejohnsonsociety.org.uk
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Mr and Mrs R. Awty Stafford
Mr S. Back Sutton Coldfield
Mrs J. Crane Lichfield
Mrs M. Darby Lichfield 
Ms C.Durk and Mr J. Bowerman    Lichfield
Mr S.H. de Zoete Netherlands
Mr M. Foster Benfleet
Mr P. Beasley and Dr K. Frank Leek
Mr A. Hargreaves Whitstable
Mr J. Hemy Wallsend
Mr A.J. Hendley Burntwood
Mr C. Hobley Great Yarmouth
Mr W. Jones             Ottawa, Canada
Ms M. Margolyes London
Mr and Mrs V. McAlister Ontario, Canada
Mrs P.M. Neale Lichfield
Mr and Mrs A.T. Newman Lichfield
Mr D. Noy Winslow
Mrs M. Orme Lichfield
Mr R. Owen Llanidioes
Mr and Mrs G. Patterson Lichfield
Ms E. Pierce USA
Mrs J.M. Robinson Lichfield
Mr W. Rose Rugeley
Mrs K. Rose Lichfield
Mr W. Stevens Hatfield
Dr and Mrs R.Thompson Tilstock
Mrs M.A. Williams Lichfield
Mr J. Williams Lichfield
Mr and Mrs P.J. Willimott Lichfield

New Members 2015

101

Transactions 2015_Layout 1  15/12/2015  13:54  Page 100



Sunday, 24 January

2.30 p.m., Martin Heath Hall, Christchurch Lane, Lichfield
Ian Keable, ‘Unmasking the Cock Lane Ghost’

Sunday, 21 February

2.30 p.m., Martin Heath Hall, Christchurch Lane, Lichfield
Louise Curran, ‘In Vino Veritas: Dr Johnson & Wine’

Wednesday, 2 March

7.30 p.m., Methodist Church, Tamworth Street, Lichfield
Professor Tiffany Stern, Oxford University, ‘Garrick, Johnson and
Not-Shakespeare’

Wednesday, 16 March 

7.30 p.m., Guildhall, Lichfield
AGM, followed by Alex Wright, ‘Robert James, School Friend of
Johnson, and their Dictionaries’

Johnson Birthday weekend: 16-19 September

The President Elect, Margaret Drabble – novelist, biographer and
critic – will be installed at the Johnson Supper on Saturday, 17
September in the Guildhall. 
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l Five floors of displays featuring period room settings

l First edition of Johnson’s famous 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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PRESIDENT: KATE CHISHOLM
‘This therefore is the praise

of Shakespeare, that his
drama is the mirrour of life…’

‘David Garrick as Richard III’, by William Hogarth, c.1745
(courtesy National Museums Liverpool (Walker Art Gallery))
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