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Adventurous

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Amulet

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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