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An inscription over the door, to show what kind of a Book this is

A SCRAP OF LAND, a speck in the sea’s breath. On an October evening, a Tuesday, two travellers arrive after dark. The sea has been rough, and their craft’s four oarsmen can find no easy place to disembark; it seems they must carry the visitors to dry land, though one of them chooses to spring into the water and wade ashore. In the moonlight the two figures embrace. It is late to be inspecting monuments, so they retire for the night – sleeping fully clothed in a barn, nestled in the hay, using their bags as pillows.

The next day they explore the island. Its buildings have been battered by storms and stripped by locals needing materials for their homes; now they are ruins, caked in filth. The old nunnery is a garden of weeds, and the chapel adjoining it a cowshed. The two men walk along a broken causeway – once a street flanked by good houses – and arrive at the roofless abbey. Its altar is damaged; islanders have carried off chunks of the white marble, believing that they afford protection against fire and shipwreck. A few intricately carved stone crosses still stand.

Later, the visitors will write about what they saw. One will comment that the island used to be ‘the metropolis of learning and piety’ and wonder if it ‘may be sometime again the instructress of the Western Regions’. The other will reflect that ‘the solemn scenes of piety never lose their sanctity and influence’: ‘I hoped that, ever after having been in this holy place, I should maintain an exemplary conduct. One has a strange propensity to fix upon some point of time from whence a better course of life may begin.’

This is a sketch of Iona, where in AD 563 the energetic Irish exile St Columba founded a monastery. Today, the island’s great sites have been restored and are often mobbed with day trippers – a mix of Christian pilgrims and happy-snapping tourists. Yet in 1773, when Samuel Johnson and James Boswell visited, few people went there. It was Johnson who reflected on the island’s lost role as ‘the metropolis of learning and piety’, recalling how, as he experienced its decay but also its tranquillity, he was transported into the past – to a time when it was ‘the luminary of the Caledonian regions, whence savage clans and roving barbarians derived the benefits of knowledge and the blessings of religion’. This was a place where earth and heaven seemed only a finger’s width apart. Somehow it cheered the soul.

‘Whatever withdraws us from the power of our senses,’ Johnson wrote, and ‘makes the past, the distant, or the future predominate over the present, advances us in the dignity of thinking beings.’ This is a rallying cry, an appeal for historical understanding. He doesn’t mean that we should refuse to live in the moment, ignoring the pith of the present to spend our lives dwelling on how idyllic the past was or how ambrosial the future might be. Instead he is arguing that we are dignified by our ability, through the operations of our minds, to transcend our circumstances, to reach beyond the merely local, to appreciate difference.

It is an insight typical of Samuel Johnson, a heroic thinker whose intelligence exerted itself in a startling number of directions. A poet and a novelist, a diarist and editor and translator, as well as the author of numerous prefaces and dedications, he produced the first really good dictionary of English, invented the genre of critical biography, and shaped the common understanding of what is meant by ‘English literature’. He would not have recognized the term ‘Renaissance man’; not until half a century after his death did English import the word Renaissance, and Renaissance man is a twentieth-century coinage. But that is what he was: an astonishing all-rounder. A great moralist and essayist, he also practised the virtues he preached.

Today Johnson is not an obvious role model, for we live in an age when anyone laying claim to that title is expected to be golden – attractive and infallible. He wasn’t the sort of person that modern media companies lionize. His Instagram feed would be wack. Diet tips? Forget it. Although his Twitter might deliver a bit more sizzle, he’d be an infrequent tweeter, what with his lethargy and dejection. Yet he has a lot to say to us. For instance, about role models: ‘Almost all absurdity of conduct arises from the imitation of those whom we cannot resemble.’ This is a maxim for the era of social media, if ever there was one. Not least because, inside the designer heels or sleek sports shoes, the golden idol has feet of clay. Humanity is flawed, and if we allow ourselves to believe that any specimen of it is wholly unblemished, we see only a persona, not the person. Glossy role models conceal reality from us, rather than helping us navigate it.

Seeking a better example of how to live, we might not be quick to choose someone with several gruesome features. But faults are part of our magic. A person is stitched together out of both charms and imperfections, and we can only be inspired – really and deeply inspired – by someone whose virtues cohabit with weaknesses.

Samuel Johnson was precisely such a person. His achievements made him famous – a public figure who, in the words of his friend William Maxwell, took on the role of an ‘oracle, whom everybody thought they had a right to visit and consult’. Vividly present in his own writings, he appeared even more colourfully in what others wrote about him: imposing and unkempt, quirky yet robust, courageous in his honesty, a supporter of the neglected and the needy, cutting through the thickets of trumpery and going down into all the dark places of the soul.

His days were full of crisis and suffering. He spent countless weeks and even years lost in what he called ‘the maze of indolence’, worried that he could not exclude the ‘black dog’ of depression (his words) from his home and his head. Dramatically, and alarmingly, he pictured himself ‘suspended over the abyss of eternal perdition only by the thread of life’. Much of the time, he regarded himself as a failure. His many difficulties meant he had to be an expert at finding ways to handle misery and pain. Not all of these were good: in the belief that it would ease his breathing, he was often bled, and he made use of opium, valerian and the sea onion known as squill (a diuretic, otherwise employed as rat poison). But he put greater faith in what seemed to him the most effective natural painkillers: humour and friendship.

It was the humour that I found especially appealing when I got to know him, at nineteen, through Boswell’s Life of Johnson. I had a vague awareness that he was famed for his wit, yet was surprised by what I found: not the dry superiority that frequently passes for bel esprit, but something more daring, a vibrant candour. Often, reading about Johnson, there was the simple pleasure of sampling his verve, as when he wrote to his great friend Hester Thrale, ‘I received in the morning your magnificent fish, and in the afternoon your apology for not sending it.’ Sometimes he might raise a smile that was close to being a wince by squashing some fond notion or ambition, for instance informing Boswell, ‘As to your History of Corsica, you have no materials which others have not, or may not have. You have, somehow or other, warmed your imagination . . . Mind your own affairs, and leave the Corsicans to theirs.’ But what I saw above all was his belief in the utility of humour – as a social lubricant, and also as a means of negotiating the world’s incongruities and accessing the truth.

Johnson’s capacity for laughter – for exciting it, and for sharing in it – was essential to his closest relationships. He loved being able to ‘compare minds’, and the warm glow of intimacy eased his psychological burdens. It pleased me then, as it has often pleased me since, to think of friendship as a connection that at once enriches and disencumbers us. I was impressed, too, by the words of one of those nearest to him, the painter Sir Joshua Reynolds: ‘He may be said to have formed my mind, and to have brushed from it a great deal of rubbish.’ The verb brushed is so unexpected and immediate, and the second half of Reynolds’s sentence captures a significant function of friends: we rely on them to sweep away our drossy ideas and free us from fatuous preoccupations.

As I read further, venturing beyond Boswell, I admired Johnson’s independence and incisiveness, his ability to finish a mighty judgement with a little twist of idiosyncrasy. I enjoyed the precision of his attacks on flattery, sophistry and the tendency of shallow people ‘to ridicule and vilify what they cannot comprehend’. But I grew to understand that he has a greater gift to offer: in diagnosing the mind’s bad habits, which he does by reference to his own, he invites us to confront the less noble parts of ourselves.

I had in fact come across him before – and been less appreciative. Aged sixteen, embarking on my A-levels, I’d been given the Cambridge Guide to English Literature; the front cover reproduced a head and shoulders painting of a grave-looking man, and on investigation I found that this was Samuel Johnson. But the first encounter had been two or three years earlier, when a tetchy version of him turned up in the sitcom Blackadder. I’ve several times revisited the episode, in which Dr Johnson, having completed his Dictionary of the English Language, solicits the patronage of the Prince Regent, a fop who pronounces himself ‘as thick as a whale omelette’. This deliciously daft half hour of TV doesn’t pretend to be historically accurate (Jane Austen is said to be a huge Yorkshireman with a beard), but in my experience it has played a large part in shaping popular ideas of who Johnson was, right down to his failure to include the word sausage in the Dictionary – although in reality it’s there, ‘a roll or ball made commonly of pork . . . minced very small’. Blackadder contributes to an image of the good doctor as a pedantic grump. Certainly it’s common to picture him as cantankerous, a thunderingly patriotic champion of monarchy and hierarchy, and it is possible to find things he said that support such a reading. Some of his devotees, keen to correct this simplistic take, choose instead to present him as an out-and-out progressive or an agitator who spurned the authority of institutions. This, too, lacks nuance. Although it is true that some of his attitudes – to women’s education, for instance, and to race – were enlightened by the standards of his day, it’s fanciful to claim for him some sort of revolutionary now-ness.

This book is animated by different ideas: that the dead do not vanish completely, that we aren’t obliged to embroider the past or sex it up to make it pertinent to our world, and that great writers and thinkers speak in eternity. In parts it is microscopically biographical, because to understand how to live we need to look at life as it is actually experienced, or as it has actually been experienced. In an essay for his periodical the Rambler, Johnson wrote in praise of biography: ‘no species of writing seems more worthy of cultivation . . . since none can be more delightful or more useful, none can more certainly enchain the heart by irresistible interest, or more widely diffuse instruction to every diversity of condition’. Everyone ‘in the mighty mass of the world’ will find great numbers of people in a condition similar to theirs, for whom an account of their ‘mistakes and miscarriages, escapes and expedients, would be of immediate and apparent use’.

In the pages that follow I offer a chronological account of Johnson’s life – the playful chapter titles redolent, I hope, of those eighteenth-century novels that luxuriate in the details of an individual’s day-to-day existence. But each chapter is also an exploration. What, to borrow his phrasing, are the immediate and apparent uses of Johnson? How does swimming among his thoughts and experiences enable a better, more reflective approach to living? How might the service he performed for Reynolds – that vital task of brushing rubbish from the mind – be something he can do for all of us? I present him as an example of how to act or think; occasionally his role is the opposite, as an illustration of how not to; and often I draw attention to something he wrote or said that perfectly condenses an important truth.

He is a quotable commentator on so many departments of life: ‘All distant power is bad’, ‘Whoever thinks of going to bed before twelve o’clock is a scoundrel’, ‘We are more pained by ignorance, than delighted by instruction’, ‘This is one of the disadvantages of wine: it makes a man mistake words for thoughts.’ Often his judgements make us pause. I can remember faltering the first time I came across his statement that ‘No man is a hypocrite in his pleasures’. It took me a moment to catch what it meant, namely that our amusements show our true character. His most astute judgements reward a second or third reading. ‘All censure of a man’s self is oblique praise. It is in order to show how much he can spare.’ ‘The tenderest love requires to be rekindled by intervals of absence.’ ‘It is seldom that we are otherwise, than by affliction, awakened to a sense of our own imbecility.’ ‘It is the practice of good nature to overlook faults which have already, by the consequences, punished the delinquent.’

‘How he does talk! Every sentence is an essay,’ observed a Miss Beresford, an American living in Worcestershire, when she shared a coach with Johnson and Boswell one summer’s day in 1784. The assessment is itself pleasantly quotable – and perceptive. The remarks that inform our sense of the quotable Dr Johnson are often fragments of longer sentences, or of more substantial utterances. He is not so much an aphorist as a perpetual essayist, even in speech. In his Dictionary he defined aphorism as ‘an unconnected position’ – a statement, that is, detached from context and even its source. It is thus rather like an oxbow lake, a free-standing pool (of thought) cut off from the flow of the river (of conversation or prose) where it originated. He has the aphorist’s crispness, the verbal artistry required to reinvigorate familiar ideas or respond ingeniously to other people’s coarser generalities. He has, too, the aphorist’s prudent irony.

Not all the aphorisms attributed to Johnson were actually written or uttered by him. He never said that ‘A fishing rod has a hook at one end and a fool at the other’, or that ‘I did not have time to write you a short letter, so I wrote you a long one instead’. It is not true that he was interrupted in bed with his wife by a maid who exclaimed ‘I am surprised, Dr Johnson’; nor did he reply, ‘No, my dear, it is we who are surprised; you are astonished.’ It’s telling, though, that these lines are often taken to be his. Among the reasons for his lasting fame is a facility for witticism, so it is natural to attach his name to stray examples.

Yet even the authentic Johnsonisms that fill the pages of dictionaries of quotations are only part of his story. His observations are the product of strenuous thought, and rather than simply firing off bons mots he likes to untie the knot of an aphorism. While he can come up with glorious new sayings of his own, other people’s exist to be unravelled. Are they true? Are they consistent? Are they helpful? His idea of instruction isn’t the soothing banality of the modern self-help guru, who plays shamelessly on the reader’s insecurities; his willingness to argue, explain and exemplify means that his wisdom is less reductive than aphoristic writing tends to be.

We could dwell on any of the quotations I have cited. But what’s most striking is that, although they appear impersonal, Johnson is present in all of them; these are distillations of his experience, and his voice reverberates in each. When he speaks of want and of the intervals of absence that renew love, he is drawing on memories of his own suffering and missteps, and when he refers to the absurdity of imitating people we can never match, he is in fact thinking of a particular type of person, who has come by the idea that retreating to the countryside – or into solitude – is a guarantee of creative freedom, yet in practice has managed only ‘to quit one scene of idleness for another, and, after having trifled in public, to sleep in secrecy’.

Because of his abilities as an aphorist, there is a tendency to think of him as a sententious man with a sharp pen and no less sharp a tongue. We may also imagine him as a master of the imperative mood, issuing diktats from a lofty perch. But though at times Johnson’s talk is high-handed, that is seldom how he writes. In the Rambler he describes ‘the task of an author’, which is either ‘to let new light in upon the mind’ or ‘to vary the dress and situation of common objects’ and in doing so ‘spread such flowers over the regions through which the intellect has already made its progress, as may tempt it to return, and take a second view of things’. The key words here are the last. The author who takes a second view is changing perspective, challenging their existing notions, renewing the act of looking. As he writes in another of his periodicals, the Adventurer, ‘we see a little, and form an opinion; we see more, and change it’. This is something Johnson does on a pedestrian level – for instance conceding that pigs, which he’d once held in low regard, are ‘unjustly calumniated’ – and on a more elevated one – such as by revising his Dictionary to beef up its stock of morally instructive quotations. Taking a second view isn’t just a task for authors; it is the essence of the examined life, in which we seek to understand events and ideas, or indeed people and emotions, from more than one vantage point. Here we begin to see a more supple and empathetic Johnson, among whose favourite words are yet and but.

Even once we get the measure of this two-handed Samuel Johnson, he continues to surprise, looking with approval or interest on something we might expect him to deplore or dismiss. He argues that playing card games ‘consolidates society’, and writes the preface for a book on the game of draughts (which he believes can sharpen one’s foresight and vigilance), though he doesn’t go in for either activity himself. He recognizes that women who become prostitutes do so out of necessity rather than weakness – not a remarkable insight now, but a bold one at the time. He claims that gambling is less likely than flashy business ideas to be a cause of harm, and can even make the case for smoking – ‘a shocking thing’ that involves ‘blowing smoke out of our mouths into other people’s mouths, eyes and noses’, yet one that ‘requires so little exertion, and yet preserves the mind from total vacuity’. This willingness to deviate from received wisdom also allows him to condemn popular pursuits, as when he reflects that ‘It is very strange and very melancholy that the paucity of human pleasures should persuade us ever to call hunting one of them.’

One of the special qualities of Johnson’s judgement is its power to jolt us, perhaps because it feels radically truthful or lays its emphasis somewhere unanticipated: ‘all intellectual improvement arises from leisure’, ‘the insolence of wealth will creep out’, ‘vivacity is much an art, and depends greatly upon habit’, ‘histories of the downfall of kingdoms, and revolution of empires, are read with great tranquillity’. As we trace his personal journey, these moments when his ideas unsettle us are frequent – and invaluable.
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Of personal oddity, which is no obstacle to personal authority

JOHNSON’S EXISTENCE calls to mind an image coined by his fellow poet Alexander Pope – ‘this long disease, my life’ – and it began with ominous difficulty in September 1709. On Wednesday the 18th, late in the afternoon, he was ‘born almost dead’. The phrase is his, used in one of his few fragments of autobiography. This inauspicious start was one he shared with some of the eighteenth century’s most august figures – Voltaire, Rousseau, Goethe, Newton. To be born almost dead and to know that this was so is to understand the preciousness and precariousness of life, to think that one has been given a second chance and that whatever follows is a gift.

‘Here is a brave boy,’ said the man-midwife George Hector, hoping to reassure the child’s mother. Forty-year-old Sarah Johnson was exhausted by her difficult labour, and her newborn was placed with a wet-nurse, Joan Marklew. He returned from her care after just ten weeks, ‘a poor, diseased infant, almost blind’; whether from her milk or exposure to some other source of infection, he contracted scrofula, a disease of the lymph nodes that caused angry abscesses. He would later be taken to London to be touched by Queen Anne – the royal touch was supposed to cure the condition – but the scars remained with him till he died. From infancy, his hearing was imperfect and he had little sight in his left eye.

The mature Johnson struggled with asthma, gout and rheumatism; other afflictions included a painful swelling inside his scrotum. Worse, he suffered from a deep melancholy that seems to have caused two collapses (of a kind we might now call nervous breakdowns), and his efforts to overcome dark thoughts often failed. James Boswell, the most influential of his biographers, provides a vivid image of his mind, which ‘resembled the vast amphitheatre, the Coliseum at Rome’. In its very centre ‘stood his judgement, which, like a mighty gladiator, combated those apprehensions that, like the wild beasts of the arena, were all around in cells, ready to be let out upon him’. At length ‘he drove them back into their dens’, but they could at any moment return to assail him. This has long struck me as a peculiarly powerful vision of mental disturbance and the recurrent need to withstand its assaults. It suggests, too, that life itself is a trap and that the individual caught in the trap is an object of voyeuristic fascination, perpetually being given a thumbs up or thumbs down.

Though Johnson had it in him to be jovial and gregarious – and coined the word ‘unclubbable’ to describe his self-important, difficult friend Sir John Hawkins – he kicked against the conventions of polite society. He was ‘beastly in dress’, according to one squeamish observer; his protégée Frances Reynolds (sister of Sir Joshua) thought he looked like a beggar, and those meeting him for the first time commented on his loose clothes and his shrivelled wig, which sat askew. In other respects he lacked polish, and he was either puzzled or amused by refined manners. He treated books with cavalier disregard; his personal library was ‘miserably ragged’, and when the actor David Garrick lent him some fine volumes of Shakespeare, he defaced them and then rather implausibly claimed that such marks as he had made could be rubbed away using breadcrumbs.

There is evidence that he suffered from what we now call Tourette’s syndrome (after Gilles de la Tourette, who described the disorder a hundred years after Johnson’s death). Certainly he had symptoms of Tourette’s. He didn’t engage in the involuntary bursts of profanity that the name now brings to mind – in fact exhibited by only 10 per cent of sufferers – but there were other forms of disturbance and excitability, tics and jerks and grimaces and noises that sometimes embarrassed him and deepened his feelings of guilt and unworthiness.

In his later years, his odd mannerisms attracted the startled attention of people wedded to new ideas about the body as an instrument of politeness. Those ideas derived from many sources: the writings of the French surgeon Nicolas Andry, whose notions about correcting physical deformity began to impress an urbane English audience in the 1740s; the philosopher David Hartley, whose Observations of Man (1749) emphasized that the functions of the body and the mind were related; and works of less medical and philosophical substance, such as the letters of the Earl of Chesterfield (published in 1774), which aimed to inculcate politesse and preached total mastery over the movement of one’s limbs and face. The result was a surge of interest in the mechanisms – both mental and physical – for regulating the body. Johnson, it’s fair to say, failed by some distance to meet the standards required by the votaries of this physical self-discipline.

Boswell describes how Johnson would rock back and forth in his chair, clucking and whistling and breathing out explosively like a whale. Tom Davies, the Covent Garden bookseller who introduced the two of them, said that Johnson laughed like a rhinoceros. The novelist Fanny Burney noticed his habit of twirling his fingers, twisting his hands, see-sawing up and down, and chewing at the air – ‘in short, his whole person is in perpetual motion’. He would touch every post he passed when out walking and squirm unnervingly before he swept through a doorway with a single giant stride. Another compulsion led him to collect scraps of orange peel, which he pocketed mysteriously. When the artist William Hogarth encountered him for the first time, he concluded that this odd figure, ‘shaking his head and rolling himself about in a strange ridiculous manner’, was ‘an idiot’, and when he heard him speak, the eloquence that poured from him was such that Hogarth imagined the idiot had for a moment been touched by divine inspiration.

Johnson was aware of his many oddities. He was aware, too, that they caused others to regard him as a misfit, even an undesirable, and that many people thought he was therefore unqualified to write for a broad audience. His relationship with his oddities was ambivalent. Although he was often sociable, he stood a little removed from the routine and the regular, and as a result he was well placed to survey the contours of everyday experience. But while a sense of his own peculiarity deepened his perceptiveness about norms and patterns of behaviour, he also knew that his quirks could be distracting. What was more, the efforts he made to control his unruly body could heighten the impression of strangeness. Sir John Hawkins’s daughter, Laetitia-Matilda, described him walking with his left arm pinned across his chest, and recalled her brother Henry seeing him descend from a coach on Fleet Street and head off at high speed ‘in the zig-zag direction of a flash of lightning’. According to Frances Reynolds, he would often ‘with great earnestness place his feet in a particular position, sometimes making his heels to touch, sometimes his toes, as if he was endeavouring to form a triangle’.

Some of Johnson’s peculiarities were endearing, or could be channelled to entertaining effect. Many observers left behind accounts of his relish for extreme physical feats. Attacked in the street by four robbers, he was able to hold them at bay until assistance came, and when a fellow theatregoer in his home town of Lichfield stole his seat and refused to surrender it he tossed both the man and the seat into the theatre’s pit. In the summer of 1762 he visited Devon, and in Plymouth met a young woman who claimed she could outrun anybody; he duly raced her across a spacious lawn and won, though at first he lagged behind because he had to kick off his slippers, which were much too small for him. Another time, having challenged the bookseller John Payne to a footrace, he picked him up halfway through the agreed distance and unceremoniously deposited him on a branch of a nearby tree, before hurtling off as if the race was not yet done. Even in the final year of his life, aged seventy-four, he was able, when he found a bone-weary prostitute lying in the street, to carry her on his back to his lodgings (where he nursed her back to health). On a lighter note, he amused his friend Bennet Langton by rolling all the way down the steep hill behind his Lincolnshire home, and had amused him more in the early days of their acquaintance, answering the door at three in the morning with a poker in his hand, an unexpected willingness to join in Langton’s carousing and the more than faintly alarming promise that ‘I’ll have a frisk with you.’

One of Johnson’s most memorable performances occurred during his trip with Boswell to Scotland in 1773. Though not much given to mimicry, he astonished guests at a dinner in Inverness when the conversation turned to recent British discoveries in Australia: among these was Joseph Banks’s sighting of a creature that, according to the recently published official account, moved ‘by successive leaps or hops, of a great length, in an erect posture’ (and proved ‘most excellent meat’).1 At the mention of this marvel, Johnson rose from his chair and, gathering the tails of his massive brown coat into a pouch, put out his hands like feelers and bounded across the room. It was not enough to hear about the kangaroo; he needed to be the kangaroo.

This is the behaviour of an armchair traveller, projecting himself into foreign experiences, and of someone sympathetic and inquisitive, keen to imagine what it might feel like to inhabit others’ worlds (including that of a large marsupial he’d never seen). His actions promised to induce mirth and amazement, but he also risked looking silly – and he was prepared to run that risk in order to make the moment dramatic and animate the otherwise rather vague image of the kangaroo.

It was not unusual for him to shock his companions. Even his friend Edmund Burke, whose career in parliament and as a political theorist had accustomed him to boorish talk, thought him ‘a little rough in conversation’. Johnson’s roughness could simply be a haste to assert himself, but was sometimes offensive. He often drew pleasure from being contradictory, and admitted that he ‘talked for victory’, enjoying the contest more than was seemly. As a critic of literature, his defence of high standards could seem belligerent; he would delight in finding fault with writers who were usually revered, claiming that the task was important because such writers might otherwise be held up as perfect examples. He would promote a point of view he knew to be spurious, because supporting it would allow him to display his wit and ingenuity. Recalling an evening when Johnson took pride in his own ‘colloquial prowess’, Boswell commented that ‘you tossed and gored several persons’. Mostly he resembled not a mad ox, but a bear huffing and snorting: he was brusque more often than rude. Regret, even remorse, often followed these outbursts, and when he strained to seem remarkable – when others marvelled at him – the pleasures of audacity soon gave way to feelings of self-disgust. He was harder on himself than on anybody else.

Johnson’s confrontational spirit reflected his suspiciousness about refinement. The routines of gentility, to which Lord Chesterfield in the 1750s applied the French term etiquette, were no more than a veneer. As far as Johnson was concerned, being a good friend or a good guest should have nothing to do with such cosmetic performances. Even in talking up politeness, he referred to it as ‘fictitious benevolence’. The phrase sounds like a whisper, full of gentle persuasion, and usefully conveys a sense of polite conduct as a ceremonial act of self-control. But while he could see the value of behaving agreeably and smoothly, social life was pointless if it consisted only of courtesies that propagated further courtesies. Candour should be at the core of one’s relationships, and he encouraged others to act on this principle.

One of those he urged on in this way was Fanny Burney. When she was daunted at the prospect of coming face to face with the Shakespeare scholar Elizabeth Montagu, their host Henry Thrale suggested she should warm up for their encounter by testing her conversational gifts on another of those present, the less formidable Dorothea Gregory. But Johnson told her that ‘when I was beginning in the world, and was nothing and nobody, the joy of my life was to fire at all the established wits’. Instead of behaving tricksily, by putting off the inevitable contact and needlessly ruffling another guest, she should not hesitate to face the woman she wanted to meet. ‘Always fly at the eagle,’ he counselled. Procrastination, he knew, was not the opposite of crude impulsiveness but its cousin, a failure of self-control. It results from incorrectly framing our understanding of the situation we are in. His instruction to Burney made her think of both herself and Mrs Montagu as birds, similar even if not equal, whereas her first instinct was to visualize the encounter as more like one between, say, a mouse and a lion. Being socially courageous, or just socially fluent, requires this kind of shift in perspective: it involves not only thinking and talking more affirmatively about oneself, but also reimagining one’s environment.

Thanks chiefly to Boswell, we know a lot about Johnson’s own skirmishes and engagements, the tossing and the goring – and, thanks again to Boswell, we know their perpetrator as ‘Dr Johnson’. The doctorate was honorary; in fact, two were bestowed on him, by Trinity College Dublin in 1765 and by Oxford ten years later. He did not like to use the title, preferring to be ‘Mr Johnson’, partly because there were a lot of phoney doctors and bogus doctorates around, and partly because he hoped, as a ‘Mr’, to sound more like a gentleman and less like a person with something to peddle. But friends and critics made the name stick, and Boswell, though adept at capturing his subject’s complexity, doctored his image in other ways. Readers of his Life of Johnson get used to its subject’s utterances including a formal ‘Sir’ – ‘Why, Sir, most schemes of political improvement are very laughable things’, ‘Sir, it is affectation to pretend to feel the distress of others, as much as they do themselves.’ Boswell portrays himself going in for a lot of this Sir-ing, too, as he asks a question or ventures an opinion, but when Johnson does it, while issuing an edict or correction, he sounds pompous and peremptory. A modern audience feels this keenly: when someone calls me ‘Sir’, I suspect that I am about to be told off (‘Sir, get in line’ at the airport) or patronized (‘I’m afraid, sir, that this is not a public area’). The image of Johnson as a bossy doctor, dishing out potent prescriptions, isn’t an easy one to shake.

It’s an image that obscures his attractions. For in his works, and in many of his recorded sayings, he reveals a profound intelligence about human nature. He understands that we don’t always know our own motives and grasps the importance of cultivating kindness. He has seen things that appear clear-cut once they’ve been mentioned but mostly elude us: how often we lose all the good of some great labour for want of doing just a little more to wrap it up; or how wary we should be of simply despising sentiments that are not our own, since one day, under different circumstances, we may share them. He writes persuasively about disappointment, desire, delusion and the ‘secret discontent’ that accompanies wickedness; about envy, rivalry, pride and ‘the treachery of the human heart’. Skimming this list, we might suppose that close examination of such subjects is a recipe for despondency. But Johnson shows that by thinking carefully about these matters we can steer a better course through life. From the jaws of despair he could wrest hope, and so can we.

For all his mental turbulence, he was fundamentally sane, and his rudeness was often also rightness. Thus when dining with Catharine Macaulay, a staunch advocate of egalitarianism, he proposed that she practise what she preached by having her footman join them at table – and when she was reluctant, observed that ‘your levellers wish to level down as far as themselves; but they cannot bear levelling up to themselves’. Visiting St Andrews, he showed less interest in the professors at the university than in a woman who lived with her cat in the ruins of the cathedral; the woman’s assertion of her legal right to reside there appealed more to him than the pride of scholars whose institution looked as if it was in decline. On another occasion, when the politician Charles James Fox launched into a finicky discussion of Roman history, an unimpressed Johnson ‘withdrew my attention, and thought about Tom Thumb’. Fox wanted to talk about Catiline, a debauched, magnetic and treacherous senator of loftily patrician background; Tom Thumb, on the other hand, was a man with humble origins, a tiny hero who got the better of much bigger men.

Johnson’s populism was audible when he expressed sympathy for the victims of everyday injustices, or revulsion at the elite’s tendency to find lucrative sinecures for its most useless members. Observing the way that the lower classes were demonized for being uncouth, he pointed out that ‘those who complain, in peace, of the insolence of the populace, must remember that their insolence in peace is bravery in war’. He professed himself ‘a great friend to public amusements’, on the grounds that they kept people from more vicious activities, and objected to the vogue for petitions (‘a new mode of distressing government, and a mighty easy one’), not because they unlocked democracy but because they created the illusion of democracy and were often signed out of vanity rather than commitment. Yet sometimes he could take up a position that seemed starkly un-egalitarian, and would then provide a strange but credible explanation. When George III’s coronation procession was planned, he objected to the shortness of the proposed route: ‘All pomp is instituted for the sake of the public. A show without spectators can no longer be a show. Magnificence in obscurity is equally vain with a sundial in the grave.’2

He lived at a time that was propitious for a person capable of such analysis and vigorously expressed opinions. The growth of newspapers and magazines provided him with a wealth of everyday detail on which to comment, as well as the channels through which to do so. For all its interest in refinement and etiquette, this was an age of appetite, feverish with cravings for gossip and for celebrities fit to be its subject. Johnson was perfect for its purposes. Cogent and contradictory, always ready with some gem of invective or critique, and endowed with an astounding range of knowledge, he seemed an ideal luminary for a society where bookish accomplishments were treasured and fame was achieved through the medium of print. That he was eccentric, a struggler made good, simply meant he was even better suited to be wrapped in its myth.

His was an age, too, of consumerism and expanding foreign trade, of innovation rather than blind faith in providence, and of belief in the idea that ‘progress’ meant moving both forwards and upwards. One in which it was respectable to indulge the ego, and in which being acquisitive ceased to be seen as brash or selfish and began instead to be thought of as an expression of prudent interest; in which the glee and sport of the privileged often rested on exploiting a servant class; and in which one could (at least from 1757 to 1795) buy a directory of the prostitutes who worked around Covent Garden, which served as a guide to prices and services, but could also be read one-handed. Yet this was a period in which the very people who saw themselves as exuberantly experimental in fact embodied a decorous traditionalism; society was dominated by an oligarchy of great proprietors, and there was no workable programme for changing that state of affairs. Characterizing an entire century in this way – or offering such a sketch of the ‘high’ eighteenth century (1730–1780) – is inevitably reductive. But maybe this world, with its dynamic commercialism, its reliance on credit and its inventive approaches to taxation and fiscal policy, its cult of the pursuit of leisure and its myriad new opportunities to indulge the imagination, sounds just a little bit familiar?

In our own age, attentive to the drama of the self in all its intricacy, we can appreciate Johnson’s finely tuned scrutiny of his own thoughts and feelings. As we acknowledge the mind’s battles rather than repudiating them, we can prize his intuition that inside our heads we carry not a neatly ordered box of offal, but a furrowed landscape dense with ridges and valleys. His struggle adds authority to his judgements, insights and ideas.


[image: image]

The community of pains and pleasures – our subject’s Origins and Upbringing, with some speculations on what we may learn from them

LICHFIELD IN STAFFORDSHIRE, where Samuel Johnson was born and grew up, was at the time the cultural hub of the West Midlands. His parents’ dignified new house stood in the marketplace. His father Michael, who had spent more than he could afford on its construction, ran a bookshop on the ground floor. Johnson would later refer to his family’s poverty, which will surprise anyone who now visits the house at the corner of Breadmarket and Sadler Streets. Its solid facade and fifteen rooms suggest prosperity, but Michael often found it hard to pay his taxes, and to keep afloat he had to be versatile, selling patent medicines and stationery, binding books and presiding over auctions, and even dishing up practical or professional guidance to people who dropped in at the shop and treated it like a citizens advice bureau.

When Johnson compiled his Dictionary of the English Language in early middle age, he would salute his birthplace. In the entry for lich, meaning ‘carcass’, he explained that Lichfield was ‘the field of the dead . . . so named from martyred Christians’. To this he added the Latin phrase ‘Salve, magna parens’ (‘Hail, great parent’), a deliberate echo of a line in Virgil’s Georgics, from a section in which the Roman poet praises his country – the mother of vigorous men, as he puts it. Thanks to his origins, the poet feels able to unseal the sacred fountains of poetic inspiration (or ‘divulge the hallowed sources’, according to the translation I have to hand). He can make his voice heard. He can ‘plunge into material and measures prized in days of old’.1 The reference is apt, since Virgil is saluting the influence of the place he is from and the traditions that shape it. The challenge – for the poet, and for Johnson – is to leave this special place, vanquish the wider world’s hardships and then return, ever loyal, to add something to its greatness.

Johnson portrays his childhood as an ordeal, but with pride rather than self-pity. His stock of anecdotes about his early years is small, perhaps because a few well-rehearsed set pieces were enough to satisfy people’s curiosity without obliging him to revisit anything too sensitive. Yet the stories are evocative. For instance, when he was just a few weeks old ‘an inflammation was discovered on my buttock, which was . . . taken for a burn’: soon ‘it swelled, broke, and healed’. Later in infancy an ‘issue’ was cut in his left arm so that pus from his tubercular infection could drain away. He reports his mother saying that he took little notice of this painful procedure because he was otherwise engaged – ‘having my little hand in a custard’. The issue was kept open until he was six, which must have drawn unwelcome attention from other children.

The first school he attended was a short distance from home, but his eyesight was so poor that he had to be shepherded back there after lessons. According to legend, he once decided to make his own way and, crossing the marketplace, crawled near the gutter. As he did so he became aware that his teacher Anne Oliver was following him; he sprang to his feet and, feeling she had insulted his independence, attacked her. Another story, which he would eventually disclaim, centred on his pronouncing, aged three or four, the first half of a short poem to commemorate a duckling he had trodden on and killed – apparently one of a fleet of eleven that he had been allowed to look after. These tales of the infant Johnson have endured because they show him pugnaciously refusing assistance and responding creatively to death. Both behaviours were themes of his whole life.

It is tempting not to quote the poem on the duckling, because it’s feeble. But this is the first of the many epitaphs he wrote, and gives a flavour of his later direct and rather droll approach to the form’s standard element of what if? ‘Here lies poor Duck / That Samuel Johnson trod on! / If it had liv’d, ’twould have been good luck / Because it was an odd one.’2 In maturity, when he wrote about the deaths of others, it was with the hope that some detail from their lives could be turned to use – ‘to exhibit patterns of virtue’. But he usually included a hint of the incongruous and even the absurd, of life’s fragility being both painful and farcical. Though terrified of death, he could cherish the insight that its very ‘uncertainty’ is ‘the great support of the whole system of life’.

Early on, school was a relief from the tensions of home. When Sarah Ford wed Michael Johnson in the summer of 1706, they were thirty-seven and forty-nine respectively. Their famous son later reflected that they ‘had not much happiness from each other’. Part of the problem was that his mother came from a landowning family and had little time for her husband’s relatives – ‘those indeed whom we knew of were much lower than hers’. ‘This contempt,’ he explains, ‘began . . . very early: but, as my father was little at home, it had not much effect.’ When his father was present, he disliked talking about business, and when his mother broached the subject ‘her discourse was composed only of complaint, fear, and suspicion’. Another revealing detail: when Michael was short of funds, he expressed shock at the price of tea and discouraged Sarah from socializing with their neighbours, with the result that she festered at home, unfulfilled.

Samuel’s relationship with his mother was complicated. (Whose is not? But still . . . ) There was tenderness on both sides; she sometimes spoiled him, and he and his brother Nathaniel, born three years after him in the autumn of 1712, were rivals for her affection. Yet at other times, unsettled by his ill health or by having too little money, she treated him less warmly. She nagged him about his failure to learn ‘behaviour’ and bridled when he objected to the vagueness of this; he wanted precise instruction, not woolly platitudes. As he grew older, his disrespectfulness increased – when she called him a puppy he asked if she knew what people called a puppy’s mother – and he seems to have gone to some lengths to avoid her. Part of the problem was that she saw in him some of the same traits that she found unattractive in her husband and his relations. He recorded her letting him know what an embarrassment it was when he visited his aunt and gobbled a large quantity of boiled leg of mutton; his mother had lived ‘in a narrow sphere, and was then affected by little things’, so ‘told me seriously that it would hardly ever be forgotten’. Children get used to the words ‘You haven’t heard the last of this’. Typically, the punishment is the threat itself, but in Samuel’s case the episode suggested a future in which his shame would extend in every imaginable direction.

Sarah was right to think that, at least in terms of temperament, her elder son had more in common with his rugged, brooding father. For Sam this was no great source of satisfaction, and in adulthood he would grumble that he had inherited from Michael a ‘vile melancholy’. Today we are likely to associate melancholy with a blue pensiveness or bittersweet autumnal mood of introspection, but for Sam it was akin to madness. It heightened his awareness of the animal energies within him, of urges that needed to be restrained and voices he wanted to silence, and gave him a foretaste of death – not the moment of death itself, but the slow shutting down of the powers of reason. Like insanity, it could be considered an illness (a medical problem) or a character fault (a moral one), according to his mood. He was heir, then, to a corrosive wretchedness, a psyche with the blackest of undercurrents.

Michael Johnson had some standing in Lichfield, serving as sheriff in 1709 and becoming a magistrate three years later; in 1725 he would be the senior bailiff, chairing the local council. Yet his moodiness affected his work and he tended to overstretch himself. For instance, in the year following his marriage he chose not only to erect a new house, but also to add to his shop’s stock 2,900 volumes – mostly folio – that had previously belonged to the Earl of Derby. At the same time, he began a sideline as a manufacturer of parchment. In his lighter moments, Michael liked to exhibit his son to friends and visitors, and Sam would rush off and climb a tree to avoid being his father’s plaything. Later he would reflect that the offspring of a doting old man were likely to have ‘much the same sort of life as a child’s dog’.

One of the childhood episodes that Sam pictures most sharply is being sent, aged ten, to Birmingham. There he and Nathaniel stayed with their uncle John Harrison, whom Sam describes as ‘drunk every night, but drunk with little drink, very peevish, very proud, very ostentatious, but luckily not rich’. On another occasion around the same time, his Birmingham cousin Sally Ford visited Lichfield; one day, as he sat in the kitchen writing, believing himself alone, he momentarily became aware of her presence and saw that she had begun to dance, but he was so absorbed in his work that he barely paid her any notice. His biographer John Wain suggests that this scene may have looked like a painting by Vermeer, one of those small images of an interior where nothing much is happening, its detail at once limpid and elusive. Sam’s own take on the episode was that it illustrated vividly ‘the power of continuity of attention, of application not suffered to wander or to pause’ – but ‘This close attention I have seldom in my whole life obtained.’ Given what we know of his later literary output, it seems strange that he should refer to his errant attention. Therein lies a paradox: it requires an unusual degree of attentiveness to one’s self to know how fallible one’s powers of attention really are.

At the grammar school in Lichfield, which he entered aged seven, he was initially in the care of Humphrey Hawkins, a kindly teacher of about fifty who was ‘very skilful in his little way’. After a couple of years he moved on to the upper school and received less congenial tuition: first from Edward Holbrooke, a recent Cambridge graduate who apparently used ill temper to mask deficiencies of knowledge, and then from the stern and scholarly John Hunter, who could be savage in his treatment of difficult pupils. Sam belonged in that category; a schoolmate described him as a ‘long, lank, lounging boy’, and he had an adolescent’s urge to question authority – one third genuine curiosity about why things are the way they are, two thirds recalcitrant cockiness. Unsurprisingly, Hunter’s methods didn’t endear him to his pupils. He joked that he was cruel in order to save them from what would otherwise be their certain fate – the gallows. Sam would recall Hunter with horror, but conceded that he was ‘a very good master’ and ‘whipped me very well. Without that . . . I should have done nothing.’ Half a century later he would reflect on how much educational practices had changed, concluding that ‘There is now less flogging in our great schools than formerly, but then less is learned there; so that what the boys get at one end, they lose at the other.’

Few readers today will share his apparent enthusiasm for corporal punishment, and in Sam’s lifetime it became increasingly contentious. Beating was widely regarded as therapeutic and a means of visibly and palpably underscoring schoolmasters’ authority; it was common to claim that it could harm no one besides the recipient (Sam told Boswell that ‘The rod produces an effect which terminates in itself’). Yet arguments against the practice stressed how counterproductive it could be, achieving discipline in the short term but causing longer-term resentments. Its decline owed much to the philosopher John Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693), which noted that such methods did nothing to reward good habits. For Locke, shame was more effective than pain in getting pupils to recognize their offences, and incentives were essential in order to reinforce positive conduct. In the second half of the eighteenth century, Jean-Jacques Rousseau would restate the case against corporal punishment. But Sam’s schooldays made him think of public education as a system of correction; guidance and edification barely came into it. The problem, as he saw it, was that education worked best when self-administered. Children who were educated together, in public, learned more about obstinacy than mental elasticity, more about self-preservation than free expression, and more about crime than virtue – and sometimes it took a sadist with a rod to cut through the mephitic atmosphere of vice. By contrast, self-education was a happy mixture of freedom, volition and purposeful exertion, a kind of ‘learning to learn’ and a process rather than a product.

At sixteen, he escaped Hunter and enjoyed a taste of a more cosmopolitan life. He went to stay for more than six months with Cornelius Ford, his thirty-one-year-old cousin, who had recently become a clergyman and was living in the Worcestershire village of Pedmore. Ford had taught at Cambridge, was a wit and a drinker, and mixed in bookish London circles; now he was married to Judith Crowley, a woman twelve years his senior who had paid off debts he had incurred in Cambridge, and had renounced her Quaker upbringing to join him in the Church of England. Cornelius relished the presence of his well-read, unusual and oddly rustic relation, and encouraged him to make the most of the fine library he maintained at Pedmore. The time Sam spent with this sophisticated figure gave him a notion of what intelligent conversation could be, and it introduced him to the idea of London as a centre of literary excellence.

It was not the last time that Sam would revel in the witty company of a charming, dissolute man. In his edition of Shakespeare, forty years later, he writes shrewdly about Falstaff, in terms that illuminate his experience of dissolute charmers. Falstaff is a ‘compound of sense and vice; of sense which may be admired but not esteemed, of vice which may be despised, but hardly detested’. For all his faults, he ‘makes himself necessary . . . by the most pleasing of all qualities, perpetual gaiety, by an unfailing power of exciting laughter’. What moral can be drawn from Shakespeare’s complex portrait of this boastful, cowardly, engaging glutton? Simply this: ‘that no man is more dangerous than he that with a will to corrupt, hath the power to please’. Although this is not an exact image of Cornelius Ford or of Sam’s later debauched yet likeable companions, it speaks revealingly of his capacity to succumb to the seductions of a person he knew he ought to condemn. In a note on Falstaff’s failure to form a bond with Prince Hal’s brother, he identifies ‘community of pleasures’ as the root of friendship, and a few years later he would repeat the phrase, with a little more focus, when telling Boswell that ‘Many friendships are formed by a community of sensual pleasures’.

As he says this, in his sixties, he is thinking over the friendships he has enjoyed, and he is looking back to his time with his cousin Ford. The sharing of pleasures builds relationships, and the sharing of illicit or decadent ones builds relationships that contain a hint of the flirtatious and the competitive. Friendships are undergirded by ideas of respect, and (on the whole less explicitly) by the potential for benefit, but they also involve an element of risk, the consciousness of laying oneself open. Sam’s experience at Pedmore showed him that we form such bonds by chance, not choice, though we may pretend otherwise, and that part of their magic is that there is always a hint of something unequal in them. It is usual to claim that friendship must be evenly proportioned, and Sam is sometimes held up as an advocate of this state of affairs, since he wrote in the Rambler that ‘Friendship is seldom lasting but between equals’. Yet he thought that its essential property was that it ‘enlivened’ us: through friendship ‘our virtues may be guarded and encouraged, and our vices repressed . . . by timely detection and salutary remonstrances’, and at any moment only one of a pair of friends can occupy the role of guardian and booster. In practice, it was what he called ‘conformity of inclinations’, rather than their parity, that buoyed such a relationship.
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The description of a young man’s disappointment, with some sidelights courtesy of a certain Switzer, Dr Jung

RETURNING HOME, Sam again felt stifled. After a period that had augmented his sense of life’s possibilities, he came across as rather precious, and the perennially severe Hunter would not accept him back at school, regarding his long absence as impertinent. His parents, buckling under the pressure of money worries, now also fretted about what this exclusion meant for their son’s prospects. He had to complete his schooling elsewhere – twenty miles away in Stourbridge, lodging at the headmaster’s house and teaching some of the younger children. He made a nuisance of himself there, took too much pride in his command of Latin, wrote a few elegant pastoral poems, and expressed contempt for his father’s business.

Once more back in Lichfield after a year away, he worked resentfully in Michael’s shop, complaining that attending to customers was a poor substitute for the pleasures of reading the stock. Around the house, he and Michael and Nathaniel must sometimes have squeezed past one another awkwardly and seemed, in John Wain’s nice phrase, ‘like mastiffs in a terrier’s kennel’. His appetite for mischief remained, yet it was redeemed by his friendship with Gilbert Walmesley, a scholarly bachelor who lived in the bishop’s palace and kept an impressive library; he liked to stay in touch with literary fashion, had been a good customer of Michael Johnson’s, and around the time Sam began to receive his hospitality was reacting with horror to Gulliver’s Travels.1

Ford and Walmesley were mentors of a kind Sam was never to have again. He would become a mentor to others, but struggled in early adulthood for want of someone to guide him in this way. He valued access to an older, cultivated, judicious man who could serve as an advisor, coach and model, an illustration of what was possible, a listening ear. At a time when his existence seemed unpromising, these mentors were lifelines. They gave him purchase on ideas and inspirations that weren’t available from among his own family or from his teachers. For instance, Walmesley was a lawyer and led him to contemplate a legal career. He also introduced Sam to a forceful style of intellectual debate, often charged with an eagerly businesslike politics very different from the bumbling Toryism he had tended to encounter in Lichfield.

Sam’s prospects brightened when his mother received a legacy of £40 from her cousin, Elizabeth Harriotts. The money could have helped shore up Michael’s ailing business, but was earmarked for Sarah Johnson’s personal use, and she decided that it should be spent on enabling her son to go to university. Further help came from a well-off former schoolmate, Andrew Corbet, who was at Pembroke College, Oxford, and liked the idea of having Sam join him there – as a mixture of companion, auxiliary and teacher. The destination seemed apt; Sam’s godfather
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