
INTRODUCTION

The Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets; with Critical Observations
on Their Works (to use its eventual full title) was the last major work
that Samuel Johnson undertook. Its title page might have led unwary
readers to expect that the nation’s greatest man of letters was pro-
viding a celebratory survey of its literary culture. For by the 1770s
genteel readers and book purchasers had begun to revere what we
now call ‘English Literature’. During the eighteenth century it had
gradually become possible to speak of Shakespeare and Milton in
terms that had once been reserved for Homer and Virgil. English
could be as good a language for poetry as Greek or Latin. In his two
greatest undertakings, his Dictionary of the English Language (1755)
and his edition of the plays of Shakespeare (1765), Johnson had
himself made a major contribution to establishing a national literary
culture. His Dictionary, in some ways his greatest work of literary
criticism, had illustrated his minutely subdivided definitions of
words with thousands of extracts from what he thought the best of
English poetry, drama, and prose. The language was now illumin-
ated by its literature. His edition of Shakespeare had played a major
role in establishing Shakespeare as the equal of any ‘ancient’, and the
central figure in a canon of vernacular writing. Johnson had himself
proclaimed, in the Preface to his Dictionary, that ‘the chief glory of
every people arises from its authors’.1 No one could have done more
than him to honour his country’s literature.

Yet Johnson’s Lives of the Poets is intrigued by everything inglori-
ous about the life of writing. A contemporary reviewer complained
that ‘the general tendency of Dr. Johnson’s work is rather to dimin-
ish than to exalt our writers’, sounding as if the Great Cham had
performed less than his patriotic duty.2 The complaint was not
without reason. The Lives is still provoking and frequently funny
because it is so unenchanted about the writers whose lives and
writings it describes. There is nothing supercilious, however, in

1 Johnson, Preface to A Dictionary of the English Language, in Samuel Johnson, The
Major Works, ed. Donald Greene (Oxford, 1984), 327.

2 See Samuel Johnson, The Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets, ed. Roger
Lonsdale (Oxford, 2006) (hereafter Lonsdale), iv. 537.



Johnson’s observation of his authors’ failings. In a Rambler essay he
noted how disappointment was the likely reflex of any admiring
reader who discovered something of the life of the writer. ‘Those
whom the appearance of virtue, or the evidence of genius, have
tempted to a nearer knowledge of the writer in whose performances
they may be found, have indeed had frequent reason to repent their
curiosity.’3 But Johnson’s conclusion is not cynical. The life does not
belie the work, even if it fails to match it. There are good reasons why
‘a man writes much better than he lives’. Johnson wrote this from
experience. In the Lives of the Poets he looks back down more than
a century of English poetry, but he is also looking back through
his own ‘life of writing’, ruefully cataloguing the occupational
self-delusions of authors. It often seems from his condensed biog-
raphies that a writer is the best human exemplum: authorship focuses
the most essential human aspirations and vanities. Perhaps this is
especially true of poets, who supposedly aspire higher than all other
writers, and many of whom hanker after a vindication of which they
must always be uncertain: the admiration of posterity. All the authors
whose lives Johnson narrated were dead. In most cases, their literary
achievements had begun to shrink; in some cases they had already
been forgotten. To bring back to life their ambitions and endeavours
was to witness in close-up the vanity of human wishes. As Johnson
says in ‘Pope’, ‘let no man dream of influence beyond his life’
(p. 406): even the most famous and successful of poets cannot
know his posthumous fate. When he wrote this, Pope was still the
most widely admired poet of the century and a proper subject for a
high-minded critic. But Johnson’s biographical format allowed him
to make Pope a kind of psychological case study, an extreme example
of the ‘voracity of fame’ (p. 378). His picture of the poet as a man who
‘pleased himself with being important and formidable, and gratified
sometimes his pride, and sometimes his resentment’ is, we might
say, hardly sympathetic (p. 399). Yet it is not just disapproving.
These are the inevitable self-consolations of an author. As the
greatest author of the age, it was natural that Pope’s vanities be
the most powerful and his self-delusions the most elaborate.
Johnson skewers his affectations: his faked ‘contempt of his own
poetry’, his pretended ‘insensibility to censure and criticism’, and

3 Rambler, no. 14, (5May 1750).
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the ‘gloomy indignation’ with which he looked on ‘the world’
(p. 413). He declares, with a confidence that a modern biographer
would never hazard, that these attitudes were certainly ‘counter-
feited’. This is not because Johnson has particular counter-evidence
to offer, but simply because he is sure he understands the psychology
of a writer who was so hungry for the regard of his readers.

Johnson’s ‘Pope’ is the culmination of his Lives, the last one he
wrote. In Johnson’s version, Pope was, as Byron would disapprov-
ingly put it, ‘all author’, his every gesture a contribution to his
imagined reputation.4 We hear how the 16-year-old Pope, perform-
ing his poetic tricks for superannuated men of letters like William
Wycherley, was already learning to behave like a poet—adopting the
poet’s disdain for the mere critic. ‘It is pleasant to remark how soon
Pope learned the cant of an author, and began to treat criticks with
contempt, though he had yet suffered nothing from them’ (p. 351).
But authorial self-regard is inevitably masochistic. Johnson pre-
served the memorable anecdote of Pope’s self-torment as a satirist
who claimed to relish his enmities. Handed one of Colly Cibber’s
pamphlets against him, he supposedly declared, ‘These things are my
diversion’—but those who watched as he read it saw ‘his features
writhen with anguish’ (p. 403). The greater the writer, the more
tender the sense of self. So, elsewhere in the Lives, we find Dryden,
his ‘supremacy of reputation’ on the London stage apparently threat-
ened by Settle’s absurd Empress of Morocco, drawn in to a contest of
abuse that Johnson explicates in wondering detail (pp. 126-31).
Dryden is of course foolish to give critics and rivals ‘the power of
vexing him’. But it is an occupational folly. ‘He is always angry at
some past, or afraid of some future censure’ (p. 144). This is what
being an author, especially a successful author, is like. At the opening
of his life of Savage, Johnson talks of the ‘mournful narratives’ of ‘the
heroes of literary history’ (p. 238). The Lives of the Poets are ‘mourn-
ful narratives’ in a double sense. They chronicle ‘the miseries of the
learned’, the thwarted ambitions and the gnawing doubts of even the
best writers. They also speak for Johnson’s own particular melan-
choly—his mournful sensitivity to human disappointment. The
reader of Richard Savage’s life will know that its mournfulness is
inextricable from its humour. Savage’s talents are unappreciated and

4 See Byron, Beppo: A Venetian Story, st. 75, l. 593.
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his best creations neglected, but then the poet becomes expert in
comic self-solace. When his ambitious poem On Public Spirit sells
only seventy-two copies, Savage tells himself that was ‘unluckily
published two days after the prorogation of the parliament’, just
when ‘all those who could be expected to regard it’ were distracted
(p. 290). No wonder it did not sell. The special skill of authors is
explaining away their failures.

A Commercial Venture

Savage is an anomaly for the modern reader, the only subject of one
of Johnson’s major lives who is now forgotten as a poet. He is there
because Johnson knew him well and published an extraordinary life
of him in 1744 that was later incorporated into the Lives. But the
original collection included many other minor figures. Johnson’s
original Lives of the Poets was an odder survey than this present
selection might make it seem. The first part, which appeared in
1779, included his accounts not just of Milton and Dryden, but
also of the likes of John Pomfret, Edmund Smith, and George
Stepney. When the second part of his work appeared two years
later, it added not just Pope and Gray, but also William Broome,
John Hughes, and Thomas Yalden. The complete collection com-
prised fifty-two lives (one of which, the account of Edward Young,
was contributed by Young’s relative Herbert Croft). It covered
writers who were active from the mid-seventeenth century onwards.
Some of these were poets who are now little known, but whose
standing was high when Johnson was writing, authors like Waller,
Denham, or Thomson. However, there were also names in the
collection that would have been obscure to most of Johnson’s con-
temporaries. His sometimes very brief Lives of these men hardly
seem designed to rescue them from obscurity. Take his account of
the late seventeenth-century poet Richard Duke. It begins with the
fatalistic ‘Of Mr. Richard Duke I can find few memorials’ and ends
with ‘His death is mentioned in Swift’s Journal’—a footnote in
literary history.5 In between are a few short paragraphs that name
some of Duke’s works but do not recommend them. ‘His poems are
not below mediocrity; nor have I found much in them to be praised.’

5 See Lonsdale, iv. 181.
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The strivings of such minor literary characters are briefly recognized
before they disappear from view.

Reading the Lives in a selection like this Oxford World’s Classics
edition, we must lose these minor figures, but we need not lose
Johnson’s most engaged criticism, nor any of those essays where
he has entered into a biographical narrative with most curiosity
or imaginative sympathy. Johnson’s accounts of those whom we
now consider the major post-Restoration English poets—Milton,
Dryden, and Pope—were amongst the most substantial of his
Lives. It is not coincidental that, in his Dictionary, completed more
than twenty years earlier, these three had been the most frequently
quoted authors after Shakespeare. Two other Lives were particularly
long: ‘Cowley’, which involved Johnson’s engagement with meta-
physical poetry and included some close consideration of the poetry
of Donne, and ‘Savage’. All of these long Lives are included in
the present selection. Also given here are his lives of Rochester,
Congreve, Gay, Swift, and Gray, writers chosen because they con-
tinue to engage readers in the twenty-first century. Altogether these
lives make up a large proportion of Johnson’s original work. Yet the
work was also characterized by its survey of all those minor figures,
none of whom matters on his own.

To understand how and why particular authors were chosen for
Johnson’s Lives, we need to know about the commercial origins of the
project and the role played in it by the eighteenth-century entrepre-
neurs of print: the booksellers. Appropriately for the son of a pro-
vincial bookseller, who from the first knew of literature as commerce,
Johnson’s own largest literary undertakings were booksellers’ com-
missions—books dreamt up by businessmen. His greatest work, his
Dictionary, was one such. He was hired for the project by a group of
leading London booksellers, who shared the financial risk. We would
now call these men ‘publishers’, though their roles were more various
than those of modern publishers. Not only would they commission
and finance a new publication, they would often have a shop where it
could be sold, and perhaps a press where it could be printed.
Johnson’s edition of Shakespeare was also a project brought to him
by booksellers, keen to cash in on the expanding market for presti-
gious editions of the author who was becoming the national poet.
The Dictionary and the Shakespeare edition were expensive prestige
productions, designed to impress; they were also intended to turn a
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good profit. Johnson’s last great work may have been a project for
which he may have had an inclination but it was another entrepre-
neurial venture.
He was approached in March 1777 by representatives of a

consortium of some forty-two London booksellers who had decided
to publish an edition of The Works of the English Poets. It was an
undertaking born of new commercial opportunities and, for the
booksellers, new commercial anxieties. Despite the Copyright Act
of 1710, which had specified that copyright could be owned for only
fourteen years, renewable for another fourteen if the author were
still alive, London booksellers had continued to behave as if they
possessed permanent copyrights in the works that had been
assigned to them. However, this assumption had recently become
untenable. In March 1774, the House of Lords had ruled that a
Scottish bookseller, Alexander Donaldson, had the right to reprint
James Thomson’s The Seasons, one of the most popular poetical
works of the eighteenth century. The ruling established that there
could be no such thing as perpetual copyright. The way was clear to
the unhampered production of editions of literary classics. One of
the literary entrepreneurs liberated by this legal ruling was the
opportunistic young Edinburgh bookseller John Bell. In 1776 Bell
began publishing his collection of English drama, Bell’s British
Theatre (21 vols., 1776–80), and in the same year set out on what
was to be a huge and relatively cheap edition of The Poets of Great
Britain Complete from Chaucer to Churchill. The edition for which
Johnson was to write biographical prefaces was devised to meet the
threat of Bell’s collection. Bell had included anonymously contrib-
uted biographies of his poets. Johnson was the nation’s greatest
man of letters and his name would add prestige to the rival edition
and therefore greatly help sales. In advance of its appearance,
the booksellers advertised it as ‘Dr. Johnson’s edition of the
english poets’.6 The booksellers, and not Johnson, decided to
begin their list of poets in the mid-seventeenth century, partly
because some of the earlier seventeenth-century poets had appeared
in recent editions published by members of their group. Johnson’s
Lives were to be prefaces to each section of this multi-volume
edition.

6 Ibid i. 24.

xii Introduction



Yet the more substantial Lives outgrew the booksellers’ expect-
ations and apparently Johnson’s initial intentions. The first thing
that the final work was to tell the reader, in its prefatory Advertise-
ment, was that Johnson had been ‘led beyond my intention’ (p. 3).
Instead of uniform short prefaces there was a range of essays, from
the perfunctory to the lengthy and elaborate. Eighteenth-century
readers encountered Johnson’s Lives as we do now: pieces detached
from the pages of poetry that they were supposed to adorn. Johnson
was simply too slow to produce the promised prefaces to the indi-
vidual poets, and the booksellers had to adopt the drastic measure of
publishing the volumes of poetry before these prefaces were com-
pleted. The fifty-six-volume sets of the English Poets were from the
first physically separate from Johnson’s Prefaces, Biographical and
Critical, to the Works of the English Poets, as they were originally
titled. The first four volumes of these Prefaces, containing twenty-
two lives, appeared in March 1779, though they were officially
available only to those who had already purchased the complete set
of the English Poets. Soon a single-volume Dublin piracy of the Lives
was produced. The public had to wait for the remaining Lives.
There was considerable anticipation, and occasional prophecies of
completion, in contemporary periodicals. It was not until May 1781,
more than two years after the first Lives, that the remaining
Prefaces, as they were still being called, appeared in six volumes.
A month later, the booksellers also published a four-volume edition
of Johnson’s complete Lives, now available separately from the sets of
the English Poets and given the title The Lives of the Most Eminent
English Poets.

Johnson was always happy to associate himself with the booksell-
ers and their interest in the market for literature. ‘He considered
them as the patrons of literature,’ recalled Boswell in his Life of
Johnson.7 Boswell had said that he was sorry that they had not paid
Johnson more for the Dictionary, but Johnson rejected the idea that
the booksellers had exploited him. They were, he said, ‘generous,
liberal-minded men’. ‘He, upon all occasions, did ample justice to
their character in this respect’, Boswell added, identifying a convic-
tion that was both deep-seated and unconventional. In the mid-
eighteenth century it was still usual to regret that literature had

7 James Boswell, Life of Johnson, ed. Pat Rogers (Oxford World’s Classics), 217.
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become a business, controlled by vulgar entrepreneurs. The great
satirists of a previous generation, Pope and Swift, had scorned the
influence of the booksellers. Swift’s A Tale of a Tub presents itself as
a text mutilated at the behest of booksellers, and published without
authority by one of them. In early versions of Pope’s satiric magnum
opus The Dunciad, first published in 1728, one of the three books is
given over to a parody of Homeric games, in which London book-
sellers compete to dominate the dirty world of print. Instead of the
running and discus-throwing of ancient epic, these modern competi-
tors test themselves in pissing contests or in diving into the Fleet
Ditch, London’s largest sewer. In his life of Pope, Johnson scorned
the poet’s disdain for those who write for money. We remember
Johnson for his unillusioned aphorism about authorship in Boswell’s
Life: ‘No man but a blockhead ever wrote, except for money’.8 Thus
the wry humour in his summary of Richard Savage’s predicament,
denied financial sustenance by his own mother. ‘He was therefore
obliged to seek some other means of support; and, having no profes-
sion, became by necessity an author’ (p. 243). Authorship is the
occupation for those who have no proper occupation. Vocation it is
not. Johnson is consistently sceptical about the role of inspiration.
Most authors, he said elsewhere, do not write because they feel in
themselves ‘some peculiar impulse of genius’; ‘they perceive no par-
ticular summons to composition, except the sound of the clock’.9 He
describes as ‘a fantastick foppery’ Thomas Gray’s notion ‘that he could
not write but at certain times, or at happy moments’ (p. 457). These
are the pretensions of the academic poet, dining in his Cambridge
college and knowing nothing of the bookseller’s requirements.
Johnson vindicated the literary marketplace in preference to the

culture of patronage that it was replacing. To annotate Johnson’s
Lives is to realize how important patrons had been over the previous
century. Any reader can still see that the work is thronged with the
names of lords and ladies. For any literary historian inclined to
believe that the eighteenth century saw the demise of patronage, it
is salutary to see how important the favours of ‘the great’ remained.
In several of the Lives, Johnson describes how writers were made
dishonest or absurd by their patrons. His comment about the book-
sellers being the ‘patrons of literature’ implies his preference of the

8 Ibid. 731. 9 Rambler, no. 145 (6 Aug. 1751).
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market to what it had largely replaced: the culture of patronage.
The frustrations and indignities that accompanied the quest for
patronage—the exchange of praise for money, as he bluntly defines
it in ‘Pope’ (p. 418)—feature in many of Johnson’s accounts. When we
hear of John Gay, quitting his apprenticeship to a silk mercer to
become secretary to the Duchess of Monmouth, a woman ‘remarkable
for inflexible perseverance in her demand to be treated as a princess’,
the implication is that one kind of ‘servility’ has but been exchanged
for another (p. 229). And perhaps a worse one: ‘by quitting a shop for
such service, he might gain leisure, but he certainly advanced little in
the boast of independence’. Johnson expresses his scorn for the pos-
tures of admiration into which the needy writer is twisted by his desire
to please a potential patron. In his Life of Savage he had chronicled the
life of a man who, while never grateful for the favour he was granted,
spent much of his life pursuing patrons. Here Johnson had been
almost amused by his subject’s ‘literary hypocrisy’ (p. 264). For twenty
guineas, Savage had composed ‘a panegyrick on Sir Robert Walpole’,
even though in conversation (as Johnson would have known first-
hand) he spoke of him ‘generally with contempt’ (p. 265). (Character-
istically, he lost a vital pension a few years later by speaking toWalpole
with angry ‘roughness’ when a little tact would have assured him of its
continuance (p. 298).) Questioned on this, Savage was ever ‘ready to
lament the misery of living at the tables of other men’, making his
hypocrisy seem a burden for which Johnson felt compassion.

The other flatterers in Johnson’s collection did not have the
chance to make their excuses so disarmingly to their biographer,
and elsewhere there is less sympathy for the needy poet who turns to
obsequiousness. Edmund Waller was a skilled writer as he was a
skilled politician, switching his allegiances from Charles I to Crom-
well to Charles II, but in Johnson’s cameo one who had ‘flattery ready
for all whom the vicissitudes of the world happen to exalt’, and
therefore ‘a prostituted mind’.10 Johnson tells the story of Samuel
Butler being denied the favour of the Duke of Buckingham because,
as Butler was about to make his address to the great man, ‘his Grace’
noticed ‘a pimp of his acquaintance (the creature too was a knight)
trip by with a brace of ladies’.11 Off went the lascivious aristocratic
connoisseur, ‘to follow another kind of business, at which he was

10 Lonsdale, ii. 40. 11 Ibid. 3.
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more ready than in doing good offices to men of desert’. He catches
the ‘servile absurdity’ of Addison’s dedication of his opera Rosamond
to the Duchess of Marlborough, a woman without skill, or preten-
sions to skill, in poetry or literature.’12 In his life of the courtier-poet
Charles Sackville, Earl of Dorset, Johnson scornfully cites Dryden’s
choice of ‘authors of our own country superior to those of antiquity’.
Who were the greatest modern writers? In his dedicatory address to
Dorset in his ‘Discourse of the Original and Progress of Satire’
(1693) Dryden nominated Shakespeare for tragedy, and ‘your Lord-
ship in satire’. Johnson is delightedly amazed. ‘Would it be imagined
that, of this rival to antiquity, all the satires were little personal
invectives, and that his longest composition was a song of eleven
stanzas?’ Here is simply a client fawning on his patron, a dilettante
writer who never produced more than the occasional ‘effusions of a
man of wit’.
Dryden is Johnson’s main character study of the deforming effects

of patronage—a ‘great poet’ who became an expert flatterer of the
rich and powerful (p. 121). He may be a man ‘whom every English
generation must mention with reverence as a critick and a poet’, but
irreverence characterizes Johnson’s account of his professional life
(p. 165). After conceding that his ‘dramatick immorality’ might have
been the common tendency of the age, he adds, ‘but in the meanness
and servility of hyperbolical adulation, I know not whether, since the
days in which the Roman emperors were deified, he has ever been
equalled’ (p. 160). Dryden, Johnson thinks, took easily and happily
to the business of celebrating patrons, and potential patrons; ‘he
considers the great as entitled to encomiastick homage, and brings
praise rather as a tribute than a gift’. Patrons themselves are invari-
ably distinguished by vanity as well as wealth. Johnson enjoys retell-
ing the story, obtained from Joseph Spence’s then unpublished
record of Pope’s conversations, of how Pope read draft passages of
his translation of the Iliad aloud to Lord Halifax, who several times
stopped the poet to tell him that ‘something in that passage’ was not
quite right (p. 372). A few months later he returned to Halifax,
thanked him for his ‘kind observations’, and read out the same
passages as if rewritten, but in fact unaltered. He was told by the
great man that they were now just right. The potentate preened

12 Ibid. iii. 5.
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himself as a literary patron, but was a mere pretender to taste. The
relationship between Pope and Halifax is given as a diagram of the
rationale of patronage. ‘Their commerce had its beginning in hope of
praise on one side, and of money on the other, and ended because
Pope was less eager of money than Halifax of praise’ (p. 373). Pope’s
friend John Gay, in contrast, was doomed to solicit favours from ‘the
great’. He made a thousand pounds when he published his Poems by
subscription in 1720, but, seduced by dreams of ‘dignity and splen-
dour’, he invested the money in South Sea stock and lost it all
(p. 232). Back he was thrown into the old quest for patrons, paying
his ‘diligent court’ to Henrietta Howard, Countess of Suffolk,
George II’s mistress, but to no end: ‘solicitations, verses, and
flatteries were thrown away; the lady heard them, and did nothing’
(p. 232).

The corrosive influence of patronage had long been a theme for
Johnson. Nos. 26 and 27 of his periodical essay the Rambler had
consisted of imagined letters from Eubulus, a young would-be writer
who comes up to London and seeks to advance himself into the
favour of patrons. All his lessons are bitter ones, especially his final
success with Eutyches, the statesman. ‘His measures were censured;
I wrote in his defence, and was recompensed with a place, of which
the profits were never received by me without the pangs of remem-
bering that they were the reward of wickedness.’13 Johnson had had
his own experience of uselessly flattering a potential patron when he
set out on his Dictionary. On the advice of the bookseller Robert
Dodsley, he had dedicated his Plan of a Dictionary of the English
Language (1747) to the Earl of Chesterfield, a statesman and noted
man of taste. Initially Chesterfield had appeared pleased to be asso-
ciated with the project and had sent Johnson £10, but before long he
lost interest and neglected even to receive the needy editor when he
visited him. After nine years of hard editorial labour, ‘amidst incon-
venience and distraction, in sickness and in sorrow’, the Dictionary
was published with a Preface that declared it to have been completed
‘with little assistance of the learned, and without any patronage of
the great’.14 Chesterfield, notified by Dodsley that the great work
was finished, had recalled his own connection to it and written two

13 The Rambler, no. 27 (19 June 1750).
14 Johnson, Preface, in The Major Works, ed. Greene, 328.
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letters to the elegant periodical the World celebrating its imminent
appearance. Johnson responded with a letter that was to become
famous, in which he described a patron as ‘one who looks with
unconcern on a man struggling for life in the water, and, when he
has reached ground, encumbers him with help’.15 By the time that
Johnson began the Lives, he was financially secure. In 1762, in his
mid-fifties, he had been awarded a government pension of £300 per
annum as a mark of the status of his Dictionary, already a kind of
national literary monument. The pension rescued him from the
anxiety about money, and occasionally the actual poverty, that had
dominated his life as a writer. His past experiences of having to write
for pay continued to influence him, however. In the Lives he is
attentive to how authors managed or failed to earn money. He is
interested in the details of Milton’s contract with his bookseller for
the publication of Paradise Lost (p. 85), or the minutiae of Pope’s
brilliantly successful scheme to sell copies of his Iliad by subscription
(pp. 360-1 and 364-5).
Pope may have been obsessed by money, and ready to mock rival

authors who lacked it, but Johnson pauses to concede that his
‘fortune . . . as it arose from publick approbation was very honour-
ably obtained’ (p. 411). Pope made his money from selling books.
He was a snob and a name-dropper, but he was never a client. ‘Pope
never set his genius to sale.’ He profited by pleasing readers, and the
verdict of ordinary readers is never scorned by Johnson. When he
says that Pope’s The Rape of the Lock has been praised over the years
‘by readers of every class, from the critick to the waiting-maid’, he
implies that the waiting-maid’s verdict should make the critic more
confident (p. 426). Those works of the imagination that have
appealed to ‘readers of every class’ have a special status in Johnson’s
judgement. Indeed, Johnson coined the phrase ‘the common reader’
for the character whom literature did best to please. He had first
used the term in his Plan of the Dictionary (1747). He is explaining
how his definitions of words will not be designed to satisfy special-
ists: ‘it will be required by common readers, that the explications
should be sufficient for common use’.16 He goes on to say that this is

15 Letter of 7 February 1755, in The Letters of Samuel Johnson, ed. Bruce Redford, 5
vols. (Oxford, 1992), i. 96.

16 See Johnson: Prose and Poetry, ed. Mona Wilson (1963), 132.
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just why he will use quotes from ‘the best writers’. His Dictionary is
a cornucopia of quotes from what we would call ‘Literature’ because
this is, he assumes, what will reach to ‘common readers’. The
phrase returns memorably in his life of Gray. ‘In the character of
his Elegy I rejoice to concur with the common reader; for by the
common sense of readers uncorrupted with literary prejudices, after
all the refinements of subtilty and the dogmatism of learning, must
be finally decided all claim to poetical honours’ (p. 461). The
‘common reader’ is a new measure of literary reach, a being created
by the commerce of print. The common reader is what we get when
books are written not for special people but for what we call ‘the
public’.

By omitting some of Johnson’s less significant lives in this selec-
tion, we perhaps sacrifice the accumulated sense of how the life of
writing is shaped by the struggle for money, and how often the
achievement of financial security is provisional or belated. John
Hughes, having ‘suffered the mortifications of a narrow fortune’ for
most of his life, eventually achieved affluence when he received a
sinecure from a powerful patron; ‘but such is human life, that he had
it when his declining health could neither allow him long possession
nor quick enjoyment’.17 James Thomson, after a life of some ‘indi-
gence’, finally received a lucrative sinecure through one of his pat-
rons, but promptly caught a cold while being rowed across the
Thames ‘which, with some careless exasperation, ended in a fever
that put an end to his life’.18 In his short life of another writer whom
he knew personally, William Collins, Johnson is actually present
when the impecunious ‘literary adventurer’ is ‘immured by a bailiff,
that was prowling in the street’.19 A bookseller bails him out on the
promise of a translation of Aristotle’s Poetics, but Collins is suddenly
left a large sum of money by an uncle and thoughts of the translation
evaporate. Materially secure, he succumbs to ‘depression of mind’.
His very poetic bent seems an affliction. Learned and inventive, he
was ‘delighted with those flights of the imagination which pass the
bounds of nature’. ‘He loved fairies, genii, giants, and monsters; he
delighted to rove through the meanders of inchantment, to gaze on
the magnificence of golden palaces, to repose by the waterfalls of
Elysian gardens.’ Johnson expresses no admiration for his poetry, but

17 Lonsdale, iii. 41. 18 Ibid. iv. 101. 19 Ibid. 120.

xixIntroduction



there is an outreach of sympathy in his ‘character’ of this poetic
dreamer.

Johnson the Critic

‘The biographical part of literature is what I love most,’ Johnson had
once told Boswell.20 Johnson is a brilliant biographer because the
genre makes him succumb to unexpected sympathies. He had had
an early schooling in biography in his thirties when he had earned
his living writing anonymously for Edward Cave’s Gentleman’s
Magazine. He had written miscellaneous short lives of eminent
men for the magazine, beginning with a life of the Dutch physician
Herman Boerhaave (January–April 1739), and ranging from Sir
Francis Drake to Confucius.21 These lives were fabricated hastily
from previous accounts. His earliest truly individual work was a
biography, his Life of Savage, written in 1743 and published in 1744.
Savage was one of the poets already chosen by the booksellers, so it
was natural to include this earlier work amongst the Lives of the
Poets. Yet it is anomalous, the work not only of a young man, but of
a writer still striving for success, still writing hard for money. The
bond between writer and subject is close not just because Johnson
had known Savage very well, but because he too was an author
trying to make a name for himself. (The Life of Savage was pub-
lished anonymously.) In its structure it is different from the other
lives: there is no ‘examination’ of Savage’s major works to conclude
the piece; it is all biography. Vivid in its depiction of its disarming,
exasperating subject, ‘Savage’ is however notoriously full of errors,
and written without scepticism of Savage’s own version of things.
Rarely do we go to the Lives for indisputable fact. Johnson was
candidly careless of biographical research. At the opening of his life
of Roscommon, he characteristically says that he has taken most of
his information from a long note by Elijah Fenton in his edition of
the works of Edmund Waller, ‘though I know not whether all that
he relates is certain’.22

20 Life of Johnson, ed. Rogers, 301.
21 These lives are collected in Early Biographical Writings of Dr Johnson, ed. J. D.

Fleeman (Farnborough, 1973).
22 Lonsdale, ii. 17.
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Yet the more sustained Lives have an extraordinary narrative
force. Partly this is a consequence of Johnson’s moralism. For him,
biography provides corrective lessons. In ‘Milton’ this is striking
still, and was controversial in his own day. Since the late seventeenth
century, the effort of admirers had been to detach Milton the poet
from his political views and actions. Addison’s Spectator papers on
Paradise Lost had successfully celebrated the poem as the great
English epic and the proper reading for a cultured Christian. In
one of his own Idler essays, Johnson had mocked a contemporary
reverence for the poet: his vacuous littérateur Dick Minim prospers
by parroting the platitudes of the day, one of which is Milton’s pre-
eminence. ‘Milton is the only writer whose booksMinim can read for
ever without weariness.’23 Johnson had himself confirmed Milton’s
pre-eminence only a few years earlier, when he had added to the new
(1773) edition of his Dictionary a tissue of further, often lengthy,
quotations from Paradise Lost.24 In the Lives, he was determined to
return his genteel readers to the ‘surly and acrimonious republican’
of the past. In the biographical section of ‘Milton’ he insists on the
poet’s appetite for intolerant ideological controversy, sticking closer
than he needs to the pamphlet battles of the 1640s and 1650s, making
the reader follow the progress of Milton’s disputes and outbursts. He
was pleased to discover in Milton’s private life the traits that would
explain his political affiliations. He was ‘severe and arbitrary’ in his
‘domestic relations’, treating his wife and daughters ‘as subordinate
and inferior beings’ (p. 93). ‘It has been observed, that they who most
loudly clamour for liberty do not most liberally grant it.’ In a
different way this is also true of ‘Swift’. His life of Swift is almost
all biography, his poetry amounting, in Johnson’s view, to rather
little. More than any other of the Lives, Johnson’s ‘Swift’ chooses to
be ‘unfair’. In its very opening he takes the complexity of Swift’s
sense of national identity—a celebrated Irish patriot who called
himself an Englishman—as a sign of bad faith. Was he English or
Irish? ‘The question may, without much regret, be left in the ob-
scurity in which he delighted to involve it’ (p. 318). He takes Swift’s
habit of travelling on foot as evidence of ‘a passion which seems to

23 Idler, no. 61 (16 June 1759).
24 See Allen Reddick, The Making of Johnson’s Dictionary 1746–1773 (Cambridge,

1990), 122–30.
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have been deep fixed in his heart, the love of a shilling’ (p. 320). Such
biographical ill will is visible to any reader, but Johnson also
conflated incidents and juggled chronology to make. Swift seem
politically mercenary.25 He was determined that there was something
wrong with Swift. His satirical output betokened some unnatural
condition, some warping of humanity. Isolated as an old man, his
thoughts ‘being neither renovated by discourse, nor increased by
reading, wore gradually away, and left his mind vacant to the vexa-
tions of the hour, till at last his anger was heightened into madness’.
This is where satirical misanthropy leads, Johnson is almost glad
to say.
But the Lives is not all biography. Johnson also provided what his

original title page called ‘critical observations’ on his poets. In fact,
each substantial life follows a tripartite pattern. First there is a
biographical narrative, then a brief ‘character’ of the writer con-
cerned, then an ‘examination’ of his major works. Johnson’s ‘exam-
inations’ aroused as much controversy as his biographies, and have
given us some famous quotations concerning English poetry. On
metaphysical poetry: ‘heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence
together’ (p. 16). On Milton, ‘Milton’s delight was to sport in the
wide regions of possibility; reality was a scene too narrow for his
mind’ (p. 104). On The Rape of the Lock: ‘New things are made
familiar, and familiar things are made new’ (p. 427). On Gray’s odes:
‘He has a kind of strutting dignity, and is tall by walking on tiptoe’
(p. 460). For all his wonder at Paradise Lost, what we recall is his
‘None ever wished it longer than it is’ (p. 108). This is sometimes
quoted as if it were dismissive, but in fact it is the line with which
Johnson calls himself back from the poem’s sublimity to ordinary
‘recreation’. The influence of the Lives on later generations has partly
been a consequence of this quotability: arguments are refined and
concentrated by such summings up. Johnson was not the first to
describe the features of metaphysical poetry, but, after the Lives, it is
invariably his verdict with which critics have contended. Equally,
Johnson did not invent the interest in what we might call ‘national
biography’ (his own work was greatly facilitated by William Oldys’s
recent multi-volume reference work Biographia Britannica), yet he

25 Martin Maner, The Philosophical Biographer. Doubt and Dialectic in Johnson’s Lives
of the Poets (Athens, Ga. 1988), ch. 5.
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did show the power of the ‘literary life’ as a genre. Many of the
most memorable anecdotes in the Lives are lifted from earlier
printed sources, but it is thanks to Johnson that they became so
well known.

Johnson’s critical judgements are often sceptical, and would have
seemed subversive of the booksellers’ project if his Lives had
appeared as prefaces to the works they described, as originally
intended. The modern reader who reads the minor lives is struck
by his low estimation of many of his authors, and his aspersions on
some of the writing of even the authors he admired. He begins his
critical survey of John Gay’s work with ‘As a poet, he cannot be rated
very high’ (p. 235). Of James Hammond, ‘It would be hard to find in
all his productions three stanzas that deserve to be remembered’.26

Of Ambrose Philips, ‘He has added nothing to English poetry’.27

Some of this is the consequence of Johnson being contracted to
pronounce on poets he had not chosen and did not admire, but it is
more than this. The discovery of ‘faults’ was part of his business.
When he examines Paradise Lost, he can hardly give it greater praise.
It is ‘a poem, which, considered with respect to design, may claim the
first place, and with respect to performance the second, among
the productions of the human mind’ (p. 99). Yet even here appreci-
ation must give way to deprecation. ‘The defects and faults of
Paradise Lost, for faults and defects every work of man must have,
it is the business of impartial criticism to discover’ (p. 106). Johnson
then devotes as many pages to these ‘faults and defects’ as he has
done to achievement of the poem. It is sometimes thought that
Johnson’s antagonism to Milton’s politics and religious enthusiasm
might explain this anatomy of failings. In fact, the business of finding
fault is a constitutional habit of Johnson’s criticism. His Preface to
Shakespeare, published a decade-and-a-half earlier, famously vindi-
cated the playwright from the ‘petty cavils’ of neoclassical critics and
helped establish Shakespeare as the greatest of English writers. Yet it
then dedicated several pages to Shakespeare’s ‘faults’.

Why was fault finding so important? Johnson gave his own answer
in a Rambler essay when he said that the faults of a good writer were
‘dangerous’ because of ‘the influence of his example’, and that they
needed to be ‘discovered and stigmatized, before they have the

26 Lonsdale, iii. 117. 27 Ibid. iv. 116.
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sanction of antiquity conferred upon them’.28 This is a symptom of
Johnson’s concern with ‘correctness’, a critical criterion that
belonged to his age and that we find difficult to recognize. There
were conventions governing diction, allusion, poetic form, and gen-
eric consistency that a poet should try to observe. But it is also a more
personal concern. Like some of the greatest literary critics of the
twentieth century—one thinks of William Empson or Christopher
Ricks—Johnson believed that poetry must pass the tests of reason
and experience. He would not be blinded by technique or fooled by a
blur of fine-sounding words. Thus his sardonic version of Thomas
Gray’s poetical extravagance. ‘In 1757 he published The Progress of
Poetry and The Bard, two compositions at which the readers of
poetry were at first content to gaze in mute amazement’ (p. 454). It
was thanks to a few critics who championed these poems that their
status was assured, and ‘many were content to be shewn beauties
which they could not see’. His subsequent close reading of ‘the two
Sister Odes’ acknowledges the ‘cumbrous splendour’ of Gray’s odes,
but catalogues the examples of incoherence, illogicality, and even
meaninglessness that he finds as he reads through them. Sometimes
this sceptical spirit amounts to a suspicion that poetry is out to trick
the reader. When Johnson ‘examines’ Pope’s Essay on Man, he
shakes his head at the evidence of the poet’s ‘genius’ (p. 453). Here
are ‘the dazzling splendour of imagery, and the seductive powers of
eloquence’, but they are deployed exactly in order to ‘dazzle’ and to
‘seduce’. The poem consists of commonplaces made to seem won-
derful by the poet’s ‘ornaments’. ‘Never were penury of knowledge
and vulgarity of sentiment so happily disguised.’ With his ‘blaze of
embellishment’ and ‘sweetness of melody’, Pope, in effect, sets about
deceiving the reader.
The belief that good criticism involves undeceiving the reader

is behind his treatment of metaphysical poetry in ‘Cowley’. When
Johnson refers to ‘a race of writers that may be termed the
metaphysical poets’ he was not coining a phrase but confirming a
category. Dryden and Pope had both recognized this type of poetry.
But Johnson sought to make ‘metaphysical’ a pejorative term.
There is something almost excessive in his quarrel with metaphysical
poetry, which sometimes amounts to a recognition of its qualities.

28 The Rambler, no. 93 (5 Feb. 1751).
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The suspicion is strengthened by his tussle with Donne, a bad
example to others in Johnson’s opinion, but clearly a powerful one.
His first comment on Donne—‘a man of very extensive and various
knowledge’—is a candid compliment. Displaying lines from Donne’s
‘To the Countess of Bedford IV’ as being ‘too scholastick’, he con-
cedes ‘they are not inelegant’ (p. 19); lines from another Donne poem
are ‘yet more abstruse and profound’. The last adjective wavers
between exasperation and unwilling admiration. Quoting Donne’s
analogy between two lovers and the two feet of a pair of compasses,
he doubts ‘whether absurdity or ingenuity has the better claim’
(p. 30). ‘Who but Donne would have thought that a good man is a
telescope’ (p. 22). Is this disapproval or concealed admiration?

In ‘Cowley’ he also makes apparent his low estimation of certain
traditional genres, notably pastoral (‘which requires no acquaint-
ance of the living world’) and love poetry (‘amorous ditties’).
These prejudices persist. He disdainfully characterizes Epitaphium
Damonis, Milton’s commemorative poem in Latin, occasioned by the
death of his friend Charles Diodati, as ‘the common but childish
imitation of pastoral life’ (p. 60). He is famously unimpressed by
Milton’s greatest elegiac poem, Lycidas, gruffly dismissing its allu-
sions to classical mythology: ‘Where there is leisure for fiction there
is little grief ’ (p. 95). Oddly enough, the modern reader may find it
easier to take pleasure in the lyrical artificiality of Milton’s poem, and
not to worry about the putative feelings of the poet. Johnson char-
acterizes the pastoral form of Lycidas as ‘easy, vulgar, and therefore
disgusting’ (p. 95). The word ‘disgusting’ is a milder one than it has
since become, but it is clear that the poem’s very genre is enough to
diminish it in Johnson’s eyes.29 Pastoral drama, he says in ‘Gay’, is
inherently contemptible. ‘Such scenes please Barbarians in the dawn
of literature, and children in the dawn of life; but will be for the most
part thrown away, as men grow wise, and nations grow learned’
(p. 237). What now seem his odder critical judgements are often
shaped by his disdain for certain genres or poetic forms. In ‘Milton’
he dismisses the poet’s sonnet about the death of his wife,
‘Methought I saw my late espoused saint’, a beautiful and subtle
revisiting of the Alcestis myth. When he calls it a ‘poor sonnet’
(p. 70) he may be thinking of the triviality of the form rather than

29 See his discussion of pastoral in the Rambler, nos. 36 and 37 (July 1750).
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the quality of Milton’s use of it. Later in ‘Milton’ he observes, as if
it were beyond argument, that the ‘fabrick of a sonnet’, while suited
to Italian, a language with easy and frequent rhymes, has ‘never
succeeded’ in English.
Some of his fixed prejudices about particular genres are, and are

felt to be, personal. The most significant is his discomfort about
religious, and in particular devotional, verse. In the eighteenth cen-
tury this would have included a large part of the output of living
poets. He is best known for the comments in ‘Waller’. ‘Contempla-
tive piety, or the intercourse between God and the human soul,
cannot be poetical.’ It is a useful corrective to the assumption that
the believer warms to religious poetry in a way that the unbeliever
cannot. Some of the poets of the seventeenth century whose religious
verse is now universally admired, Donne, Herbert, or Vaughan,
address God poetically in a manner that Johnson deplored. ‘Man
admitted to implore the mercy of his Creator, and plead the merits of
his Redeemer, is already in a higher state than poetry can confer.’30

The topics of Christian devotion are few and universal, and the
‘novelty’ that good poetry promises is inappropriate decoration
and distraction. The thought returns frequently in the Lives. He
expresses, for instance, his undisguised admiration for the piety of
Isaac Watts, even though he was an obdurate Dissenter. He com-
mends all his writing except his religious verse: ‘his devotional poetry
is, like that of others, unsatisfactory’. The failure is inevitable,
for ‘the sanctity of the matter rejects the ornaments of figurative
diction’.31

A more positive prejudice that shapes his judgements would have
seemed uncontroversial to most of his readers. This was the belief
that writing in English—and particularly poetry in English—was fit
to be admired because it had been improved by the efforts of
outstanding writers. There is a narrative of increasing refinement
that runs under the Lives. Johnson quotes with approbation Prior’s
judgement that Denham and Waller ‘improved our versification’.32

Denham ought to be read with ‘gratitude’ because he ‘improved our
taste, and advanced our language’.33 After an ‘examination’ of
Waller’s verse that is mostly a catalogue of his deficiencies, Johnson
concedes, ‘it cannot be denied that he added something to our

30 Lonsdale, ii. 53. 31 Ibid. iv. 110. 32 Ibid. i. 237. 33 Ibid. 241.
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elegance of diction, and something to our propriety of thought’.34

The arithmetical metaphor is telling: Waller has made his contribu-
tion to the progress of ‘our’ poetry. He and Denham, he says in his
life of Dryden, began a poetic ‘reformation’ that cured poets of their
itch for irrational conceits (p. 121). Metaphysical ingenuity was a
phase that English poetry had to grow out of. Though Johnson is not
consistent on this, he sometimes writes as if poetry, indeed literary
English more generally, had been steadily improved over the pre-
ceding two centuries. It was conventional in the eighteenth century
to believe that different cultural forms had become more polished,
more refined, more ‘polite’ (to use a favoured term of the period)
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The very edition to
which Johnson had been asked to contribute his prefaces was evi-
dence of this belief. The booksellers were not expecting prospective
purchasers to believe that Granville, Pitt, or Somerville were poets to
rank with Dryden and Pope, but they were investing in the idea that,
by the late eighteenth century, there existed a respectable body of
elegant, sophisticated English poetry.

Dryden is venerated, says Johnson, because ‘he refined the lan-
guage, improved the sentiments, and tuned the numbers of English
Poetry’ (p. 172). The ‘ruggedness’ of early seventeenth-century
poets such as Donne and Jonson cannot be thought a virtue. Johnson
may have confessed some unwilling admiration of Donne’s ingenuity
in his metaphysical lyrics, but in his ‘Pope’ he talks of the ‘imbecil-
lity’ of his satires (p. 397). Dryden, being ‘elegant’ and ‘easy’ and
‘smooth’, is evidently more advanced. In particular he successfully
arrived at ‘poetical diction’, a ‘system of words . . . refined from the
grossness of domestick use’ (p. 172). (It will be just this establish-
ment of ‘poetical diction’ against which Wordsworth rebels in his
Preface to Lyrical Ballads, only a couple of decades later.) Dryden
rescued English poetry from ‘savageness’, no less, and made English
an appropriate language into which to translate classical verse
(p. 173). ‘Whatever subjects employed his pen, he was still improv-
ing our measures and embellishing our language’ (p. 198). When the
now forgotten Earl of Roscommon, who translated Horace’s Ars
Poetica and wrote his own poetic Essay on Translated Verse, is praised
as ‘the only correct writer in verse before Addison’35 the praise is

34 Ibid. ii. 55. 35 Ibid. 20.
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clearly limited. ‘He is elegant, but not great.’36 He is all smoothness
and precision: never an inexact rhyme or a hitch in the rhythm. And
this is enough to have made him an agent of progress. ‘He improved
taste, if he did not enlarge knowledge, and may be numbered among
the benefactors to English literature.’ Johnson never explicitly ques-
tions the narrative of refinement, but there is some faint praise. He
calls Addison’s prose ‘the model of the middle style’, but expands the
judgement in an almost disappointed manner. ‘Addison never devi-
ates from the track to snatch a grace; he seeks no ambitious orna-
ments, and tries no hazardous innovations.’37 Johnson’s sense of
improvement is strongest when he is looking at translation. When
he examines Pope’s individual poems, he delights in The Rape of the
Lock and Eloisa to Abelard, but it is only when he reaches Pope’s Iliad
that he finds English poetry in Pope’s debt. ‘He cultivated our
language with so much diligence and art, that he has left in his
Homer a treasure of poetical elegances to posterity’ (p. 429).

The narrative of improvement was of its age, but Johnson’s
biographical attention to human and poetic failure goes against this
official story. Even his extraordinary prose style carries the energy of
contradiction, often mirroring the self-bafflement of one of his
authors. Here is a characteristic sentence, describing Swift’s increas-
ing isolation in the latter part of his life. ‘After the death of Stella, his
benevolence was contracted, and his severity exasperated; he drove
his acquaintance from his table, and wondered why he was deserted.’
The pairings of antitheses and synonyms have the neatness of a
rhyming couplet, but the pattern clinches a human contrariness.
The bifurcations of Johnson’s prose more often describe contradic-
tion than balance, as when he sketches Swift’s painful state of mind:
‘the rage of neglected pride and the languishment of unsatisfied
desire’ (p. 344). In ‘Savage’, these patterns are comic as well as
contradictory. ‘It was his peculiar happiness, that he scarcely ever
found a stranger, whom he did not leave a friend; but it must likewise
be added, that he had not often a friend long, without obliging him
to become a stranger’ (p. 269). ‘[H]e contented himself with the
applause of men of judgement, and was somewhat disposed to
exclude all those from the character of men of judgement who did

36 Ibid. 23. 37 Ibid. iii. 38.
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not applaud him’ (p. 276). Behind the elegant chiasmus of these
sentences (Johnson’s favourite abba pattern) is an ordinary human
nature that we can imagine very well.

It was in the early Life of Savage that Johnson developed a kind of
mock-verbosity, casting ignoble human behaviour into the form of
resounding euphemism. Responding to the accusation that Savage
would satirize in print those whom he cultivated as friends, Johnson
observes, ‘it must be confessed, that Mr. Savage’s esteem was no very
certain possession’ (p. 262). The impersonal circumlocution is all the
funnier because we realize that personal observation of Savage lies
behind it. Later Johnson explains that a pension from the Queen,
though it might have ‘kept an exact œconomist from want’, was ‘very
far from being sufficient for Mr. Savage, who had never been accus-
tomed to dismiss any of his appetites without the gratification which
they solicited’ (p. 285). The periphrasis makes a show of avoiding the
vulgar truth: Savage was a spendthrift. This technique is revived in
the later Lives. Pope’s letters ‘exhibit a perpetual and unclouded
effulgence of general benevolence and particular fondness’ (p. 412).
The nebulous words mock the poet’s disingenuous wordiness.
Gray’s indolence as a Professor of History who never got round to
giving any lectures left the poet ‘uneasy at his neglect of duty, and
appeasing his uneasiness with designs of reformation, and with a
resolution which he believed himself to have made of resigning the
office, if he found himself unable to discharge it’ (p. 455). The syntax
drolly mimics the twists of Gray’s pretensions. For the best
writers have the most ability to deceive themselves. No wonder
that Johnson’s eloquently ‘mournful narratives’ of their lives have
proved so entertaining. Johnson would have us see that authors do
what we all would do.
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NOTE ON THE TEXT

The text is taken from Roger Lonsdale’s Oxford University Press
edition The Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets; with Critical
Observations on their Works, 4 vols. (2006). This is based on the
4-volume 1783 edition of The Lives of the Most Eminent English
Poets, the last to be published in Johnson’s lifetime. As Lonsdale
argues in his introduction (vol. i., pp. 182-4), it is clear that Johnson
himself undertook thorough revision of the previous (1781) edition
for this edition. Furthermore, there is evidence from a surviving
section of the text marked up for amendment by Johnson that all the
revisions for the 1783 edition were authorial.
All footnotes are by Johnson. Asterisks in the text indicate an

explanatory note at the back of the book.
The following authors were included in Johnson’s original Lives of

the Poets but are not included in the present selection:

addison
akens ide
blackmore
broome
butler
coll ins
denham
dorset
duke
dyer
fenton
garth
granville
hal ifax

hammond
hughes
k ing
lyttelton
mallet
otway
parnell
phil ips , a .
ph il ips , j .
p itt
pomfret
pr ior
roscommon
rowe

sheff ield
shenstone
smith
somerv ile
sprat
stepney
thomson
tickell
waller
walsh
watts
west
yalden
toung
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A CHRONOLOGY OF SAMUEL JOHNSON

1709 Samuel Johnson born (7 September, OS; 18, NS) at Lichfield,
Staffordshire.

1712 Taken to London to be touched by Queen Anne for ‘the Evil’
(scrofula). Nathanael Johnson (brother) born.

1717 Enters Lichfield Grammar School.

1726 Visits his cousin, the Revd Cornelius Ford, at Stourbridge,
Worcestershire; attends school there.

1728 Enters Pembroke College, Oxford, in October; leaves December
1729.

1731 Michael Johnson (father) dies.

1732 Teaches for some months at Market Bosworth, Leicestershire.

1733 At Birmingham. Translates Lobo’s Voyage to Abyssinia (pub-
lished 1735).

1735 Marries Elizabeth Porter (widow of Harry Porter, and mother of
Jervis, Joseph, and Lucy Porter).

1736 Opens school at Edial, near Lichfield. Begins Irene.

1737 Nathanael Johnson dies. Moves to London (March) with David
Garrick.

1738 Begins writing for Edward Cave’s Gentleman’s Magazine; pub-
lishes London: A Poem in Imitation of the Third Satire of Juvenal.

1739 Marmor Norfolciense, A Complete Vindication of the Licensers of the
Stage (anti-government pamphlets). ‘Life of Boerhaave’; transla-
tion of Crousaz’s Commentary on Pope’s Essay on Man.

1740 Lives of Admiral Robert Blake, Sir Francis Drake, Jean-Philippe
Barretier.

1741–4 ‘Life of Sydenham’. Contributions to Harleian Miscellany and
catalogue of the Harleian library. ‘Debates in the Senate of
Lilliput’ and other journalism for the Gentleman’s Magazine.
Life of Savage.

1745 Proposals (abortive) for an edition of Shakespeare. Miscellaneous
Observations on Macbeth.

1746 Signs contract for Dictionary.

1749 The Vanity of Human Wishes. Irene performed and published.

1750 Begins The Rambler (to 1752).



1752 Elizabeth (‘Tetty’) Johnson (wife) dies.

1753 Contributes to The Adventurer.

1754 Publishes biography of Edward Cave.

1755 Dictionary of the English Language published; awarded honorary
MA degree by Oxford University.

1758 Begins The Idler (to 1760).

1759 Sarah Johnson (mother) dies. Rasselas.

1762 Awarded annual pension of £300 by government.

1763 Meets James Boswell.

1764 Founds ‘the Club’: members include Sir Joshua Reynolds, Oliver
Goldsmith, and Edmund Burke.

1765 Edition of Shakespeare published. Meets Mr and Mrs Henry
Thrale. Honorary LL D, Trinity College, Dublin.

1766 Severe depression; recovers with help of Mrs Thrale.

1770 The False Alarm.

1771 Thoughts on Falkland’s Islands.

1773 Revised editions of Dictionary and Shakespeare published. Tours
Scotland (August to November) with Boswell.

1774 Tours Wales with the Thrales. The Patriot.

1775 Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland. Taxation No Tyranny.
Honorary DCL, Oxford. Visits France with the Thrales.

1777 Agreement with booksellers to write prefaces to works of English
poets (The Lives of the Poets). Unsuccessful campaign to reprieve
the Revd William Dodd, condemned to be hanged for forgery.

1779 First four volumes of Lives of the Poets published.

1781 Henry Thrale dies. Last six volumes of Lives published.

1782 ‘On the Death of Dr Robert Levet’.

1783 Stroke, temporary loss of speech. Recovers; during winter of
1783–4 ill and depressed.

1784 Dies 13 December. Buried in Westminster Abbey, 20 December.
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