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Such an carthquake startles and perhaps frightens you,
but it is an exciting and thrilling experience, and when
it-is over vou feel that you wouldn’t ‘have missed it
for anything. .Yes, indecd; a tremendous.companion.

I have kept my word, and have not given you a
learned lecture on’ Fnglish literature—mot because 1
have ‘a low opinion of your undérstanding, but because
I believe in -leaving specialist tasks to experts.. Yet |
realise that some risk attaches even to this unpreten-
tious talk: Like the youth in Sa’di:"“ I fear that 1 may
be asked what I. do not know, and be put to shame.”
But I hope that that will not happen to me whlch hap-
pened to the Sufi: :

“Hast thou heard how a Suﬁ drove - -
- ;,VA few nails.under his sandals, - -

o And an officer, takmg him. by the sleeve,
+ . :Said. to, him:. ‘Come and -shoe my horse.”” .
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Johnson died in December, 1784—nearly 160 vears
ago, and the interest taken in his life and character
scems to go on increasing. Most of what we know about
Lhim is found in Boswell, though there are supplement-
ary sources as well.

It is sometimes suggested that the Johnson we
know existed largely in Boswell’s imagination, and that
what Boswell wrote was in reality a fine work of fietion.
1 do not accept this. Apart from confirmatory “evidence
from other sources. Boswell’s Life scems to me authen-
tic. not only because it tells us the bad about Johnson
as well as the good, but mainly because the book, like
a good coin, rings true.

Let me conelude with two contemporary com-
ments on Jolhinson. In the early days of his acquaintance
with Johnson, Boswell complained to a friend that sitting
up late with Johuson and drinking port (it was before
Johnson became a great teadrinker) affected his nerves
for some time after. The friend, however, who had nev-
cr even seen Johmnson Dbut was excited by what he had
heard of him from Boswell, exclaimed: “Better be pal-
sied at eighteen than not keep company with such a
man.” But the comment which makes the greatest ap-
peal to me is that of a man who, after listening to the
Doctor’s rather thunderous conversation, said: “He is
indeed a tremendous companion.” This was perhaps not
meant in a wholly complimentary sense, but 1 accept
the epithet. Tremendous is just the word for any great
phenomenom of nature. Demavend is tremendous. Nia-
gara [‘alls are tremendous. An ecarthquake is tremen-

dous. Perhaps Johnson resembled nost a mild earthquake.
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a success. And indeed Johnson was a difficult visitor.
To begin with, he would stay up late. Then his man-
ners were unattractive. And he had several bad habits,
such as turning candles upside down {o make them
burn more brightly and dropping the wax on the floor.
Morcover Mrs. Bosweli did not like Johnson’s influence
over her husband, to whom she said bitterly: “I have
seen many a bear led by a man; but I never before
saw a man led by a bear.” Mrs. Boswell was careful to
be polite and attentive to Johnson, but he felt her hos-
ility and was pained by it.

Time however made them friends, and now she
writes him a letter which would draw any man, not
wholly motionless, a great way. But by now Johnson
is almost wholly motionless. He has to keep his room,
depending for company upon those friends who can vis-
it him, and on the letters he rececives—letters which
he continues to answer in characteristic style so long
as he can hold a pen. In one he protests against being
told so often about the balloon which many of his cor-
respondents had seen—presumably one of the balloons
which the Montgolfier Dbrothers had just invented in
I'rance. He writes: “1 liave three letters this day, all a-
bout the balloon. Do not write about the balloon, what-
ever else you may think proper to say.” Soon he can
write no more. He can do nothing but wait for the end
He waits with patience and tranquillity, the despondency
which used to haunt him in the days of his strength all
gone. He is ill and very weak—Dbut not too weak to cor-
rect his doctor, when the doctor, quoting some Latin
poet, substitutes supremum for extremum and thereby
spoils the metre. ’
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Let us look at Johnson at the age of 74. He is
suffering from dropsy, and is no longer the manhe was.
Then he has a slight stroke of apoplexy, which de-
prives him of his spcech for a time. He describes in a
letter to a friend how he woke up with a feeling of
confusion in his head, and how he uttered a prayer that
at least his mind might be spared. With complete sim-
plicity he relatcs that in order to test his mental pow-
crs he made his prayer in Latin verse, and that, al-
though the lines were not good, he concluded, from the
fact that he was able to sce that they were not good,
that his mind was untouched. Ile recovered from the
stroke, but he continued to suffer from dropsy, and he
was afflicted with asthma too. Yet he managed to get
about and even to make some long journeys to stay
with friends, including of course his beloved Langtons.
He even established another club, and we find him writ-
ing to Sir Joshua Reynolds, asking him to join, and
warning him that the members are to meet three times
a week on pain of a fine of twopence for cvery absence.

Boswell is at his home at Auchinleck, in Scotland,
and being unable to come to London to see his old

friend, he begs Johnson to pay them a visit. Johnson
says in his reply that he is doubtful whether he will

be able to travel so far, though, he adds, “Such a letter
as Mrs. Boswell's would draw any man, not wholly
motionless, a great way.” Now there was a time when
Mrs. Boswell would not have written Johuson so kind a-
letter. When Johnson visited Scotland he stayed for
some days with Boswell and Mrs. Boswell, but in spite
of Boswell’s desire that the two persons he loved best
in the world should like each other, the visit was not
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said: “Ignorance, Madam, pure ignorance.” And when
-a very young girl asked him why he made such strange
gestures Johnson replicd: “I'rom bad habit. And do you,
my dear, take care to guard against bad habits.”

Johnson had a great dislike of what he called
cant i.e. affccting to have finer or nobler feelings than
one really possesses. He once told Boswell of an imper-
tinent excuse which he gave to his tutor at Oxford.
“That, sir,” said Boswell, sycophantically, “was great
fortitude of mind.” “No, sir,” said Johnson, “stark insen-
sibility.” Many people who know nothing else about
Johnson know that he said “Clear your mind of cant.”
He did say that, but with the emphasis on the word
mind. Boswell had been saying that he would not like
‘to be a Member of Parliament, because if he were and
public affairs went badly, he would be too deeply dis-
tressed. Johnson thought this exaggerated, and rightly
so, and he said: “My dcar friend, clear your mind of
cant. You may falk as other people do: you may say
to a man ‘Sir, I am vour most humble servant.” You are
not his most humble servani. You tell a man, ‘I am
sorry you had such bad wecather and were so much
wet.” You don’t care sixpence whether he is wet or
dry. You may falk in this manner: it is a mode of talk-
ing in socicty: but don’t think foolishly.”

* %

I have not followed Johnson's life year by year,
but have selected characteristic trails and utterances
from various periods; and now this talk, like John-
son’s life, must draw to an end. :
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Having been asked which of two unimportant
poets was the better, he said: “Sir, there is no settling
the point of precedency between a louse and a flea.”
—A man introduced his brother to Johnson, saying:
“When we have sat together some time you will find
my brother grow very entertaining.” “Sir,” said John-
son, *I can wait.” And what could be neater than his
comment on a man who after being very unhappy in
his married life, marricd again very soon after his first
wife's death: Johnson called this the triumph of hope
over experience. Even Johnson’s stupid prejudice against
the Scotch—a prejudice for which he admitied that he
could find no rational explanation—is illumined by one
brilliant jibe. Johnson always complained that too ma-
ny Scots came to England. He did not live long enough
to see that this migration would bring great profit to
England and to the Empire. and that if any harm was

done by it, it was to Scotland, and he kept his griev-
ance all his life. Yet even a Scot might forgive John-

son for the sake of this brilliant stroke of wit. Someone
had been lamenting that public affairs were in a bad
way and exclaimed, “Poor old England is lost!” “Sir,”
said Johnson, “it is not so much to be regretted that
old England is lost, as that the Scotch have found it.”

Johnson could be biting and arrogant at times,
but he could also be disarmingly humble and modest.
Perhaps the most familiar story about Johnson concerns
one of the worst mistakes in his dictionary—his defini-
tion of the pastern of a horse (the part immediately a-
bove the hoof) as a horse’s knee. A lady asked Johnson
why he had written this. She expected to hear some
learned delence of the definition, but Johnson only
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book? We know that he knew aboutit, because when
Hanway published a dull book about a journey in Eng-
land, Johnson said *Jonas acquired some reputation by
travelling abroad, but lost it by travelling at home,” but
it is my belief that he refused to read Hanway's book
because he disapproved of Hanway. Hanway shocked
and annoyed Johunson by publishing an essay in which
he attacked the drinking of—tea. This touched Johnson
very closely. He drank enormous quantities of tea, and
nothing pleased him better than to “dally over a dish
of tea” with another good talker. He wrote a ferocious
answer to Hanway, who replied, and then Johnson wrote
the final word. No, you could not expect any considera-
tion of Hanway from johnson, who said of himself that
in the matter of tea he was “a hardened sinner who
had for years diluted his meals with the infusion of
that fascinating plant; whose tca-kettle had no time to
cool; who with tea solaced the midnight hour, and with
tea welcomed in the morning.” To those who say that
this is far-fetched, because no man could be so obstin-
ate and unreasonable, I reply that many years ago I
knew an Englishman who, when once in danger of be-
ing drowned, would not shout for help, because the on-
ly person who could have heard his cries and come to

his assistance was a man whom he disliked and despised.

L3
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As a contrast to the long, formal letters which
have been quoted, let us take a few of the pithy
comments which Johnson made on the spur of the

moment in conversation.
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“I have seen your son this morning; he seems a
pretty youth, and will, perhaps, find some better friend
than I can procure him; but though he should at last
miss the University, he may still be wise, useful, and
happy.

“] am, Madam,

“Your most humble servant,

“SAM JOHNSON.”

When re-reading Boswell for the purpose of this
talk I kept a watch for any references to Persia. [
found only two—both of them to ancient Persia, whose
history Johnson knew through Latin and Greek authors.

In the romance which [ have mentioned, Rasselas,‘
there is onc paragraph about Persia, but it conveys
very little to the rcader. It runs:

“..1 travelled into Persia, where I saw mauny re-
mains of ancient magnificence, and observed many new
accemmodations of life. The Persians are a nation emi-
nently social, and their assemblies afforded me daily
opportunities of remarking characters and manners, and
of tracing human nature through all its variations.”

Now that was obviously written by a man who
knew nothing about the Persia of his own day. Had he
known anything, it could not have {failed to come out
even in one paragraph. Now six years before Rasselas
was published, Jonas JHlanway published a book on his
travels in Russia and Persia. Hanway was a very well-
known figure in London for he was the first man to
use an umbrella there. Had Johnson not read Hanway’s



— % —

chief happiness which this world affords: but, like all
other pleasures immoderately enjoyed, the excesses of
hope must be expiated by pain; and expectations im-
properly indulged, must end in disappointment. If it be
asked, what is the improper expectation which it is
dangerous to indulge, experience will quickly answer,
that it is such expcctation as is dictated not by reason,
but by desire; expectation raised, not by the common
occurrences of life, but by the wants of the expectant;
an expectation that requires the common course of
things to be changed, and the general rules of action to
be broken.

“When you made your request to me, you should
have considered, Madam, what you were asking. You
ask me to solicit a great man, to whom I never spoke,
for a young person whom I had never seen, upon a
supposition which I had no means of knowing to be
true. There is no reason why, amongst all the great, |
should choose to supplicate the Archbishop, nor why,
among all the possible objects of his bounty, the Arch-
bishop should choose vour son. I know, Madam, how
unwillingly conviction is admitted, when interest op-
poses it; but surely, Madam, you must allow, that there
is no reason why that should be done by me, which
every other man may do with equal reason, and which,
indeed, no man can do properly without some very
particular relation both to the Archbishop and to vou.
If I could help you in this exigence by any proper
means, it would give me pleasure: but this proposal is so
very remote from usual methods, that I cannot comply
with it, but at the risk of such answer and suspicions
as 1 believe you do not wish me to undergo.
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and, when he has reached ground, encumbers him with
lielp? The notice which you have been pleased to take of
my labours, had it been early, had been kind; but it
has been delayed till 1 am indifferent, and cannot enjoy
it; till T am solitary, and cannot impart it; till I am
known, and do not wantit. I hope it is no very cynical
asperity, not to confess obligations where no benefit
has been received, or to be unwilling that the Publick
should consider me as owing that to a Patron, which
Providence has enabled me to do for myself.

“Having carried on my work thus far with .so
little obligation to any favourer of learning, I shall
not be disappointed though | should conclude it, if less
be possible, with less; for I have been long wakened
from that dream of hope, in which I once boasted my-
sell with so much exultation.

“My Lord,
“Your Lordship’s most humble
“Most obedient servant,

SAM JOHNSON.”

PRI
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The second letter is less well known, but just as good.
A lady had asked Johnson to request the Archbishop
of Canterbury to obtain a universily education for her
son. Johnson, who knew neither the Archbishop nor the
lady’s son, replied as follows:

“Madam,

“I hope you will believe that my delay in answer-
ing your letter could proceed only from my unwil-
lingness to destroy any hope that you had formed.
Hope is iiself a species of happiness, and, perhaps, the



— 24

is recommended {o the publick, were written by your
Lordship. To be so distinguished, is an honour, which,
being very little accustomed to favours from the great,
I know not well how to receive, or in what terms fto

acknowledge.

“When, upon some slight encouragement, I first
visited your Lordship, I was overpowered, like the rest
of mankind, by the enchantment of your address, and
could not forbear to wish that I might boast myself Le
vainqueur du vainqueur de la terre;—that I might obtain
that regard for which I saw the world contending; but
I found my attendance so litile encouraged, that neither
pride nor modesty would suffer me to continue it. When
I bad once addressed your Lordship in publick, I had
cxhausted all the art of pleasing which a retired and
uncourtly scholar can possess. I had done all that I
could; and no man is well pleased to have his all neg-
lected, be it ever so little.

“Seven years, my Lord, have now passed, since
[ waited in your outward rooms, or was repulsed from
vour door; during which time 1 have been pushing on
my work through difficultics, of which it is useless to
complain, and have brought it, at last, to the verge of
publication, without one act ol assistance, one word of
encouragement, or one smile of favour. Such treatment
I did not expect, for I never had a Patron before.

“The shepherd in Virgil grew at last acquainted
with Love, and found him a native of the rocks.

“Is not a Patron, my Lord, one who looks with
unconcern on a man struggling for life in the water,
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to secure Lord Chesterfield’s support, but being rebuff-
ed he made no further approach. When Johnson had
become well known and his dictionary was about to be
published, there appeared in a magazine two articles
praising the author and expressing confidence that the
dictionary would be worthy of him. These articleswere
known to have been writien by Lord Chesterfield,
whose object was supposed 1o be to induce Johnson to
dedicate the dictionary to him. Johnson however was
not to be conciliated by this belated flattery.

There are some who say that Johnson was un-
grateful, and indeed it is admilted that Johnson once
received ten pounds from Lord Chestetfield; but apart
from the fact that ten pounds was an insignificant sum
in comparison with Lord Chesterfield’s wealth and
pretensions, and with Johnson’s remarkable talents,
what Johnson wanted more than money, [ think, was

encouragement and sympatby.

I find no evidence that Johnson wascapable of the
sin of ingratitude. On the contrary. See what he said
when an old friend, Harvey, died: “Harvey was a vici-
ous man, ~ he said, “but verykind to me. If you call a
dog Harvey, I shall love him.” No, 1 think that Lord
Chesterfield deseved the letter he received. Here it is.
“To The Right Honourable The Earl of Chesterfield.

February 7,1755.
“My Lord,

“I have been lately informed, by the proprietor
of the World, that two papers, in which my Dictionary
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Everything that we read about Langton shows him to

have been an intelligent man of high character with
an attractive family, and Johnson’s relations with them
reveal him as one capable of feeling and of awakening
the deepest affection. One ol the letters written in
the last year of Johnson's life is addressed to the
seven-year-old daughtcer of Bennet Langton. It begins:

“My dearest Miss Jenny,

I am sorry thatyour pretty letter has been so
long without being answered; but when 1 am not
pretty well, I do not always write plain enough

for voung ladies...”

Boswell, who hLad the letter before him as he
wrote, records that it was writien in large round cha-
racters, almost like print, so that dearest Miss Jenny
might be able to read it for herself.

That was one kind of letter, but Boswell prints
scores of letters written by Johnson, of many different
kinds. There are business letters, letters full of gossip,
letters in which he gives sound advice to youn ger men
like Boswell and Langton, learned lelters; there is even
a letter of defiance addressed to a writer whose work
Johnson had felt it his duty to criticise and who had
threatened him with violence.

I wish to quote two of Johnson’s letters to illustrate
his more formal style. One of them is famous. It is a
letter to Lord Chesterfield. The story behind it is this.
Lord Chesterfield was a wealthy nobleman who prided
himself as a patron of men of letters. When Johnson

was young and poor and unknown he made an attempt
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almost comic: they are addressed to Revnolds and another
member of the Royal Academy, on bchalf of a penni-
less painter, and they urge that the Academy should
reconsider its decision to exclude from its exhibition

what [ fear was a very bad picture.

* %
*

Johnsonisseen at his best as the host of a blind wid-
ow who was left alone in the world when her father
died, and whom Johnson supported in his house for
some thirty years. As she grew older she became very
fretful and exacting, but Johnson never ceased to treat
her with consideration and patience, and he would even
give up a dinner to which he much wanted to go if she
complained that she was being left alone too often.

The best side of Johnson’s character is well bro-
ught out in his relations with the friend of his who I
think is mentioned more f{requently in Boswell than
any other—Bennet Langton. I once read all through
Boswell again in order to study the numerous refer-
ences to Bennet Langton, because [ found that a lady 1
knew—the wife of one of the sons of Charles Darwin—
had been a Miss Langton, and was in fact a direet des-
cendant of Bennet Langton and possessed some family
papers about him. Langton first appears as a young
man of under twenty who, having read some of John-
son’s essays, asked permission to call upon him.He was
a country gentleman and at the same time a scholar—
particularly in his knowledge of Greek. The young man
and the older took to each other at once, and Johnson
was lhis friend, and later the friend of his wife and then
of his children, until the end of his life.
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character. They weigh light in comparison with his
good qualities.

He led a strict life in an age of loose living,. and
in an age of loose talk he showed that conversation
could be entertaining without being either blasphemous
or foul. He was morally courageous, and he also posses-
sed great physical courage. He insisted on bathing in a
certain pool because he was told that it was dangerous;

he fired an over-loaded gun, as an experiment, because
he was told that it would burst; and when a man took
Johnson’s chair in the wings at the theatre and rude-
ly declined to give it up, Johnson threw him, chair
and all, into the pit.

But, Johnson was above all the kindest of men. He
was kind to all helpless creatures—children, servants,
old people, people who had lost their means or their
employment—even to animals. Even in his poorest days
he would give generously out of the little that he pos-
sessed. More than that, he would do what is sometimes
more difficult than the giving of money: although by
nature very indolent, he would! not only help " others
himself but would Dbestir himself to obtain help for
them from friends and acquaintances.

Many are the letters he wrote on behalf of peop-
lIe in distress. One of them is tragic. A clergyman named
Dr. Dodd had been sentenced to death for forgery, and
Dr. Johnson wrote a letter for him to sign and to send
to the King as an appeal for mercy—a vain appeal, as it
proved: the plca for mercy was rejected, and in accord-
ance with the severe penal code of that time, Dr. Dodd
was executed. There are two other letters which are
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I may however be making excuses for Johnson
which he does not deserve, for we have his own evi-
dence that he was obtuse on this point. In a conversat-
ion with Boswell during the last year of hislife he
spoke with the highest praise of their common friend
Bennet Langton whom, however, he charged with want
of judgment on one occasion.

“When I was ill,” he said, “I desired he would
tell me sincerely in what he thought my life was faulty.
Sir, he brought me a sheet of paper, on which he had
written down several texts of Scripture, recommending
christian charity. And when I questioned him what oc-
casion I had given him for such an animadversion, all
that he could say amounted to this—that I sometimes
contradicied people in conversation. Now what harm does
it do to any man to be contradicted?”

BOSWELL: “l suppose he meant the manner of

doing it; roughly—and harshly.”
JOHNSON: “And who is the worse for that?”

BOSWELL: “It hurts people of weaker nerves.”

JOHNSON: “I Know mno such weak-nerved
people.”

It appears that when the paper was given to
Johnson he was at first pleased with the attention of
his friend, but after first thanking him in an earnest
manner he soon exclaimed in a loud and angry tone
“What is your drift, Sir?” Sir Joshua Reynolds observ-
ed that it was a scene for a comedy, as though a peni-
tent should get into a violent passion and belabour his
confessor. '

I have mentioned some of the defectsinJohnson’s



— 18 —

written in a contrary sense. Here Johnson not only lost
his temper but his good sense too, for he suggested that
his opponent was drunk.

Yet there are many instances where, after being
abrupt and out of humour, he would ask his opponent
to drink wine with him, or would apologise; as when
he held out his hand to a man whom he had criticised
severely and said “Give me your hand, Sir. You were
too tedious, and I was too short.” But when the other
began to explain and pay compliments: “Come, Sir”
said Johnson, “let us have no more of it. We offended
each other by our contention; let us not offend the com-
pany by our compliments.”

I have always found Johnson’s bad temper in argu-
ment difficult to explain because it stands out in strong
contrast to the better side of his nature, and while re-
reading his life for the purpose of this talk I wondered
whether there was not a psychological explanation of
the defect. It is well known that Johnson suffered fre-
quently from a depression of spirits bordering on the
disease wich is now called melancholia. Now just as
one cure for a nervous or too diffident child is to devel-
op any talent it may have so as to give it self-confid-
ence, so I think Johnson was farthest from melancholia
when exercising the talent which he possessed in the
highest degree—the talent for brilliant conversation. Sud-
denly he is brought to a halt by an awkward argument,
as a brilliant skier may be checked by an unforeseen
obstacle. Immediately his self-confidence is disturbed
and in something like panic he strikes out at the hind-
rance which has brought him down to earth.

%
¥
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discouraged by him continued to pay him compliments,
he exclaimed “Dearest lady, consider with yourself what
your {lattery is worth, before you bestow it so freely.”
On one occasion a foreign minister of no great talent
who had hitherto been overlooked in the company, hap-
pened to mention that he had read some of Johnson’s
essayvs in [talian and had admired them much. This put
Jolnson in a high good humour; he paid the Minister
great attention and at his simplest remark would say
“As His Excellency remarks” or “The Ambassador says
well” and would expand and enrich the remark wuntil
it appeared to be of counsequence.

The incident was long remembered by those pre-
sent, and it becamec the custom, wlienever a common-
place remark was made, to say (though not, 1 think, in
Johunson’s hearing), “The Ambassador says well.” But if
it is vanity to be pleased to find one’s writings admired
and one’s opinions shared, that is a venial and a wide-
spread weakuess. Boswell once paid a visit to Voltaire
and when the conversation turned to Johnson, Voltaire,
who of course despised Johnson's religious views and
piety, discribed him as a superstitious dog; but when
Voltaire learned ihat Johnson, like himself, had attacked
the King of Prussia in his writings, he said that John-
son was an honest fellow.

The accusation that Johnson was bad-lempered
and overbearing in argument is more difficult to 1meect.
When contradicted he would sometimes say “Sir, you
don’t sce your way through the question” or “Sir, you
talk the language of ignorance.” There was one dread-
ful occasion when a listener tried to meet Johnson’s

argument by quoting something that Johnson had
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tish peer who was also Lord High Constable of Scot-
land, Boswell notes that “Dr. Johnson, though he showed
that respect to his Lordship which, from principle, he
alway does to high rank, maintained that manliness
which becomes the force and vigonr of hisunderstanding.”

Johnson’s “delensive pride.” as he called ii, pre-
vented his sceking out people of higher rank without
encouragement, but he was undoubtedly pleased when
people of rank sought him out; and if he had been cri-
ticised for the satisfaction he showed he would, I think,
have replied in some such fashion as this: “Sir, you are
to consider that a duke may choose his company. He
can dine with the highest in the land: and il he choose
to dine with ‘me, who have neither rank nor wealth to
draw him hither, then he pavs me a compliment which
I cannot but receive with complacency.”

IFinally I would cite Lord Chesterfield as a wit-
ness. Lord Chesterficld wrote a series of letters, after-
wards published, in which he gave his son advice as to
bis conduct in life and in one of them he adduces the
conduct of Dr. Johnson, without however naming him,
as an example of how not to behave. One of his crit-
icisms is that Johnson behaved in exactly the same
way to his superiors, his equals and his inferiors. Whe-
ther the criticism was well-foundéd or not, it tends  to

prove that whatever Johnson was, he was not a snob.
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Johnson was susceptiible to flattery; but then, as
one of Bernard Shaw’s characiers savs: “All men are
susceptible to flattery.” He certainly did not like gross
flattery, for when a lady who had several times been
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behind, and it is not surprising if, like manv other Fns
glishmen of that time, he grew up with a feeling of
sympathy for the exiled king. But by the time Johnson
was offered a pension, at the age of 53, three-quarters
of a century had elapsed since the revoluiion; two re-
volts in favour of ‘the Stuarts had failed; the people
had settled down peacefully under the new régime; and
alter two queens who had left no children, and two kings
who were more German than English, there had come
to the throne o young king who was completely English
in education and feeling and who was very popular.

[t is possible that the Government hoped to secure
Johnson’s support by giving him a pension, but there is
evidence that it was given him unconditionally, and if
he did in fact support the Government in their mistaken
American policy, he criticised it severely for its treat-
ment of Ireland. 1 am inclined to give Johnson the bene-
fit of the doubt, and tosuggest that only those should
be allowed to criticise him on this account who have
reached the age of 53 without changing the opinions with
which thev started out in life.
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Then it is argued that johnson was a snob, that
he.showed an exaggerated respect to social rank. Well,
respect for rank was the normal thing in those days.
johnson was admittedly a strong Tory, who believed
that the subordination of cvery rank in life to those
above it was essential to the stability of the state; but
there is no evidence that johuson allowed respect for
rank to influence his opinions. On the contrary, when

recording a conversation between Johnson and a Scot-
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the moment Johnson came in and took a chair the
whole company crowed round, four or five deep, to
listen to him. We can build up the background for our-
selves, from the details which Boswell gives of the
people present and from our knowledge of the time.
The scene would be one of those great London drawing-
rooms, with the candles reflecied in the dark panelling
of the walls and lighting up the brilliani assembly—
brilliant in appearance,for in those days the men dress-
ed as gaily as the women, and brilliant for rank, beauty,

wit, or learning.

Into this company of men and women comes Dr.
Johnson, with his huge, ungainly, ill-dressed figure: and
the moment he sits down all erowd round him “four
or five deep.” A pleasant occupation is {o specnlate at
what historic events one would like to have been pre-
sent. Such an event as this party might not rank high
in historical importance. but “to any man at all intel-
lectual,” as Johnson said of his LLondoncr, it would be a
pleasure to be in that room and to edge through the
crowd to the front'row so as to be able to see as well
as to hear this extraordinary man.

* %
*

Johnson had many friends, but of course he had
his encmies, and since his death he has had his eritics.
He is accused of abandoning his political principles for
the sake of a pe‘nsion; of being a suob: ol being greedy
of flattery; and of being rude and overbearing in- con-

versation.

When Johnson was born the revolution of 1688,
which drove out the Stuart dynasty, was only 21 years
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argue for victory, just to make an interesting discus-
sion; and on hearing him begin in this fashion: “Why,
Sir, asto the good or evil of card-playing . . ” Garrick
or some other person would whisper “Now he is think-
ing which side to take.”

Johnson once gave a vecipe for conversation. e
prescribed four ingredients as essential: firstly, know-
ledge, the material of conversation: secondly, a com-
mand of words; thirdly, imagination, to place things in
an unusual light; fourthly, presence of mind, and - a re-
solution not to be overcome by failures. This is a high
standard to sct, but Johnson attained to it himself. He
even added to the four ingredients several which he
himself possessed in a high degree; wit, humour, and
strong common scuse.

* %

Johinson was what he himself called a “clubbable”
man. e loved being in good company. In these days
he would be described as a good mixer. He was one of a
group of good talkers who eveniunally took the name of
the Literary Club. Its members included Garrick the
actor, Goldsmith the poct, novelist and playwright, Rey-
nolds the painter, Burke the statesman. and many an-
other distinguished man. johnson’s conception of a good
day was tobe out with his friends from four in the after-
noon until two in the morning. Jolhnson was acknow-
ledged to be the best talker of them all, though he
admitted that he had to extend his powers to the full

when Burke was present.

The impression that Jolhnson’s conversation made
on one occasion is described by Boswell, who says that
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Johnson never lost an opportunity for conversa-
tion: he would chat to anybody—a workman at his job,
a boy rowing him in a boat on the Thames, a woman
in a stage coach; and he would learn something from
them all. He criticised severely the not uncomman type
of Englishman who, if shown into a room with a fellow-
.countryman who is a stranger to him, will stare out of
the window and remain in obstinate silence.

He was not satisfied with mere talk. Boswell once
asked him whether he had had good conversation at a
certain party. “No, Sir,” said Johnson: “‘we had talk
enough, but no conversation; there was nothing discus-
sed.” Johnson, though he had only one cye and that
one was short-sighted. could discover a pretty woman
quickly enough, and on one occasion he said; “If I had
no duties, and no reference {o futurity, T would spend
my life in driving briskly in.a post-chaise with a pretty
woman; but, he added atonce, “she should be one who
could understand me and would add something to the
conversation.” That was the condition: that she should
add something to the conversation. Wilkes won Johnson's
favour for a moment by pressing delicacies upon him
at dinner, but e only won Johnson’s friendship by
showing that he was a well-informed andintelligent man
and an iuteresting talker. Similarly, any pretty woman
could attract the Doctor’s aitention for a moment, - but
it was clever women like IFanny Burney, the novelist,
who became his friends.

V%
"

There is no -doubt that except when discussing
some point of vital principle Johnson would sometimes
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ing shown into the library of a house he had not en-
tered before, he ran over to the books and peered at
the backs with his one shortsighted eye, to see whether
there was perhaps a book on a new subject, or anew

book on an old subject.

LS

He had the faculty of “tcaring the heart out of
a book” without appearing to read it. He was once asked
whether he had recad a ceitain new book which was
much admired. “I have looked into it,” said Johnson
“What, Sir.” said the questioner. “have vou not read it
through?” “No, Sir,” said Johnson, “do vou read books
through?” Many lcarned men with good memories are
exceedingly dull, but Johnson carried his learning

lightly. Comparc him with that character in Shakes-

peare’s “As You Like 17, of whom Jaques says:

“In his brain
Which 1is as dry as the remainder biscuit
After a voyage—he hath strange places crammed
“’Vi"[h observation, the which he vents ‘ -

In mangled forms.”

How different was Johnson, of ~whom it was
rightly said: “Manv, no doubt, had read as much, and
perhaps more than he; but scarce ever any concocted
his reading into judgment as he did.”

Everything of importance that he had read was
retained in his capacious memory, where it was refined
and arranged. so as to be ready for immediate use in

writing or in conversation,
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was usually a sign that he was going to speak—the pre-
lude to a remark which would settle an argument,
crush an adversary, or set the table in a roar of laughter
or approval.

IFor Johnson was above all a master of the art
of conversation—an art for which he was well qualified
by his wide reading, his tenacious memory, and his ord-
erly mind. The examples of his memory which have come
down to us show that he was as remarkable as that
other English  writer. the historian Macaulay, who
seemed to remember everything that he had ever read.
Johnson once dictated to Boswell a letter which he had
written over 25 years before, and Boswell afterwards
found that it differed from the original hardly at all.

In a house at which they were staying when
they made their tour to Scotland, Boswell showed John-
son a translation of the Latin poems of Martial and
pointed out eight or ten lines which he suggested were
“pretty well.” Johnson read the passage and said: “No,
it is not pretty well. Why, sir, the original is thus,” and
he repeated the Latin from memory: “and this man’s
trapslation is thus.,” and he then i’epeated from memory
the eight or ten lines which he had glanced through a
few moments before.

I’*l’
Johinson’s passion for books, which was unquench-
“able, is an appealing trait to any book-lover., Boswell
‘describes how Johnson rcad ravenously from a new
book which he picked up at a house where he was din-
ing, and liow he sat ihrough dinner with the book
‘wrapped in the table-cloth on his lap, so that he might

return to it the moment the meal should be over. Be-



— 9

of its air of power and confidence:

Johnson was not however an attractive inan to
look at. A skin disease from which he had suffered in
childhood had scarred his face and destroyed the sight
of one eye. He was always Dbadly dressed. His table
manners were deplorable. It was doubtless because he
had often gone hungry that he liked good food and ate
too much. He was like an Eskimo in that be could go
without food for a day or two, or with very little,
but would then eat ravenously. He is described as
eating until bhis face grew red and the veins stuod out
on his [orehead.

The politican Wilkes, whose political principles
Johnson detested, managed to insinuate himself into the
favour of the Doctor by pressing delicacies upon him.
“Pray give me leave, sir.. . a little of the stuffing...
some gravy... allow me to recommend a squecze of
this orange—or the lemon perhaps may have more
zest.” “Sir, sir,” said Johnson, gradually unbending, “I

am obliged to you, sir.”

He had many curious habits, among them one
which many of us have as children but grow out of in
later life. When passing down a given street he would
feel a need to touch every post, or to step on every
paving stone and if he had missed onc he would some-
times go back to remedy the omission. He was a huge,
clumsy man, and he indulged in the strangest gesticu-
lations, even in company—whistling to himself, waving
his arms as though talking to some invisible opponent
and rolling about on his chair. This rolling movement



— 8

book, mworld, darkness; and he also collected from his
own vast reading the numerous quotations which he
used to illustrate the meaning of many of the more im-
portant words. Johnson took pleasure in reminding his
friends that in IFrance the making of a IFrench diction-
ary had becen cnirusted 1o a body of forty men i. e.
the I'rench Academy. Johnson’s dictionary remained the

standard work for a verv long time.

Dealing with a period fifty years later, Thackeray
describes, in Vanify Fair, how cach pupil in Miss Pink-
crton’s Academy for young ladies was given a copy
of Johnson's Dictionary as a parting present. Readers
of that novel will remember that Beckv Sharp flung
her copy of the dictionary out of the window of her
coach as she drove away, to the horror of Miss Pinker-
ton’s sister. This however mav be taken as a criticisin
of the Academy rather than of the good Doctor, though
it is true that Johnson and Becky Sharp were not made

in the same mould.

PR
5 M

Now what was this man like who by this time
was becoming a well-known figurc in intellectual and
even in fashionable circles in London? There is a por-
trait of him whicl in peace time vou will find in the
National Portrait Gallery in London, whence it has been
removed to a place of safety for the duration of the
war. This picture, which was painted by Johuson’s fri-
end, Sir Joshua Revnolds, is completely convinecing:
Johnson, you feel, must have been just like that. There
is a great solidity about the figurc: not becausc Johnson

was a big, heavy man—though he was that; but because
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It was not until he was 53 vyecars old that the grant
of a pension by the Government placed him beyond
the reach of want, though he had won a considerable
reputation before thai, first by his essays and then
by his famous Dictionary of the Inglish Language. which

he published in 1753.

Looking back from a distance of nearly 200 years.
the experts can tell us that this dictionary had some
serious faults. Some of the derivations were weak, even
bv the imperfect standards of those days. Over some
technical terms Johnson went astray. as when he attri-
buted the same mecaning io windward and leerward. Then
the dictionary was based on an assumption common at
that time, that the English language had reached per-
fection and could be fixed in its perfect state for cver
if only the inadmissible elements were rejected. One of
the words which Johuson rejected but which refused to
die was the now common and indispensable word civi-
lisation : Johnson preferred the older word civility, in
spite of the fact that civilifty had also the meaning of
politeness; i.e. the behaviour of civilised people. Finally
Johmnson allowed his personal and political prejudices
to show themselves in some of his definitions. To do him
justice, however, he made fun of himself in his defini-

3

tion of a lexicographer as a “ writer of dictionaries, a

harmless drudge .

But the dictionary was remarkable as being the
work of one man. Johuson composed all tlie definitions
himsell — and il you want to realise what that meant,

just try to define a few common words such as (table,
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~FFor a time he taught as usher or under master in a
small school where. he records, life was as unvarying
as the note of the cuckoo. Then he tried his fortune as
a hack writer in Birmingham, but at the age of 28
he went to Loudon, where ke lived [lor ihe rest of
his life.

e
W

Foars

e arrived there with David Garrick, a younger
man from the same country town of Lichfield. They had
botlt set out to conquer the world by their talents, and
it may be said that they both succeeded. Garrick be-
came the most famous actor of his time: what Johnson
became we shall see. In London Johnson found his spirit-
ual home. He had a passion for London, and when
Boswell once asked him whether one might not grow
tired of living there Johnson replied:

“Why, Sir. vou find no man, atl all intellec-
tual. who is willing to leave London. No, Sir,
wlien a man is tired of London. he is tired of
life; for there is in London all that life can
afford .

Johnson had married in Birmingham a woman
much older than himsell, but although she was in fact
twice his age, and had few attractions that anvone else
could see, Johnson treated her with the greatest respect
and devotion, and the great sorrow which he felt at her
death sixteen years later is shown not only in letters
which he wrote to othier people, but in papers which
he wrote for no eye but his own.

His wife had a little money, but it did not do much
to mitigate the poverty which continued to beset him.



than to pass a moral judgment.

I regard Johnson as I regard that greatest of all
characters in English literature, IFalstaff. If 1 were to
meet [alstaff alive 1 do not know that we should be
greatly pleased with each other’s companv, because of
certain divergences in our f{astes and habits; yet from
the moment of his first appcavance in Shakespeare, un-
til the moment when Misiress Quickly, with an cmotion
which the reader or the spectator shares, reports the
decath of the old sinner. everything that he does and
savs delights and cnchants me: And so it is with Samuel

Johnson.

Johnson died, at the age of 75, a few years be-
fore the Irench Revolution. His life therefore covers
three-quarters of the eighteenth century. He was born
in the small country town of Lichfield, where his father
kept a bookshop. The family was very poor, and John-
son’s schooling stopped when he was sixteen. The next
two vears were spent in what he thought idleness, but
he had the run of the Looks in his father’s shop, and
he read widely and to such good cffect that when he
went to Oxford, at the age of eighteen, the Master of
his college. Pembroke. found him better prepared than

any other candidate he had ever bad.

" His Oxford career was however cut short, for
lack of money. before he could take his degree, and
even while it lasted Johnson was wunable to take full
advantage of it, because of his poverty; at one time he
stayed away from lectures because his shoes were so

much worn that his feet showed through the leather.
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scrupulosity of age. Thus parents and children. for the
grealer part, live on. io love less and less: and if those
whom nature has thus closely united are the torments
of each other, where shall we look for tenderness and

consolation?”

The other passage is in a different vein. The
Princess’s lady-in-waiting has been carried off by tribal
raiders. Complaint is made to the Governor, who threat-

ens o punish the robbers. But, says ihe narrative:

“It soon appceared that nothing would be done
by authority. Governors being accustomed to lecar of
morc crimes than they can punish, and more wrongs
than they can redress. set themselves at ease by indis-
criminate negligence, and presently forget the request
when they lose sight of the petitioner.”

o
w
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Having given these two extracts as cxamples of
Johuson's talents as a writer, 1 proceed to speak of
Lim as an individual. He was first of -all an interesting
and original man—what is called in English a “charac-
ter”—and fortunately le was the subject of the best
biography in the English language: Boswell’s Life of
Sarmuel fohnson. When Professor Ifor LEvans spoke to
vou a few weeks ago about certain characteristics of
English literature he included among them individuality
and to illustrate his point he cited Chaucer’s famous
Wife of Bath. Johnson was as highly individual in life
as the Wife of Bath was in literature, and he is worth
knowing for that rcason. | do mnot mean that all his
qualities were admirable; but with a great man we wish

to sece him as he was; tosee a complete picture rather



Imlac. The three travel about studying mankind and
rellecting rather sadly on the vanity of huwman hopes
and desires. '

The questions they discuss are those which every
generation has to try to solve for iiself: the relations
of parents and children, of husbands and wives; the art
of government: the pursuit of happiness.

Rasselas shows little trace of the tendencey which
is popularly but wrongly supposed to disfigure every-
thing that Johnson ever wrote, viz. the tendency to
overload his style by the usc of obscure and unneces-
sarily elaborate words. Let us take two passages from
this book. The first is in the words of the princess, and
is taken from a conversation which she has with her
brother about parents and children. Note how the care-
ful antithesis of the opening part gives place to the
simplicity and fecling of the last sentence;

“Few parents act in such a manner as to enforce
their maxims by the credit of their lives. The old man
trusts wholly to slow contrivance and gradual progres-
sion; the youth expects to force his way by genius,
vigour and precipitance. The old man pays regard to
riches, and the vouth reverences virtue. The old man
deifies prudence: the youth commits " himself to magna-
nimity and chance. The voung man, who intends no ill,
believes that none is intended, and thercfore acts with
openness and candour, but his father, having suffered
the injuries of fraud. is impelled to suspect. and too
often allured to practice it. Aéc looks with anger on

the tcm'errfihty of vouth. and vouth with contempt oun the



SAMUEL JOHNSON

Samuel Johnson was a writer of note, and it
might therefore be supposed that this talk would be
about his writings. That however is not mv intention.
If T had been asked to arrange for vou a lecture on
- English Literature. 1 should probably have selected some
other writer than Johnson, and 1 should certainly have
recommended some other speaker than myself. 1 pro-
posc to deal with the writings of Johnson in the course
of a few minutes, and then to proceced to my main

purposc.

e
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Johnson acquired in his lifelime a permanent
place in English literature by his essays, his Lives of
the Poefs, and his interesting account of his journey
to the Western Islands of Scotland. and by his philoso-

phical romance, Rasselas.

Rasselas occupies only some forty pages, but it
contains more wisdom than many large and pretentious
works. The tale is simple, the evenis are unimportant.
Russelas, a prince of Abyssinia. lives with his brothers

and sisters in a hidden valley. The only

he will never be allowed to pass unless he is called
upon to succeed to the throne. To keep the inhabitants
of the valley contented they are provided with every
comfort and every kind of pleasure; but Rasselas
wishes to see the world outside. and eventually he es-
capes with his favourite sister and aforeigner named

P,
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This is the second In the series of small
brochures based on lectures given in Tehran under
the auspices of the British Council.

On 2nd November 1943, Sir Reader Bullard
K. C B, K.C.MG, C.lFE, British Minister in Tehran
delivered a lecture entitled “The Life of Samuel
Johnson” in the Grand Hall of the Daneshsarayé
A'li (University of Tehran) Sir Reader Bullard was
introduced by Dr. Al Akbar Siassi, Chancellor of
of the University and, when thanking him for the
interesting lecture, Dr. Siassi remarked “It is not the
first time that the University has had the privilege
of inviting distinguished foreign lecturers to this Hall,
as many of us remember scholars of great repute
such as Professor Pope of America, FProfessor FPow-
losky of Soviet Russia and very recently Professor
Ifor Evans of England, delivered flectures of great
interest in the University Hall. But it is the first time
that a foreign diplomat have given us the opportunity
of listening to his lecture. The quality of the diplo-
mat and that of his subject will remain in our me-
mory and occupy an important place in the annals
of the University.”

The Editor wishes to acknowledge his thanks
to Dr. Lutfali Suratgar, Professor of the . University
and Director of Alborz CAo//ege, who has been res-
ponsible for the Persian translation of this lecture.
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