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PREFACE 

In_ thiS ·· the sis an a ttempt is made to indic a te the 

great influence of Dr. Johnson's artistic methods in his Lives, 

as well as his theories in the Idler and the Rambler, which 

established biography as a respectable literary genre. A brief 

survey of the development of English biography from the earliest 

times of English literature to the eighteenth century bas been 

made with the view of indicating that Johnson stands out as a 

most remarkable milestone on the road of the development of the 

concept and methodology of biography. A collection of Johnson's 

statements on the art of biography, both in recorded conver

sation and in his writings, bas also been made and embodied in 

the bibliography. Owing to the limited scope of this study, 

only four of his Lives have been examined with respect to his 

theory. Opinions of his contemporaries and those of the critics 

o~ later centuries have been consulted, and there is a prepond

erance of evidence that in spite of the poor standard of his 

research, Johnson ranks among the greatest of biographers. 

The reader will not·ic e tha t in s ome of the works fre-

quently referred to in this thesis, economy has been served by 

abbreviated references in the footnotes. After the first en-

tries, only the surnames of authors are given in the footnotes. 
. . 

But when more than one of · a single author's works have been 
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qonsulted, the author 1 s name and the work quoted are given. 

For instance, Johnson 1s Lives of the Poets is referred to 

merely as, Lives; Boswell 1 s Life of Johnson is footnoted as, 

Boswell, Johnson, etc.; and Boswell's The Journal of~ Tour to 

the Hebrides ~Samuel Johnson, LL.D. as, Boswell, Hebrides, 

etc.; Donald Stauffer's The Art of Biography in Eighteenth 

Century England as, Stauffer, etc. 
1 

I wish to express my heartfelt appreciation for the 

generous assistance given to me in the preparation of this 

thesis by numerous friands among the Professors and the graduate 

students of the English Department, as well as among the staff 

of the Redpath, Chemical Research Centre, Medical and Osler, 

Libraries of McGill University. 

Speci~l mention must be made of Dr. E.A. Hauser and 

Dr. A.E. Malloch for their invaluable advice on stylistic de-

tails of the bibliography and also for supervising the writing 

of the eight concluding paragraphs of the main thesis; of Miss 

Kaleen Quin who ,kindly read a part of the manuscript, made 

several helpful suggestions regard:ing rrry construction and 

helped in typing the first draf't; of Miss :r-Iarion Johnson of the 

Reference Section of the Redpath Library for arranging for 

inter-library loan of books and microfilm of the Plain Dealer; 

of ~~s. S. Nijhowne for her effort in procuring a Japanese 

reader for an article in the Quarterly Review of the English 

literary society of Japan; of the reader himself who objected 

to being mentioned by name; and of ~œ. Stanley E. Mallough, the 



Stack Manager, who frequently and most obligingly relieved 

my frustration in locating material. 
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Lastly, I am deeply indebted to the Student Aid 

Officer for awarding me an Edgar M. Wilson Memorial Scholar

ship without which the completion of this thesis would have 

been impossible, and also to Dr. Joyce Hernlow whose recommand

ation made the award possible, and whose assistance on the 

whole transcends the normal scope of supervision. Her per

sonal arrangements for the typing of the final thesis and the 
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CHAPTER I 

BIOGRAPHY BEF0RE JOHNSON 

Biography, it appaars to me, is as old as the 

conscious experience of man and has its roots in the in

stinct of self-preserv~t,ion: "and even the., behav::tourists 
1 ' 

might allow 11 that it is this insti~ct that' consciously or 

unconsciouslr motivate~ man to .struggle in defiance of 

total annihilation by either natural or social forces to 

preserve hlm.self and his 1::e ri tage. One of the ways in 

which .it expresses itself is ·in the desire to commemorate 

outstanding individuals whose lives have been found to be 

remarkable and useful in society. In pre-historie times it 

gave rise to the primitive custam of erecting tombs over 

the graves of the dead and engraving characters on .them to 

indicate the essential qualities, rank, and perhaps, occu

pations of the ones commemorated. Tombs of hunters wer:e 

often decorated with pictures of dogs, hunting implementa, 

and animals which they killed while they were living. 

Tombs of great chieftains often showed signs of the 

Harold Nicolson, "The Development of En.glish 
Biography, 11 Hogarth Lectures, No. 4(London, 1927), p. 2. 



pageantry t o which they were accustomed. A retinue of 

courtiers, servants, wives (in polygamous societies) and 

children, was not occasional but usual wi th the tombs of 

such dignitaries. 

Though this practice was deficient in clearly de

picting the distinctive characteristics of an ind+vidual per

sonality·as a being by himself, it undoubtedly preserved for 

posterity, the qualities and characteristics of the class ha 

represented. This may not be biography as an art, as we 

know it to-day, but it Ë a form of commemorative biography 

to which we owe our knowledge of pre-historie times. It is 

different from history in that the cormnemoration is not de~ 

signed to affect society as a whole but the individual and 

his activities in the society. 

This desire to preserve or commemorate is common 

to a11 · peoples in all ages. Genérally lt is the P·red~ 

idea and the standard of development of a people at a 
•• ·-r • . -. , . . 

certain time that determines th~ for.ro o~ commemoration. 

When an individual proves himsëlf' an embodiment of the pre

dominant idea, be it religious, economie, literary or 

sei antific, his friands fe el .th8 need of preserving his 

quali ti es for the information of future generations. Wha t

ever for.m the showcase might take it serves the same purpose 

so long as it ha.s the essential quality of disp_lay~ng the 

i;OOds. This, precisely, is what Harold Nicolson means when 

2 .· 



he says tha t "We can trace the ancestry of English biography 

to the ancient runic inscriptions which celebrated the lives 

of heroes and recorded the exploits of deceased and legendary 
2 

warriors." But when Pinto says that biography 11 is 
. 3 

necessarily a very late development in literature," one 

3 

reels that he intentionally mistakes the foliage for the tree . 

he is describing. Though 11biography ••• bas merely run to 
4 

lear,n it belongs to the earliest development of litera.ture. 

Biography has received attention in all ages in 

tte history of literature. Its principal purpose is commém

oration. As in the primitive form of commemoration so it is 

in the biographical form tha t the idea or thought in which 

the passion of the people is involved at a particular time, 

and the standard of development of the people determine its 

form and purpose. In England he fore the sixth century, wb.en 

hero-worship was the predominant social involvement ar the 

people, the warriors were commemorated in runic inscriptions, 

and traces df these rudiments of English bio!!;.raphy can be made 

):)$,~k-.. to the old sag«~s a.nq ep:tcs 11to such strange parentage as 

2 
Nicolson, p. 17. 

3 
Vivian de Sola Pinto, ~li~ Biography ·!!! ~ 

Seventeenth Century (London, 1ë)5î ), p. 11 •. 4 ' ' •. . . 
Nicolson, p. 17. 



4 

5 
Beowulf or the Widsith fragments." 

But in the sixth century with its new idea of 

Christian reli_gion, biography began to be used as a means of 

teaching moral lessons. This form of biography, called hagio-

:graphy, or the record of saints' lives, flourished from now o-n 

through the Middle Ages to the sixteenth century. The biographer 

wa s bound to fo lÎow a set pattern and all li v es writ ten 

appeared a.s if cast in a si n:;le mould. Example s of suc h lives 

are The Life of Saint Columba, by Adamnan, Bede's Life of St. 

': . .:.. . . - -~ Cuthbert, Willibald' s Life of Boniface, Eadner' s Life 

of St. Anslem, and many others. In all of these lives the - · ------
Church and its work were the important matters,' and the incul-

cation of Christian piety was the .purpose. It was not the 

whole life of the saint that was written but a few selected 

incidents in which the saint reflecteà his faith in Christi-

anity. Hence the formula of this type of bio3raphy was: 

punishment of sin, miraculous healing , a pagan converted, or 

faith restored through the sanctity of the saints. 

In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries the re-

vival of the classics gave another perspective to biography. 

During. these periods the biographical works of Plutarch and 

Suetonius and Tacitus were studied and translated, not only 

5 
Nicolson, p. 17. 



into English, but into many other European languages. The 
; 

Plutarchian interest in delineating the individual pe!'son

ality by recording minute domestic incidents and aneedotes 

was not grea tly fa vou red. But Suetonius 1 influence appears ·· . 
.. . ; 

to have been more dominant at this time. As Garraty asserte, 

"over forty editons of his Lives of the Twelve Caesars·were 
r;-- .. 

published between 1470 and 1820. 11 His influence gave rise . 

to the development of portraits 9f friands and panegyrical . 

type of biography. Here again it was not the wll.ole ·life of 

the subject that rece1ved ' the attention of the ·biographer, 

but only those parts that reflected credit and respect ·and 

were worthy of emulation. The purpose was the same as in . 

the preceeding centuries, that of edification, except that 

following the desolation of the monasteries by Henry VIII, 

the principal matter was patriotism and not religion. 

Subjects of biography therefore varied from the regular por-

traits of the saints to the lives of pers ons in ct·her 

spheres of life. The tendency was to create outstanding 

types . in all areas of life as models for moral behaviour. 

Character sketches in the Theophrastian method came into 

vogue. Prose and poetic forms depicted characters out-

standing for either virtue or vice. In this period 

John A. Garraty, The Nature of Biography (London, 
195i), p . 67. 



•7 
appeared A Mirror !9.!: Magistrates, in which the vicious 

character of Jane Shore was dramatized in poetic for.m as 

suffe~ing without remission from her sins of sensuality and 

greed. Towards the end of the century imaginary charactar 

sketches, such as Hal~s: Characteristics ~ Virtues and 

Vices and Overbury's Characters or Witty Descriptions of~ 
8 -

Properties of Sundry Persona, became very popular. ·Seme of 

the biographies c:r actual individuals in this period are: . 

History ~ Richard III, supposed ta hava been written by 

Thomas Hore, Roper 's ~ .21. Sir Thomas More, and Cavendish's 

~ .2! Wolsey. Though the populari ty of the Theophrastian 
~ . 

character sk~tches gave method and unity ta psychological 

investigation in biography, didacticisn still held sway. For 

instance, the mu.tability of human fortune was prominent a.ITlO~ ·. 

other moral lessons, emphasized, in the ~ .2f. Wolsey. The 

biographer was still not fr~e and objective. He was parti·al 

to certain qualities and types and consequently often adjusted 

the details of his materials to fit his own purposes. 

Though biography had been popular along the paat · 

7 

6 

Thomas Churchyard, uShare 's ~ife, 11 A Mirro-Ï> .!:2!!. MaJis
trates, ed. William Baldwin {London, 15.59); in RollinS a · 
Baker' s ~ Renaissance in England (Boston, 1954), pp. 277-81. 1 

8 
Sir Thomas Overbury~' (1.581-1613), published The 

Chars. ct ers in 1614; Joseph. Hall ( 1.574-16.56), published 
Châracteristics in 1608. ·· ·· 



centuries it was not until the seventeenth century that it 

received a systematic and critical examination. The numer

ous biographies of the century were still typical of "the 

funeral orations of Jeremy Taylor and the equally commamor-
9 

ative orations of Dr. Sprat." There was a great . deal of 

7 

writing about people and characters. Interest in the indi

vidual human being Which started with the advent of the 

humanist movement incited curiosity ancr atudy of the ·human . ·: 

personality. But no one had yet taken thought to develop biog

raphy as a literary genre. 

The recognition of biography as a separate for.m 

of literature, distinct from legend, fiction cr history, 

started wi th Francis Bacon 1 s Advancement of Learning, in 

which he with his analytical and scientific mind divided his-

tory into three parts: 

History which may · be called Just and Perfect History 
is of three kinds, according to the object wbiCh it 
propoundeth or pretendeth to represent: for it either 
representeth a ·Time or a· Person or an Action. The 
l'irst we call Chronicles, the Second Lives .and the 
Third we call Narrations or Relations. Of These ••• 
the second excelleth in profit and ~· 10 

Bacon went further to prescribe the method for 

writing lives: 

9 
Nicolson, p. 38. 

10 
Francis Bacon, The Advancement of LearniTif, II, in 

Selected Writings of Francis Bacon, ed.~ugh G. ~ck (New 
'York, 1955), p. 23~ 



But lives if they be well written, propounding to 
themselves a person~to represent in whom actions beth 
greater and· srnaller, public and private, have a 
commixture, nmst of necessity contain a more tru.e, 
native, and lively representation. 11 

With these statements he laid the foundation for 

8 

the cultivation of biography as an art. But it wàs not until 

the 1660's that the word 11biography" appeared in Dryden's 

introduction to his translation of Plutarch, when he defined 

it as 11 the history of particular man's lives." Like Bacon, 

Dryden rebelled against the panegyrical effUsions of the biog-

raphers of his time and of the previous ages. He insisted 

upon presenting the subject of biography as he really was. 

In his opinion a good biography was one in which "the 

pageantry of life is taken away: you see the poor reasoruble 

animal as naked as ever nature made him: are made acquainted 

with his passions and his follies: and find the demi-god a 
.12 

man. 11 

After several centuries of slow growth, abuse or 

neglect, biography reached its maturity in the eighteenth · 

century when it was bedecked with new ornaments and accepted 

as a respectable for.m of literature; and Dr. Sanmel Johnson 

has the honour of for.ming a bridge between a fumbling past 

p. 43. 

11 
Bacon, p. 23.5. 

12 
Edgar Johnson.: , One Mighty Torrent (New York, 1937), 



and an experimerrting future in the art of' biography. 

Before investigating Johnson's theory of biog

raphy it is necessary first to examine a little more closely 

the degree of development of' biography in the seventeenth 

and early eighteenth centuries; for it is only by such an 

examination and juxtaposition of Johnson's theory and the 

general practice in these periods that his great contribution 

to the development of the genre can be clearly seen and 

appreciated. 

It is true that it was in the seventeenth century 

that the word 11biography 11 came into use for t~t branch of 

literature which treats of real individuals, their growth and 

their activities in society as distinctive elements that con-

9 

stitute the society. It is true, too, that the advent of this 

name marked the beginning of the conscious awareness of' biog

raphy as a separate f'orm of' literature. But in spite of the 

endeavours of' Bacon and Dryden to clarif'y the -distinction 

between history and biography, a great many of the historians 

of the seventeenth century, whom the moderns choose to call 

biographers, were unwilling to f'ollow t heir example and per

sisted in blurring the distinction. Commenting upon this 

situation Donald Stauf'fer says: 

indeed, until the seventeenth century was nearly over, 
'historian' or 'historiographer' was the usual des
ignation for the biographer •••• Wr iters labour ed under 
the impression t hat an individual career must be made 
worthy of a reader's attention by the inclusion of' 



great historical events. Or acain, th~ material for 
a life would be so scanty that they c6uld be rounded 
out into a volume only by filling in the historicâl 
background, whether or not it was relevant. 13 

Bacon, who stressed the need for separating biog

raphy from history, was not as good in practice as in pre

cept. His His tory ~ ~ Reign of Henry VII, · which was 

meant to be the biography of Henry of Ricl1111oüd, the first of 

the Tudor dynasty, though a delightful narrative of a 

master of style, is very disappointing in the delineation of 

the character of the central figure. Nothing is beard of 

Henry of Richmond before Bosworth Field. In essence it is. 

the history of England from 1485 to 1509, with Henry VII 

looming vaguely and unconvincingly in the scenes. 

There was a rich crop of biographical material in 

the seventeenth century, however, but no one seemed to have 

reached the desired mark. The inclination towards ponderous 

and pedantic learning, sonorous poetry am far-fetched con-

ceits, made biographers in this century write, according to 

Dr. Johnson in his Life of Cowley, 11as Epicurean deities 

making remarks on the actions of men, and the vicissitudes of 

life, without interest and without emotion •••• Their wish was 
14 

only to say wha t they hoped had never been said before. 11 

13 
Donald Stauffer, The Development of Biogra~hy in 

Eighteenth Century England ( rrinceton,l94l ) , pp .17-J:'U. 
14 

Samuel Johnson, "Cowley, 11 Lives of the Poets, intro. 
by Arthur vlaugh (London, 1896), I, 29. Subsequent references 
to Lives of the Poets will be made to this edition. 

10 



The excessive desire to appear learned resulted in an end-

less collection o~ unmanageable materials, a chronologicaL 

arrangement o~ proli~ic details that scholars of the age 

admired and moderns detest. 

Prominent a.mong the biographers o~ this century 

' were Anthony a Wood, John Aubrey, Thomas Fuller and Gilbert 

11 

Burnet. Wood was a pedantic scholar, typical o~ his century. 

He was the author o~ a biographical dictionary called Athenae 

Oxonienses, a collection of lives o~ distinguished gradtiates 

o~ Oxford. It is ra~rkable as an epitome of untiring 

scholarship and ruthless honesty but wants, "the warmth and 
1.5 

sympathy which a good biography must possess." He left no 

stone unturned in his search ~or information. "He waded 

through Oxford archives, read every scrap he could ~ind 

written by or about his subjects, dug up old church records; 
16 

and pored over wills, genealogical tables, ani tombstones." 

His main interest was to satisfy the requirements of accurate 

scholarship but not to seek to understand his subjects as 

human beings who once lived among men and not alone in ' records, 

and books. 

Wood was assisted in this work by John Aubrey who, 

15 
Garra\f,. p. 72. 

16 
Ibid. 



by a mere accident arising from his nature and not from know~ 

ledge, proved to be one ~ the best biographers of the cen-

tury. Aubrey -vras not an antiquarian. The oddities and 

peculiarities of his contemporaries attracted his curious 

nature, and in response to this urge he started out to 

collect information about his subjects by interviewing 

people who had ~ rsonal knowledge of, and association with 

them. As he progressed in his pleasant and delightful work 

he could write to Wood, "It will be a pretty thing and I am 
17 

glad y ou put me on i t. · I doe i t playingly." Aubrey, as 

· well as Wood, was interested in the whole truth, though his 

truth was somewhat marred by his prejudice against a certain 

family. 

His Hinutes of Lives was more delightful and 

entertaining than \vood 's Athenae. It was, he said in a 

letter to Wood, "the n.aked and plaine truth, which here ex

posed so bare that the very pudenda are not covered •••• so 

that after your perusal I must desire you to make a cast-
18 

ration ••• and sow on some figge-leaves." The pedantic 

Wood, it is stated, pruned off about forty-four pages of 

the Minutes. 

17 
Nicolson, pp. 46-47. 

18 . 
Nicolson, p. 47. 

12 



Thomas Fuller was a student or the polite school 

of biography. Insatiable as to details, whenever he toured 

in the country towns of Ehgland he indefatigably took notes 

on their "histories, antiquities, their products, their mon

uments, their dialects and their celebrated men since the days 
. 19 

of Alfred, 11 and he compiled these into an •insufferable and 

boring volume called Abel Redivivus. He worked the whole up 

into a cumbersome figure that confused the imagination 

instead of helping it. The whole state of England was 

likened unto a large house, the towns and cities to the rooms. 

Then he set about to describe the 1furniture 1 and arrange the 

'pieces' as princes, martyrs, confessors, prelates, statesmen, 

soldiers, writers and so on. It is not only these intermin

able details that made Abel Redivivus an unsatisfactory biog

raphical work, but also the conscious effort of Dr. Fuller to 

omit the shadows and shades in the characters of his subjects. 

H~ says of John Donne: 

Should I endeavour to deliver his exact character I 
(who willingly would not do any wrong} should do a four
fold injury: (1) to his worthy memory, whose merit my 
pen is unable to express; (2) to myself in undertaking· 
what I am not sufficient to perform; (3) to the reader, 
first in raising, then in frustrating, his expectation; 
(4) to my deservedly honoured master, Isaac Walton, by 
whom his life is learnedly written. It is enough for 
me to observe that he died March 31 A.D. 1631, and lieth 
buried in St. Paul 1 s under an ingenious and choice 
monument, neither so costly as to occasion envy, nor 

19 
Nicolson, p. 51. 



so common as to cause contempt. 20 

Such na!vet~, such polite confession of incompetency and un-

willingness to make impartial presentation of the facts of 

life as he found them, will be seen when Johnson's theory is 

discussed, to be contrary to his principles of writin~ lives. 

Another notable biographer of this century was 

Bishop Gilbert Burnet. He too was a lover of assiduous 

scholarship in biography, not for the purpose of applying 

the results of diligent research as a means of delineating 

character, but as an attempt to satisfy the demands of the 

reading public of his time. He rebuked his contemporaries 

for partiality; he loved truth in biography, but he does not 

appear to have loved it principally as a means of singling 

out the distinctive characteristics of his subject. Therefore 

he wrote, "People desire to see papers, records and letters 
21 

published at their full length." 

In other ways he remained a faithful disciple of 

the old school of moralistic .biography. He strained material 

for moral lessons. Even with regard to truth he was not con-

vinced that the bio r;rapher shoul d meddle wi th the unple8.sant 

side of the me mory of his subject. In his Life and Death of 

Rochester he made an effort to show the hero's hatred of 

20 
Thomas Fuller, History of the worthi e s of England 

(London, 1S40), II, 3Sl. 
21 

Garraty, p. 72. 

14 



middle class hypocril!!y. Yet in this attempt he could not 

help drawing a veil over the important statements which 

Rochester made at moments when he was in ane;er and 1ü thout 

control. "In detestation of these courses,'' Burnet wrote, 

,he would often break forth in such hard ~xpressions con-

cerning hirn-self as would be indecent for another to repeat." 

His weakness was too apparent for Dr. Johnson to overlook 

and, thus, while discussing History of his ~ Times with 

Boswell he observed, "I do not believe that Burnet intent-

ionally lyed; but he was much prejudiced, that he took no 

pains to find out the truth. He •,.ras like a man who resolves 

to regula te his tirœ by a certain watch; but will not in-
23 

quire whether the watch is ri~ht or not." Later in an 

answer to the question of his querulous catechist as to 

whether Burnet had not ei ven a .:;ood li fe of a.oc hester, Johnson 
24 

retorted: n:i~e have a ~o od dea th: the re i s not mue h Li fe." 

This was a just criticism of the Life in which Burnet had 

wilfully withheld such materials as would have depicted the 

character in all of its aspects. 

22 
Garraty, p. 72. 

23 
James Boswell, Life of Johnson, Oxford Standard 

Author's Edition (London~53T, p. 510. Subsequent refer
ences to Boswell's Life of Johnson will be to this edition. ---24 

Boswell, p. 869. 

15 

22 



From the few examples here examined the general 

state of biography in the seventeenth century can be spelled 

out. It was heavily loaded with excessive and irrelevant 

materials; it was still believed that the main purpose of 

biography was to teach moral lassons; it was not considered 

polite and decent for the biographer to point a frank camera 

at his ·subject; and the biography was still a display of 

panegyrical effusions showered on aristocrats and dedicated 

for the most part to the aristocracy. · 

By the turn of the century, the texture of biog

raphy began to change. There was a notable shift from di

dacticism to mere inquisitiveness. Biography was used for 

other purposes than the inculcation of morals and the eulogy 

of the great. As education became more and more widespread 

the field for circulation of printed materials became greater 

and greater. The rising co~rcial and labouring classes now 

benefiting from wider education found pleasure in reading 

records of lives of people like themselves. This gave rise 

to a fantastic change in thé choice of subjects, who had no 

longer to be kings, aristocrats and saints, but could be 

chosen from all classes of people. The expa nding metrop

olis ~ London, increasing leisure, the success of places of 

entertainment, notably the coffee-houses, fostered curiosity 

about one 1 s own neighbours and tended to prepare the field 

·for a new type of biography which was to be developed by 

16 



the middle of the century. This 11democratization" of biog

raphy, as Donald Stauffer ter.ms it, threw open the door for 

sundry motives to be achieved through the medium of biog-

raphy .. 

11 Now [that] all men were becoming équally inter
. 25 

easting in their ovm right, 11 biographers did not spare any 

subject they considered would bring in profit, for most biog-

raphias of this period were produced principally for profit. 

There was something both sensational and trivial about biog-

raphy upon which the hack-writers and the booksellers cap-

italized. 

The biographies of crime and lust, the account of 
current cynosures in the public eye, journalistic 
competence in getting the latest crimes immediately 
before the public, the appeal to curiosity--- these 
were found to pay. Biography was in consequence 
adulterated to gratify the common taste of the common 
reader. 26 

Biography became a potent force fœ such purposes 

as defence, begging, lampooning and soliciting justice or 

lenience for accused persons. Hajor John Bernade's autobiog-

raphy was typical of biographies written as a means of regis-

tering public sympathy for criminals. Henry John Gray, 

supposed to be a disabled soldier, Hrote his autobiography, 

~ Life arrl Suffering of Henry John Gray, as a means of 

25 
Stauffer, p. 478. 

26 . 
Stauffer, p. 478. 

17 



18 

advertising his misery and begeing ror alms. He complained 

that t~1ough he was a veteran Hi th a bullet wouhd on his right 

ar.m which prevented him rrom manual labour (the only thing he 

was qualified to do) he had no pension rrom the governrnent. 

And he made his purpose quite clear at the end of his book: 

On these consid_erations I submit my- case, with the 
many distresses I have gone through, and my present 
melancholy situation,· to the consideration of the 
humane and benevolent, hoping for sorœ t>elief; and 
any faveurs received, will be ackriowledged with the 
utmost gratitude, by their distressed humble ser
vant •••• Finis. 27 

Once the commercial potency of biography was dis-

covered it was shamefully exploited. Its most sordid ex

ploitation was to be found in the notorious Newgate prison. 

The last words of a famous convict had a high commercial 

value. It was the practice of the officials of this prison 

to take down last Hords and, as soon as the execution was 

over, to publish them t~ether with any biographical inror

mation about the criminal that they could collect in a hurry. 

Sometimes the Chaplain of the prison had his eyes more on the 

profit to be made than on the restitution of the souls of the 

criminals under his charge. An interesting example of this 

misplacement of values is found in the r-lemoirs of Captain 

Peter Drake, published in publin in 1755. Drake was an ad-

venturer and a sailor; and at one time he and his accomp~ices 

27 
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were sentenced for high treason. He managed to wiggle out 

of the penalty, but one of his companions was executed. 

This companion -vras attended in his last days by Chaplain 

Paul Lorain of Newgate, who, in view of the great pÙblicity 

attending the case, had calculated upon a large profit from 

the publication of the prisoner's repentance. When he was 

told that this document had been given to someone else he is 

reported to have been very angry. Captain Drake himself who 

19 

published his r:i:emoirs for profit says that "by this i t se ems, 

the Ordinary of Ne ... .rgate has prerequisi tes more at heart than 
28 

the souls he prays for. 11 

In the field of autobiography, truth was slightly 

regarded or not at all. Since it was known that it was only 

by being amusing, entertaining or horrifying that an auto-

biographer could enhance the commercial value of his Life, no 

barriers were respected by the writer in h is endeavour to give 

these attributes to his story. Sometimes a -vrilful . debase:rn.ent 

of the writer 1 s personality was considered expedient because 

such a portraiture afforded the necessary amusement. To this 

category of autobiography belong the apologies of Coll~Cibber 

and Connie Phillips. Somètimes the autobiographer had to de-

pict himself as a superman·strutting under the high heavens to 

wh ich alone h G agreed to deam himself inferior in strength, 

28 
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intelligence and diligence. To this category of autobiog-

raphy in which the hero is always victorious, always success-

ful, and a.lways right, the Autobiogra.phy of Hatthew Bishop 

belongs. 

Joseph Addison 1s observations on the deplorable 

situation of adulterated biographies of the early decades of 

the eightem th century sunnna~izes the disgust with which 

critics viewed it. In The Freeholder for Friday, April 20, 

1716, he said: ~ 

Gr~=~tia.n, among· his Maxims for raising a man to the 
most consummate Charaoter of Greatness, advises first 
to perform extraordinarv Actions, arrl in the next 
Place to secure a good Historian •••• 

The Nisfortune . is, that there are more ln
$ances of Men who deserve this kind of Immortality, 
than of · authors who are able to bestow it. Our 
Country, which has produced Writers of ·the first Fig
ure in every other kind of Work, has been very barren 
in good Historians. We have had s everal who have 
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been able to compile Matters of Fact, but very few have 
been able to digest them with that Purity-and Elegance 
of Style, that Nicety and Strength of Reflection, that 
Subtilty and Discernment in the Unravelling of a Char
acter, and the Choice of Circumstances for enlivening 
the whole Narration, which we justly admire in the 
a.ncient Historians of Greece and ~, and in some 
a.uthors of our neighbouring Nations.... · 

There is a Race of Hen lately sprung up arnong 
this sort of \'iri ters, whom one cannot reflect upon 
without Indignation as well·as Conteropt. These are 
our Grub Street Biogra.phers, who watch for the Death 
of a Great Nan, like s o many Undertakers, on purpose · 
to make a Penny of hlm. He is no sooner laid in the 
Grave,·but re falls into the Hands of a1 Historian; 
who, to swell a volume, ascribes to him \vorks which he 
never wrote and Actions which he never perfor.med; cele
brates Virtues which he was never famous for, and ex
cuses Faults wbioh he was nBver guilty ot ••• what can 
We expect from an Author that underta.kes to write the 



Life of a Great Van, who is furnished with no other 
Matters of Fact, besides Legacies; and instead of 
being able to tell us· wha t œ did, can only tell us 
what he bequeathed? ••• 

The truth of it is, as the Lives of gre~ Men 
. cannot be wri tt en wi th('':.~: any tolerable Degree of 
Elegance or ~ctness, within a short Space after 
their Decease; so neither is it fit that the History 
of a Person, who has acted among us in a publick 
Character, should appear till Envy and Friendship are 
laid asleep, and the Prejudices both of his Antag
onists and Adherents be, in rome degree, softened and 
subdued •••• It were happy for us, could we prevail upon 
ourselves to imagine, that one, who differs from us in 
opinion, may possibly be an ·honest man. 29 
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Addison's observations fail ·to embody the best 

principles of "pure" biography, but they have been quoted at 

length partly as an illustration of educated opinion on Grub 

Street biography and partly to show to what extent Dr. Johnson, 

who was sevan years old when Addison made this criticism, 

differed from Addison in his conception of biography. Addison 

was not far from the old scholastic school that was interested 

in a monumental collection of facts about the subject, and com

pilations that Professer F'del calls "skyscraper biography. 11 He · 

certainly was mistaken · t"' believe ·· that "the unravelli:ng of the 

character 11 can better be dona by por1ng into old records, lis

tening to the ruffle of their pages, smelling the glue of their 

b1nding, and moving through the tombs in the graveyard, than 

by intimate and personal knowledge of the character. To 

relegate judgment of character to posterity is to relegate 

29 
Joseph Addison, The Freeholder, or Political Essaya 

(London, 1774), pp. 207-211. 



biograph,y to the realm of fic.tion in which a few isolated 

facts can be woven with art 'into an elegant and convincing 

whole. But this is not pure biography and not a represent

ation of thé character as it really was. It is art, not 

life. 

Hhile Addison 1 s exasperation and his indignation 

over the rash and indiscriminate production of popular biog

raphy can be justified on the grounds that such biographies 

tended towards desecration of literature as a whole and 

biography in particular, his biographical theory is deplored 

as tending to the fictionalization of biography and to the 

rnakint; of the biographical subject into a 11 Cato 11 who owes 

his vitality only to his elegant language. If Addison's 

theory of delaying the writing of a life 11 till envy and 

friendship are laid asleep" had any chance of acceptance in 

his day, it certainly would not be successfUlly applied tc

day when sorne likely subjects of biography, being more 

conscious of the meaning of history than those of Addison's 

time, consciously determine to conceal themselves in such a 

way that only what they want to be known of themselves can be 

known. In such a case the biographer tends to miss the oppor

tunity for true depiction of his subject as he really was, 

whereas a few direct statements by those who were intimately 

acquainted with him could have served the purpose effectively. 

This was the state of biogr~phy in the early 

22 
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' decades of the eighteenth century, and Addison was not the 

only critic who, in defence of decency in literature, raised 

a hue and cry against the offenders. As Addison has hinted, 

it was a popular practice of fortune seekers through cheap 

literature, to extend such meagr·e information as they were 

able to gather about their subjects to preposterous propor

tions. Sometimes all they bad to Hork wi th v1ere the last 

statements of a criminal, the statement and will of a person 

in the public eye, and these were then rounded out into 

volumes. 

The anonymous author of the Life of Mr. ~ 

Dennis, in parodying the popular practice said: 

Being to wri te the Life of Mr. John Dennis, ID me w'-11 
wonder perhaps why wa dwell thus long upon the Ex
cellencies of another; but our Design in this, is to 
give the most delectable En.tertainment to our Court
ecus Readers, and likewise to follow. the r1ode and 
Fashion of the present Times, and, as ~ar as our poor 
Abilities vlill permit us, to imitate the admired · 
writings of sorne of the choice Spirits of the Age, 
who do endeavour much; to vary from the Subject they 
first set out upon a~, many times, almost, and soma
times quite to forget it. 30 

Zdmund Curll was one of the ambitious publishers 

of these sordid biographies. Among the attacks on the for.ro-

lessness of his publications was a v ery poignant one in the 

Remarks ~ 1Squire Ayre'~ Memoirs of the Life and Writings 

of Nr. Pope. In!. Letter to Mr. Edmund Curll, the a.nonymous 

author ironically r egretted 

30 
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that you did· not, as you might assuredly, with equal · 
Justice, introduce Hernoirs of the Life, etc. of every 
Friend, and every Snerny of I1r. Pope 's; and by that 
Means, have svTelled your Hork into twenty Volumes· in 
Folio: And I cannat but think, this example of yours 
will be of notable Use to another Writer, of much 
your Stamp, the Ordinary of Newgate; who has already 
found the·l<fay of stretching his accounts of wretched 
Creatures, under his care, to second, and third Parts; 
and may, by following your Method, swell 1em into 
fifty, but adding only to his Detail of the Culprit's 
Crimes the v.rhole Lives and Characters of his Judges 
and the Jury. · 

Nay, you have, in one Instance, even outgone 
this large Allowance (of comparing the subject 1 s 
quoted verses with the verses of other writers), 
bringing in, by Head and Shoulders, a Dialogue from 
the Craftsman, for no other :teason in the \Vorld but 
because it was not Mr. Pope's. Here lay an ample 
field, indeed, for enlarging your Hork to whatever 
Dimensions you mi&~t think convenient: ~or by a Parity 
of Reason you might have call'd in all the Authors of 
the vlorld to your Assistance. 31 

It is easy to see by this humorous but offended 

critic that popular biography of the time was a mere product 

of fertile imagina tio.ns prompted by the hope of profit, and 

that it was not in any case a true account of the course of 

a ~ife of a living persan. When Samuel Johnson began pub

lishing his critical material on biography in The Rambler .at 

the beginning of the fifth decade of the centucy, i t is not 

unlikely that he also felt offended by this -vlide:..spread 

profanation of his favouri t .e branch of li te ra ture. Such was 

the degree of profani ty and abuse of 11pure 11 biography which 

offended many levers of biography as a true and entertaining 

3l 
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account, wri tt en 11 of the actions of particular pers ons." 

25 

33 
This pure biography, of vThich"Dr. Johnson is the real founder," 

we shall now begin to examine. 

32 
- Samuel Johnson, Dictionary of the Ehglish Language 

(London, 17551 • 
33 
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CHAPTER II 

JOHNSON'S THEORY OF BIOGRAPHY 

Doctor Johnson's critical essays on biography 

appeared at the beginning ot the second hal~ of the 

eighteenth century. But before then he had already shown ·; 

his extraordinary aptitude for that branch of literature 
1 

which he 11loved most." He bad published (though not in his 

own name) eight lives: Father ~ (1738), Boerhaave (1739), 

Admiral Bla~e, Admiral Drake and Philip Barretier (1740), 

Syndenha.m (1742), Richard Savage (1744), and Bos~QP'UlWl 

(1748). One of these lives, Richard Savage, was so impar

tially and so entertainingly written that, in spite of the 

poor standard of research exhibited in the pleasing narr

ative, it is still considered by experts in biography to be 
. 2 

"unquestionably ••• our first raa.sterpiece in biography." 

There is oo:rœ thing about Johnson whlch partîc-

ularly quali.fled him for life writ.i11g. This attribute is his 

deep-seated interest in h'Ulflanna.ture. He responded more 

1 
Boswell, Johnson, p. 301. 

2 
Nicolson, p. 76. 
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positively to the idea that mans grea test business on earth 

was to seek and possess the knowledge of himself and his 

fellow human beings than did the poet who admirably embodied 

the idea in his poem. Pope was more or lesa like a road 

sign that gives directions to places it bas not visited; but 

Johnson accepted the message as a persona! bidding, and in 

the pursuance of its fulfillment he could say blithely to 

M%Ps. Thrale, "A blade of grass is always a blade of grass: 
3 

men and women are rrry subjects of inquiry." The psychology 

of the individual personality, the knowledge of the life 

within which motivates outward behaviour of all kinds 

interested Johnson most. As Donald Stauffer expressively 

states, "He collected human specimens as a botanist collecta 
4 

plants; ••• he bad the Linnean genius for their classific-
5 

ation. 11 His deep-seated interest in human nature is re-

vealed in his love of the poor and the oppressed and under-

privileged, whom he discovered through keen observation to 

partake with the great and the successful in certain 

general characteristics. With conviction wbich nothing but 

3 
Rester Lynch Piozzi, .Anecdotes of the Late Samuel · 

Johnson LLD, During the Last 20 Yrs. ofhisLifi(Cambridge, 
1786), p:loo. --- ---

4 
Linnaeus, a Swedish botanist, the founder of modern 

systematic botany and of the method of designating plants 
and animals. 

5 
Stauffer, p. 395. 
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confident lmowledge impels, he.was able to declare that 11we 

are all prompted by the same motives, all deceived by the 

same fallacies, all animated by hope, obstructed by danger, 
6 

entangled by desire, and seduced by pleasure,. 11 His compre-

hensive knowledge of the ~eneral nature of the human species 

enabled him to know that our ;needs and our taboos are bas-

ically the same, differing only in details. It was the 

realization of this factor of the basic similarity of human 

desires and their effectson the motives of human behaviour 

that buttressed many of his sympathetic observations on 

tho se who bave dropped behind in the exacting march of life 

only to wake up to find that while the desire to satisfy the 

basic needs is still as war.m as ever in their breasts, they 

have not the means to do s:> • 

Mrs. Thrale, whose opinion of Johnson in this 

connection seems most reliable from the fact that She, unlike 

Boswell, was not a blind worshipper of Johnson, says of him: 

He loved the poor as I never yet saw anyone else do, 
with an earnest desire to make them happy. What sig
nifies, says some one, giving halfpence to common 
beggars? They only lay it out on gin or tobacco. 11And 
why should they be denied such sweeteners of their 
existence (says Johnson)? ••• Life is a pill which none 
of us can bear to swallow without gilding; yet for 
the poor we delight in stripping it still barer, and 

Samuel Johnson, nThe Rambler No. 60," Works, ed. 
Arthur Murphy (New York, 1835), I, 101. Subsequent refer
ences to The Rambler 'tvill be made to this edition. 
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are not ashamed to show even visible displeasure, if 
ev er the bi tt er tas te is taken from the ir mouths." 7 · 

It is such a mind like Johnson's, always warm towards man-8 . 
kind, except the American, of course, that can truly under-

stand what is needed in writing a human life. 

In the Rambler for the 13th of Qctober, 1750, we 

have Dr. Johnson's first extended views on biograpby. As 

shouJd be expected from this great student and lover of all 

mankind, he begins his first .sustained. statement ·on biog

raphy thus: 

I bave often thoughtthat there has rarely passed a 
life of which a judicious and faithful narrativ·e 
wouli not be useful. For, not on1y every man bas, 
in the mighty mass of the world, great numbers in · 
the sarre condition wi th himself, to whom his mis
takes and ' : ·~ miscarriages, escapes and expedients • 
would be of immediate and apparent tise; but there is 
such a uniformity in the ~t.S:te :lb'f - II184,considered 
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~part from adventitious and separable dèe9ràtiops and disguises 
that there is scarce any possibility of good or ill, 
but is cammon to human kind. 9 

We have already seen that up to the seventeenth 

century, owi.ng to the narrow conception of the purpose and 

the misapplica tion of the medium of biography, the choice of 

the subjeet was for the most part limited to persons of 

distinction. Johnson 1s opening paragraph in this article 

is a r e j ection of the circumscribed conception that only 

7 
Piozzi, pp. 84-85. 

8 
Boswell, Johns on, p. 946. "I am willing to love all 

mankind, except an American." 
9 

Johnson, "Rambler No. 60, 11 Works, I, 101. 



' 
through the lives of the saint and the great can moral 

lassons be taught to posterity. It breaks down the barrier 

and with little or no restriction, Johnson widens the scope 

of choice of subject for the biographer. Along with this he 

warns, of course, that biography is an art and must be 

treated as such. It is art of great distinction that can 

turn every life to useful p~rposes. His advice to the biog

rapher in this paragraph is si. mply this: Y our choice of sub

ject is very wide, indeed, you can choose almost any person 

as the subject of your narrative, because every hwnan being 

is practically the same in essential attributes. But see 

that the events of the life you have chosen are judiciously 

selected and faithfully recorded without partiality. 

The democratization of biography which bad œ gun 

earlier in the century was not yet respected by refined men 

of letters. Its. recognition waited for the powerful pen of 

Johnson. When he spoke, it was realized that his motive was 

different from the mercenary incentive of the popular life 

.. , 
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wri ters. It was indeed s omething new from the pen of a man 

of letters who by this time had distinguished himself as such 

through his London, ~ Vanity .2.f Human Wishes, The ~ 2f 

Savage. 

By considering every human life a potential subject, 

Johnson by no means diminished the importance of biograpby as 



. . 

a medium of moral instruction. Instead, he intensified it 

by ext~nding the field from which moral lassons could be 

drawn. He was intensely awa.re that people are more likely 

to be in sympathy with men like themselves than with those 

different from them. The common man, who belongs to a class 

that far exceeds in number the saints, the kings and the 

aristocrats, is more likely to be in sym.pathy with the 

success and failure, pain and pleasure, achievement and dis

comfiture;of those of his class than with the sackcloth and 

ashes and self-mortification of the saints, the pomp and 

pageantry of the kings, and the sensual indulgence of th~ 

aristocra.ts. If biogr9.phy must serve i ts purpose of im

parting moral instruction to all humanity, which to Johnson 

was very essential, its subjects must be drawn from the 

various stations of human life. 

Condemning the value judgement that misguided 

the choice of subjects of biography, Johnson says in the 

same Rambler No. 60: 

It is frequently objected to relations of particular 
lives, that they are not distinguished by any 
striking or wonderful vicissitudes. The scholar, who 
passed hi~ life among his -books, the merchant, who 

_ conducte~~is own affaira, the priest, whose sphere 
of action was not extended beyond that of his duty, 
are considered as no proper objecta of public règard, 
however they might have excelled in their several 
stations, · whatever might have been their learning, 
integrity, and piety. But this notion arises from 
false measures of excellence and dignity, and must be 
eradicated by considering, that, in the esteem of 
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uncorrupted reason, what is of mo~t use is of most · 
value. 10 

It is interestirig to notice here the relative im

portance which the Doctor .found in all classes of peo?le and 

the professions they follow. "Every man has, in the mighty 

ma.ss of the world, great IUllllbers like himself." If the biog

raphy of a scholarly recluse will not appeal to the boister-

ous sentiment of the soldier, or the self-centered interest 

of the marchant, or to any other class of people, it oannot 

be considered ineffective for this reason alone because it 

can still serve a useful purpose to the scholars who might 

therein see a reflection of themselves and their thoughts. 

Another contribution which Dr. Johnson made to 

the câuse of biography was his insistance that it should be 

writtén by someone who has an intimate knowledge of its sub-

' 1 ject, not through information collected second-band, but 

through personal acquaintance. Talking wi th Boswell on the 

biographical part .of history he said: 11We cannot trust to 

the characters we find in history, unless when they are 

drawn by those who knew the parsons; as those, for instance, 
11 

by Sallust and by Lord Clarendon. 11 In many of his various 

discussions on biography be constantly alluded to the impor

tance of intimate and personal relationship between the 

10 
Johnson, "Rambler No. 60, 11 Works, I, 101. 

11 
Boswell, Johnson, pp. 408-9. 
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oiographer and his subject. It was his opinion that many of' 

the biographies wri tt en by eminent men of letters who had 

- distinguished themselves in other branches of literature 

failed to satisfy, mainly because the authors were Wbrking 

with facts and not with the lives of their heroes. On Gold

smith's Life of Parnell, he said to Boswell, 11Goldsmith 1s 

Life of Parnell is poor: not that it is poorly written, but 

that he had poor materials; for nobody can write the life of 

a man, but those who. have eat and drunk and lived in social 
12 

intercourse with him." 

Thomas Parnell died in 1718, sorne twelve years 

before Goldsmith was born. Evidently Goldsmith collected 

the materials for his biography through study, just as 

Johnson bad suspected. 

There is scarcely arry man but might be made a subject 
o! a very interesting and an amusing history, if the 
~iter, basides a thorough acquaintance with the 
character he draws, were able to make those nice dis
tinctions which separate it from all others. The 
strongest minds bave usually the most striking pec
uliarities, and would consequently afford the ri~hest 
ma.terials: but in the present instance, fr-om not 
knowing Dr. Parnell, his peculiarities are gone to 
the grave with him; we are obliged to take his 
character from such as knew but little of him, or 
who, perhaps, have given very little information if 
they had known more. 13 

Two other instances of Johnson 1s emphasis on this 

12 
Boswell, Johnson, p. 474. 

13 
Oliver Goldsmith Poetical 

With ~ Life (Boston, 1854~, p. IX. 
Works of Thomas Parnell 
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pr1nc1ple o~ intimate and personal relationsbip between the 

biographer and his hero might help to show the strength o~ 

the Doctor's conviction that it is the only means by which 

character can be drawn with exactness. 

In Rambler No. 60 he said: "more knowledge may be 

gained of a man's real character, by a short conversation 

with one of his servants, than from a for.mal and studied 

narrative, begun with his pedigree, and ended with bis fun-
14 

eral." In Rambler No. 68 he again insisted that the "most 

authentic witnesses o~ any man's character are those who know 

him in ,his own ~amily and see hlm without any restraint or 

rule o~ conduct, but such as he voluntarily prescribes for 
15 

himsel~ ." 

It was with such conviction that he censured Gold-

smith's Parnell. In spite of the gripping, lucid and ani

mating style of the author of the Vicar of Wakefield, Parnell 

fàiled to satis~ Johnson as a record of li~e. It was just 
' 16 

one of those "series of actions or preferrnents 11 chronolog-

ically arranged. For Johnson, no degree of scholarship ex-

hibited in a meticulous collection of facts could compensate 

for personal contact with the subject. 

14 
ttRambler Johnson, No. 60 tt 

' 
Works, I, 102. 

15 
Johnson, "Rambler No. 68 tf 

' 
Works, I, 113. 
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A corollary to this factor of personal and inti

mate knowledge is the need for a community of interest and 

sentiment between the biographer and his subject. The 

.Doctor knew that writers express most effectively and clearly 

such ideas as are parts of their own experience. The success 

of biography may be hindered if the author and his subject 

bave different orbits of e4Perience. Misconstruction of 

motives behind actions recorded and unsympathetic repre

sentation of the life as a Whole may result from such a diff-

erence. 

Boswell reports tbe following conversation with 

Johnson on the subject of biography, and it is relevant to 

the · point. 

He censured Ruffhead 1s Lif'e of Pope, and said: 11he 
knew nothing of Pope and nothing of poetry. 11 He 
praised Dr. Joseph Warton 1s Essay ~Pope, but said: 
he supposed we should have no more of it, as the 
author had not been able to persuade the world to 
think of Pope as he did. Boswell: 11 \Vhy, Sir, should 
that prevent him from continuing his work? He is an 
ingeP~ous Counsel, who has made the best of his 
cause: be is not obliged to gain it. 11 Johnson, 11 But, 
Sir, there is a difference when the cause is or a 
mà.n 's own making. 11 17 

Here was an instance in which two biographers 

with different backgrounds wrote on the same subject. One 

was defièient in the two factors of personal knowledge and 

community of sentiment; the other had only one of these _. 

personal knowledge. Neither sùcceeded in making a judicious 

7 
Boswell, Johnson, p. 475. 
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representation of his subject. Warton knew Pope personally 

and was so much enamoured by the sweetness of his poetry 

that he overlooked the sbades and shadows of his character. 

He endeavoured to show these qualities of Pope to his 

readers but failed to impress men like Johnson who were 

acquainted with more of Pope 1s works than he was able to 

disclose. Ruffhead studied Pope and presented the gl.eanings 

from Pope 1 s poetry and records of Pope 1 s life. Both pre

sented to the public a Pope of their own making, and however 

elever and ingenious the narrative might have been, however 

imaginàtive the writers, the portrait was not a genuine por

trait of Pope. 

Another stimulating point in Johnsnn's theory was 

his renovating statement on the content of biography. 

Hitherto it was considered that only the most magnificent and 

glorious actions of a subject were worthy of mention in the 

record of a life. The emphasis had been placed mainly on the 

commemorative value of biography. As a result, every effort 

was made to preserve for posterity a stuffed-up effigy of the 

biographical subject, instead of a real life. It was deemed 

a great offence both to decency and the memory of the dead to 

mention defects either of person or of character. Great pains 

were taken to adorn the biographical narrative with virtùes 

the hero was never known to possess and of heroic deeds which 

ne neither was capable of doing nor ever attempted to do. 



Biography, as regards its contents, was similar to modern 

funeral orations or parting speeches in which the departed 

is generally and unduly exalted above the human species 

regardless of the known facts of his life. 

But Johnson had a much more comprehensive view of 
'· . 

biography than · this ki nd of panegyric. He by no me ans over

looked its commemorative value which he indeed cherished as 

a link between the present and the future, but what he most 

wished to preserve was the truth. In biography he considered 

that the true character of a man can be trapped by an ingen

ious biographer who observes his subject in his unguarded 

moments, when he feels free, relaxed ard acts and speaks 

without disguise. Records of sayings and actions at such 

37 

moments, however trivial they may appear to be, reveal the 

true chà.racter better than the conditioned behaviour of public 

life. ;1The business of a biographer, 11 says Johnson, 

is often to pass slightly over those performances and 
incidents, which produce vulgar greatness, .to lead the 
thought into domestic pr1vac1es, and display minute 
details of daily life, where exterior appendages are 
cast aside, and men excel each other only by prudence, 
and by virtue. The account of Thuanus is, with great 
propriety, said by its authar to have been written, 
tha t it may lay open to posterity the private and fam
iliar character of that man ••• whose candeur and genius 
will to the end of time be by his wri t i ngs preserved 
in admiration. 

There are many invisible circumstances, which 
whether we read as enquirers after natural or moral 
knowledge, whet hE!r we intend to enlarge our science, 
o!1 tacrease .::. G _ our virtues, are more important tha.n 
public occurrenc es. Thus Salluè~)the great mas t er of 
nature, has not forgotten in his account of Catalina, 



to remark, that ~ ~ ~ .!!2!!. guick, ~· aga1n 
slow, as an indication of a: m.ind revolving something 
with violent commotion. ~us the story of Melancth~~
affords a striking lecture on the value of time, by · 
infor.ming us, that when he made an appointment, he ex
pected not only the hour, but the minute to be fixed; 
that life might not run out in the idleness of sus
pense; and all the plans and enterprises of De Witi 
are now of lesa importance to the world, than that 
part of his personal character, which representa him 
as careful of his health, and negligent of his life. 18 

With respect to the minute private details of the 

life of an individual as the beat means of making fine dis-

tinctions of character known, Johnson said again in the 

Ra.mbler, No. 68: 

The younger Pliny has very justly observed, that of 
actions that deserve our attention; the most splendid 
are not always the greatest. Fame, and wonder, and 
applause, are not excited but by external and adven
titious circumstances, and often distinct and separ
ate from virtue and heroism. 

• • • • • • • • . . ~. . . . .. • • • • • • • • • • • • 

The main of life is, indeed, composed of small inci
dents and petty occurrences. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

It is, indeed, at home that every man must be known 
by those W.o would make a just estimate either of his 
virtue or felicity; for smiles and embroidery are 
alike occasional, and the mind is often dressed for 
show in painted honour and fictitious benevolence~ 

Every man must have found s ane whos e li v es, in 
every house but their own, were a continual series of 
hypocricy; and who conceal under fair appearanees b~d 
qualities, which, whenever they thought thélllselve~ out 
of the rea ch of censure, broke out from the ir ·::- :'- ~- ·· 

18 
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restraint, like winds imprisoned in their caverns, 
and whom everyone bad reason to love, but they whose 
love a wise man is chie~ly solicitous to procure. 
And there are others who, without any show of general 
goodness, and without the attractions by which popular
ity is conciliated, are received among their own fam
ilias as bestowers of happiness, and reverenced as in
structors, guardians and benefactors. 19 

Johnson strongly advocated the use of anecdotes 

and domestic details in biography not merely because he was 

writing for an age curious about the domestic affairs, but 

because in his pursuit of complete delineation of character 

he found that the use of anecdotes was the only honest means 

by which both the dark shadows and the bright spots could be 
20 

brought to light. "Besides I love anecdotes," he said to 

Boswell and Dr. Robertson at Edinburgh while on a tour of 

the Western Highlands of Scotland, when they were complaining 

about the absence of great things in Lord Halles' writing. 

When Boswell became very expansive on the amount of infor-

mation he was going to give about Corsica which he had re

cently toured, Johnson, who knew better what would make his 

account more entertaining, said to him, 11you cannat go to 

the bottom of the subject; but all that you can tell us will 
21 

be new to us. Give us as many anecdotes as you can." 

l9 
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Johnson had great capacity in discerning the truth 

of human behaviour through what to others appeared petty 

actions and trivial statements. To borrow William Blake's 

idea, he could "see a world in a grain of sand/A nd a heaven 
22 

in a wild flower." 

I mentioned that I had in my possession the Life of 
Sir Robert Sibbald, the celebrated Scottish antiquary, 
and founder of the Royal Collage of Physicians in 
Fdinburgh, in the original manuscript in his own hand
writing; and that it was I believed the most riatural 
and candid account of himself that ever was given by 
any man. As an instance, he tells that the Duke ot 
Perth, then Chancellor of Scotland, pressed him. vecy 
much to come over to the Roman Catholic faith: that 

40 

he resisted all his Grace's arguments for a consiÇI.er
able time, till one day he felt himself, as it were, 
instantaneously convinced, and with tears in his eyes 
ran into the Du1e •s ar.ms, and embraced the ancient 
religion; that he continued very steady in it for sorne 
time, and accompanied his Grace to London one winter, 
and lived in his household; that there he found the 
rigid fasting prescribed by the church very severe 
upon him; that this disposed him to reconsider the con
treveray, and having then seen that he was in the 
wrong, he returned to Protestantism. I talked of same 
time or other publishing this curious life. Mrs. 
Thrale, "I think you bad as well let alone that pub'• 
lica tion. To discover @iscloseJ such weakness, ex
poses a man when he is gone. 11 Johnson. "Nay, it is an 
honest picture of hu:m.an nature. How often ·are the 
primary motives of our greatest actions as small as 
Sibbald's, for his reconversion. 11 23 

Here we see the Doctor's conviction reiterated, 

that in arder to paint an honest picture of human nature and 

to get to the dark recesses of the mind for the true character, . 
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one must use petty events, actions and stataments. The 

extent of Johnson's conviction of the efficacy of this prin-

ciple is suggested by the number of times he mEn tioned this 

theory in nearly all of his discussions on the writing of 

life. These petty events are the blocks that make the 

structure of human character, and he advised tbat they must 

be captured and utilized, if possible as soon as they occur. 

·. It was from this conviction tha.t he differed with Addison 

about the time the biography: of an individual ·· shoulÇl be 

written. · Addison had advised that it should be left for pos-

terity, when friendship and envyhad gone asleep, because 

then an impartial estimate of character could best be made. 

But Johnson said: 

If a life be delayed till interest and envy are at an 
end, we may hope for "impartiality, but must expect 
little intelligence; for the incidents which give ex
cellence to bi)~>~~re::.·~f"> :ê. .. volatilé and evanescent 
kind, such as soon escape the mamory, and are rarely 
transmitted by tradition. We know how few can portray 
a living acquaintance, except by his most prominent . . 
and observable peculiarities, and the grosser features 
of his mind; and it may be · easily imagined how much of 

. this little knowledge may be lost in imparting i t, and 
how soon a succession o:r copies will lose all resem- · 
blance of the original. 24 

Johnson, then, did not condone partiality in biog

raphy but stressed that while impartiality is important on 

ethical grounds, small incidents are equally important for 

that purpose and more so for accurate and entertaining 

24 
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characterization. It was his recommandation that small tacets 

of individual character ought to be recorded as soon as 

possible, b ecause the type ot biogra.phy which he advocated was 

not only a true recounting of facts such as chronicles, regis

tara of births, deeds and deaths oan provide, but this, along 

with a moving and progressive picture of an individual life 

which will be capable of instructing as well as delighting. 

If the purpose of biography was sol ely to tu.rnish information 

on important events in the life of the individual, it would be 

convenient to abandon writing until 11friendship and envy, 11 

which are sources of partiality, "have gone to sleep." But it 

would be an unprofitable undertaking to duplicata the records 

which in most cases are kept by civil authorities. When the 

purpose of a biography is to portray the individual as be or 

she once was and to feed the curiosity of the reader who often 

wonders how an exalted hero passed his life, Johnson thought 

it imperative that the life be written while envy and friend

ship are wide awake. But the biographer, while taking advan

tage of such a revealing situ~tion,must be judiciously impar

tial, though not cold and unsympathetic. 

Johnson was a moral philosopher who laid great ~

phasis on truth, not only in biography, but in other branches 

of literature and în every aspect of life. In literature he 

was impatient with romance. "I had rather see the po~trait of 

a dog that I know, 11 he said, "than all the allegoricâl 



25 
p'ictures they can show me in the world. 11 In life as a 

whole, he scorned triflers and jesters and would not willingly 

pun, or tell a story, or be interested in one unless it 11 is a 

specimen of human manners, and derives its sole value from its 
26 

truth." Love of truth which seems to have been his 11ruling 

passion" goes side by side with his principle of "general 

nature" in controlling his critical theory. 

His unrelenting advocacy for the whole truth, es

pecialiy for the representation of a biographical subject, 

has beenmisconstrued by many critics, including Boswell. He 

is said to have contradicted himself in recommending at one 

time that both faults and virtues of the hero of a biography 

be shown, and at another time advising that for moral reasons 

the faults should be concealed. In order to see clearly wbat 

Johnson meant, which bas been so grossly misunderstood, it 

will be necessary to track down his pronouncements on this 

issue. 

It was in the evening of September 22, 1773, ~hile 

on the tour of tm Hebrides that Johnson, Boswell, M'iLeod and 

others discussed the two versions of the Life of S~ift, one by 

Lord Orrery and the other by Dr. Delany. Both biographers bad 

p. 38. 

25 
Walter Raleigh, ~ Essays on Johnson (Oxford, 1910), 

26 
Ibid. 

43 



intima te R.nd pe rsonal knowledge of Dr. Swift, and the dis

cussion centered on the difference in the picture which each 

44 

artist painted of the same man. It was seen that Lord Orrery 

made Swift despicable while Dr. Delaney pictured him as ele-

gant and glorious. The question was put to Johnson, the 

oracle of literary propriety, as his friands were wont to 

male of him, by MiLeod, whether Lord Orrery was justified in 

e.xposing the defects 11 of a man with whom he lived in inti-
27 

macy. 11 Before giving his verdict the Doc tor explained to 

his audience that the situation was like that of the fabled 

judgment of the blind man on the likeness of an elephant. 

Neither biographer conceivably was wrong since each disclosed 

what he wished to expose. As to the ethical implication of 

exposing the defecta of a friend who has departed from life, 

which was the main point the questioner was tryirig to bring 

out from the teacher, Johnson said: "Why no, (it is not wrong 

to expose) sir, after the man is dead; for the~ it is done 
28 

historically." 
29 

In 1777, Boswell_ and Johnson fell again to dis-

cussing biography. Boswell here became t he teacher asserting 

27 
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that "in writing a life, a man's peculiarities should be men.:. 

tioned, because they mark his character." Jolmson retorted: 

"Sir, there is no doubt as to peculiarities: the quest
ion is, whether a man's vices should be mentioned; for 
instance, whether it should be mentioned that Addison 
and Parnell drank too freely; for people will probably 
more ea.sily indulge in drinking from knowing this; so 
that more ill may be done by the example than good by 
telling the whole truth. 11 

Boswell observed a certain.measure of contradiction between 

the two statements made by Johnson within an interval of 

four years, and after reporting the last one•-

lfere was an instance,. of his varying from himself in 
talk: for when Lord Hailes and he sa t one morning · 
calmly c onversing in my hous e in Edinburgh, I well 
remember that Dr. Jolmson maintained, t:b.at 11If a man 
1 s to wri te A Panegyrick, he may keep vices out of 
~ight; but if he professes _to writ~ A Life, he must 
represent it re~lly as it was: and when I objected to 
the danger of telling that Parnell drank to excess, he 
said, that "it·would produce an instructive caution to 
a void drinking, when i t was se en, thâ.t even the 
learning and genius of Parnell could be · debased by 
it." And in the Hebrides h.~ maintained, as appears 
from rrry Journal, that a man's intimate friand should 
mention his faults, if he writes his life. · 

One who knew so much of Johnson as the cur1ous 

Boswell, should not have found Johnson 11varying with bimself 

in talki' in this particular case. Apart from the fact that 

11he appeared to have a pleasure in contradiction, especially 

when any opinion whatever was delivered with an air of con

fidence; 50 that there was hardly any topick, if not one of 

the great truths of Religion and Morality, that he might not 
30 

have be en inci ted to argue ei ther for or against, n o~ · ' 

30 
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· ·. ,_:_ can see tnat ·. , Jolmson, as a lover of tru th, was placing 

all his cards on the table here ·to show the· possible" ef.fectthe 

telling of the whole truth might have on all classes -~f 

readers. There is no denying that a reader who is inclined 

to drinking would find solace in knowing that such a lit

erary luminary as Parnell found cororort in drinking, and 

might for that reason indulge more in drinking. By the same 

token, one averse to drinking would undoubtedly conclude 

that without that vice Parnell would have been a perfect 

hero, and while imitating his goodness would endeavour to 

avoid that which made his hero short of the perfection he 

himself ws.s striving for. There is no doubt that Boswell 

delivered. 11with an air of confidence 11 here, an opinion which 

was in actual fact a re-echoing of the Doctor's idea given 

to hiin four years before, and it was necessary that his Men

tor should point out to him that there was more to the issue 

than he . thought he knew. 

It may be argued that Johnson did not r emember 

his own previous pronouncement on the issue at the time that 

he was considering its adverse affect. But be that as it 

may, it does not appear to me that he contradicted himself as 

Boswell suggested, nor that this statement was made merely to 

11 give an impression of the play, back and forth, of an active 
31 

mind, and perhaps even of tongue-in- cheek, 11 as :P ro'fessor 

46 

31 
Ltton Fdel ,. Literary !3iography (Toronto, 1957), p. 16. 



Èdel feels. To me it is a statement of a comprehensive mind' 

enamoured of the love of truth and therefore used to exam-

ining both aides of a given coin to assess its full value. 

I feaL that both remarks were made in all sincerity. 

There is no doubt about Johnson 1s consistency as 

regards dispassionate representation of faults and virtues 

47 

of the hero of a biography. He was so convinced of the effect 

of the full truth on the portrayal of character that he was 

unwilling to compromise with anything short of it. Neither 

personal interest nor popularity could deflect him from this 

principle. When Boswel1 asked him direct1y if he objected to 
.. 

his letters being published after his death, Johnson answered: 
32 

"Nay, Sir, when I am dead, you may do , as you will. 11 

When Johnson püblished his Lives ~ of · the Poets in 

1781, critics and advocates of 11discreet" biography took him 

to task for exposing the .. .taülts of sorne of the poets whose 

· memories they would have liked to remain unstained. Notable 

rumong these public darlings was Addison whose meanness i n 

taking a court action against his friend Steele for the re

covery of a debt Johnson bad exposed and criticized. It was 

cons idered by fri ands of Addison that since his character 

was "so pure" this particu1ar shortcoming should have been 

suppressed. Though Johnson was mindful of the sacred purpose 

32 
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. or biography, which he expressed in his diary in these wordsi 

11Last weàc I pub li shed the Lives of the P oets, wri tt en~ I 

hope, in such a m.anner as may tend to the promotion of 
33 

piety," he still strongly objected to imprudent delicacy: 

If nothing but the~ight side of characters should be 
shown, we should sit down in despondency, and think 
it utterly impossible to imitate them in ~ thing. 
The sac red wri ters, (he observed~} related the vieious 
as well as the virtuous actions of men; which had this 
moral affect, that it kept mankind from despair, into 
which otherwise they would naturally tall, were they 
not supported by the recollection that ethers bad 
offended like themsel ves ,and· ".bt";·P~niténence and amand
ment of life had been restored to th8 favour of 
Heaven. 34 

Johnson bad just turned forty-one in October 1750, 

when œ first publicly declared his theory of biography in an 

extended form in The Rambler .. No. 60. Among ether principles 

of biography he discussed in tha t article. was the impartial 

representation of the character ~ a biographical subject• 

"There are many, " he observed, "who think i t m act of piety 

to hide the faults of their friands, even when they can no 

longer suffer by detection." He wa.s seventy-two whm te made 

his last statements on the biographical issue. This was in 

1781, following the publication of the Lives of the Poets, 

when his own biographical work was completed. We can ob

serve, therefore, a consistency of conviction running 

of 
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through a period of about thirty-one years. It would be 

utterly unfair fÇ>r his editors to accuse him of insincerity 

or self-contradiction, simply because in this aase of Parnell 

and Addison he had explained to Boswell that truth wholly 

told can eut both ways, by ins:wiring piety in some and en

couraging immorality in others. Being a keen student of 

human nature and possessing "a passionate interest in the 
3.5 

science of human life 11 and behaviour, Johnson was express-

ing his observations on the imitative instinct of man and its 

effects on biography. He expressed this idea in a variety 

of cases, the most elaborate of which was in the Ra.nlbler 

No. 164. 

·As the grea ter part of human kind speak and act wholly 
by imitation, most of those who aspire to honour and 

· applause, propose to themselves oome e.xa.mple which 
serves as a modal of their conduct arrl the limi t of 
the ir hop es. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

· The faults of a man loved or mnoured sometimes staal 
secretly and imperceptibly upon the wise and the vir
tuous, but, by injudicious fondness or thoughtless 
vanity, are adopted with design. There is scarce any 
failing of mind or body, ant error of opinion, or de
pravity of practice, which, instead of producing 
shame and discontent, its natural effect, has not at 
one time or other gladened vanity with the hopes of 
praise, and been displayed with ostentatiOUs industry 
by those who sought kindred minds among the wits or 
heroes, and could prove their relation only by simil• 
i tude of deformi ty. 36 · 
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· After establishing the buman propensity to imita te 

consciously or unconscio~sly th~ weaknesses of heroes, he did 

not advise that for moral purposes the faults of the heroes 

should be concealed from posterity. Instead, be stressed that 

jhey be exposed with emphasis on the odiousness of the faults 

and on the revulsion with which the public reacts to such 

faul~s. Towards the end of the article (Rambler No. 164) he 

said: 

It is particularly the duty of those who consign 
illustrious names to posterity, to take care lest their 
readers be misled by ambiguous examples. That writer 
may be justly cond~ed as an enemy to goodness, who 
suffers fondness or interest to confound right with 
wrong, or to shelter the faults which even ' the wises.t 
and the best have commi tted from the ignomicy which 
guilt aught always to suffer, and with which it .should . 
be more deeply stigmatized· when dignified by 1ts neigb~ 
bourhood to uncommon worth, since we shall . be · in danger 
of beholding it without abhorrence, unless its turpi
tude be laid open, and the eye secured from the de~ept
ion of surrounding splendeur~ 37 

For love of truth Johnson preferred biography to 

romance and history because "all history, so far as it is not 
38 

supported by contemporary evidence is romance; 11 and'. for the 

same reason he preferred autobiography to biography. He found 

in autobiography a higher potentiality for dissemination of 

truth than in biography. His Idler No. 84 was devoted chiefly 

to this argument. He examined the merita of romance, history 

37 
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and biography in propagating tru th and concluded that romance · 

only engages imagination as a pleasant dream while bistory 

stuffs i t wi th useless tru th. The possessor of useless tru th 

is like the possessor of gold which cannot be spent. As gold 

\h ich cannot be spent makes nobody rich, knowledge which ca.n

not be applied makes no one wise. 11Biography," he observed, 

"is of the various kind of narrative writing, that ·wbich is 

most eagerly read, and most easily applied to the purposes of 
39 

life, 11 and this·is because it is neither falsehood nor use-

less truth. Even in biography there is a great tamptation to 

falsification and to ·a consequent deterioration of truth when 

the narrative of a life is written by someone other than the 

one who lived it. This theme of the superiority of autobiog

raphy to biography owes its importance not only to the per

suasiveness of the argument in its support but also to the 

weight it adds to Johnson's advocacy for absolute truth. 

Tre fo llowing · is an ex.erpt from the potent argwnent which 

Johnson made in support of this new theme: 

Those relations are therefore commonly of mœ t value 
in which the wri ter tells his own story •· ·He that re
counts the life of another, commonly dwells most upon 
oonspicuous events, lessens the familiarity of his 
tale to increase its dignity, shows bis favourite at 
a distance decorated and magnified like the ancient 
actors in their tragic. dress, and endeavours to hide 
the man tha t he may produc e a he ro. 

But if it be true, which was said by a French 
Prince, 11 that no man was a hero to the servants of 
his chamber," it i s equally true that every man is 
yet less a hero to himself •••• 

39 
Johnson, "Idler No. 8),, 11 Works, I, 437. 



Tœ wri ter of his own li fe has at least the 
first qualification of an historian, the knowledge of 
the truth; and though it may be plausibly objected 
that his temptations to disguise it are equal to his 
opportunities of knowing it, yet I cannet but think 
that impartiality may be expected with equal confi
dence from him tha.t l'elates the passages of his own 
life, as from him that del ivers the transactions of 
another. 

Certainty of ~owledge not only excludes mis
take, but fortifies veracity. Wbat we collect by 
conjecture, and by conjecture only · c.an one man judge 
of' another 1 s mo ti v es or sentiments, i s easily mod
ified by rancy cr by desire; as objects imperfectly 
discerned take for.ms f~om the hope or ~ear of the 
beholder. But tha t which is !'ully known cannet be 
falsified but with reluctance .of' understanding, and 
alar.m of conscience;· of understanding, the lover of 
tru th; of eonsèience; the sentinel of virtue. · · 

He that writes .. the ·11te of another is ei ther 
his friand or his enamy, and wishes either to exalt 
his praise or aggrevate his infamy; many temptations 
to falsehood will occur in the disguise of passions, 
too specious to fear much resistance. Love of virtue 
will anima te panegyrie, and hat red of wickedness lm
bitter censure. The zeal of gratitude, the ardour of 
patriotism, fondness for an opinion, or fidelity to a 
party, may easily overpower the vigilance of a mind 
habitually well disposed, and prevail over urta~si~ted 
and unfriended veracity. 
· But re that speaks of himself has no motive to 
falsehood or partiality except self-love, by which 
all bave so often been betrayed that all are on the 
watch against its artifices. He that writes an apol
ogy for a single action, to · confUte an accusation, to 
recommend himself to faveur, is indeed always to be 
suspected of favouring his own cause; but he that · sits 
down calm and voluntarily to review his life· for the 
admonition of posterity, or to amuse himself, and 
leaves this account unpublished, may be commonly be 
pre~ed to tell the·truth, since falsehood cannot 
~ppea.se his own mind, and fame will not ·be beard be
heath the tomb. 40 

"He that w:r! tes the life of another is ei ther his 
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.fri end or h~s enemy." If œ i s a friend, from a sense of ob.: 

11gat1on which friendship entails, he will be tampted to ex

aggerate, soften, extenuate, or even invent evidence as a par

ticular situation demanda, in his effort to paint a desirable 

pic ture of his friend. As an enemy, m is no lesa vulnerabla 

to these artifices though his motives be di~ferent from those 

of a friend. While a biographer, friend œ enemy, is assailed 

by a variety of motives for falsificatio~ af evidence, from 

whi ch he cannot completely disentangle his emet ion and his 

pen, the autobiographer, is vulnerable only to the primary 

motive of self-love which is easily detected, for rational

ization quickly fails when placed under examination. The 

subjective coloura.tion is a very thin coating over the hard 

core of truth which autobiography may convey. 

A conscientious autobiographer, who records his 

life for the expressed purpose of instructing posterity, and 

who leaves it unpublished until he himself has been buried, 

may b ·e exonerated from the charges of self-love and false

hood, for his narrative can be relied upon for truth, since 

falsehood tranquilizes no conscience, and fame and profit, the 

autobiographer~s only motives for falsification, are meaning

less to b1m when he is laid 11beneath the tomb. 11 

Johnsan's contention here is not simply the super

iority ·of autobiography to biography in terms of the beauty 

~f narrative or the degree of delight derivable from each, but 
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ih the extent to which each allows or veracity or recording • . 

His deep knowledge of human psychology- enabled h1m to came to 

.. this conclusion tl:lat s:> far as the truth of statement and in-

terpretation of motives are concerned, autobiography may be 

superior to biography. 

It might ·be argu.ed that JohnfD n contradicted him

self here again, because in his Life of Browne he said that 

"the opinions of avery man must be learned from him.Self: con

cerning his practice, it is safest to trust the evidence of 
41 

others. 11 I would be willing to take this. to mean tb.a:t 

Johnson recognized that the ~ole truth of character can only 

be distilled from the combined evidence of the individual 1 s 

friends, his enemies, and himself. None of these is suffie

lent in itself, since in each case quite a different motive 

prevails. To rely entirely upon any one of them would be 

like pretanding to give an accurate description of a huge ob

ject after viewing it from only one of its many dimensions. 

Not only in this particular aspect but throughout 

his whc>le theory of 11 the art which he was the first mm of 
· 42 

letters deliberately to isolate and exploit," Johnson's 

essential focus was on the Whole truth. Critics who have 

disagreed with some of his notable innovations, :·name1,-y .. 
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' 
personal acquaintance with the subject and inclusion of jud-

iciously selected minute d~tails of the hero's life, have, 

either failed to discover the delicate link between these and 

the whole truth without which biography loses its value, or 

they have taken up the argument for its own sake, and unknow

ingly worked against the cause they pretend to serve. 



C;EilP~ER III 

J:OHNSON IN THE PRACTICE OF HIS 

THEOHY OF BIOGRAPHY 

Perhaps one ot the most ditfioul t things tbat a 

literary critic can undertake is to play siiiD.lltaneously the 

rOles ~ a theorist and a practitioner in art. Any theory 

ot art, like the constitution of a country, is a man's con-

. ception of a sta te of excellence which, though captiva ting 

and alluring to ima~ination, is illusive and unattainable in 

practice. · Renee it is not really surprising to find 

theorists talking like angela but practising like men. Man 1s 

capaci ty to design a Utopia l}a..s never y et be en equalled by 

his ability to put his design into practice. 

Most critics agree that Doctor Sannlel Johnson 1s 

theory of biography is unatta.inable in praetice. How far 

Johnson succeeded in applying his theory in pra.ctioe is .. the 

subject of enquiry in this chapter. As biography was . Jo~ 

mn•s greatest literary achievement, not excepting lexicog

raphy, it would be impossible for the scope of this thesis to 

examine all of the many lives he wrote. In order to accom

odate the material to the . scope, only four of his sixty- five 
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'~"lives," namely, Milton, Boerhaave, Savage and Cave, have 

been selected. It will be noticed that two of these men, 

Savage and Cave, were intimately known to Johnson, and the 

othar two, Milton and Boerhaave, were not. Johnson had ad-
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· · .. ·vanced the theory that "nobody can write the lite of a man 

· bUt those who have eat and drunk and lived in social inter-
. . 1 

course with him. tt The main motive of the above grouping, 

among others, is to see how rouch better Johnson succeeded in 

the practice of biography with subjects personally known to 

~ than with those with whom he had no personal contact. 

I. Mit~ON 

John Milton died in 1674, · over - a hundred years 

œ fore Johnson wrote his biography (1779). Before this time 

bi'ograpnies of Milton were a-lready on many bookshelves. Soma 

of these early biographers were eye-witnesses to the actor and 

the soenes they described; and sorne who had not this advantage 

Qbtained first hand information from eye-witnesses. Edward 
·2 

Phillips and his brother John, who basides being Mil ton 1 s 

1 
Boswell, Johnson, p. 474. 

2 
Helen Darbishire in her intro. to Earlz Lives 2[ Milton 

(London, 1932) claims with substantial evidence that the anony
mous Lite 2f Milton in the BM, Bold. MS. Wood. D.4, was written 

· by JohnPhillips, Mi lton 1s nephew. 



nephews were also his studen~s, bad each written a biography' 

of their uncle. Anthony a Wood, the famous antiquarian, John 

Aubrey, the gossip and curiosity monger, Jonathan Richardson, 

the artist, Dr. Birch and Fenton, were a few of those who had 

published biographies .ôf :I~i1to.u • . 

These early lives, in Johnson's opinion, were mere 

personified qualities that did not reflect Milton as a man. 

In the eagerness to give honour to his memory, the biographers 

ignored their impGrtant responsibility of giving respect to 

truth, knawledge and virtue. Edward Phillips, from a ~staken 

conception of the :m.e{Ining ana purpose of biography, frankly 

admitted withholding information which might have enhanced the 

effectiveness of his work. In introducing his narrative, ~ 

Life of~ Milton, he lamented that 11pitty it is the persoh 

whose mamory we have here undertaken to perpetuate by re

counting the ~ memorable Transactions of his life finds 

not a well-infor.med Pen able to set him forth, equal with the 
. 3 

best." Pity indeed it was that auch a noble aim which would 

mve been most suitable for a funeral oration was misapplied 

for a biography. 

After completing his ~ of Milton, Johnson is 

repurted to have said to Maloney, 11we have had tocf nriiîrf honey-

3 . . . 
Edward Philllvs, "The Life of Mr. ,John Mil ton,." s@.:tl 

Li v es of Mil ton, ·: ed ~ 'He~e:n: .. ~9isliirè ~{-London~ ~~:t9-l2}, p. . -~ · 
lThe underlining ct' "most memœ able Transactions 11 i:s my. 
emphasis. · 
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4 
sùckle l'iv es of Mil ton." His wà.s going to be in another 

strain. Undoubtedly it was in another strain, for it was the 

first t1me that a complete. view of Milton was given to those 

who did not know him. Even though his picture ar Milton 

aroused (and continues to arouse) violent anger from ~lton's 

admirera and levers of decent biography, it gives more honour 

to Milton as a man than those of his early biographers "who 

contemplated in Milton the scholar and the wit, [and] were 
5 

contented to forget the reviler of his king." 
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The ground idea of Dr. Johnson 1s biographical 

theory which he paved with minute details of artistry was a 

recreation of a life with the remains left behind by an in

dividual in the form of words and deeds, so tha t the replica 

can fit properly into the niche in the continuum of life which 

was once oecupied by the original. It is in consideration of 

this cent:ral idea that his success or fai. lure as a practical 

biographer must be determined. 

The Life of Milton follows the conventional tripar-

tite pattern eommon in the lives of Johnson 1s literary sub

jects. The first part is a progressive picture of life from 

birth to death, the second a sketch of character ard the 

G.B. Hill, Johnson 1s Miscellanies (New York, 1897), I, 
483.t n. 2. 

5 
Johnson, "Milton," Lives of the Poets, I, 1.53 • 



tpird is a literary criticis~, a series of critical obser

vations on the works .of the subject. , Though Johnson follows 

this pattern consistenply, tlie · method of approach is largely 

his own. 

In the first part which is a piecing together in 

a chronological order of anecdotes, facts and details both 

from Milton's previous biographers and M1lton 1s works, John-
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son has been very imaginative. He bas endeavoured to recapture 

the spirit within _ that propelled the outward man and in tbat 

wa7 bas revealed hidden traits of character not at all obvious 

but deducible from the words and deeds of Milton. As a non-

directive psychotherapist wou~ do, he has analyzed Milton 

with the help of his words and brought out such traits of 

character as peevishness and recalcitrance which would have 

frozen on the lips of his nephews. 

Milton objected to academie education on the grounds 

that men designed for orders in the church were per.mitted in 

the universities to act in plays and put to the profane 

practice of 11wri thing and unboning of their clergy limbs to 

all the antick and dishonest gestures of ••• buffoons and 

bawds, prostituting the shame of the ministry ••• to the eyes of 

the courtiers and court-ladies, their grooms and mademoi-
6 

selles." Johnson uses this expression to characterize Milton 
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as a peevish personality. He explains that when Milton men

tioned his suspension from the university he had confessed 

tbat the pleasure ce the theatre afforded him relie.f from the 

mortifying feeling of humiliation which the suspension engen

dered. This Iœans that he was aware of the usefulness of 

plays. He could· not therefore have condemned ·them "when they 
7 

were acted by academicks" unless he was by nature ca.pricious 

and difficult to please. 

When Milton went ·to the university his design was 

to become a clergyman. 'J:Ih.is design he later abandoned, de

claring as a reason· for his change of mind tha.'t whoever be- · 

cruœ a clergyman nmst subscribe · to slavery and take an imposa ... 

ible oath, whioh, unless his conscience was weak, must contin

ually afflict .him with the oonsciousness of guilt. For this 

ra:ason he preferred a blamel,,ess silence to"the ol.fice or 
8 

speaking, bought and begun with servitude and forswearing. ". 

From this declaration, Johnson deduced that he was refract

ory. And for su ch deductions he did not depend alone upon 

the e'ffect of isolated incidents. 

These expressions are, I find, applied to the sub
scription of the Articles t39) ; but it seems more 
probable that they are related to canonical obed
ience. I know not any ~ the Articles which seem to 

7 
Johnson, 

8 
Ibid. 

"Milton," Lives, I, 10.5. 



thwart his opinions: but the thoughts of obedience, 
whether canonic~ or civil, raised his indignation. 9 

An interesting facet of Milton's character which 

would be exciting to modern psychologists is Johnson's de

piction of his subject as a near mental patient ·.suffering 

from fantasy or "a splitting from· reality." Milton is shown 

aa, a frustrated and neurotic personality resorting to the 

defence mechanism of rationali:Ation in an effort to resolve 

a conflict between exhaustïon and a violent motive to pro

duce verses. Edward Phillips, Toland, and Richardson had ra

corded seasonal recessions of Milton•·s poetic skill, and 
10 

Johnson found evidence of Milton 1s belief in this phenomenon 

and analyzed it as follows: 

This dependance of the soul upon the seasons, those 
temporary and re riodical ebba and flows of intellect, 
may, I suppose, justlybe derided as the fumes of vain 
imagination ••• The ·author that thinks himself weather
bound will find, with a little.help from hellebone, 
that he is only idle or eXhausted. But while this 
notion bas possession of the l:e ad, it produces inabil
ity which it supposes. OUr powers owe much of their 
energy to our hopes •••• When success seems àttainable, 
diligence is enforced; but when it is admitted tbat 
tm facul ties are suppressed by a cross wind, or a 
cloudy sky, the day is given up without resistance. 11 

9 
Johnson, 

10 
11 Milton, 11 Lives, I, 105-106. 

Johnson, '11Rilton," Lives, I, 149. "From such 
prepossessions Mil ton see.ms not to have be en free. 11 

11 
Johnson, ·"Milton," Lives, I, 149. 



When it is remembered that "hellebone" is an ancient name 

given to various herbs that were supposed to cure madness it 

will be seen from this analysis that Johnson considered Milton 

a schizop;b.renic personali ty. tha t badly needed therapy. 

There is yet another instance of subtle deduction 

of tràits of character from Milton.'s works. There is a 

passage in Paradise Lost wh1ch runs tbus: . -
Me of these 

Nor skilled nor stadious, higher argument 
Remains, sufficient .of :ft self to raise 
That name, unless an age too late, or cold 
Climate, or years damp my intended wing 
Depressed, and much they may, -if all be mine, 
Nor hers · who brings · i t nightly to rrry ear. 12 

In this passage Milton shows his acceptance of a popular 

seventeenth-century belief . in the degeneracy of the whole cre

a ti on which was spread by Dr·. Gabriel Go <Dl man, Bishop of 
13 . 

Gloucester. The Bishop held that .the whole creation had de-

teriorated, 11 tha.t neither trees nor animals had the heigb.t or 

bulk of their predecessors, and that e~ery thing was daily 
14' 

sinking by gradual diminution. 11 Johnson finds Mil ton super-

stitious for accepting this unfounded belief. 11Milton, 11 he 

12 
John Milton, "Paradise Lost, 11 The Portable Milton, · 

ed. Douglas Bush (New York, 1955), IX, 4ï=47. · Subsequent ref
erences to Milton•s poems will be made to this edition • . 

13 . 
Gabriel Goodman, The ~ of ~, or the . Corruption 2f. · 

Nature (London, 1616). 
14 

Johnson, "Milton, 11 Lives, I, 149. 
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~ays, "appears to suspect tbat souls partake of the general 

degeneracy, and is not wi thout s:> :rœ fear that his book is to 
15 

"be written in •an age too la te' for heroick poesy." 

In the second part cC the narrative which depicts 

Milton at home, much less undesirable qualities appear, 

though notbing suggests war.mth and affection. This section 

deals mainly with the time when Milton was completely blind. 

His person is described with minute details that help imag-

ination so rouch that the reader seems to see Milton standing 

be.fore him. Though height and weight are not given in 

figures the reader has no doubt whatsoever about Milton's 

stature and bulk when he is told that the poet "narrowly es-
16 

cap ed from being short and thick." Wi th su ch details as 

th~ colour of his hair and the way he parted it, his complex

ion and his habit of wearing a sword, the portrait approaches 

in affect that of a pai~ter with colour and brush. Milton 1s 

daily activities are given round the clock, and the regularity 

of the routine heightens the diatinctiveness of his person-

ality. The account of hia "sitting obliqueJ.y in an elbow
l7 

chair, with hi~ leg tbrown pver the arm," the position he 

usuall-y asSUitted while dictating his verses, increases our 

15 
16 

Johnson, '"Milton tt 

' 
Lives, I, 149. 

Johnson, .l'Milton " 
' 

Lives, I, 163. 
17 

Johnson, ·"Jill ton 11 , Lives, I, 164. 



impression of him as an individual who had his own ways of 

perfor.ming cammon actions. Peculiarities like these are the 

real ingredients that give flavour to a biography. 

The third section of the narrative is literary 

criticism rather than biography and does not lie directly 

within the scope of this enquiry. Considering the narrative 

as a whole, one finds that even if Johnson had not satisfied 

Milton 1s friands with his portrait of Milton, he has at any 

rate succeeded in presenting to his readers the Milton that 
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be knew from reading and from anecdotes. Except on one 

occasion,. which we shall see in the chapter treating Johnson's 

limitations as a biographer, he has not invented material in 

his reconstruction of Milton 1s personality. But he bas been 
' 

extremely imaginative, and the interpretation which he has 

given us of his suoject is his own interpretation of the 

·. material. In a Chaucerian style he p+ays the roles of a 

narrator and a commentator. ·When he records an anecdote whieh 

does not appear to be consistept with truth and e~erience, he 

gives a commentary and theo passes judgment. The anecdote on 

Milton's ~ssion of prayer in the distribution of his hours · 

is one of the many instances i-n which Johnson plays these tvo 
. --. 

roles. "In the distribution of his hours," says.Johnson, · 
· t . . • 

11there was no hour of pray.,er, either solitary, or with his 
18 

household; omitting public prayers, he omitted all." Then 

18 
Johnson, ·"Milton," Lives, I, 167. 



in the commentary and judgment which rollows he actually 

tells us more about himself than about Milton. 

Of this omission the reason has been sought~ upon a 
supposition which ·ought never to be made, that· men 
live with their own approbation, and justify their 
conduct to themselves. Prayer certainly was not 
thought superfluous by him, who representa our first 
parents as praying acceptably in the state of inno
cence, and efficaciously .after their fall. That he 
lived without prayer can hardly be affir.med; his 
studies and meditations were an habitual prayer. 
The neglect of it in his family was probably a fault 
for which he cond~ed himself, and which he in
tended to correct, but that death, as too often 
happens, intercepted his reformation. 19 

In this passage we are reminded of Johnson, stricken in his 

conscience of the sins of omission and commission and re-

solving over and over in his diary to stand up against 

sloth. 

If Johnson has given us a different picture of 

Milton it is only because he has taken a more thorough and 

critical look at Milton tha.n ·had his earlier ·biographers. 

He has undoubtedly shown more critical understanding and 

psychological penetration than they did. His view of Milton 

is more comprehensive than that of his earlier biographers, 

most of whom he derides for eovering over Milton 1s faults in 

other aspects of life with his scholastic eminence and con-

sidering hlm only as a schel4r. 

This does not exonerate Johnson from the faul~ of 

l9 
Johnson, uMilton," .;;...L.-iv,.;_;;..e ;;;;.,s, I, 167. 
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that partisanship which he agrees to be detrimental to biog

raphy. The desire'to expose and make the demi-goda man 

tempted him beyond resistance. His conclusions are just and 

true, but they are so coldly and ::energeti.callj · · drawn that a 

personified animosity seems to mark his trail on every page. 

I find it suitable to close with the observations of the 

critic Pearson on the Lives in general: 

The outstanding merit of Johnson's Lives of the Poets 
is that his intense interest in people was-only 
equalled by his passion for the truth. Sorne of J:üs 
sketches are coloured by predudice; but he was human, 
and the man without predudice is yet to be born: he 
may be the robot of the future. 20 

II. BOERHAAVE 

Herman Boerhaave was one of the most remarkable 

and versatile men of letters in Europe in the early part of 

the eighteenth century. His proficiency in the new science 

of chemistry and his introducing clipical teaching in the 

curriculum of the University of Leyden, the first curriculum 

of its kind, distinguished hiri:l for honours in Europe. He drew 

followers from Europe and A$i~ and was elected an associate 

member of the Parisian Acad6.mY of Science as wall as the Royal 

Society in England. 

2o 
Hesketh Pearson; "About Biography, 11 Essaya .È1. Diyel'S 

'Rands, ed. R~Riau(Oxford, 1958), New Series, Vol. 29, 57. 



Shortly bef'ore his death on 23 September, 17~§, 

he had written a short account of' his lif'e. This was used 

. . by his student, Prof'esaor Albert Sbultens, as the basis of 

the tuneral oration, which he delivered in commemoration of 

his master. This oration, delivered in Latin, was published 

in· ma.ny periodicals in furope in 1739, pa.rtieularly in the 

Journal ~ Scava.ns, June, and in the Nouvelle BibliQtp!que, 
. . 21 

for January, February and March. 

Samuel Johnson ha.d been in London for only two 
yea.rs by this time. Ea.rning his living as a free-la.nce 

journaliat or a hack-writer, he fed various periodicals, the 

most outsta.nding of which was the Gentleman's Magazine pub

lished by Edward Cave. Litera.ry history bas no record of' the 

origin of' the idee. of publishing the lif'e of Boerhaave. But 

whoever suggested it, the write~ or the publisher, it is 

quite certain that the author fo~ the subject interesting 

for different reasons. If C~ve made the sugge$ion, Johnson 
' 1,_ • 

.. ' 

was bound to find in the life of Boerha~v.e many simila.rities 

to his own. The re was the . sa.me element of ingiorioua youth. 
. : ' . . . ' . . 
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Hardship and physfcal torture by a ma.lignant disea.se wa.s ·a 

condition shared by both in ,their early lives. Both were . ~is· 
.. . 

tinguished for precocity. It was from Boerhaave 1s example 

M . . 
. . William Burton,· .~' A,ceount .of.~ Lite· !Eà, Wr!ti~.S 

2f. Herman Boerhaave, 2nd.. · ede ·{ï;oEdon, ' r746T;intro., p ~ ~ 



that Jo~on developed a tolerable interest in chemistry 
. 22 

"which never forsook h~." If on the other band the 

. 69 

suggestion was made by Johnson, Cave would not have h9 sitated 

for the simple reason that the publication of the life of 

such a famous man would doubtless enhance the sale of his 

paper. 

Who made the suggestion may not be known, but it 

wa~ adopted, and the life was publiShed in the Gentlaman 1s 
. . 23 

Magazine, in 1739, running through Jarru.ary to April isàuea. 

As orie connnentator puts it, "His technique was. that of direct 

translation of Shulten~~ eulogy, interspersed with Jobnsonian 
24 

reflections." 

Before the Life of Boerhaave was included in the - - ;.;_.;,,.;;.,;;;, ___ _ 
1840 edition of the Liv~s of the English Poets ••• and Lives - 2g- - - . 
~ SUndr;y Eminent Parsons, two enlarged versions of the 

translation had appeared in Dr. James 1 Medical Dictionary and 

in Davies 1 Johnson's Miscellanepul!l .·and Fugitive Pieces. The · 

enlarged version in the Medical.Dict&onar:y contains short 

22 
Boswell, JohJ,l.son, p • . 102. 

23 . 
Gentleman's l'la.gazine (Jan. -April, 1739), IX, 37-38; 

72-73;114-116;172-176. 
24 

Edward R. Atkinson, ''Samuel Johnson-ta Life· of Boer-
haave," Journal 91_ Chemical Etlucation (March, 1942), XIX, 103. 25 . . : . -

W .R. Courtney, "~ Bibliography of Johnson," Oxf'onl ~-
orical and Literary Studies (O~ord,l91.5), V ,ll.!l+. -



criticisms of Boerhaave 1s Institute, Aphorisme and Chemist;:y·. 

The Miscellaneous ~ Fugitive Pieces contains the enlarge-
26 

ments in the srume order as in the Medical Dictionary. A 

tbird enlarged version appeared in the Universal ~~gazine 

for 1752 and had an additianal expansion. Basides the crit

icisme contained in the other two enlarged versions, this 

version contains six paragraphs of Boerhaave 1s Indexes. The 

problem of deciding the authenticity of these enlarged ver-

sions as Johnson's remains unsolved, unless the authority of 

Dr. Allen T. Hazen of the Department of English in Yale Uni

versity is accepted. 

Dr. R.w. Chapman in a correspondance to the 

Literary Supplement of the London Times refera to the version 

in the Medical Dictionary and says that "the style does not 
27 

strike ••• as Johnsonian." We know, by the authority of 
. . 28 

Boswell, that Johnson wrote the dedication and that he con-

tributed some materials other than the dedication to the 

dictionary itself, even thou~ the importunate researcher was 

unable to discover what thes& other materials were. After 

wha.t appears to have been an exhaustive search Boswell says: 

"I have in vain endeavoured to iind out what parts Johnson 

26 

70 

Allen T. Hazen, "Samuel Johnson and Dr. Robert James," 
Bulletin of the Institute 21, ~ History 2f. Medic-ine (1936),IV,456. 

27 . ' 
R.W. Chapman,"Dr. Johnson and Dr. Ja.mes, 11 TLS,Dec. 13, 

1928), p. 991. 
28 

Boswell, Johnson, pp. 103, 115-16. 
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WI-ote for Dr. James. Perhaps medical men may." Hazen, 

knowing that though Boswell gave up the search he did not 

give up the conviction that Johnson had really contributed 

articles to the dictionary, followed up the search in 1936 

and submitted tha.t the article "Botany" in the dictionary . 

was written by Johnson. Since the six paragra.phs about the 

I .nde.xes appear both in the article 11Botany" and in the account 

of Boerhaave 1s life, Hazen argued that they must have been 

wri tt en by one pers on. However, he adva.nced no reason for 

assigning the article to Johnson, and this bas greatly 

weakened his conclusion that "the enlarged biography is the 
30 

authentic text." It could be possible that Dr. James him-

self adopted his friend's translation of the Lite of Boer

haave into his dictionary and added his own criticiams on the 

subjects about which he oertainly knew more than Johnson. 

Johnson begins the~ of Boerhaave with an 

apology for its shartness ~ sais: '11We wouJ.d have made it 

mucb lob.ger, by adopting f'lying rep-orts' and inserting un

altered facts: a close adherenc~ · to certainty has contrac·ted 
• 

our narrative, and hindered it from ·sweùling to the bulk at 

29 l . 

Boswell, Johnson, p. 753, n. 2. 
JO . 

Johnson, "Boerhaave.," Woiks, e'd. Arthur Murphey 
(London, 1816), XII, 11. · 
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which modern histories generally arrive." Even at this 

early stage of his biographical writing he was conscious of 

truth as an important factor in the effectiveness of a biog-

raphy. In the pursuit of this principle he discarded the 

extraneous information and rumeurs to which the death ot a 

man so universally acknowledged to be good must have given 

rise. He bas succeeded in representing Boerhaave to his 

readers in the light of the truth known to him. But the 

absence of minute details and of mental conflicts wh1ett1 

should necessarily create dramatic circumstances and enliven 

the narrative takes much out of its total affect. 1:f tl:iere 

is a conflict, it is one between the virtues of a uniformly 

good man and the jealousy of the malcontents, the solution 

of which comes as if from heaven itself and not through the 

struggles of a fallible human being. The total impression 

given by the portrait of Boerhaave is an enlarged silhouette 

or a distant view of a huge and magnificent mountain ob~ 

tained with the help of binoculars with cracks and crevices 

conspicuous only for their absence. 

III. SAVAGE 

They only who live with a man can write his •• . 1_ .. 

3l 
Boswell, Johnson, p. 694. 
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life with any genuine exactness and discr~
ina.tion; and few people who bave lived with 
a man know what to rema.rk about him. 32 

Unlike Boerhaave, Savage was int~ately known to 

Johnson. They had lived in social intercourse, eaten and 

di"\Ulk to-gether. They bad wal.ked and talked to-gether, -

. . . 
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sharing the sarœ sentiments and the same condition o:f extrema · 

poverty. On one oc cas ion, Arthur Murphey reports tha t they 

walked around Grosvenor Square in London un til f'our in · the . _. 

morning discussing social and political problems of the day 

affecting England and the. whole continent. When f'atigue ·and 

hunger came the two of them t~ether could not produce :fiv~

pence for re:fresbment. During this time Savage must have told 

Johnson of his mother's "barbarity 11 which gives a mournful 

tone to ~Jàhnson'e narra.t).v:e m hie ~ of Savage. 

The details relating to the date -and place of the 

first meeting of Johnson and Savage are not exactly kp.own. 

B~wwell tells us that by the authority of Johnson they were 
33 

not "so much as acquainted" when Johnson wrote his London 
' ' 

which was published in May, lJaa~ . . ~ir John Hawkins is of the 

opinion that they met in 1737: dui'ing Johrtson's first visit 

32 

.... 
~ 

Boswell, Johnson,: ?~ A94. 
33 . 

Boswell, Johnson, p. 91~ n. l. 
34 

Sir John Hawkins~ L1f@ ~ Samuel Johnson, 2nd. ed.. 
(London, 1787), pp. Sl-52. 
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to London; and Cave, though not connnitting himself to an ex

act date, states that they bad been acquainted before they met 

at St. John's Gate, the hea.dquarters of the Gentlemanis 

Magazine to which both were contributors. Whatever the time 

was, it is not likely that they moved about tq~ether for 
. ........ 

longer than two years. Savage left London for Swansea on the 

first of June, 1739, and did not return unti1 his death in 

1743. Though the duration of their acquaintance was so short, 

Johnson the keen student of human nature and beha.viouiP bas im-

· presse~ upon his readers that time is not an impediment to a 

talented obaerver. 

It is to be ramembered, of course, that in add-
' 

ition to persona1 know1edge, there were confidenial oral 

accounts of transactions ,and a fUnd of anecdotes which John

son must have co11ected from those who knew Savage longer 

than he. There were also three biographical write-ups about 

Sa.vage. Additiona1 information came t'rom 1etters which Savage 

wrote while he was in prison at Br!Lsto1. Armed wi th genuine 

materials, Johnson was anxious to give an aocurate and auth-

entic account of his extraord1nary friand. His proposal 

appeared in the Gentleman's Magazine for August, 1743 ~ In 
February, 1744, the ~ ,2! Savage was published and was un

ifor.mly acc1aimed as a just representation of the character 

of Richard Savage. · 
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0~ the contrèversial question, whether Richard 

Savage was an imposter or not, for which Johnson has often 

been accused of creduli ty, i t wouJd be pretentious to promise 

an answer. Perhaps no investigation will be able to fUrnish 

a completely satisfactocy conciusion until a document con

taining Anne Brett 1s denial has been unearthed. Even then, 

the weight of argument from ·the existing records is sucrh~that 
. -~ 

she would be required to submit to a lie detector in addition. 

However, the cont~aversy is one of the most interesting in 

literary history and it is .impo-ssible to stay out of it -when 

discussing the life of the so-called artificiaï bastard. My 

intention is to submit rrry argument and declare rrry stand in 

the issue in the chapter on Johnson•s limitations as a biog

rapher in practice. For the. moment only the relation between 

Johnson 1s theory and practice of biography will be discussed. 

In the ~ 2f Savage we see one of the most ob~ 

jective analyses of human character which a friand can make 

of a friend. Objectivity a.m.ounts to impartiality and tru.th. 

It does not mean absence of the warmth cf feeling and sym

pathy ev~n though it may reveal rather than conce~l truth. 

If is this principle · that Johnson adopts in this masterpiece 

of a biographical narrative. As he reconstructs his li~e he 

looks objectively at Savage the man he knew and appo~tions to 

him his share of the blame in the whole drama in which he re-

mainsa peculiar act or both in kind and in circumstanc_e. 



The ~ 2f Savage is neither the portrait of a 

saint nor that of a devil, but a representation of good and 

76 

evil, the main stuff of life, with reference to the particular 

part · which Richard Savage the man played in his mingling of 

elements. The first time tbat Johnson brings Savage to view as 

a maturing man is in connection with the Bangorian controversy. 

Though he md pr>eviously mentioned as a general smmnary that 

Savage 1s ability in literature was equal to his opportunities, 

which ~e know to have been very negligible, he did not forbear 

in this particular instance to point out that this gifted and 

self-made 'S&nius was, like the rest of mankind, s:> metiœ s rash 
. . 

and indiscreet. The Bangorian .controversy was a popular topic 

of conversation in coffee-houses where literary men gathered to

gether t.o talk about currerl'~ issues and discuss literature. 

Savage chose this subject for his debut in literature, 11and 

witbout arry othér knowledge of the question than he had cas

tially collec.ted from conversation, published a poem against the 
. 35 

Bishop." Here ~ohnson frankly discloses indiscretion which, 

had he belonged to the school of biographers that make their 

sub).ects better in memory tlliln in life, :œ could have concealed 
. . 

under the excuse that Savag·e had . no opportunity to know better 

than œ did. 

In his report of the fr~ship between Sir Richard 

35 
Johnson, 11Savage," Lives, IV, 143-4. 
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Steele and Savage and the d1sagre~ent which came as a result 

of t:te flippancy of the younger man, Johnson reveals his deep 

knowledge of human nature and rubs in his theory that a biog

rapher can tell the whole truth about his hero ~ithout injur

ing his reputation. He looks at tba two men and their conduct 

objectively, blames both :1.n part and justifies both in part, 

before delivering a judgmerit so palliating that it is sate to 

say that both would have accepted it had it been delivered in 

their time. In marals, Sir Richard Steele was not an exem

plary knight. Some of the anecdotes relating to him, "the 

liveried baD.iffs" -for instance; were sufficient to dissolve 

the austeri ty of a stoic into the giggles of a school girl. 

It was too much temptation for .ypung .Sa.vage to resist sharing 

these jokes with his i'riends, p.el;"haps wi th due injunction not 

to let them spread. Unfortunately the. injunction could not be 

kept and Sir Richard heard that his young friend was ridiculing 

him behind his back and decided that he no more wanted auch a 

human tape record~r around him. This is how Johnson decides . / 

the case for them!. 

A little knowledge of tbe world is sui'ficient to dis
caver that such weakness is very connnon, ani tha..t there 
are few who do not sometimès, in the wa.ntonil.e,._s~ ~2~ . · 

· thoughtless mirth, or the heat of transient resê~ent, 
speak of their friands and benefactors with levity and 
contempt, though in their cooler moments they want 
neither sense of their kindness, nor reverence for their 
virtue. The faul t therefore of Mr. Savage was ra.bher 
negligence than ingratitude; but Sir Richard must like
wise be acquitted of aeverity, for who ia t here tbat can 
patiently bear contempt from one whom he bas relieved 



and supported, whose establishment he bas laboured, 
ard whose interest œ has promoted. 36 

In a li fe in which faul ts are more munerous than 

virtues, Johnson does not at all sit on judgment or condemn 

·any of the weaknesses of his fr1end. He understands him as 

a lover of goodness but not a good man, and so he tries to 

reason with him as if they were talking face to face w~e 

he records his explanations for those actions he censures. 

There are several instances of this impartial, sincere and 

understanding psychological penetration strewn throughout 

the Life. I will mention only a few of the. most striking. 
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Johnson reports that Savage's esteem of individ

uals was not permanent, that he frequently lampooned thoae 

whom he had previoualy praised. An unsympathetic biographer 

could have left his character as it is, but .Johnson tried to 

discover some mitigating circumstances to soften the total 

effect of the fault upon his friend •~s memory. He shows that 

though Savage appeared inconsistant wi.th his f'riends he was 

consistent with truth. A man devoted to truth automatioally 

responds to situations in accordance with their real nature. 

If Savage was beguiled by a show of goodness to praise an in

dividual when he observed him from a distance, it was only 

just that be change his tune when upon close acquaintance he 

36 
Johnson, ·" Savage, 11 .;;;L .... i .... v..-e.-s, IV, 148-9. 
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disoovered tbat beneath the smooth surface of the sepulchre 

there was decay. Justly he observes that: 

As a false satire ought to be recanted, for the sake 
of him whose reputation may be injured, false praise 
ought likewise to be obviated, lest the distinction 
between vice and virtu'e ·should be lost, lest a bad 
man should be _trusted Up()n.: the credit ot .his ·encom
iast, or lest others-should endeavour to obtain the 
like praises by the sa.me _means. 37 

' The ruining faJ.tl:t in the. cha ra~ ter of Richard 

Savage was his dependance upon _circumstantial provisions for 

the satisfaction of his wants. Imagining himself nobly bor:g. 

and disregarding the peculiar ~ircumstances of his birth, and 

'trusting in the charm of ,hiS. .. conversation and his ability to 

make friands with anybody :œ happened to talk to, he did not 
. . 

at all make provisions tor 't:P.e .future. Thus "he spent his 
' 38 

life between beggary and extravagance." Johnson was na.tur-

ally syrnpathetic towards the poor_,_ ani so we are not su.r}:>rised 

that ~ _does not cast a stoœ at Savage. His analysis is not 

less sympathetic tban it is penetrating: 

The oause of his profusion was the absurd kindne.S.s of 
his i'tiends, who at once rewarded and enjoyed hi·s 
abilities, by treating h1m at taverns, and habituating 
him to pleasures which he could not afford to enjoy, 
and which he wa.s not able to den:y himself, though he . 
purchased the luxury of a· single night by the a.p.guish 
ar cold and hunger for a week. 39 · 

37 
Johnson, 
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Savage 1s friands complained that he was a difti

cult visiter. Wherever he was invited it was his desire that 

all other business should be suspended and all attention be 

devoted to merriment and joy. It was his habit to overstay 

his welcome, forgetting that his host must attend to his 

regular . business in spi te of his delightful conversa ti on. 

Savage would have appeared ·ext~emely selfish had not Johnson 

palliated this weakn~.ss by ~xp~aining tha. t the behaviour wae 

forced on him since he had no home of his G1IIl to which he 

could return. 

In his theory Johnson advoeated that minute de

tails and anecdotes relat,ing to a · p ·ers'on, 1s life should be 
' ' . 

narrated in order that his character may be represented as it 

really was. In his ~ .Q!··. Sa vase · he hlt5 adhered to this 

pri~ciple by giving several anec'dotes and minute details. with 

the help of which the curious char~cter of Richard Savage has 

been clearly revealed. 
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The story of Savage 1s vanishing from his friands 

whenever he received his penaion and amerging again after it 

bad been spent is both entertaining and revealing. When John· 

son withholds· any information he wittily makes a hint and gives 

reasons for withholding it, so that the reader, though he re

grets being deprived of delight, sympathizes with the delicate 

position of the narrator . An example ?f t his deviee occurs 

when te reports Savage 's inquisitiveness and keenness in 
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observation. He remarks that his discoveries of the foible~ 

of human na ture were remarkabl e but 11 i t may not be entirely 

safe to relate, because the persona whose characters he 

criticized are powerful; and power and resentment are sel-
4-G 

dom strangers." 

Though the physical description of Richard Savage 

is delayed to the very end of the narrative, I would ·venture 

to say that none who reads the ~ fails to see him vividly 

as if he had known him in li fe. The course of his li fe is 

told as a fatalistic tragedy. He never saw the aun without 

a cloud. There was always romething to derail the train of 

his fortunes, and mercurial and impecunious as D.ickens' Mic

awber, he wa s ah-rays wai ting for something to tu rn up. The 

story of his distress is so movingly told that rione, ·tha.t 

reads the following paragraph can easily refrain from 

shedding dry tears at least. 

In this manner were passed those days and those nights 
which nature had enabled hiin to have employed in ele
vated speculations, use~l studies, or pleasing con
versation. On a bulk, in a cellar, or in a glàss
house among thieves and beggars, was to be found the 
Author of The Wanderer, the man of exalted sentiments, 
extensive views, and curious observations; the man 
whose remarks on life might have assisted the states
man, whose ideas of virtue might have enlightened the 
moralist, whose eloquence might have influenced se~ 
at~s, and whose delicacy might have polished counts. 41-

lia) 
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Johnson once said to Boswell that Ruffhead did 

not know Pope and did not know anything about poetry, and 

therefore could not be expected to write a good life of Pope, 

meaning in this that a biographer of a man ought to know the 

man and also share his sentiments. It is doubtful that John

eon could have been able to .depict Savage so vividly if th~y 

did not have many things in ciommon. ·Both :were poor and 

proud. As Savage rejectêd !1 suit of clothes that was left 

in the coffee-house for him by an uni<:lentitied donor, Job.n.son 
' is said to have flung away :a pair of shoés that was secretly 

left for him at the door of his room at Oxford. Both were 
. . 

resentfUl of superiority not based upon marit. They were 

lovera of conversa ti on and. .eloqu,ènt talkèrs. Most of all, 

they felt injured by society that based the importance of the 

individual upon rank -instead ·or mliri t. It can be imagined 

that while Johnson was painting the distress of his friend he 

was musing on his own • . 

Perhaps it may not be aitogether a wild and roman

tic speculation to suggest that Johnson always ramembered hi~ 

success in the Life Q! Savage and held it up in his mind as 

the model from which he drew up his theory of biography, for 

in it all aspects of his theory are manifest. 



IV. CAVE 

The long connection which Dr. Johnson maintained 

with Edward Cave and the Gentleman's Magazine started from 

November, 1734, when be wrote to Cave from Birmingham 

suggesting that the literary section of his journal might be 

conveniently extended with some original materials and 

offering to provide the materials if the suggestion were 
42 

accepted. Cave replied to the latter on 2 December, but 

nothing was done presently with the suggestion. No other 

correspondance between them is· known from now -until 1737 • 
.. ' 

Johnson had arrived in London in March and on 12 July, he 

wrote to Cave offering to translate Father Paul Sanpi's 

History of lli Council of Trent. 

This offer was. ac·cepted but, owing to a quarrel 

with a rival translater, also named Samuel Johnson, the pro

ject 'did not succeed. The rivals ruined each other 1 s effort. 

But Cave had paid Johnson the sum of forty-nine pounds and 
43 

seven shillings, from August, 1738·, to Ju1y, 1739, ih smal1 

sums. There is no record that he demanded refund of this 

amount. 

Before this suggestion was given a trial, Johnson, 

of course, bad won Cave 1s confidence as a powerful writer, by 

42 
Boswell, Johnson, p. 65. 

43 c. Lennart Carlson, ~ First Magazine (Providence, 
R.I., 1938), p. 20. 
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the ode "Ad Urbanwn" in defence of Sylvanus Urban which was 

Cave' s "nom de plwne" · in the Gentleman's Magazine; this was 

Though they had not many things in connnon, tMr,e 

was a substantial understanding between them. Johnson toler

ated Cave's slowness of wit, and Cave tolerat_ed Johnson's 

sloth. Basides giving Jolili.son employment, Cave, the patron 

of poetry, did a great deal to publicize Johnson 1 s literary 

genius. When Johnson 1s London, written for Mr. Dodsley, came 

out in 1738, Cave published extracts of it in the Gentléman 1s 

Magazine in order that it might have a wider notice from the 

public. Johnson, no doubt, showed his gratitude to Cave in 

many ways and "of all people ••• whom Cave 1 s publishing act iv-

ities attracted to St. John's Gate, none was so useful to him 

as Samuel Johnson, nor did any one do more to make the 

44 
Carlson, p. 13. 
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210, n. 
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m.à.gazine successful." The wri ting of Cave' s biography was 

undertaken as a tribute to the memory of a lasting friendship 

and understanding wbich ended in a kind farewell. Shortly 

before Cave died he had become incontinent and lethargie and 

only regained consciousness for a short while during which he 

performed his last act with reason; and this was to press the 

hand of bis faithful friend and trusted editorial assistant, 

Samuel Johnson. 

Etlward Cave died on January 10, 1754, and in the 

following month Johnson pubJ,.ished "An Account of the Life of 

the Late Mr. Edward Cave" in the _Gentleman's Magazine, a per

iodical which Cave started almost out of nothing and built up 

to "become the most important periodical publication of the 

85 

47 
eighteenth century. 11 In 178i Johnson revised the ace ount at 

the request of Arthur Murphy who included it later in his 1816 
48 . 

edition o~ the Wopks of Samuel Johnson. 

Johnson once said that only a fool would write for 

an:ything except money. But money was not the only motive f'or 

wri ting An Account .2.f. the Life of Edward ~· As in the Life 

. .2f Savage, the main motive was to perpetuate the mem.ory of a 

friend. Throughout the account Johnson has shown that a friend 

46 
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ôan write the biography of a f'~end without sacrificing 

truth to friendship, and that a hiographer can be objective 

without being malicious. In the anecdote of the favourite 

cock of Mrs. Holyoake, Johnson displays his great ability to 

balance objectivity with sympathy • . Mrs. Holyoake was the 

wif'e of the master of Rugby School which Cave attended. She 

is said to have lost her f'avourite cock, and Cave was sus

pected of stealing it. Johnson seems to credit this story, 

but he does not coldly condemn Cave for the alleged crime. 

Sympathetically he wishes that a more thorough examination 

had been made before subjecting the poor boy to humiliations. 

Perhaps it was necessary in the interest of' his 
49 

business that Cave should be "a penurious paymaster." If 

he was kind and indulgent to Johnson somet~mes, he was not so 

to all of his employees or contributors. Among his hacks was 

86 

Samuel Boyle who wrote verses for him with a pen stuck through 

a hole in the blanket while he wa.s lying naked' in bed, his 

clothés having bem pawned for the barest heeds of li fe. Cave 

"could contract for verses by the hundred and expect the long 
.50 

hundred." Johnson observes this weakness but palliates its 

affect with a sympathetic exarnination of its cause. 

In order to produce a character as near as possible 

49 
.50 
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to what was known of Cave while he was alive, Johnson en

deavou~s to reconcile the generous aide of Cave's nature with 

the meanness of his financial il~·e.lings, and the qualifying 

statement which he makes Çf his character does not unduly 

flatter nor coldly debunk the ·memoty of the bookseller. If 

Cave was meah it was becaus~ he could not entirely wrest him

self from seme hereditary influence tD which rich cbildren of 

poor .parents are common v:i.ctims. . "Nor have. mariy men be en 

raised by accident or industry to sudden riches," says John

son, "that retained less of the meam1ess of their former 
.51 

state." Cave could no longer be hurt by the truth which 

must be told if his biographymÜst provide instruction to the 

reader. In this strain Johnson objectively examined Cave and 

round out that he was rather an easy and constant friend the.n 

a zealous and active one; though he was slow he always moved 

forward; his mental faculty was such that he could absorb but 

little at a time, but that little was thoroughly digested; 

though tenacious he was never adamant in his clairos. In a 

series of contrasting qualities such as this he brings out the 

conflict of character which makes biography both interesting 

and valuable. He does not approach his subject with awe which 

often compels students of the sehool of decent biography to 

paint a picture larger than life. With a thin film of 

51 
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ridicule on Cave 1s dieting he says: 

He was generally healthful, and capable of much labour 
and long application; .. but in the later yea:v.s of his 
life was afflicted with gout, which he endeavoured to 
cure or alleviate by a total abstinence both from 
strong liquors and animal food. From animal food he 
abstained about four years, and fr.o~ strong liquors 
much longer; but the gout continued uhconquered, per-
haps unabated. 52 . 

Johnson is considered "the greatest British biog .. 
53 

rapher," regardless of Boswell. Perhaps this conclusion 

has been reached not so rouch because of his theory as it is 

because of his practice. The·Life ~ Savage is t~e quint~ 

essence of pure biography in which there is a truthfUl trans-

mission of the personality ofthe subject of biography from 

the scattered fragments of the life he once lived into the 

pages of a recreated life. The sharpness of characterization 

for which the Life of Savage is remarkable could not have been 

possible if Johnson did not know Savage in persan. It would 

have been still less possible if he did not have certain sen-

timents in common with hLm as a result or which the biographer 

could tully comprehend the internal working of his subject 1s 

mind. The vividness of the sordidly vicious but sympathetic 

character of Savage which Johnson has depicted, owes much to 

certainty of knowledge, and this certainty together with 

52 
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instant recording produces one of the most fascinating 

narratives in biography. 

Milton was a subject drawn from history and Boer-

haave, though a contemporary, was more or less a legend~ry 

personification of virtues. Though the ~ of Cave is not 

as impressive as the f.lli of . Savage owing, for the most part, 

to the narrow orbit of eXperience _of a mind that went only 

upon the oiled groove of the Gentleman's Magazine, and "who 

never looked out of his window, but with a view to the Gentle-
. 54 

man 1 s Magazine," the eharacterization nevertheless reveals 

à great intimacy between the subject and t:œ biographer. 

Nothing but close and constant as_sociation could make possible 

the observation that though Cave appeared indifferent and com

pletely inattentive to projects that did not appeal to him, he 

could. surprisingly give details relating to auch projects if 

they were brought up again for discussion. 

Wi th the Life of Savage in particular, and to a 

certain extent with the~ of ~, the Doctor has convinced 

us that intimate knowledge and close association with the stib

ject of a biography coupled with immediate recording are indis

pensible in the graphie and convincing recreation of life. 

54 
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CHA.PTER IV 

·JOHNSON' S LIMITATIONS IN THE 

PRACTICE OF , BIOGRAPHY 

JOhnson's shortcamings in the practice of biog

re.phy are of three different kinds. There are those that 

arise from his use of the imperfect records existing in his 

own period, those that arise from his own negligence, and 

those that are attributable to a weakness very connuon to all 

mankind. The discussion of these shortcomings will be con

fined principally· to their occurrence in the four lives dis-

cussed in the preceding chapter. 

The outstanding biographical source materials in 

the eighteenth century were Ba!J'le 's Dictiona.ire historique et 

.cr.itigue (1695-97), translated into Eng11sh as early às 1710, 

(which inspired similar dictionaries, such as the General 

Dio~iona.ry, Historical and Critical (1734-41), prepàred by 

. Thomas Birch); The Biographia Britannica, or ~ Lives ~r ~ 

Most :Eminent Parsons Who Have Flourished in Great Britain and -- ----- - -
Ireland, From :EB.rliest Ages, ~ to the Present Times (1740-

60); Giles Jacob's Poetical Resister (1719-20); ~ Live.s of 

~ Poets (1735) by Robert Shiels, published under the name 
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of Theophillls Cibber; and Horace Walpole's Catalop;lle of Not-

able Allthors (1758). These materials cannat be said to have 

provided adequate aids to subsequent biographers because 
l 

they "were ••• carelessly and incorrectly written." 

That Johnson consulted sorne of these materials 

while writing the Lives of the Poets is more than a conject-

ure. Several years before he took up the contract with 
2 

91 

"about 40 of the most respectable booksellers of London" for · 

an elegant and uniform edition of The En~lish Poets to be 

printed, with preface anrl concise account of each poet's life, 

Johnson had very highly recommended Bayle's dictionary to 

biographers and levers of biography. "Bayle's Dictionary," he 

sa id, "iS a very llsef:lll work for tho se to conslll t who love the 
3 

biographical part of literatllre, which is wha~ I love most." 

In addition to consllltin~ these collected biographies 

wh~ch were ~enerally short, Johnson conslllted individual lives 

which were known to him. Evans, who in 1932 made a careful 

stlldy of the sollrces of information for Johnson's Lives of the 

Poets, reported that he was convinced that Johnson consulted 
4 

all account s of Milton' s life known to him. His reliance 
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upon these imperfect records led him to many inaccuracies 

for which cavilling critics have made him responsible~ Bùt 

errors in dates and place names or even the precise nattire 

92 

of relationships between people were not considered ve~ im

portant by Johnson. Some of these errors were pointed out to 

him. and though he admitted them he did nothing about correc~il:on 

beea.use in the Lives of the Poets he regarded the criticàl as 

the most important of his functions. 

In the ~ of Milton Johnson was misled by the 

Biographie. Bri tannica. to s·ta. te tha. t Mil ton entered the .Ghrist 1 s 

Colle ge a sizar instea.d of a pensioner as the regis ter of .· the 

collage testifies. This event is thus reported in the .B1og

raphia. Britannica: "At the age of seventeen he was admitted 
5 

sizar or Christ 1s Collage in Cambridge." 

He brought the hornet 1 s nes t or Mil ton 1 s admire.rs 

about his ea.rs when he echoed Aubery 1s statement that Milton 

wa.s subjected to corporal punishment at the university. When 

discussing Milton 1s acti~.ities at college Aubery\ · bad said 

"His first tutor there was Mr. Chapell, from whom reoeiring 

some unkindness (whip 1 t ~im), he wa.s afterwards ••• trans

ferred to the Tuition of one Mr. Torell, who dyed Parson of 
6 

Lutterworth. 11 Aubery 1 s motive in making this report do es 

·"Milton," Biographie. Britannica~ 
(London

6 
1760). . 

John Aubery, "Mr. John Mil ton: Minutes," EB.rly Lives 
o~ Milton, p. 10. 
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not appear to have be en t ·o disparage Mil ton, though he is 

well known for his interest in punching little holes in the 

ini'lated reputations of public men. In this connection it 

appears that his purpose was to disclose the austerity of the 

tutor rather than to ridicule the student. . 

Why Johnson coloured this incident with so much 

sha.me cannot be dissociated from his prejudice against Milton 

the politician and the reviler of his king. Corporal pil:rüsh-
7 

ment, by the authority of Mark Pattison, is known to have 

continued in the universities up to 1667, and Milton was not 

therefore "one of the last students in ei ther university tha.t 
8 

s:u.ffered the public indignity of corporal correction. 11 But 

~o oonsider the story of the infliction of corporal punish

ment as reported by Aubery as untrue and therefore to accuse 

· Johnson of credulity is rash criticism, and perha.ps those 

who so criticize are guilty of the very- fault they are trying 

to find in Johnson. John Aubery is known in literary history 

as a gossip but not as a lia.r. Because of the explosive 

nature of the materials he handled,he usually made sure they 

were correct before he dealt them out. This anecdote of 

Milton's whipping at collage, Aubery claimed to have got from 

Christopher Milton, the poet's brother, and it has been 

7 
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'!conf'irmed by the industry and knowledge of T. Warton •••• 

Aubery was a curious enquirer, with ample means of infor.m-
9 

ation, and no motive whatever for telling a lie." 

Arthur Waugh, an editor of the Lives 2f the Poets, 

has àe.ct1s.ed · Johnson of inaccurac.y in reporting that both 

Milton and Salmasius were paid for the services they did for 

the people and crown of England respectively. If this report 

is inaccurate the blame belongs more to the source from which 

Johnson ootained the information than to Johnson himself. 

Salmàsius in his Defence .Q! the ~ sta ted that Mil ton was 

paid four thousarid pounds for writing for the Parliament, and 

Milton in his Deferice of the People returned the charge tbat 

Salmasiùs undertook the defence for a hundred Jacobusses. · 

Ho~è'ifer, each denied having received any reward. BUt To1and, 

who did original research on Milton, stated that Milton was 
10 

· rewarded wi th a thousand pounds for his Defence. The edi-

94 

... tors of the Biographia Britannica, perhaps induced by To1and 's 

"dil1gènoe in m.aking the important disooveey of the real author 

.Pt Eikon Basilike which was supposed to have be en wri tt en by 
11 

King . Charles I, adopted this statement. Waugh in his ~e-

seareh went to the oouncil records of Cromwell 1s gove:rîinent 

9 
Johnson, Lives, ed. Peter Cunningham (London, 1854),!, 

85., n. 12. 
10 

p. 158. 
11 

John Toland, "The Life of John Milton," EB.rly Lives, 

Toland, pp. 145-51. 
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for evidence of this paym,ent to Milton, and fa1ling to. f'ind 

it concluded that Mil ton re.c.eived nothing extra on his stip-
: 12 

ulated salan o~: f2~8, 1.3s, 6d., for writing the Defenèe. 

Whether Milton received a. bom1s Qr not ia not r~ally impor

tant, though 1 t · is l .ikely, from his boast in the ·. Secorid 

Defence of having satisfied both his countryrnen and the 

whole ·of Eilrope with his Defence 2.f. the People, that he 

could have had his palms greased for·· work so well dona. · But 

since .the infor.rnB.tion was taken f'rom existing accounta of 

Mil ton 1 s li fe, Johnson cannot be blam.ed for originat:ing the 

error. , 

The .s8lle editor brings up another charge of in

accuracy againat Johnson in his report that Milton "ia said 
13 

to bave raad all the Greek and Latin writers 11 during the 

five years that he lived with his father at Horton in Buck

inghamshire when he left the university. "Dr. Johnson is 

here guilty of a loose enlargement of Milton 1s own phrase. 

What the poet said was that he 'enjoyed a complete holiday in 
14 

turning over Latin and Greek authors.'" So says editor 

Waugh. As he does not leave a clue to where Milton made the 

12 
Johnson, Lives, ed. Waugh, 1, 12.5. 

13 
Johnson, Lives, I, 106. 

14 
Johnson, Lives, I, 106, n. 13. 
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statement he cannot be charged with misquot&tion. Milton had 

an occasion in his Second Defence to write his own biography. 

After his Defence S?.f.. the ·People which followed Salmasius 1 

Defe.nce of ~ King there appeared an anonym.ous publication 
. . 

entitled The Cry of~ King 1s Blood for Vengeance against 

the Eng1ish Parricides. In this book Milton was particularly 

attacked and accused of misdemeanour at the university~ for 

which he was said to bave been expelled before seeking refuge 

in Italy. The attack on Milton started off with. "One John 
1.5 

Miiton, a great hero doubtless," which shows that the 

attacker was begging Milton for·information on himself, and 

' · he generously obliged. 

In order to clear himself of the shame of the 

~lleged expulsion and hibernation Milton narrated the whole 

history of his life, and reaching the period in which he was 

suspected of abscondence to Italy he said: 

Works, 

I fled not into Italy, as this foul miscreant falsely 
asserts, but, of my own free will, returned home, 
leaving behind me among most of the fellows of the 
college, who bad shown me no ordimary attention, even 
an affectionate regret. At my father's country house, 
to which he had retired to pass the remainder of his 
days, being perfectly at my ease, I gave myself up en
tirely to reading the Greek and Latin writers. 16 

Johnson is believed to have followed Milton 1s own 

15 
John Milton,"lSecond Defence of the People of England, 11 

ed. Frank A. Patterson, et. al.(New York, 1933), VIII,lll. 
16 . 

Milton, Works, VIII, 121. 



17 
account of his Italian tour which is in this Second 

Defence. It isdoubtless :that his report is based upon 

Milt.on 1s boast. Ex:amiri.ing the two ' statements "I gave myself 

up entirelyto reading the Greek: and Latin writers" and, uis 

said to have read all the Greek and Latin writers, 11 there 

appears to be , no grounds for the pedantic censorship of the 
. ~ . 

editor. There is no sense of enlargement in Johnson 1 s upon 

···Milton 1s idea. The article "the," is restrictive only in the 

sense that it distinguishes the Latin and ' the Greek writers 

from either the Hebrew, Italian or French writers which Mil

ton d<;>es not pretend to have read at this particular time. 

The date of Milton's death was variously given by 

his biographers before Johnson. Edward Phillips, his nephew, 

state.d that "he died in the year 1673, towards the latter end 
18 

of the summer " 
' 

and his brother John stated that "hee ••• 
19 

exp~red no less calmly in the yeare 1674." Elizabeth 

Fisher, Milton 1 s maid servant, when giving evidence on Mil-

ton's nuncupative will, stated in court that he 11died upon a 
20 

Sunday the fifteenth of November last," the contest of will 

being then examined in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury 

17 
Johnson, Works, ed. Cunningham, I, 88, n. 20. 

18 
Edward Phillips, Ee.rly Lives,' p. 76. 

19 . 
John Phillips, Ee.rly Lives, p. 29. 

20 
Johnson, Lives, ed. Cunningham, I, 167. 
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~n February, 1675. Wood stated 

22 
or tenth dày of November 1674." 

tha.t he died 11 on the ninth 

Richardson reported tbat 
23 

"he dy 1d N-ov. 10, 1674. 11 "The correct date is Sunday, No.,.. 
. . 24 

"'Vember 8;" so says Arthur Waugh. Obviously Johnson mcist 

have followed Richardson into this error. 

98 

With respect to the d.ates of publication of Milton 1 s 

works-Johpson seems to have trusted to the authority of Wood, 

so that whil.e he wa.s a.pologizing in the Advertisement for 

possible e·~rors in the dates of Dryden 1 s works he said nothj.ng 

of Milton 1 s. Not only Dryden's, however, but also some or 
·Milton 1s works have been discovered by critics to have been 

.placed 11in wrong years. 11 In the publication of Accide:hce 
25 

Commenaed Gra.mmar, Johnson followed Wood to place it in 1661. 

Mrs. Napier cla.ims tha.t 11no copies of this ha:ve been round 
26 

with an earlier date than 1669." 

In the ~ of Savage, Johnson 1 s declared opinion 

on certain issues raises a controversy which is as indissoluble 

as raligious or philosophical problems, and perhaps the world 

21 
Johnson, Lives, ed. Cunningham, I, 167. 

22 
Wood, Early Lives, p. 47. 

23 
Richardson, Early Lives, p. 227. 

24 

25 
Johnson, Lives, ed. Waugh, I, 162, n. 84. 

Wood, p. 46. 
26 

Johnson, Lives, ed. Mrs. Napier (London, 1890), 1,141. 



27 
will ever continue to "vibrate in a state of uncertainty" 

about them, as Boswell suggested. But sorne of his facts are 

not as invulnerable as his opinions. ~ver since Boswell and 

Cust started tp question the authenticity of Savage's claim 

that he was the bastard son of Earl Rivers bor~by the Count-

ess I'.iacclesfield, a claim which Johnson conceded to him, · a 

great deal of investigation has been made in connection with 

this question. Yet none, but prepossessed critics, have been 

able to dismiss the claim, though most critics agree on the 

99 

authority of existing records that Johnson's submission of the· 

date of Savage 1 s birth, and the statement that the Countess 

Macclesfield voluntartly confessed her misdemeanour of adultery 

are wrong. Th~se facts are wron~, because the sources imme-

diately available to Johnson carried wrong information. 

As early as 1724 Aaron Hill had published a life 
28 

of Savage in the Plain ilealer in which he g~ve the date of 

Savage's birth as January 10, 1697-8. In 1727 when Savage 

was convicted of the murder of Mr. Sinclair, an anonymous 

Li fe of Richard 3avage was published, and his ~a te of birth · 
·29 

was given as January 10, 1697-8. The writer of this life, 

27 
Boswell, Johnson, p. 127. 

28 
Aaron Hill, 11 .R.ichard Sa v age," Plain Jealer, No. T3 

(.London, 1724). 
29 

Anonymous., Li fe of Savap;e (London, 1727), p. 5. 



wpo probab1y chose to ramain anonymous because Savage is re-

ported to have objected to it when a bookse11er approached 
30 

him in prison with the suggestion, must have got this date 

from Savage himse1f, for Savage knew everybody and talked 

lOO 

with everybody in the 11terary eirc1e in London. When in 1739 
31 

Savage wrote to Mrs. Elizabeth Carter disc1aim.ing s cne of the 

statements made in the anonymous life, he did not refute the 

date of his birth. 

On an unspecified, date he wrote a lette.r. to an un

specified friend while he was in jail at Bristol. In the 

letter, among other things, he gave thanks to the Almighty 

for the kindness of the jail keeper, though he bad round i t 
32 

fit to visit him on his birth-night. We are told by Johnson 

that he was arrested on January 10, 1742-3. It is certain 

that in their close, though short, intimacy he bad acquainted 

Johnson with this date. Even if the latter was not dated, it 

was entirely within the bounds of reason that Johnson should 

inrer from previous and intimate knowledge of Savage 1 s bi~th-

day that the arrest was made on January 10. 

p. 17. 

There is yet another accusation of inaccuracy made 

30 
Clarence Tracy, The Artificial Bastard (Toronto, 1953), 

31 
Tracy, p • 17. 

32 
Johnson, "Savage," Lives, I, 250. 
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against Johnson which, of course, is refutable. This concerbs 

the id~ntity of the nurse who took care of Savage from 1697 

when he disappeared as an infant in the care of Mrs. Portlock 

under the name of Richard Smith to the time he emerged in 1715, 

a grown lad, known as Richard Savage. The anonymous !41.! of 

1727' declared that Lady Mason, Savage 1s grandmother, committed 

the boy to the care of a poor nurse and instructed her to rear 

him as the nurse 1 s own child aocording to her position and 

never tolet slip out of her mouth the child•s true parents. 

Johnson inc.orp.orated this version of the story in his na:r>ra-
.. br . . 
tive, and now Tracy doubts its accùracy on the conjecture that 

1\ 

Johnson did not discuss this aspect of the story w;ith Savage, 

since in a letter to Mrs. Carter referred to above . Savage bad 
33 

refUted the statement as fictit1ous~ Here Johnson triumphs 

over bis critic as a better student and judge of human behav

iour. Savage knew himself to have been born great and dater-
:~-

mined to remairi great, or failing i!l this .to attribute the 

. cause. ~ his failure to the malice and inhurnanity of his 

mother. He could not bear to be associated with meanness · 

during the period that his grandmother, whom he admitted to 

have taken kindly interest in him, was alive. Mrs. Carter 

was a young bluestocking upon whom both Johnson and Savage 

33 
Tracy, p. 20. 



desired to create a favourable impression. Johnson himself 
34 

11 composed a Greek epigram to Eliza. 11 
. This decision of Mr. 

Tr.acy 1 s to rely upon private correspondance for evidence of 

r&futation of statements which were in public circulation is 

rather unsound. The great scientist of human nature informed 

ua on this subject that: 

102 

There is, indeed, no transaction which offers stronger 
temptations to fa.llacy and sophistication than epistol
ary intercourse. In the eagerness of conversation the · 
t~rst emotions of the mind otten burst out before they 
·are considered; in the tumult of business, interest and 
passion hav~ their genuine effect; but a friendly l.etter 
is a calm and deliberate performance, in the c()ol of 
leisure, in the st1llness of solitude, and surely no man 
sita to depreciate by design' his own character. 35 

Nobody, who in a private corresporidence not directed 

to the accuser disclaims a charge publicly made agmnst him, can 

be taken seriously. Johnson tells us that Savage was not a per-

son who could accept injury without retaliation. When he was 

accused · by 'll}:le Daily Courant . "of influencing elements against 
3b . 

the cour.t," he published a refutation against the charge and 

would have prosecuted the editor had he not found afterwards 

that no. ill affect couldcome out ofthe accusation. Though 

the writer of the 1727 Life was anor1ymous he could likewise 

Texts, 

34 
Boswell, 

35 
Johnson, 

ed. Walter 
36 

Johnson, 

Johnson, p. 90. 

"The Life of Pope, 11 Criticism.: ~ mjor 
Jackson Bate (New York, 19S2), p . 2 • 

Lives, I, 207. 



~ve pub1ished a vindication if he felt that some of the 
.. 

stat~ents therain were false and fictitious. 

With respect to ths statement that the Gountess 

of Macclesfield voluntarily confessed adultery, there is no 

evidence that Savage himse1f gave this information to John-

103 

son; and .there is none to prove that he did not• for he who 

cou1d light1y jest on th~ weakness of a benefactor wou1d have 

bad no scruples in eip6sing the faülts of an adversary. Be-

f _ore Savage .met Johns.on he had a1ready made severa1 abortive 

efforts to gain recognition from his putative mother and had 

reso1ved to refrain f:r;>om the use' of supp1icating measures and 

adopted 1ampooning as the only means of achieving his end. · 

He had published the Bastard ih which he e.xposed the malicious 

heartlessness and cruelty of the _ mother and recounted · 11the 
37 

real ca1am~ties which he suffered by the crime 9f his parents." 

. To concea1 arry de-fect which he knew about others, even his 

friends, was not one of the few virtues which Richard Savage 

posseased. He inight have given the inf'ormation to Johnson, or 

to the au thor of the anonymous Lif'e of' 17 27. And doubtless, 

from this source Johnson got the information that the Gountess 

made a voluntary confession of adultery in arder to dissolve 

an uncomfortable marriage. This statement has been found to 

be wrong because records of the proceedings of the case show 

that the Countess rigorous1y contested the divorce and 

5't .. 
Johnson, Lives, Ii 196. 



~dopted all sorts o~ ingenious designs to conceal ber crime. 

Our satis~action rests in tha t Johnson 1 s inaccuracy arose 

~rom a record which was in existence without refUtation for 

at least seventeen Y.ears (1727-1744). Cri tic·s who suggest 

104 

that Johnson should have done more thorough research on this 

seem to lose sight of the overwhelming pressure of time and 

near destitution which beset a hack writer in the early part 

0~ the eighteenth century. Johnson bad no assistance from 

the sinking fund ·of a benevolent ~oundation in which case he 

could have proceeded at ease withthe research as most of his 

critics are doing today. He bad to ~iniSh the work within 

schedule or losa the benefit of the paltry reward o~ fifteen 

guineas which Cave gave him for this work. 111 wrote ~orty

eight pages of the Li~e of Savage at a sitting; but then I . . 3-a----
sa t up all night, '~ he said to a company at St. Andrews. At 

this rate Hill believes the whole work was completed in about 
39 

thirty-six hours. 

The second kind of inaccurqoy whioh arises from 

neglect should not really surprise students of Johnson. As 

we know him he was impatient with details that merely depict 

pedantic and os tenta tious scholarship. In the Life of Dryden 

he said: uTo adjust the minute events of literary his tory is 

,: .. 

38 
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39 
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tedious and troublesome: it requires, indeed, no great force 

of unde.rstanding, but often depends upon inquiries which 

there is no opportunity of making, or to be fetched from 
. 40 

books arid pamphlets not always at band. 11 To go down to 

minute details in studies seems to have be en against Johnson' s 

principles. For instance, 'he never really finished reading a 

book from cover to cover. But he insisted upon the whole 

truth and mirm.te details in bic;>graphy as a mea.ns of enlarging 

the vista of truth and enhancing the dimensions of delight. 
. . 

It is true that in biqgr~phy dates correctly given, relatfon-

ships rightly reported, and anecdotes properly assigned to 
•. 

the teLI.ers, wil;L fortify the narrative against distraction 

whieh is bound to arise when doubt sets it. The desire for 

the whole truth must go hand in hand with patient study and 

research to produce the desired affect in biography. 

Soma of the errors into which Johnson ran could 

have been avoided had he taken a little more care to study 

his source ma terials. In the .!!lli, Ef_ Mi l ton h e assigna anec-

dotes to wrong pers ons, which in i tself is not an unpa.rdon

able mistake, but it reduces to a great extent the amount of 

trust and confidence which the reader must have in the writer. 

In the same Life he displays a neglect of his responsibility 

as a biographer by extending the meaning of his source material 

4o 
Johnson, Lives, ed. Cunningham, I, 302 . 
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beyond the limits of its allowance. And this is a serious 

abuse of the duty of a biographer against which he was un

willing to compromise in his theory. To extend the meaning of 

any anecdote beyond what is allowed by the story is tantamount 

to invention of materj.al for the purpose of prodU.Cing a . fav

ourable or unfavourable portrait of the $Ubject. 

But as faction seldom ieaves a man honest, however he .. 
might find him, Milton _is .. su~pected of having interpol~ 
ated the · book calleQ. · Icon. Basilike, which theCouncil 
of State, to whom hé wa:s-now·made Latin Secretary,. .em .. 
ployed him to censure, by inse;rting a prayer taken fr.om 

· Sidney's Arcadia, a~ imputing it to the King; -whom he 
charges, in his IcorŒ.l.ast..es,. w1. th the use of' this prayezt 
as wi th a heavy crinie, in the indecent language with 
which prosperity had emboldened. the advocates for re
bellion to insult all that is venerable or great. 4l 

Perhaps the clause "But as faction seldom lea~es a 

man honest,n is equally applicable to Johnson in this respect. 

The source of Johnson's suspicion cannet be determined, nor can 

the argument of interpolation be understood, since this book, 

Eikon Basilike, in which the prayer was printed, was not pub-

lished by the Council of State but by the Royalists. There 

. appears to be no ground for suspecting Milton of thi s crime. 

~he nearest sta.tement to the suspicion of interpolation, (re

mamber, it is only near and does not at all suggest interpol

ation) is in B«yle's Dictionary in which, in an attempt to 

compare the French and the English reception of Milton 1s 

Iconociast~s, the editer sta ted that: 

4ï 
Johnson, Lives, I, 124-25. 
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The Opinion of this writer (Milton) made no impression 
in strange countries: Everybody there was persuaded 
t~t King Charles I wrote the book which bears his · 

· name. Which did s9 ·mu~h honour to his mem.ory, and . 
appear 'd so fit to· mà.k~ him be looked upon as a t .rue 
martyr; tha t 1 t was th.ought tha t Mil ton endeavouring 
to rob hiin of it, did ohly use the trick of Advoc~:tes, 

' ' 

107 

who deny evert thing· tha t i ,s too favourable to the 
Contrary P!;trty. T}fose of the Cromwellian~ who ·remained 
in England; agreèti ·to 'Mi'l.ton's judgment: BUt their Opin
ion was suspected for the reason I have just now given. 42 

Dr. Johnson argues.that the regicides intercepted 

the papers wbich the ~ng gave to Dr. Juxon on the scaffold, 

and that according to Dr. Bi·rch, the publishers of the King 1s 

papers were the forgera of the. heathen prayer, because of 
. , 

· whieh the King ~s eharged of plagia~ism. It appears from 

thia that he dld not take notice of Toland 1s discovery tbat 

the real auth<;>r of Eikon Basilike ·was not King Charles I, . but 
' . . . . . . ' 43 · .. · 

Dr. Gouden, Bishop of Exeter. Or, if he did, faction en-

tioed him: to stick to unfounded rwnours and neglect his solamn 

d'ù:t:f' of serving truth with the utmost care and attentiO"n. 

Johnson 1 s neglect of appropria te . sources of infor

mation for the Life of Cave led to the reconstruction of a ---
lite which, but for three dates, would have had no location in . 
the continuum of time. However monotonous the life of Mr. Ed-

ward Cave might have been, pin-pointing certain events to cer

tain dates would have rendered the progress of the Gentle:man's 

42 
. Bayle, "Milton," Oritical ~ Historical Dictionary, . 

trans. 1710, III, 2052. 
43 
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Magazine more impressive. We know not when Cave went to 

school,when hleJ worked with the collector or excise, when he 

commenced his apprenticeship in printing, when he got married·, 

wh en he was employed in the post office, or even when he 

started the Gentlaman•s · Magazine. All dates are suppressed 

&Jmept : those of Cave's birth and death and the death of his 

wife. 

lt ~oes not appear that Johnson consulted any 

record whiJ:taver for his Acoount of-~ Life of ~ Lata & . 
.. · EëLwa.rd Cave. His reliance 1-lPO.n oral relations of the events, 

perhaps by Cave himself, led hlm to inaccurate statements on 

Cave•s dismissal from the post office, and reasons for the 

supposed dismissal. According to Johnson, when Cave was 

raised to the position of clerk 11 of the franks 11 he exerèised 

the authorlty of his office in checking illegal use of franks 

· bj Members of Parliament. . For this he was summoned to the 

Rouse ~ Gommons for abuse of privilege and ericroachment upon 

the privacy of the Members of Parliament, harshly treated at 

first, and forthwith dismissed. It is reported by Carlson, 

whose research on the Gentleman's Magazine led to the dis~ 

covecy of ma.terials ln the London General Post Office about 

Cave, that Cave was not dismissed but retirE;~d from the post 

office in 1745, furthermore, that trA carei'ul search of the 

Journals of both Houses [or Parliament) gives no evidence of 
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the proceedings mentioned by Johnson. 11 

109 

The last group of Johnson's limitations in the · . ,. 

practice of biography cannot be classified as the mistakes of 

the head but as those of the lieart. 11He that writes the life 

of another i~ either his friand or his enE:}my, and wishes either 

to ,exalt his praise. or aggrevate his inf:amy; many temptations 

will occur in the disgu,ise of passion too specious to fear 
45 

mu.ch resistance." It a:ppears from this statement thatDr. 

Johnson felt that no biographer can be absolutely impartial, 

that no matter how muchl:le tries, he must always 'falla vic

tim to an irresistible force of passion to write either as a 

friand or· as an enemy. This in its ultimate sense amounts to 

predudice. 

In the practice of biography, Johnson the philos

opher and the moralist has shown himself the human being that 

he ~eally was, subject to predudice, that indisputable di

rector of human tas te. vie have seen him wri ting as a sympa- . 

thetic and benign judge in the ~ of Savage, and in the Life 

gf Milton as a grudging enemy whose muffled feelings of dis:

like occasionally get out of control. Though Johnson's pred

udice against Milton cannot by itself be defended, at least 

we can admit that he had adequate reasons for it. The Gburch 

44 
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at England and the House of Stuart were sacred to him, and 

one could imagine that it would be difficult for Johnson to 

write the biography of a man who flouted, defiled and insulted 

these institutions with impunity and still maintain a compass-

ionate reluctance to inflict pain upon Milton 1 s memory. Not 

only this, there is also to be remembered that Hilton's type 

of verse did not appeal to Johnson, and still lese did his 

vituperative prose. In Johnson 1 s day, Milton 1 s prose and verse 

ha.d become like the b eauty of the king 1 s new clothes which avery 

body, whether he saw them or not, must have praised for fear pt 

being regarded as a fool; a.ncl this type of fashionable appro-

bation not founded .upon c'bnnnon sense and sound judgment was 

what Johnson could not subject his assured individuality to. 

· Today, as in the ·eighteenth century, most people 

prefer to lmow Milton only as the author of Paradise Lost. An 

eighteenth-century critic openly dealared," But it is of little 

consequence to the present and future ages whether the author 

o~ Paradise ~ was Papist or Presbyterian, Royalist or Re-
. 46 

publican; i t is the f ,qet that claims our attention. 11 B:ut 

what difference does it make to knqw the poet as well as the 

man, to know the part that the man played in contemporary 

politics and his conception of, and sense of relationship with, 

46 
Robert Porter, "An In~uiry into Sorne Passages in Dr. 

Johnson 1s Lives of _lli Poets, 1 quoted from Herbert G. Wright, 
"Porter as a Cri tic of Dr. Johnson," RES, XII (1936), 309-10. 
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j:;he creative force; except that it rnakes for greater unde±-- -

standing and a more intelligent appreciation of his poetr,r? 

Sometimes Johnson 1s harshness on Milton 1s biog• 

raphers is mistaken by his cri tics for harshness on Mil to,ll/ · 

In describing his uncle's educational project Edward Phillips 

depicted Milton as possessing abilities, almost superh~ni 

that came just a little short of producing students superior. 

to their master. Johnson's exa.rnination of this statement bas . 

no direct reflection on Milton's character, but on the fal":.,, 

sification into which passion led his biographer. "The· spèed , 
47 

of the herse man must be · limited by the power of his horse. 11 

So said Johnson and the Monthly Review was hurt. The cho.ice 

of the ground is as important . to the hors eman as the cnoice 

of herse, the Review suggested; perhaps Milton the teacher 

_would have agreed with Johnson that the best program of ed~

cation cannet do much more than stimulate and direct what is 

already there in the child. Continuing his examination, John-

son says: 

Of institut ions we may judge by the ir effect. Front
this wonder-working academy, I do not know tha t the~ 
eve!" p!"oceeded any man very eminent for knowledg~ _: · it~ _ 
only genuine product, I · believe, is a small Hj,stoey of --
Poetry, written in Latin by his nephew Phillips,. of 
which pe!"hap s none of rrry !"eaders has ev er heard. 4~3-

47 
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48 
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To this the critic ar the Monthly Review rep1ied: 

When it is considered how sma11 must have been tha 
number of Mi1ton 1s scholars, it îs matter of wonder 
rather than of reproach, that even one should eyer . 
rise to 1iterary distinction. Were the history of all 
the schoo1s through the kingdom to be enquired into, we 
shou1d not find above one scholar in five bundred that 
ever·attains to a 1ike degree of eminence. 49 · 

This reproach which the critic censures and imputes tt.) .. ·. 

predudice in Johnson, is not directed to Milton but to his 

biographer, who unfortunately for him, happened to have.been 

a product of the institution which he considered a fountaiJi ... 

head of know1edge from wb.ich all who went could drink and be. 

·wise. If not more than one eminent scholar could be found·in · 

fi ve hundred in the kingdom, tha t do es not minimize the ju·st

ness of Dr. Johnson 1 s remark, for into wha t more was infusêd 

more Should be expected in effect. 

Richardson, one of the fondest admirera and a bi-og-. 

rapher of Milton, reported another wonder about Milton: 

He tfo1ild s cmetimes lie awake whole nights, but not: a 
verse could he make; and on a sudden his poetical fao~ 
ulty wou1d,. rush upon him with an im:petus or ae.stœ., .. '. 
and his· daughter was inunediately ca1led to secur~i . 
came.- At oth,er times he would dictate perhaps fort-y:'· .. : (. 
1ines in a breath, and then reduce them to ha1f the.·., 
numbe;r-. 50 .. ,•;' 

· .. • 

'.' 

·:_:, 
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, John Ker Spitta1.~ Gon.tamporary Griticism of 12.!:• 
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~ ... 

'if' .-. 

. ..,.;; 
'h ·f·--.' . . . ;. 

::··:. .'. 



113 

mania of his biographer who endeavoured to d i .scover a strange 

devi-3tion from the natural in the composit.ion of lvlilton' s 

poetry. 

These bursts of lights, arid involutions of darkness; 
these transient and invoiuntary excursions and retro
cessions of inventio~, ha~ing ~orne appearance of dev
iation from the common train of Nature, are ea~erly 
caught by the lovers of a wonder ..•• By Mr. Richardson's 
relation, casua1ly conveyed, much re~ard cannot be 
c1aimed. 51 

That human faculties fluctuate is not pecu1iar to 

a particular individua1 alone, and so, there is nothing won-

~erful about it. Thou~h this interpretation of the report 

discloses the lack of warmth with which an unirtteresting 

story is received, it truly revea1s ~he indi~nation which 

Johnson fe1t against the improbability i~nored by the narra-

tor. If J·.·ilton' s daughters were not tau~ht to 11'/rite, and if 

Mary 2-.nd Deborah cou1d not .even spe11 their own names 
52 

correct1y, as it has become known, Johnson argued, how 

· could they ho.ve taken the verses down by dictation, and when 

awakened at night? 

In the Life of Savage many crjtics have .found John-

son partial in his subj ect's favour. Eve~ Boswell, Johnson's 

Friday, said: "Johnson' s partiali ty for Sa v age made hi rn en-

tertain no doubt of his story, however extraordinary and 

51 
Johnson, "Jvîi1ton," Lives , I, 151. 

52 
Helen Darbishire,·Ear1y1ives, IntrQ., p. l. 
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. 53 
improbable. 11 With this statement he pu1led out a brick or-· 

two from the artf'u1ly reconstructed life of Richard Savage. 

Since Boswell, several critics have taken up the gauntlets 

thrown down by the literary monarch of the eighteenth centuty. 

The re sul t SJ far is far from an overthrow of the king · -of 

sturdy wit and astute judgment. 

The most formidable ot these attackers is Moy 

Thomas who, in a series of articles in Notes and Queries in ·' 

1858, endeavoured to reverve the verdict and auda.ciously pro

nounced Savage gu.ilty of imposture. 11Nevertheless there were 

sorne circumstances that might suggest doubt to a friend 1ess 
54 ·. 

partial than Johnson, 11 he says. And in conclusion he says·, 

"I have not, 
. 55 

I confess, any doubt that Richard Savage was an 
56 

imp os tur·; • He has been so well answered by both Makower 
.Dv-· 57 

and Tracy that it would be quite unnecessary for someone 
1\ 

el se to take up Johnson 1 s defence unless sorne fresh ma terial 

relating to the case were discovered. But Tracy has left 

Ser., 

llth 

. 53 
Boswell, Johnson, p. 132. 54 . 

· Moy Thomas, "Richard Savage, 11 Notes ~ Queries, 2nd 
VI (Nov. 27, 1858), 427. 

55 . 
· Tho~s, :P. 448. 

56 
Stanley V. Makower, 11Who was Richard Savage? 11

· N&Q, , · ,.~ 
Ser., !(Jan. 1,1910), 1-4. · 

57 
Tracy, The Artificial Bastard. 
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partially developed the question of the character of the 

Countess of Macclesfield upon which Moy Thomas places so much 

importance as the pivot of his conclusion. Also, in trying to 

unveil the mystery of Savage 1 s whereabouts from 1698 to 1715 

he lB. s misinterpreted the docmnent from which h3 quotes. 

Stanley Makower's article is a long delayed preface to his 

book, Richard Savage: A Mystery in Biography, and. does ·not pre

tend to give a solution to the problem of Savage's identity. 

The main thesis aC the long article by Moy Thomas 

which is fUll of misstatements, contradictions and deliberate 

misinterpretations, might be summed up in three clauses: that 

the Countess ofMacclesfield was a dutifUl mothér and was 

quite inQapable of the charge of inhumanity made against her; 

that she was justified for not defending herself against tbat 

charge; and that since Richard Savage's story is full of contra

dictions he must have made it up. 

Of the Countess of }~cclesfield nothing that Moy 

Thomas tells us proves beyond doubt that she had the warmth 

of maternal feelings that would have overwhelmed her excessive 

aristocratie pride and made her accept the odds against her in 

recognizing the child. All he says to this effect is that she 

took the risk of conceal ing herself when :œ r crime was rumoured, 

gave presents to the nurse, enquired frequently about the fir.st 

child, and sent for a lock of its hair when it died. The 
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motive for the risk of concealment no one but Thomas would . 

attribute to interest in the child. 

On the other band, the latter that Lord Brandon 

wrote to his wife on March 2, 168,5, 'i ol' ' which Mr. Thomas lias 
. .58 

favoured us with a transcript, and her conduct before the 

annulment of their marriage depict her as invidious, unfaith-
, · •. 

ful, secretive and uninterested in children. She openly t ·old 

the hus band tha t she "did not care to have a ey children" by 
· ,· ·. 

him, but each time he went away she lied to him tba.t sh~ wa'lf . 

pregnant. She threatened him with separation and na.gged him 

continually to provoke him to strike her so tha t she could · 

move out on the èharge of cruelty. She entertained her cam

pany in cold rooms to show to them that her basic needs w~re 

· denied her by her husband. She was extremely jealous, would 

not ask for her· hUsband 's coach untll she knew that it had . 

been lent to his sister with whom she suspected that œ bad an 
.59 

incestuous relationship. She was malicious and scandalous, 

accused her husband of having contracted the marriage ror mer

cenary. rea sons, and dared him, ·~: if . he were a man-,· -to return b.er 

dowry of twelve thousand pounds. At last the husband who .~

self .was not an excellent character said: 11The world must ·know 

..·1 
· , . 

·., ., 

. ·:-".-. 
l· . 

·, ' 

my misfortunes in being disappointed in all the contents I ... ·· 

58 · 
Tho~s ., N&Q,, pp. 361-62 • 

.59 . 
Tracy, p. 6. 
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~oped for in the state of marriage, and found neither a 

faithful nor a cheerful companion ( •as a good wife ought to 

be 1 ) in ei ther fortune. 11 As the climax of his disappointment 

he declared: "And now Madarn I am resolved to give you . the 

satisfaction you often asked, for parting with me ••• for I ·will 
60 

never live with you as long as I live." 
th·· 

In his interpretation of this letterATracy says: 

"From the list of faults that his lordship was pleased to point 
61 

out ••• that of infidelity was absent." I know not what els·~ 

unfaithfulness would mean other than infidelity. Even Moy 

Thomas, who assumed the role of an advocate to the Countess, 

admits that the inquiry ·on the trial of adultery embraced this 
"62 

time. . Though this charge ls not openly alleged in this 

letter the word "unfaithful 11 has a veiled allegation.. However, 

about ten years after she bad left her husband on a temporary 

separation she bore a chlld for Earl Rivers whom she ahd the 

Earl proudly, though clandestinely, gave their names -- Anne 

Savage. The time o:r their me.eting is not k nown though this 

child was born in 1895. Towards the end of the following year 

she was again in the family way~ ninah Alsop the maid, not 

able to withstand the surge of the &mouldering scandal, gave 

6o 
Thomas, pp. 361-62. 

61 
Tracy, p . 6. 

62 . 
Thomas, p . 362. 
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~otice to leave her ladyship's service. Following .her us~al 

practice of secrecy the Countess now left her sister and M.a.d.~ 

arrangements for a priva te lying-in at the house of a Mrs ~ . 

Pheasant in Fox Court. Mrs. Pheasant was induced to change 

both her name and place of business, and while taking care of 

the Countess she was known as Mrs. Lee, for fear that ''the · .. 

Bitch, the maid, would find her out, for she had betrayed r.rry: 
. 63 

lady. 11 The Countess herself went by the name of _Mary 

Smith, wife of a captain. 

About January 16, 1697, the child was born and 

included also Newdigate and Dorothy Ousley. By this time the 

husband 1s inve·stigation, which started up on hearing the rum

ours of the birtb. of ' the first child a year bef.ore and the 

subsequent pregna_;ncy, _ was already under way. There was 
. . . 

tlie'r~fore every need for strict secrecy, bec au se, we are told, 

the Countess 1 ti tle and fortun,e were in danger. As was the 

case with the first child, the second was quickly put to 

nurse. The first nur.se, Mr~. Peglear, deposed on oath during 

the trial that "The child came to ine by the name of: Richard 

·:Tra cy, p. 10 •• 

. . ;., . . . . ~ ' 
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,. 
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~ee, and was taken away by the name of Richard Smith." 
64 

She had the child for six months after which he was taken 

away by a baker 1 s wife wh ose na.me was Ann Portlock, who 

claimed that the child was her own. Mrs. Peglear seems to 

119 

have resisted what appeared to her as an abduction, obviously 

from the absence of substantial evidence, and she 11had Port.-
65 . 

lock before a Justice." It appears also from her appeal to 

the Justice for settlement of the case that she could get no 

help from either the Countess or her agents. From here the 

history of the child is based upon conjecture•. 

The Countes s of :Macc:J.;esfield might have bad the · 

appearance of a simple woman but she was not a simpleton. She 
66 

had spoken througb. a mask to her hurse dùring her confinement; 

bad through her agent, Beesley, bribed the principal witnesses 
67 

the Portlocks, out of court dur.lng the trial, and had bribed 
68 

her husband out of a treason sentence. It is doubtless that 

a woman with such ingenuity and resolution when driven at bay 

would spare no expedient tha:t might oi'fer a relief. 

In stating his case against Savage 1 s claim Thomas 

64 
Thomas, 

65 
p. 364. 

Thomas, p. 365. 
66 . 

Thomas, 
67 . 

p. 365. 

Thomas, 
68 . 

p. 386. 

Th omas, p. 386. 
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eays that there was no published report or the proceedings 

of the case of adultery against the Countess, and so the de- ', . 

ta ils of the case could not ha. ve · bem known except to ·the·. 

Countess and her friends. He even repudiates Luttrell 1s re·-· 

port that "Tis said the son she had during her elopement goe~, 

by the name of Savage, and supposed rather the present Earl of 
69 

Rivers'' as improbable. Later, forgetting that he has al~ · · 
.•.. .,· 

ready stated that the case couJd not be known, :te seys: . ' . ~ .· ' - ~- '"~ ·. 

, .. 
"Speculation and gossip on the fate of this child was sure 

. ·~ 70 .: \ 
to be rife, and were not unlikely to produce a pre tender." . . · · 

One wonders from what source but specifie information a,· -youth 

of about fifteen could have got the audacity of assuming a .·, -

name that led to a neat story of imposture, as Thomas chooses 
. . 

to call Savage'~ claim. That this claim is lacking in specifie 

. details is .admitted. But :r:inlst.:.±t not rather be imputed té> ~he 

fact that "the original . letter" that revealed this youth 1s 

identity_ by_ its own nature contaiœd only such pertinent in--
. ' 

fonna.tion as af'!'ected t he injunction of the grandmother to 

_the IIU.rse, than to the inadequ~cy or gossip and specu.lation 

which Thomas believes to be the orùy foundation to the claim? 

He fur ther states that t h e youth came out of no-

wh"'ere''· to clailn to be the son or tbe Countess and Earl 

b9 
Thomas, p. 365. · 

70 
Thomas , p . 386. 
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~ivers, and not knowing that tm Countess' son was 

christened Richard Smith, confused the son with the daughter 

who lad the Earl 1 s surname. He who has be en very captious on 

Johnson for inaccuracies which he himself can hardly avold in 

an intricate story such as the life of Savage, gives 11 the 
71 

earliest indication of Savage's existence" as 1717 when he 

published The Convocation on the Bangorian Controversy. But 

Professor ·su~herland discovered in 1938 that he bad used the 

name as ear1y as 171.5, and this confirma Savage'~ cla:rm··t1!!rt 

he had been using the name since his seventeenth b1rthday. 

h'f'· Tracy uses Professor · sutherland's discovery in 

his argument, but seems to misin'l;ierpret his material. His 

statement that our hero in the heat of the moment of his arrest 

by the police in 171.5 spontaneously gave his name as "Mr. 
. 72 

Savage, natural son to the la te Earl Ri vers," has ignored the 

details leading to the arrest 'to which he makes this reference. 

Here is an exerpt of Professor :.Sutherland 's discovery: 

Mr. Savage, natural son to late Earl Rivers, being 
taken into custody, by a Warrant from Mr. Justice Woel
aston, for having a treasonable pamphlet in his · 
possession, impeach'd one of Mr. Berington' the Prin
ter1s Men; upon which the said P.erson so accus 1d was 
committed to Newgate. 73 

7 
Thomas, p. 386. · .. c.::;~ 

72 
Tracy, p. 13. 

73 
James R. ~jSutherland, "Richard Savage, 11 TLS, fan. 1, 

1938, p. 12. :.;Sutherland ·quoted this from the Weekly Packet 
of Nov • .5-12, 171.5. 
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It can be seen from this exerpt tha.t the off'ence 

leading to our hero 1 s being taken in custody was not a common 

misdemeanour of the class of public nuisance for which he 

could have been arreated on the spot. It was a grave ' of'rence, 

as a matter of fact, a felony for which the arrest was made 

by warrant of the Justive. My argwnent is tha,t he must bave 

be en known in the communi ty to have be en going by tha.t nàine 

and living presumably at a specified location to which the 

warrant was issued. And it· is not unlikely tha.t he had dis- ·· 

covered this name and was using it long before this arrest 

was made. 

It i.s not known whether Savage made arry effort a.t 

this time ta gain his math er 1 s recogni tian un til hia Memoir 

in Giles Jacob 1 s Poetical Register depicted him as a gentleman, 

son ai' the late Earl Rivera and the Countess of Macclesfield .. 

who owed no thanks ta his mother for his education, but to his 

granfu,nq~h~r, th~ Lady Ma,son, who connnitted him to the care of 

his godmother, Mrs. Lloyd. The. Memoir also complained of his .. :. 

being defrauded by the executors ;: of hia godmother 's will or 

300 pound a legacy to which the will en ti tled him, and of hi~ ··,;; ':, . . 
- .~ ~~-: . 

mothêr'• s uri..fair methode that deprived him of liberal prov:is-
.,. 

ions which hia rather, Earl Rivera, would have made for him. 

The mention of Mrs. Lloyd as Savage 1 s godmother by ' 

this Memoir gives Thomas one of his most d1fficul t point·s of 
.:\ ( . · p 

argument on which he belabours himself interminably. ·He go~~ · ,·· 

-:~ 

·! 

· ,, 

. ; 
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pack to the christening where the Ousleys ani the Earl 

acted as the child 1s godparents. From this he argues that · 

Dorothy Ousley was the child's godmother, and no one else. 

Then he supposes that Dorothy could have been married a.fter.-
' ,· · 

wards to a Mr. Llyod from whom she could have been named Mrs. 

Llyod. If this is true, which he rather feels is highly im-,, 

.. 

.. · 

probable, the complaint of fraud by the executors o{ her will : "· ( 
. 1-~~ ' • 

is groundless. To this conclusion he arrives from the ar~-<·.'- : ·' ~-- ' 
.·•. . . ·; .,. 

ment that the Ousleys belonged to a respectable and wét:tl~ · -·· ;.··.'· 
• :. ~ t:f - ~:. :~~- -. - •. ,. . 

family, tba t the executors of Dorothy 1 s will were likely to·· · "· . 

be members of her family who would not have descended. to miah 

meanness of cheating a child of only 300 pounds! 
~· ·. 

3r. Tracy has answered this argument most ef'fect- .. -.. 

ively, except tba t his partial acceptance of this conjectUre •. 
. .. 

as an explanation of the fraud of the executors inca.pa.citates 

his argument for the unfair methods of the motœ r which cï'e

prived Savage of the liberal provision Earl Rivers ahould have 

made .for hlm. If the conjecture is accepted, he argues, tb.è 

case of fraud becomes that of a technical difficulty for the 

executors. If Dorothy Ousley was the same as Mrs. Lloyd, h~r 

will should have mentioned Richard Smith and not Richard 

Savage. And if Savage could not clear this point of di-fference 

in his surname the po si ti on of the executors was a delic.at . .e · 

one, and their rejection of the claim was understandable, ama 

the claim genuine. 

' .. 

.· ; · 

'.'·' 

· .. 

1 
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But the argument against this is that if the iden~ 

tity of Dorothy and Mrs. Lloyd is reconcilable her brother 

Newdigate Ousley who outlived both the Earl and Mrs. Lloyd and 

was the Earl's agent in this affair would have advised the 

executors, if he were not one of them, and also, Earl Ri vers 

would have had no need of asking the Countess about the child 

on his death-bed, and if he did, would not have been satisfied 

with her answer that the child was dead. This, t:œ refore, 

would destroy Savage's complaint of unfair methods used by his 

mother to cheat him out of 6000 pounds which the Earl intended · 

for him in his will. 

Savage himself does neither accept nor reject Mrs. 

Lloyd as his godmother. On the basis of Giles Jacob 1 s 

statement, "I forbear to mention the names of other gentlemen 
74 

who have transmitted their accounts to me" Thomas assumes 

tbat Savage wrote .his own. M~moir which referred to Mrs. Lloyd 

as his godrnother. It is not unlikely that the 11poor nurse" 

mentioned in . Johnson's and in the account of 1727, upon the 

instruction of Dady Mason to re~r the child as her own, 

according to her poor condition, had rechristened him in her 

own name under which Savage probably went until his discovery 

of his true identity in the 11 con.Jipcing original latter;" and 
. . i 

that she bad alsb ·chosen for ~im another godmother, who must 

not have been very rich, judging from the legacy she left for 

74 
Thomas, p. 386. 



~er godson. The idea of her keeping a coach, which Savage 

mentioned in a private letter to Mrs. Carter has been dis-

125 

missed as one of those falsifications into which men in 

Savage's condition are driven when they desire the companion

ship of a respectable woman. This woman could have been · tha 

Mrs. Lloyd of the Poetical Register repeated later by oth&r 

accounta. Then we can see how both the fraud and the unfair : 

methods could have been possible. 

Mr. Moy Thomas' article is very hea.vily documented ~ :·. 

and makes an impressive argument. But there are so many mis.:. 

interpretations that it is not altogether reliable. He olafm8 

that there were no codicils in Earl River's will, but Tracy · 

assures us that the Earl revised the will twice, the last time. 

only six months before his death and added "codicil.s:::in whicl'l 

he made several large additional bequesta, one or two of the 
75 

beneficiaries being probably illegitimate children." The 

record of the proceedings of the Countess' case in the aourt 

of Arches which he claims to have seen has now vanished, Tracy 
76 

says. He ·tells us that Savage started using the nam.e, 11:aio~~-

ard Savage," in 1717 and we have seen in Professor SutherlaÏidts 

discovery 'that he started using it two years before, ahc:t')'rob- _.: 

ably earlier. He wilfully misunderstands Johnson to me~. ~ :. •.. · 

t~t the husband 1 s discovery of her adultery was the cause of 

75 
., 

76 
Tracy, p. 22. .~ -: ·. 
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77 
~ temporary separation from the Countess, whereas Johnson's 

statement which follows refers to the final annulment of the 

marriage. "This, as may be imagined, made her husbani no lesa 

desirons of a separation than herself, and he prosecuted his 

design in the most effectuai manner; ••• the nuptial contracte 
78 

totally annuled, and the children of his wife illegitimated. 11 

His justification of the Countess' unearthly silence 

rests upon the proposition that the death of her child would 

have been difficult to prove. This sober admission of Mrs. 

Brett•s silence in spite of the incessant attacks and appeals 

of her son for over twenty years exonerates Johnson from the 

charge of partiality, for no judge who passes judgment in 

defaul t of a defendant .. when the defendant had due notice of 

the case can be regarded as partial. Among the questions 

which the defenders of Mrs. Brett have still to answer is: 

If Richard Savage was not the son11 of the late Earl Hivers and 

the Countess of Macclesfield," whose son was he? So far none 

of them has atternpted 1 t. Unt11 they answer 1 .. adequately and 

convincingly Johnson will be still respected as an impartial 

judge. 

77 
Thomas, p. 361. 

78 . 
Johnson, Lives, I, 135. 
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CHAPTER V 

CRITICJ\L EVALUATION OF JOHNSON 1S THEORY AND PRACTICE 

Dr. Johnson 1s contribution to the art of biography, 

both in theory and in practice, is very ample, and perhaps un

surpasseâ; but in the opinion of many critics, it still lacks 

what m+Sht be desired to make biography a perfect art. Perhaps 

this is not at all strange, for art continually evolves towards 

pert&ction which it can never reach. Johnson more than all 

other critics o:f art in his century .was intensely aware of this 

common and ·i _nherent fràilty of whatever is of man's creation, 

and so he never bestowed unqualified pra.ise upon any work of 
.• 

art that he was called upon 'to .appraise. 11 I know nobody who 

blasts with praise as youi for whenever there is exaggerated 
1 

praise, everybody is set agail;lst a cha;racter," he once said to 

Mrs. Thrale. It is '" to .be imagined, am not unjustly, that he . ·. ~ 

was equally aware that his own works were no less subject to 

censure than those of the other artiste he examined from time 

to time. 

His theory of biography is like a curious bag of 

1 
Boswell, Johnson, p. 1129. 
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~ools, some of which command attention more by their elegant 

appearance than by their utility; and his practice, which 

covered not less than sixty-five lives, is like a magnificent 

pieoe of tapestry of diverse colours with no co-ordination in 

their varying degrees of bee.uty. 11 Slow ris es worth by Poverty 
2 

depress 1d. 11 Though Johnson had remarkable precoci ty, his 

genius, on account of extreme poverty, took a long time to 

gain the notice of the public. When recognition came at last, 

it was destined to stay. Walter Raleigh in his tribute to the 

ach!evements of Johnson said at the beginning of his Leslie 

Stephens Lecture, delivered in the Sena.te House, Cambridge 

University, February, 1907: 

Literature, as it is understood for the purpose · of 
these lectures, is to include, so I am infor.med, biog• 
raphy, criticism, and athies. If I bad been commanded 
to choose from· the world's annals a name which, better 
than any other, should serve to illustrate the vital 
relations of those thrèe subjects to literature, I 
could find no better ·name than Samuel Johnson. 3 

His contribution to the art of biography did more than other 

factors in raising the poverty-depressed genius of Johnson. 

His Life of Savage met with general approbation when it came 

out. The editor of the Champion p~id an unrestrained regard 

to lt in these words: 

2 
Jo:tmson, "London, 11 Jo:tmson:Prose and Poetry, p. 32. 

3 
Raleigh, Six Ea::says, .p. 9. 



This pamphlet is, without flattery to its author, as 
just and well written a piece of its kind I ever saw; 
so that at the aame time it highly deservea, it cer
tainly a tanda very li tt le in need of this recommend• 
ation. As to the hiatory of the unfortunate person, 
whose memoire compose this work, it is certainly 
penned with equal accuracy and spirit, of which I can 
ao much the better judge, as I know many of theae 
facts mentioned to be atrictly true, and very fairly 
related. 4 
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Sir Joahua Reynolds could not stop reading once he had 

atarted, and standing and leaning against a chimneypiece had 

hia ar.m totally benumbed by the time he got to the end of the 

fascinating narrative. 

When the Lives of the Poeta came out, Johnson was 

seriously attacked for his censure of the poets that hitherto 

had been uniformly eulogized by critics and had enjoyed public 

veneration in general. Even the bittereat of the critica ex

pressed the admiration for Johnson's soundness of judgment. 

Though f'uriou,sly' ip.c,ensed against Jqhnson for what amounted 

to him as a pro'fanation of his idols, Cowper could not control 

his admiration ~or the sharpness o~ Johnson's characterization. 

In the heat o~ this avel?Whelming admiration, he exclaimed: 

Wha t vani ty, wha t ·. pet:uJ.ance in Pope! How painf'ully 
sensible of cel).aUr-<J, · and y et ho\or . restleas in provocation! 
To ·what mean arti~ices could Addison stoop, in the hope 
of injuring the reputation of his friendl Savage, how 
sordidly vicious;alid~thè·-more condemned for the pains 
that are ta.k~n to pall.iate his vices •••• What a sycàphant 
to the public taste waa Dryden; sinning against hia 

Boswell, Johnson, pp. 122-23. 



feelings, lewd in his writings, though chaste in his 
conversation. 5 
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It was not only in this summary of Johnson's 

characterization of the major figures in the Lives that this 

critic showed his liberal notice of Johnson's proficiency. 

After violently wishing he could thrash the old jacket of the 

veteran pensioner to make his pension jingle in his pockets 

for plucking "one or two feathers 11 from the wing of Milton 1 s 

Muse,hB coolly said: 

I am very rouch the biographer's humble admirer. His 
uncommon show of good sense, and his forcible expression, 
secure to him that tribute from all his readers. He has 
a penetrating insight into character, and a happy talent 
of correcting the popular opinion when it is erroneous: 
and this he does with the boldness of a man who will 
think for himself, but, at the same time with a justness 
of sentiment that convinces us he does not differ from 
others through affectation, but because he has a sounder 
judgment. 6 

If we find minor faults in Johnson, it is not tram 

want of recognition of his position as the founder of pure biog-

raphy; but it is because here and there he makes sorne unqual-

ified statements that tend to weaken this position. It is known 

to every school boy that Johnson was a great moral teacher, and 

morality and truth went like coloured threads on the canvas of 

his literar1 theory, whether it was critical, or biographical. 

He ·never told a story, nor was he interested in one, unless it 

Edgar Johnson, One Mighty Torrent, p. 207. 
6 

·Edgar J~son, p. 198. 
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wa.s based on tru th and had aome mer al to impart. He clung 

tightly to the classical theory tbat the ro le purpose of lit

era ture is to teach and delight. To Johnson the supreme pur

pose of biography resided in its moral utility. For the fos

tering of this purpose he devised a theory that would facili

tate a distinctive characterization of the subject in such a 

way that its merita and defects migb.t be clearly seen and be 

emulated or avoided as seemed desirable. 

But in an amoral age when good and evil are allowed 

to be relative, moral criteria and social mores are ruled out 

of order, and Johnson 1s theory of biography, based principally 

upon the.moral utility of biography, stands in danger of being 

relegated to .oblivion. In auch an age, which is not far from 

ours, biography exista only for the delight the artist has in 

painting a po.rtrai t and in tel ling a story which approaches as 

rouch as possible to being a facsimile of an individual known to 

him and his readers. To the readers of auch an age, biography 

is interesting merely because it feeds their curiosity and hum

ours their 'sentiments. They. are · tickled to learn the hitherto 

unknown faults of a character. After all, scandal is the stuff 

. of bfography. The world has -alwày$=·.1oved and alwaya ·will lov$.. 8Canda1 . 

Very few people truly regulate their lives by the mistakes or 

virtues of others. Vice and virtue :a,re quali t i es more or lesa 

dependent upon condition than on choice. Johnson himself 
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testified to the truth o.f this statement when he said in the 

Life of Sava~e: "Those are no proper judges of his conduct, who 

have slumbered away their time on the down of plenty; nor will 

any wise man presume to say, 'Had I been in Savage's condition, 
' . 7 

I should have li ved. or wri tt'en be tter than Savage. '" 

"Lives of ~reat men all remind us/we can make our 
$ 

lives sublime" would have ~een ci ted in support of the moral 

utility of biography, if· all_ the school boys ;md girls who read 

lives of 3reat men ·and women in school became great in their turns. 

Sublimity of temperament and ~reatness owe more to environmental 

and perhaps to hereditary factors than to the reading of lives 

of great men; for the re can be many in8lorious lvliltons and Shake-

speares and Einsteins and Johnsons, with the .lives of great men · . 

in their hands, and yet wasting away in 11 the dark unfathomed 

caves" of the ocean of poverty and lack of opportunity. 

Intimate knowledge of the biographical subject was 

one of the strongest points in Johnson' s theory. To this 

tepic he made consistent references, both in his oral and 

wri tten · expatiations on the eu~jiect. we agree that his unpar-

alled success in the Life of Savage owes more to this than to 

any other factor. It is true to a great extent that sorne of 

7 
Johnson, Lives, I ,. 26'5. 

$ 
Henry W. Longfellow, "'What the He art of the Young Man 

Said to the Psalmist, 11 The Le Gallienne Book of American Verse, 
ed. rlich~rd Le Gallienn~New York, 1925~.~0. 
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the best biographies in the English language would not have 

been so successful had they not been written by biographers 

who had personal and intimate contact with their heroes. 

Among these are Edmund Gosse 1s Father and Son, Anthony 

Froude 1s ~of Carlyle and, of course, Boswell 1s Johnson. 

It goes without doubt that if the biographer is honest, and 

honesty in biography is a rule more honoured in the breach 

than in the observance, intimate knowledge makes for graphie 

characterization and accurate portrayal of the subject. 

Except when biography has been relegated to the realm of 

fiction as in the case of Carlyle's The Diamond Necklace or 

Makower•s Richard Savage: A Mystery in Biography, it is inti

mate knowledge alone that can enable a biographer to produce 

a moving and life-like picture. Though James Boswell was an

ether John Aubrey, his biography of Johnson would have been 

different from what we now have had he not known his haro in 

person. The chance of manipulating his subject, setting the 

scenes, and watching to record the reactions would have been 

lost • . The diversity of the Do.c~qr's temperament, ranging from 

neurotic eccentricities, strong prejudices to morbid fears of 

insanity, which Boswell has so acutely depicted, would not 

have been possible had he not lived in close intimacy with 

Johnson, seen him at hame, in the club; dined out with him; 

travelled with him; and occasionally shared apartment s with 

him. 



In spite of this acknowledged success of these 

biographers who wrote from intimate knowledge of their sub

jects, it is necessary to say tbat intimate association with 

the subject of a biography can become a liability instead of 

an asset to a biographer. One may not agree entirely with 

Pearson that "A man, like a mountain, can be seen more com-
9 

lJ4 

pletely from a distance." A mountain that is seen from afar 

lacks the distinctive features of a mountain exa.m.ined at close 

quartera. Fram afar the observer misses the cracks and crev-

ices on the mountain. He could even miss the enjoyrnent of a 

beautiful lake or the sweet music· of a gay little stream 

trickling through the rocks. The argument is not whether one 

who lives in social. intercourse wi th another will or will not 
~ 

see and know more of him than someone who lives apart from him 

(because it is more than a conjecture to affirrn that he will), 

but whether he will be honest and truthful enough to make an 
·, 

objective record of what he knows. Intimacy sometimes breeds 

obilg~tion as well as contampt, and these have a tremendous in-

fluence upon the biographer. · 

Intimacy becomes a serious handicap to tru th in bicg

raphy when the biograph.er ls ·· a blood relative, a close friend, 

of the sarne party or fraternity, as his subject. There is bound 

to arise a great conflict between loyalty and truth. To rise 

9 
Pearson, p. 66. 
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against public opinion and the censure cC interested friands 

and relatives and record the faults in addition to the virtues 

of the subject requires an exacting sense of obligation to 

truth and more than common courage. Men like Johnson could do 

this easily, but his type of character, a character entirely 

dedioated to truth and impervious to all kinds of temptations 

to falsify or conceal facts, is rare indeed. 

We s·eldom come across an impartial representation 

of character in biographies written by relations of the sub

jects. The temptation to preserve or present what in the 

opinion of the biographer constitutes the œ st in his memory 

of. his hero is an urgent one. Often we run into biographies 

written by relatives of the subject, ani with professed sin

cerity of_P:Drtraying -the cha~cter as he really was. We have 

already seen in Chapter III how Milton's nephews, Edward and 

John, denied the public a balanced presentation of the char

acter of their uncle • 

. J. W. Gross wrote the biography of his wife which he 

professed to have done accurately and objectively. Yet he in-

forms us that 

Each letter has be en pruned of everything tha t seemed 
to me irrelevant to my purpose--of everything tbat I 
thought my wife would have wished to 1:e omitted. Every 
sentence that remains adda, in my judgment, something 
(however ~11 it may be) to the means of for.ming a con
clusion about her character. 10 

10 
J.w. Cross, Geerge ~1ot 1 s Life {New York, 1885),I,v1. 
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~t might be easy to frown on Mr. Cross for this obvious dis

service to the cause of biography, but we must not forget the 

emotional involvement in the situation of a man who was pub

lishing the papers of a wife of about six months' duration of 

relationship, whose morbid feelings of guilt for infringement 

of social laws were frequently apparent in her correspondance 

with friands. A case like this makes us feel that perhaps a 

biographer need not be involved in intimate relationship with 

bis subject unless he is able to wrest himself from ties of 

obligation and passion to tell a true story and paint a gemine 

portrait. 

Johnson's insistance that the writing of a life 
ll 

should not be delayed "till interest and envy are at an end, 11 

calls for re-evaluation. It is possible that when Johnson made 

this statement he was thinking of Addison's article on the Grub 

Street biographical undertakers to which reference has already 
12 

been made in Chapter I of this paper. In this article 

Addison suggested that in order that the lives of great men 

. might be written "with any tolerable degree of elegance or 

exaètness" they should be delayed "till envy and friendship are 

laid asleep." When .Johnson came to the Life of Add~ion:"" he ob

vi osly remembered his own and .Addison's statements on the issue 

of the most sui table time to write biography. It will be sean 

!1 
Johnson, .. ' "Rambler No. 6o," Works, I, 102. 

12 
A,nte, p. 20 • ...- . 



rrom the following quotation that he was in difficulties. 

His readjustment of his previous statement is rather vague. 

The general impression is not a categorical declaration but 

a middle-of-the-road position between Addison's ideas and .his 

own. 

The necessity of camplying with times, and of sparing 
parsons, is the greatest· impediment in biography. 
History may be formed from permanent monuments and 
records; but Lives can only be written from personal 
knowledge, which is growing avery day less, and in a 
short time is lost forever. What is known can only be 
immediately told; and when it might be told, it is no 
longer known. The delicate features cr the rnind, the 
nice discriminations of character, and the minute 
peculiarities of conduct, are soon obliterated; and it 
is surely better that caprice, obstinacy, frolick, and 
folly, houever they might delight in the descri:P; ion, 
should be silently forgotten, than that, by wanton 
merriment and unreasonable·detection, a ·pang should be 
given to a widow, a daughter, a brother, or a friand. 
As the process of this narrative is now bringing me 
among my contemporaries, I begin to feal myself 
walking · upon ashes under Which the~~~ extin
guished, and coming to the time of which it will be 
proper rather to say nothipg ~ is false, ~ ~ 
that is true. 13 --- 14 

If this "greatest of biographers, 11 the greatest 

137 

sponsor of truth in literature in the eighteenth century, 

could, for once in his life, be afraid of telling the whole 

truth lest the feelings of the living relations of his subject 

be hurt, it may be justly questioned, in the interest of pure 

bi~graphy, whether impressionistic description and stenographie 

3 
Johnson, Lives, III, ll.t-0-41. 

14 
Johnson, Lives, ed. Cunningham, I. intro.., x. 
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presentation of character, which can only be made possible by 

immediate recording, should be allowed to override truth. If 

a biographer cannot conquer the urge to spare parsons and the 

sensitiveness of relatives arid portray his hero objectively, 

it would be better not to atternpt wr.iting until the fire under 

the ashes had been extinguished. 

Johnson frequently confessed his love of anecdotes, 

and his recommandation for their use in biography was unqual

ifled~ He also acknowledged the general tendency of man 'to 

fabricate, enlarge upon, castigate, or invent a story to suit 

any impression the teller intends to make. The general dis

position of many to accept without questioning what is eKotic 

was not unknown to Johnson, fpr he made a concrete demon

stration of this deplorable inclination to Boswell when dis

cussing the value of a story. "Suppose," he sa id, "a man 

should tell that Johnson, before setting out for Italy, as he 

ha.d to cross the Alps, sat down to uke himself wings. This 
. 15 

many people would believe. 11 In this unconditional emphasis 

on the value of anecdotal rnaterials in biography, :œ does not 

seem to have remembered _this reseJ;>Vation. 

"More lmowl edge may be gained of a man 1 s real 

character, by a short conversation with one of his servants, 

than from a for.mal and studied narrative, begun with his 

15 
Boswell, · Johnson, pp·. 68.5-86. 
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16 
pedigree, and ended with his funeral. 11 Few people would be 

willing to disagree with this statement if servants were a 

special race of people invulnerable to the common frailty of 

mankind. From a sense of obligation to the ma.ster a servant 

could be as passionately and amotionally involved as a widow, 

and as a re sul t his conversa ti on would tend to amplify the 

virtues of his master and extenuate his vices. A discontented 

or discomfited servant whose memory of ill-treatment from the 

master remains fresh, may, from a feeling of contempt, 

exaggerata the master 1 s weaknesses and deny him any virtues. 

It i ·s only when a servant is honest and bas respect for truth 

that a: c.ertain measure of credit could be granted to the story 

he tells about his master. Even yet, it would not redound to 

the credit of a lover of objective biography to rely upon the 

testimony of a single servant for accuracy in bis search for 

the true character of his subject. It is not to be presumed 

that a purely objective biography is by any means attainable, 

but even for a tolerable objectivity, which is all that the 

most impartial biographer can hope to achieve, the range of 

search must be extended beyond a conversation with a single 

servant. 

Both in literary history and in living experience, 

instances of distorted accounts of events and variations in 

16 
Johnson, "Rambler No. 60, 11 Works, I, 102. 



~tories are copious. Oral relations are often so varied 

fro.m person to person that in the long run only a few iso

lated facts in the original are preserved in the various 

versions. A vivid exarnple of this is the anecdote connected 

with Johnson 1s physical violence to the mean and insolent 

Osborne. Mrs. Thrale and Boswell claimed to have got the 

story from Johnson himself, but in their reports, both vary 

in details. Mrs. Thrale's version indicates that the beating 
·17 

was done in Tom Osborne 1 s house, while Boswell sets the 
18 

scene of the scuffle in Johnson 1 s own chamber. In years 

after Johnson's death, other 11retailers 11 spiced up the sto17 

with further ingredients. Johnson admitted, according to Mra. 
·19 

Thrale, to having lmocked the blockhead down with his own 

Dictionary, but the retellers named a huge Greek folio Bible 

as the weapon. Wi th what they knew of Johnson 1 s character 

and favourite expressions and with the use of imagination, 

theàe rete~lers increasingly paddeçl the anecdote. Johnson was 

made to put his,.foot on Osbo~ne 1 s neck by one account, and on 
20 

his breast by another account. Wha t remains consistently 

true in all of these versiops of the anecdote is the naked 

7 
Piozzi, Anecdotes, ... p. 1.50. 

18 
Boswell, Johnson, p. 112. 

19 
Piozzi, p. 1.50. 

20 
· James L. Clifford, "A Biographer Looks at Dr. John-

son,"· New ~ on Dr .•. Johnson,· ed. Frederick W. Hilles (New 
Haven, 19.59) ·, p. 127. . 
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stat5ment that Johnson beat up Tom Osborne. 

While it must be admitted that anecdotal materials 

are invaluable to a biographer, it must be realized, too, that 

they are the most delicate of his tools. A biographer who 

determines to vindicate the character of his subject with 

anecdotes and follows up any given one, must come to a 

dilemma when he has no ITB ans of reconciling the various ver-

sions. The only authentic authority to fall back to in such 

a case is one of the characters in the story. If he cannot 

say as Mrs. Thrale or Boswell, "Dr. Jolmson told me, 11 the only 

objective way of handling the problem would be to report the 

various versions of the story and appraise them thereafter. 

Or, one could imitate Dr. Johnson's own approach and condense 

and compress several anecdotes into a generalized discourse. 

Johnson does this most effectively in one of his usual summaries 

and commentaries after the narration of major incidents in the 

Life of Savage. This follows the frustration of Savage's hope 

o:f recognition and reward f'rom the Prince of' Wales f'or the 

dedication of his .poem Of Public Spirit in Regard to Public 

Works to the Prince. 

Thus his poam çontributed nothing to the alleviation of 
hi. s poverty, which was ·auch as very few could have 
supported with·equal 'p4tience, ••• 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

He lodged as ~uch by accident as he dined, and passed 
the night sometimes in mean houses, which are set open 
at nlght to any casual wanderers, sometimes in cellars, 
among the riot and filth o~ the meanest and most 
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profligate of the rabble; and sarnetimes, when he had , 
not money to support even the expanses of these recept
acles, walked about the streets till he was weary, and 
lay down in the swrnmer upon a bulk, or in the winter, 
with his associates in poverty, among the ashes of a 
glass-house. 21 

This account compresses several anecdotes which 

Boswell would have been delighted to narrate separately and in 

great detail; for it is not to be doubted that Savage 1s practice 

of taking refuge from cold in cellars and upon the ashes of 

glass-houses had colourful anecdotes connected with it, .sorne 

of which Johnson must have known from others, and soma as part 

of personal experience. Compressing anecdotes to their salient 

points and thus reporting them as headlines, as Johnson does 

here, is a more reasonable way of handling them than narrating 

tham as stories when the details cannot be ascertained. It 

shows maturity of comprehension, judgment, and interpretation. 

Dr. Johnson 1 s love of anecdote seems to have been 

an unconscious response to a seething demand of an age that 

freely indulged in gossip, co'rrespondence, and journal-keeping. 

Biography fostered the desire to be well inforrned about the 

minute details of human behaviour. No writer can be entirely 

free from involvement with the temper of his age, since he must 

either be preoccupied wi th tn~ struggle to change it, or be 

contented to express its appr~val, in his writing. Either of 

these lines of action can be taken consciously or unconsciously. 

21 
Johnson, Lives, IV, 221. 



4s an explanation for the conflict between Johnson 1s distrust 

of history, romance and stories, and his love of anecdote, it 

might be proposed that the latter was a reSllt of an uncon-

scious motivation. In his biographies, anecdotes -- "m:tnute 
22 

passages of private life 11 
-- are not copious, and the few 

are seldom employed with sharpness as a passage into private 

recesses of character. They lack the precision and clarity 

of the Plutarchian anecdotes. For instance, when Plutarch, 

in his ~ 2f Alexander ~ Great, wanted to illustrate what 
23 

he called "Alexander 1 s passion for pre-eminence," he re-

counted that when Alexander, campaigning in Asia, learned that 

his old teacher bad published ~orne philosophical treatises, he 

wrote at once: "Alexander to Aristot1e greeting. You have not 

done we11 to publish your books of oral doctrine, for what is 

there now that we exce1 others in, if those thlngs which we 
24 

have been particularly instrU.cted in be laid open to al1? 11 

When Johnson wants to i11ustrate Savage 1 s gener-

oaity and humanity, he recounts the anecdote in Which Savage 

gave half of the only guinea he had to the street woman who 

lla.d_,·,~· testified against hlm in the Sinclair case. The motive 

22 
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JÇ>l:mson, "Anecdote, 11 The D.ictionary of English La:gguage, 
fourth ed. (London, 177 3) • 

23 •, . 
P1utarch, Lives, The bans1ation Cal1ed Dryden•s, ed. 

A.H. C1ough (London, 1893);-ïV, 167. 
24 

I bid. 



~or this action is not as explicit as the one in the Plutar

chian story. While no one canassent that there were other 

motives in Savage 1 s case than the desire to relieve want, no 

one can deny the possibility that there were. When the motive 

for action is liable to many interpretations, the anecdote 

loses something of its force or usefulness in the interpre

tation of character. Most of Johnson 1 s anecdotes either point 

a moral or furnish delight, and it was this type of anecdote 

that he loved; they do not assist impressively in enforcing 

conviction. His strength of conviction lies upon psycholog

ical penetration and analysis, rather than upon anecdotes. 

Sorne critics have found Johnson confusing, if not 

completely inconsistant, in his insisting upon minute details 

in biography but upon generalization in poetry or drama. 11 The 

business of the biographer is often to pass slightly over those 

performances and incidents, which produce vulgar greatness, to 

lead the thoughts into domestic privacies, and display minute 
. 2.5 

details of life," says Johnson on biography. "The business 

of a poet is to examine, ·not , the individual, but the species; 
.. ·· , 

to remark general propertiés and large appearances. He does 

not number the streaks of the tulip, or describe the different 
' 26 

shades in the verdure of' the forest, u he says on poetry. 

· ed. G. 

2b 
Johnson, "Rambler . No. 60, 11 ,Works, I, 102. 

27 
Johnson., Histoq ofRasselas, Prince of Abyssinia, 

B. Hill . (London,93ë'), p. 62. 
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·. 27 
Professer Tracy considers this an 11unconscious inconsistency!' 

on the part of Johnson to advocate detailed description in 

one part and generalized presentation in anotœ r part of lit

erature. But the apparent inconsistency or confusion vanishes 

with the understanding that poetry or drama is a representation 
.. · . · .. 

of life or human nature in general, in which what is repre-· 

sented is "the genuine progeny oi' conunon humani ty, 11 ahd nnot 
. 28 

modified by the customs of. particular places." 

Biography is the description of pa.rtic.ular lives 

which must be done in such a way that the distinction between 

one life and another is clearly brought out. The necessity ·tor 

the difference of approach which Johnson here recommends te 

elementary and offers no opportunity for cavilling. Perhaps 

Professor Tracy will agree that when the description ?f. a_.n . ·.· 

immense building is required, details of each room would be · · 

boring, whereas details would not only be satisfying)?,ut · 

necessary when that of single rooms in the building is called 
\ 

· for. ., ·' 

Johnson rated autobiography above biography. On 

this there have be en dissenting opinions. Autobiography may · 

·be regarded as an expression of certainty of knowledge, a.rid 
:-. 

27 
O.R. Tracy, "Johnso.n and the Art of Anecdotes,'~ ': 

University of Toronto Quarterly, XV, No. 1 (October 19tt·5) ·; '87,· ·_ 
28 -

Johnson, 11Preface to Shakespeare," Prose and PoetPl'.,, 
selected by Mona. Wilson (Lortdon, 1957), p. 491. 
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~iography, in that respect, as reconstruction with materials 

which might not all be genuine. No one denies that certainty 

of knowledge makes for truth. But a point to be remembered is 

that it can also facilitate artful suppression of useful mater

ials. Johnson's preference for autobiography, like his rec

ammendation of the conversation with a servant, is unqualified. 

An autobiography can be more of a true picture of the individual 

as he really was, provided that the writer is honest. Johnson 

seems to assume honesty for everyone who writes the history of 

~][fe, even when he has discovered that epistolary corres

pondance; which is a type of autobiography, is very unreliable, 

and that no one willingly sits down to depreciate himself. 

Even when an autobiographer is honest, self-preservation will 

unfailingly induce him to conceal some outstanding defects ,which 

in his judgrnent are detriînental to a decent memory. The opinion 

of Herbert Spencer in the following quotation is in agreement 

with the general conception of the quality of truth in auto-

b1bg;raphy: 

The . autobiographer is.· boum to · omit from his narrative 
the commonplace of dB.ily. life and to ·limit himself 
almost exclusively to sàl.ieb.t : -eve:b.t~,actions and traits •••• 
But by leaving ou t the humdrur.1 part of the life, forming 
that immensely· larger part which i t has in common wi th 
other lives, and by s:etting forth only the striking 
things, he produces the impression that it differed from 
other lives more than it really did. This defect is 
inevitable. ?9 

29 
Garraty, p. 151. 
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As long as didactici~, the preponderant emphasis 

upon moral behaviour, such as Johnson advocated, remains the 

purpose of biography, and society remains critical of private 

behaviour of the individual, so long will the autobiographer 

remain compelled to veil hîmself. But he may unconsciously 

drop occasional hints from which a diligent researcher may 

find more of the real man than he may ever find from a dis

torted biography. 

As a biographer, Dr. Johnson does not distinguish 

himself as a patient, scientific research scholar. He made it 

clear in the Preface to the Lives of the Poets that to search 

for the minute details of a life is tedious and not really im

portant. The passion for research, the insatiable desire and 

quest for manuscripts, letters and people who have outlived 

their time and who may be able to release secrets of the past 

this was not one of his many qualifications for the writing of 

a life. He depended mostly upon anecdotes for his biographies. 

He also consulted previous biographies of his subjects, and in 

many instances did not study them carefully. His Lives are not 

entirely reliable as far as the basic facts are concerned. 

Though he entered in .his diary, after completing the 

Lives of the Poets, that he wrote it in his usual dilatory and 

basty mannar, it cannot be assumed that it was mainly due to 

natural sloth that he failè~ .to search patiently for accurate 

and copious information for his ·biographies. When he wrote his 

! ; .: 



e,arly Lives he was a hack-writer and so was constrained under 

the circumstances to rush, in order to meet the deadline of 

the publishers and booksellers. When he started writing the 

Lives of the Poeta he was sixty-eight years old, and this is 

not the time in any man's life for flexibility and mobility 

which research requ.ires. In addition, Johnson was never a 

very robust man. Nevertheless, he wrote letters to surviving 

relatives of the poets, asking for information, and did sorne 

research at Oxford, either in person or by proxy. It appears 
•30 

to me, as Thayer has observed, that most critics of Johnson's 

biographies do not appear to have taken the trouble to read 

them, but condemn Johnson on the authority of Boswell that he 
31 

was a sloppy and impatient biographer. They are ready to set 

against him the modern scientific biographer with his great 

assemblage of facts and documents, who composes Lives that are 

tiresome and unreadable, though perhaps more reliable as source 

materials. 

Unliffi the scientiîic biographers or the antiquarians, 

Johnson is a master of his facts which he melts down to a plastic 

form that yields easily to his graphie and virile manipulation. 

His narrative is generally terse and elegant~ while theirs, for 

the most part, are prosaic. ' and: insipid. A single example in 

30 

p. 85. 
W.R. Thayer, The Art~ Biography (New York, 1920), 

31 
Boswell, Johnson, ···p. 1000, n. 1, pp. 1102-3. 



the Life of Pope may illu~trate this point. Owen Ruffhead, , 

an early biographer of Pope~, .whose work was supervised by the 

antiquarian, Dr. William Warburton, in reporting Pope's early 

education bad said that he·::wa.s 

for a few months, plaoed under the tuition of another 
priest, ~ Deane from whose instructions, however, he 
received very little benefit, having made no farther 
progress under him, than that of being able to construe 
a little of Tully's Offices. 32 

Johnson uses a little more than. half the number of Ruffhead's 

words to report this point with more clarity and precision: 

"He had for a few months the assistance of ~ Deane, another 

priest of whom he learned only to construe a little of Tully 1s 
33 

Offices." 

Most critics would agree that Johnson's ~ of 

Savage and ~ of Pope are foremost among his Lives and out

standing among English biographies of all ages, though they 

may not be definitive with respect to facts. Thai.r chief marit 

lies not in accuracy of details but in the pleasing and vigorous 

style and sound judgment of the author. Professer Tracy says 

of the Life of Savage that it 11 is Johnson's best study of 
-- - 34 

character, and one of the best ever written by anyone; 11 and 

Professer Sherburn says of Jobnson 1 s Pope that 11it is easily 

32 . 
Frederick W. Hill es, "The Making of ~ ~ of Pope, 11 

New Light ~Dr. Johnson, pp. 264-266. 
33 

Hilles, pp. 264-266. 
34 

Tracy, The Artificial Bastard, p. vi. 
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3.5 
4he most satisfactory of the lives of the poet yet written." 

Each of these men is a biographer of the poet whose life by 

Johnson he so highly commends. Their own accounts are so 

cluttered with facts and so ·full of literary disputations on 

the pedigree and family tree of their subjects that none but 

.the scholar or the antiquarian finds them appealing. But 

~ohnson's accounts remain the most readable because, as Pro-

· fesser Hilles says, of his 11pithy aphorisms, or those sub•· . . 
. 36 
acid connnents" which characterize his biographical narratives. 

To seize the essential facts that make the difference 

between one individual and another and with them constiifêt a 

moving and progressive life: these abilities constitute the 

quintessence of biography. Unless a biographer succeeds in 

. carrying out these tasks, no amount of painstaking documentation 

· will make his work appealing to the general reader, unless it is 

' to the scholar who is as scientific in his approach to facts as 

himself. 

Johnson triumphs over most biographers with hia power 

of seizing the essential facts and presenting them vividly. His 

knowledge of the human heart in its. private or secret depths as 

well as in its public manifestations, together with his talent 

for dramatic narration, place Johnson ai;'long the foremost of .. _,:. 

35 
. George Sherburn, The Fe.rly Career of Alexander Pope 

(Oxford, 1934), p. 13. 
36 

Hilles, p. 266. 

.:: · 

... 
. ···'·. 



~iographers. His wide ~pathies, his deep know1edge of 

human nature, account for his remark~1e psycho1ogica1 pene

tration. He has gained a position as the greatest of biog

raphers not because of accurate and e1aborate documentation 
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of his biographies, but because he was more interested in men 

than in poetry, and more in 1ife than in scientific scho1arship. 
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