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PREFACE

In.thls thesdis an attempt 1s made to indicate the
great influence of Dr, Johnson's artistic methods in his Lives,
as well as his theorles in the Idler and the Rambler, which
established blography as a respectable literary genre, A brief
survey of the development of English biography from the earlieét
times of English literature to the eighteenth century has 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; has also been made and embodied 1n
the bibliography. Owing to the limited scope of this study,
only four of hls Lives have been examined with respect to his
theory, Opinions of his contemporaries and those of the critics
of 1ater centuries have been consulted, and there is a prepond-
erancé'éf evidence that in spite of the.poor standard of his
research, Johnson ranks among the greatest of biographers,

- The regder will noﬁice‘that in some 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,

Buﬁ when more than one of a single author's works have been
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gonsulted, the author's name and the work quoted are given,

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

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

Boswell, Johnson, etc.; andi Boswell's The Journal of a Tour to

the Hebrldes with Samuel Johnson, LL.,D, as, Boswell, Hebrides,

etc,; Donald Stauffer's The Art of Blography in Elghteenth

Century England as, Stauffer, etc.

I wish to express my heartfelt appreciation for the
generous assistance given to me in the preparation of this
thesis by numerous friends among the Professors and the graduate
students of the English Deparﬁment; as well as among the staff
of the'Redpath;"Chemical Research Centre, Medical ahd Osler,
Libraries of McGill University,

Special mention must be made of Dr, E,A, Heuser and
Dr, A,%, Malloch for their invaluable advice on stylistic de-
talls of the bibliography and also for supervising the writing
of the eight concluding paragraphs of the main theslis; of Mlas
Kaleen Quiniwho.kindly read a pért of the manuscript, made
several helpful suggestions regarding my construction and
helped in typing the first draft; of Miss Marion Johnson of the
.Reference Section of the Redpath Library for arranging for
inter-library loan of booﬁs and microfilm of the Plain Dealer;

- of Mrs, S, Nljhowne for her effort in procuring a Japanese

reader for an article in the Quarterly Review of the English

literary soclety of Japan; of the reader himself who objected

to belng mentioned by name; and of Mr, Stanley E, Mallough, the
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Stack Manager, who frequently and most obligingly relieved
my frustration in locating material,

Lastly, I am deeply indebted to the Student Aid
Officer for awarding me an Edgar M, Wilson Memorial Scholar-
ship wilthout which the completion of this thesis would have
been impossible; and also to Dr, Joyce Hemlow whose recommend-
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 thesls and the
care and patience of the typist -- Mrs, Barbara Goldberg --

are very gratefully acknowledged,




CHAPTER I

BIOGRAPHY BEFORE JOHNSON

Biogrephy, it appears to me, 1s as old as the
conseious experience of man’and‘has its roots in the in-
}stinct of self-pfesefvgfidn: "énd eveﬁ'thefbehaviourists
might allow"1 that 1t is this instinet thaﬁ'consciouély or |
unconéciously motivates man to,strﬁggle in defiancé 6f
total annihilatlion by either natural or social forces to
preserve himself and his herﬁﬁagé, One of the ways in
which it 8xXpresses itself‘is;ih the desire to commemorate
ouéstanding individyals whose lives have been found to6 be i
remarkable and useful in gsoclety., In pre-historic times 1t
gave rise to the primitive custom of erecting tombs over
the graves of the dead and engraving characters on.ﬁhem to
indicate the essential qualities, rank, and perhaps, occu-
pations of the ones commemorated, Tombs of ﬁunters wers
often decorated with pictures of dogs, hunting implemenfs,
and animals which they killed wﬁile they were living,

Tombs of great chieftains often showed signs of the

3 .
Harold Nicolson, "The Development of English

Bilography,'" Hogarth Lectures, No, l(London, 1927), p. 2.




pageantry to which they were accustomed, A retinue of
courtiers; servants, wives (in polygamous societles) aﬁdb
children; was not occasional but usual with the tombs of
such dignitaries,

Though this practice was deficlent in clearly de-
picting the distinctive characteristics of an individuai per-
sonality as a belng by himself; it undoubﬁedly preserved for
posterity; the qualities and characterlstics of the class hs
represented. This may not be blography as an art; as we"
know it to-day; but it 3 a form of commemorative biogrephy
to which we owe our knowledge of pre-historic times, It is
different from history in that the commemoration ie not de-‘
signed %o affect society as a wpole but the individual and
his activities in the soclety, | - |

A This deslre to preserve or commemorate is cemmon
to all peoples in all ages. Generally it is the predominmﬂ;
idea and the stanﬂard of development of a pecple at a
certain time that determines the form of commemoration,

When an 1ndividual proves himself an.embodiment of the pre-
dominant idea be it religious, econonmic, literary or .
scientific, his friends feel -the need of preserving his
quallities for the information of future generations, Wha t-
ever form the showease might'fake it serves the same purpose
so long as it ﬁes'the essential qualitj of displaying tpe

goods, This, precisely, is what Harold Nicolson means when




he says that "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
warriors."2 But when Pinto says that biographyv"is
necessarily a very late development in literature;" one
feels that he intentlionally mistakes the follage for the tree
he is describing, Though "biography...has merely run to
leaf," 1t belongs to the earliest development of literature,
Biography has received attention in all ages in
the hisﬁory of literature, Its principal purpose 1is commem-
oration, As 1n the primitive form of commemoration so 1t is
in the bilographical form that the idea or thought in whilch
the passion of the people is involved at a particular fims;'
and the standard of deVelopment of the people determine its
form and purpose, In England before the sixth century, when
»hero-worship was the predominant social involvement of the
people, the warriors were commemorated in runic inscriptions
and traces of these rudiments of English biography can be made

back. to the old sagas and epics "to such strange parentage as.

2 .
Nicolson, p. 17.

3 a
Vivian de Sela Plnto, E%glidi Blography in the
Seventeenth Century (London, 1951 ), p. 1ll. :

Nicolson, p. 17.




5
Beowulf or the Widsith fragments.”

But in the sixth century with its new idea of
Christian religion, 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 on

through the Middle Ages to the sixteenth century. The biographer

was bound to follow a set pattern and all lives written

appeared zs if cast in a sinzle mould. Examples of such lives

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

. Guthbert, willibald's Life of Bonifaée, 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 pﬁrpose. It was not the
whole life of the saint that was written but a few selected
incidents in which the saint reflected his faith in Christi-
anity. Hence the formula of this type of biography was:
punishment of sin, miraculous hegling, 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 biograph&)

During these periods the biographical works of Plutarch and

Suetonius and Tacitus were studied and translated, not only

p
Nicolson, p. 17.




into English; but into many other European languages, The
Plutarchian interest in delineating the individual person-
ality by recording minute domestic incidents and-angcaofeé
was not greatly favéﬁred. But Suetonius' influence éppears"

to have been more dominant at this time, As Garraty aasafts;

"over forty editoms of his Lives %2 the Twelve CaeéarS'were:
published between 1ll170 and 1820." His influence gaﬁe‘;ise.
to the development of portraits of friends and panegyrical
type of blography. Here again it was not the Whole 1ife of
the subject that received 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 Eziz,
the principal matter was patriotism and not religion,
Subjects of bilography therefore varied from the regular por-
- traits of the éaints to the lives of persons in d-her
sphefes of 1ife, The tendency was to create outstanding
types. in all areas of life as models for moral bshaviour,
Character sketches in the Theophrastian method came into
vogue, Prose and poetic forms depicted characters out-

standing for either virtue or vice. In thils period

z .
John A, Garraty, The Nature of Biography (London,'
1958), p. 67,
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appeared A Mirror for Maglstrates, 1in which the vigious

character of Jane Shore was dramatized in poeti¢ fom as
suffering without remission from her sins of senéﬁality.and
greed, Towards the end of the century imaginary character

sketches, such as Hall's' Characteristics of Virtues and

Vices and Overbury's Characters or Witty Descriptions of the
=20 ) s , — -
Properties of Sundry Persons, became very popular, - Some of

the biographies o actual individuals in this period are: .
History & Richard IiI, supposed to have been written by

Thomas More, Roper's Life of Sir Thomas More, and Cavendish's

Life of Wolsey,K Though the popularity of the Theophrastign"

g _
character skdtches gave method and unity to psychological

inyestigation in blography, didacticisn still held sway. 'Fbr'f',.

instance, the nutablility of human fortune was prominent among

other moral lessons, emphasized In the Life of Wolsaey. The

blographer was still not free and objective, He was parbial
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 past

= - .
. Thomas Churchyard "Shore'!s Wife," A Mirror for Magis-

trates, ed, William Baldwin {London, 1559) in Rollins and

Baker's The Renalssance in England (Boston 195L), pp. 277 81,

8

Sir Thomas Overbury. (1581 1613), published The
Characters in 161&, Joseph Hall (157l4-1656), published
Characteristics in 1608, S




centurles it was not until the seventeenth century that 1t
recei#ed a8 systematic and critical examination. - The numer-
ous biographies of the century were still typical of;"the
funeral orations of Jeremy Taylor and the equally cormmemor-
ative orations of Dr, Sprat."9 There was a great deal of
writing about people and characters, Interest in the indl-
vidual human being which started with the advent of the
humanist movement incited curiosity &hd study of fhethumantt
personality, But no one had yet taken thought to develop biloge
raphy as a literary genre,

The recognition of biography as a separate form
of literature, distinct from legend, fiction ar history;

started with Francls Bacon'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 which it
propoundeth or pretendeth to represent: for it eilther
representeth a-Time or a-Person or an Action, The
First we call Chronicles, the Second Lives and the
Third we call Narrations or Relations, Of These,.,
the second excelleth in profit and use, 10

Bacon went further to prescribe the method for

writing livesﬁ

9

10
Francls Bacon, The Advancement of Learning, II, in
Selected Writings of Francis Bacon, ed, Hugh G, Dick (New

“York, 1955), P. 235,

Nicolson, p, 38,




But lives 1f they be well written; propounding to

themselves a person to represent in whom actions both

greater and smaller, public and private, have a

commixture, rmist of necessity contain a more true,

natlve, and lively representation, 1l

With these statements he laid the foundation for
the cultivation of biogra@hy as an art, But‘itvwaé not until
the 1660's that the word "biography" appeared in Dryden's
introduction to his translation of Plutarch; when he defined
it as "the history of particular men's lives." Like Bacon,
Dryden rebelled against the panegyrical effusions of the blog-
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 1life is taken away: you see the pbor reasond le
animal as naked as ever nature made him: are made acquainted
with his passions and his follies: and find the demi-god &
han.ﬁla
After several centuries of slow growth, abuse or

neglect, blography reached its maturity in the eighteenth -
century when it was bedecked with néw ornaments and accepted

as a respectable form of literature; and Dr, Samuel Johnson

has the honour of forming a bridge between a fumbling past

11
12

P. U3,

Bacon, p., 235,
Edgar Johnson:, One Mighty Torrent (New York, 1937),




dnd an experimenting future in the art of bilography,

Before investigating Johnson's theory of blog-
‘raphy it is necessary first to examine a little more closely
the degree of development of biography in the seventesenth
and early eighteenth centuries; for it is only by such an
examination and Jjuxtaposition of Johnsont!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 "biography" came into use for that branch of
literature which treats of real individuals, their growth and
their activities in society as distihctive elements that con-
gtitute the society. It 1s true; too; that the advent of this
name marked the beginning of the conscious awareness of blog-
raphy as a separate form of literature. But in spite of the
endeavours of Bacon and Dryden to clarify the -distinction
between history and biography; a great many of the historians
of the seventeenéh century, whom the moderns choose to call
biographers; were unwilling to follow their exemple and per-
sisted in blurring the distinction, Commenting upon this
situation Donald Sfauffer éays:

indeed, until the seventeanth century was nearly over,
thistorian' or thistoriographer! was the usual des-
ignation for the blographer,,..Writers laboured under

the impression that an indivldual career must be made
worthy of a reader's attention by the inclusion of




great historical events, Or again, the material for
a 1life would be so scanty that they could be rounded
out into a volume only by filling in the historical
background, whether or not it was relevant, 13
Bacon, who stressed the need for separating blog-
raphy from history, was hot as good in practice as in pre-

cept, His History of the Reign of Henry VII, which was

meant to be the biography of Henry of Richmoad, the first of
the Tudor dynasty; though a delightful narrative of a
ﬁaster of style; is very disappointing in the delineation of
the character of the central figure, Nothing is heard of
Henry of Richmo;d before Bosworth Field, In essence it 1is
the history of England from 1485 to 1509; with Henry VIL
looming vaguely and unconvineingly 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 aml far-fetched con-
caits; made biographers in this century write; according to
Dr, Johnson in his Life of Cowley, "as Epicurean deities
making remarks on the actions of men; and the vlecissitudes of
life; without interest and without emotion,...Their wish was

1
only to say what they hoped had never been said before,"

13
Donald Stauffer, The Development of Biography in
ighteeﬂ.th Century England (Trinceton, 19L1 ), vp. 517~ 18,
1l
Samuel Johnson, "Cowley," Lives of the Poets, intro,
by Arthur Waugh (London, 1896), I, 29, Subsequent refersnces
to Lives of the Poets will be made to this edition,

10
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The excessive deslre to appear learned resulted in an ehd- '
less collectlon of unmanageable materials, a chronological
arrangement of prolific details that scholars of the age
admired and moderns detest,

Prominent among the biographers of this century
were Anthony ; Wood, John Aubrey, Thomas Fuller and Gllbert
Burnet, Wood was a pedantic scholar, typical of his century,
He was the author of a blographical dictionary called Athensae

Oxonienses, a collection of lives of distinguished graduates

of Oxford, It is remarkable as an epitome of untiring
scholarship and ruthless honesty but wants,”"the warmth and
sympathy which a good biography must possess."15 He left no
stone unturned in his searéh for information; "He waded
through Oxford archives, read every scrap he could find
written by or about his subjects, dug up old church records,
and pored over wills, genealogical tables, ami tombstones."16
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,

1%

Garragy,, p. 72.
16

Ibid,




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

ledgg, proved to be one € the best biographers of the cen-
tury., Aubrey was not an antiquarian, The oddities and
pecullarities of his contemporaries attracted his curious
nature, and in response to thils urge he started out to
collect‘information about his subjects by interviewling
people who had e 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
glad you put me on it, I doe it plajingly,"l7 Aubrey; as
- well as Wood, was interested in the whole truth; though ﬁis
truth was somewhat marred by his prejudice against a certain
family,

His lilnutes of Lives was more dellghtful and
entertalning than Wood's Athenae, It was, he sald in a
letter to Wood; "the naked and plaine truth, which here ex-
posed so bare that the very pudenda are not covered,,.,S0
that after your perusal I must desire you to make a cast-
ration,..and sow on some figge—leaves."l8 The pedantic
Wood, it is stated; pruned off about forty-four pageé of

the Minutes,

17

Nicolson, pp. L6-47,
18 . '

Nicolson, v, 47,

12
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Thomas Fuller was a student of the polite school
of biography, Insatiable as to details; whenever he toured
in the country towns of Hngland he indefatigably took notes
on their "historiles, antiquities; their products; their mon-
uments, thelr dialects and thelr celebrated men since the days
of Alfred;"l9 and he complled 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 Iingland was
likened unto a large house, the towns and cities to the rooms,
Then he set about to describe the 'furniture' and arrange the
'pleces!' as princes, martyrs; confessors, prelates, statesmen,

soldiers, writers and so on, It is not only these lntermin-

able details that made Abel Redivivus an unsatisfactory biog-
raphical work, but also the consclious effort of Dr, Fuller to
omit the shadows and shades 1n the characters of his subjects.

Hé 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 1s 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 expectatlon;
(L) to my deservedly honoured master, Isaac Walton, by
whom his 1life is learnedly written, It 1s enough for
me to observe that he died March 31 A,D, 1631, and lieth
buried in St., Paul's under an Ingenious and cholce
monument, neither so costly as to occasion envy, nor

19 i
Nicolson, p. 51.




so common as to cause contempt. 20

Such nalveté, 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 writing 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 demandé of the
reading public of his time. Hé rebuked his contemporaries
for partiglity; 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. Therefofe
he wrote, "People desire té see papers, records and letters
published at their full length."Zl

In other ways he remained a faithful disciple of
the old school of moralistic Biography. He strained material
for moral lessons. Even witﬁ regard to truth he was not con-
vinced that the biocrapher should meddle with the unpleasant

side of the memory of his éubject. In his Life and Death of

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

20
Thomas Fuller, History of the Worthies of England
(London, 1840), II, 381.
21
Garraty, p. 72.

1
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middle class hyvpocrisy., Yet in this attempt he could not

help drawing a veil over the important statements which
Rochester made at moments when he was in anger and without
control. "In detestation of these courses,” Burnet wrote,

"he would often break forth in such hard expressions con- ,
cerning him-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 own Times with

Boswell he observed, "I do not believe that Burnet intent-
ionally lyed; but he was much prejud%ced, that he took no
pains to find out the truth, He was like a man who resolves
to regulate his time by a certain watch; but will not in-
quire whether the watch is right or not.“23 Later in an
answer to the question of his querﬁhﬁm- catechist as to
whether Burnet had not given é zood life of Rochester,Johngzn
retorted: "we have a cood death: there is not much Life."w
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, 1953), p. 510. Subsequent refer-
ences to Boswell's Life of Johnson will be to this edition.
L
Boswell, p. 869,
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From the few examples here examined the general
state of blography in the seventeenth century can be speiled
out, It was heavily loaded with excessive and irrelevant
materials; it was still belleved that the maln purpose of
blography was to teach moral lessons; it was not considered
polite and decent for the biographer to point a frank camera
at his subject; and the bilography 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 bilog-
raphy began to change, There was a notable shift from di-
dacticism to mere inquisitiveness, Bilography was used for
other purposes than the inculcatioh 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 commercial and labouring classes now
benefiting from wider education found vleasure in reading |
records of lives of people like themselves., This gave rise
to a fantastlc change in ﬁhé cholce of subjects; who had no
longer to be kings; aristocrats and saints; but could be
chosen from all classes of people, The expanding metrop;
olls o London, increasing leisure; the success of places of
entertaimment, notably the coffee~houses, fostered curiosity
about one'!s own neighbours and tended to prepare the field

‘for a new type of bilography which was to be developed by




the middle of the century, This "democratization" of biog- -
raphy, as Donald Stauffef terms 1it, threw open the door for
sundry motives to be achleved through the medium of bilog-
raphy.,

"Now [that] all men were becoming‘équally inter-
easting in thelir own right," biographers did not spare any
sub ject they considered would bring in profit, for most biog-
raphies of this period were produced principally for profit,
There was something both sensational and trivial about bilog-
raphy upon which the hack-writers and the booksellers cap-
italized,

The bilographies of crime and lust, the account of
current cynosures in the publiec eye, journalilstic
competence in getting the latest crimes immediately
before the public, the appeal to curioslty.-- these
were found to pay, Blography was 1n consequence
adulterated to gratify the common taste of the common
reader, 26

Biography became a potent force fa such purposes
as defence, begging, lampooning and soliciting justice or
lenience for accused persons, Najor 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, wrote his autobiography,

The Life and Suffering of Henry John Gray, as a means of

25 -
Stauffer, p. L78,

26 '
Stauffer, p. 478,

17




18

advertising his misery and begging for alms, He complained
that tlhough he was a veteran with a bullet wouhd on his right
arm which prevented him from manual labour (the only thing he
was qualified to do) he had no pension from the govermment,
And he made his purpose quite clear at the end of his book:
On these considerations 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 some relief; and
any favours received, will be acknowledged with the
utmost gratitude, by their distressed humble ser-
vant,...Ffinis, 27
Once the commerclal potency of blography was dis-
covered it was shamefully exploited, Its most sordlid ex-
ploitation was to be found in the notorlous Newgate prison,
The last words of a famous convict had a high cormercial
value, It was the practice of the officials of this prison
to take down last words and, as soon as the executlion was
over, to publish them tofgether with any bilographical infor-
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 Memoirs of Captain

Peter Drake, published in Dublin in 1755, Drake was an ad-

venturer and a sailor; and at one time he and his accomplices

27 :
Stauffer, p. 4182,
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were sentenced for high treason, He managed to wilggle out
of the penalty, but one of his companions was executed,
This companion was attended 1in his last days by Chaplain
Paul Lorain of Newgate; who; in view of the great publicity
attending the case, had calculated upon a large profit from
the publication of the prisoner's repentance, When he was
told that thils document had been given to someone else he 1s
reported to have been very angry, Captain Drake himself who
published his Meﬁoirs for profit says that "by this it seems,
the Ordinary of HNewgate hés prerequisites more at heart than
the souls he prays for."28 |
In the field of autoblography, truth was slightly
regarded or not at all, Since it was known that if 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 his endeavour to gilve
these attributes to his story, Sometimes a wilful debasement
of the writer's personality was conslidered expedient because
such a portraiture afforded the necessary amusement, To this
category of autoblography belong the apologies of Colley Cibber
and Connie Phillips. Sométimes the autobiographer had to de-
pict himself as a superman;strutting under the high heavens to

which alone he agreed to deem himself inferior in strength,

28 '
Stauffer, p, L83,
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intelligence and diligence, To this category of autobiog-
raphy in which the hero is always victorious, always success-

ful, and always right, the Autobilography of Matthew Bishop

belongs,

Joseph Addison's observations on the deplorable
situation of adulterated bilographies of the early decades of
the eighteelth century summarizes the disgust with which

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

1716, he said: ,

Gratian, among his Maxims for raising a man to the
most consummate Character of Greatness, advises first
to perform extraordinarv Actlions, amd iIn the next
Place to secure a good Historian....

The Misfortune is, that there are more In-

& ances of Men who deserve this kind of Tmmortallty,
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 ssveral who have

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 Reflectlon, that
Subtilty and Discermment in the Unravelling of a Char-
acter, and the Choice of Circumstances for enlivening
the whole Harration, which we justly admire in the
ancient Historlans of Greece and Rome, and in ~some
authors of our neighbouring Nations.,..

There is a Race of Men lately sprung up among
thils sort of Writers, whom one cannot reflect upon
without Indignation as well-as Contempt, These are
our Grub Street Blographers, who watch for the Death
of a Great Man, like so many Undertakers, on purpose:
to make a Penny of him, He is no sooner laid in the
Grave, -but I» falls into the Hands of an Historlan;
who, to swell a volume, ascribes to him Works which he
never wrote and Actlons which he never performed; cele-
brates Virtues which he was never famous for, and ex-
cuses Faults which he was never guilty of,,.what can
We expect from an Author that undertakes to write the
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Life of a Great'Man; who is furnimhed with no other
Matters of Fact, besldes Legacies; and instead of
being able to tell us what he did, can only tell us
what he bequeathed?,,, : :
The truth of it is, as the Lives of grest Men
.cannot be written with %t any tolerable Degree of
Elegance or Txactness, within a short Space after
their Decease; so neither is it 1t that the History
of a Person, who has acted among us in a publick
Character, should appear till Envy amd Friendship are
laid asleep, and the Prejudices both of his Antag-
onists and Adherents be, in some 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
Addison's observations fail to embody the best
principles of "pure" biography, but they have been guoted at
length partly as an illustration of educated opinion on Grub
Street biography and partly to show to what extent Dr, Johnson,
who was seven years old when Addlson made this criticism,
differed from Addison in his conceptidn 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 Professor Fdel calls "skyscraper biography," He
certainly was mistaken - to believe that "the unravelling of the
character" can better be done by poring into old records, lis-
tening to the ruffle of their pages, smelling the glue of their
binding, 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 Essays
(London, 1774), pr. 207-211,
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biography to the realm of fi;tion in which a few isolated
facts_can be woven with art'inté an elegant and convinecing
whole, But this is not pure blography and.nof a represent-
ation of the character as it really was, It is art; not
life,

While Addison'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
blography in particular, his biographical theory 1s deplored
as tending to the fictionalization of biography and to the
making of the biographical subject into a "Cato" who owes
his vitality only to his elegant language, If Addison's
theory of delaying the writing of a life "till envy and
friendship are laid asleep" had any chance of acceptance in
his day; it certainly would not be successfully applied to-
day when some likely subjects of blography, being more
conscious of the meaning of history than those of Addison's
time; conscibuély 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 depliction 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 effectlvely.

This was the state of biogrgphy in the early
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decades of the eighteenth century; and Addison was not the
only critic who, in defence of decency in 1iterature; 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 meagre information as‘théy were
able to gathér about their subjects to preposterous propor-
tions., Sometimes all they had to work with were ﬁhe last
statements of a criminal; the statement and will of a person
in the public eye; and these were then rounded out linto

volumes,

The ‘amonymous author of the Life of Mr, John
Dennis, in. parodying‘the popular practice said:

Belng to write the Life of Mr, John Dennis, sme wlll
wonder perhaps why we dwell thus long upon the EX-
cellencies of another; but our Design in this, 1s to
give the most delectable Intertaimment to our Court-
eous Readers, and likewise to follow the Mode and
Fashion of the present Times, and, as far as our poor
Abillities will permit us, to imitate the admired -
writings of some of the choice 8pirits of the Age,
who do endeavour much-to vary from the Subject they
first set out upon as, many times, almost, and some-
times quite to forget it. 30

Zdrmnd Curll was one of the ambitious publishers
of these sordid biographies, Among the attacks on the form—

lessness of his publications was a very poignant one in the

Remarks on 'Squire Ayre's Memoirs of the Life and Writings
of Mr, Pope. In & Letter to Mr, Edmund Curll, the anonymous

P S ————————— —— ——

author ironically regretted

30 '
Stauffer, p, 532,




that you did not, as you might assuredly, with equal '
Justice, introduce Memoirs of the Llfe, etc, of every
Friend, and every Snemy of lMr, Pope's; and by that
Means, have swelled your Work Into twenty Volumes in
Folio: And T cannot but think, this example of yours
wlll be of notable Use to another Writer, of much
your Stamp, the Ordinary of Newgate; who has already
found the Way of stretching his accounts of wretched
Creatures, under his care, to second, and third Parts;
and may, by following your Method, swell 'em into
fifty, but adding only to his Detail of the Culprlt's
Crimes the whole Lives and Characters of his Judges
and the Jury, : .

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

It 1s easy to see by this humorous but offended
critic that popular bilography of the time was a mere product
of fertile imaginations prompted by the hope of profit; and
that it was not in any case a true account of the course of
a life of a living person, When Samiel Johnson began pub-

lishing his eritical material on bilography in The Rambler. at

the beginning of the fifth decade of the century, it is not
unlikely that he also felt offended by this ﬁideLSpread
profanation of his favourite branch of literature. Such was
the degree of profanity and ébuse of "pure" biography which

offended many lovers of blography as a true and entertaining

31 '
8tauffer, pp. 532-33,
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32

account, written "of the actions of particular persons,"

33
This pure blography, of which"Dr. Johngon is the real founder,"

we shall now begin to examine,

32 ‘

- Samuel Johnson, Dictionary of the Inglish Language
(London, 1755} .

33

Nicolson, p. 79.




CHAPTER II

JOHNSON'S THEORY OF BIOGRAPHY

Doctor Johnson's critical essays on biography
appeared at the beginning of the second half of the
elghteenth century, But before then he had already shown®
his extraordinary aptitude for that branch of literature
which he "loved most."1 He had published (though not in his
own name) elght lives: Father Paul (1738), Boerhaave (1739),

Admiral Blake, Admiral Drake and Philip Barretier (17L40),

Syndenham (17h42), Richard Savage (17h4)), and Boggoumon
(174L8), One of these lives, Richard Savage, was so impar-

tially and so enbtertainingly written that, in spite of the
poor standard of research exhibited in the pleasing narr-
ative, it is still considered by experts in bilography to be
"inquestionably,..our first masterplece in bioéraphy."2

There 1s something about Johnson which partic-
ularly qualified him for life writing. This attribute is his

deep-seated interest in huwhannature, He responded more

1

Boswell, Johnson, p. 301,
2

Nicolson, p. T76.
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positively to the idea that maris greatest business on earth
was to sedt and possess'the knowledge of himself and his
fellow human beings than did the poet who admirably embodlied
the idea in his poem, Pope was more or less like a road
sign that gives directions to places it has not visited; but
Johnson accepted the message as a personal bldding, and in
the pursuance of its fulfillment he could say blithely to
Mprs, Thrale, "A blade of grass is always a blade of grass:
men and women are my subjects of 1nquiry."3 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 collects
plants;,...he had the Linnean& genius for thelr classific-
a‘cion."5 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 which nothing but

3

Hester Lynch Piozzl, -Anecdotes of the Late Samuel
Johnson LLD, During the Last 20 ¥rs, of his Life (Cambridge,
17865, ﬁ. 100.

Linnaeus, a Swedish botanist, the founder of modern.
systematic botany and of the method of designating plants
and animals, :

Stauffer, p. 395.
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confideﬁt knowledge impels, he was able to deélare that "we
are all prompted by the same motives, all deceived by the
same fallacies, all animated by hope, obstructed by danger,
entangled by desire, and seduced by pleasure_,"6 His compre-
hensive kanledge of the geheral nature of thHe human species
enabled him to know that our*needs and our taboos are bas-
ically the same, differing only in details, It was thev
realization of this factor of the basic similarity of human
desires and their effects on the motives of human behaviour
that buttressed many of his sympathetic observations on
those who have dropped behind in ﬁhe exacting march of life
only to wake up to find that while the desire to satisfy the
basic needs is still as warm as ever in their breasts, they
have not the means to do =,

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, "And
why should they be denled such sweeteners of their
exigstence (says Johnson)?,..Life is a pill which none

of us can bear to swallow without gilding; yet for
the poor we dellght in stripping 1t still barer, and

6 - .
Samuel Johnson, "The Rambler No, 60," Works, ed.
Arthur Murphy (New York, 1835), I, 101, Subsequent refer-
ences to The Rambler will be made to this edition,
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are not ashamed to show even visible displeasure, if
ever the bitter taste is taken from their mouths," 7

It is such a mind like Johnson's,'alw%ys warm towards man-
kind, except the American, of course, that can truly under-
stand what 1s needed in writing a human life.

In the Rambler for the 13th of October, 1750, we
have Dr, Johnson's first extended vliews on blography., As
should be expected from this great student and lover of all
mankind, he begins his first sustained statement-on biog-
raphy thus:

I have often thought that there has rarely passed a
life of which a judicilous and faithful narrative
woull not be useful. For, not only every man has,
in the mighty mass of the world, great numbers in
the sam conditlon with himself, to whom his mis-
takes and "'~ mlscarriages, escapes and expedients,
would be of immediate and apparent use; but there . is
such a uniformity in the stdte6f man,considered
apart from adventitious and separable decoratiops and disguises
that there is scarce any possiblility of good or ill,
but is common to human kind, 9

We have already seen that up to the seventeenth
'century,<ndng to the narrow conception of the purpose and
the misapplication of the medium of biography, the choice of
the subject was for the most part limited to persons of
distinctlon, Johnson's opening paragraph in this article

is a rejection of the circumscribed conception that only

5
8Piozzi, PP. 8&-85,

-Boswell, Johnson, p. 9&6 "I am willing to love all
mankind, except an American,"

) .
Johnson, "Rambler No. 60," Works, I, 101.
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through the lives of the saint and the great can moral
lessons 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 1is art of great dlstinetion that can
turn every life to useful purposes, His advice to the blog-
rapher in this paragraph is simply this: Your choice of sub-
Ject 1s very wide, indeed, you can choose almost any person
as the subject of your narrative; because every human being
is practically the same in essential attributes, DBut see
that the events of the life you have chosen are judiciously
selected and faithfully recorded without partiality, |

The democratization of biography which had te gun
earlier in thé century was not yet respected by refined men
of letters, Its.recognition walted for the powerful pen of
Johnson, When he spoke, it was realized that his motive waa
different from the mercenary incentlve of the popular 1life
writérs. It was indeed something new from the pen of a man
of letters who by this time had distinguished himself as such

through his London, The Vanity of Human Wishes, The Life of

Savage,
By considering every human life a potential subject,

Johnson by no means diminished the importance of biography as
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a medium of moral instruction, Instead, he intensified 1t
by extending the field from which moral lessons could be
drawn., He was intensely.awafe that peoplé-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 rumber the saints, the kings and the
aristocrats, is more likely to be in sympathy 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 the
aristocrats. If blography must serve its purpose of Im-
parting moral instruction td all humanity, which to Johnson
was very essential, 1ts 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 hig life among his-books, the merchant, who

- conductedhis own affairs, the priest, whose sphere
of action was not extended beyond that of his duty,
are considered as no proper objects of public regard,
however they might have excelled in theilr several-
statlions, whatever might have been their learning,
integrity, and pilety. But this notion arises from

false measures of excellence and dignity, and must be
eradicated by considering, that, in the esteem of




uncorrupted reason, what is of most use is of most
value, 10 v :

It is interesting to notice here the relative im-
portance which the Doctor found in all classes of peopie and
the professions they'follow. "Every man has, in the mighty
mass of the world, great numbers like himself.“ If the biog-
raphy of & scholarly recluse will not appeal to the boister-
ous sentiment of the soldier, or the self-centered interest
of the merchant, or to any other class of people, it cannot
be considered ineffective for this reason alone because it
can still serve a useful'pﬁrpose to the scholars who might
therein see a reflection of themselves and their thoughts,

Another contribution which Dr, Johnson made to
the cause of biography was his insistence that it should he
written by someone who has an intimate knowledge of its sub-
ject;’not through information collected secbnd-hand, but
through personal acquaintance, Talking with Boswell on the
biographical part of history he said: "We cannot trustrto
the characters we find in history; unless when they are
drawn by those who knew the persons; as those, for instance,
by Sallust and by Lord Clarendon."ll In many of his various
discussions on blography he constantly alluded to the impor-

tance of intimate and personal relationship between the

Johnson, "Rambler No, 60," Works, I, 101,
11
Boswell, Johnson, pp. 408-9,

32




33

biographer and his subject, It was his opinlon that many of’
the blographies written by eminent men of letters who had
“distinguished themselves in'other bfanches of llterature
failed to satisfy; mainly because the authors were wbrking
with facts and not with the lives of their heroes, On Gold-

smitht's Life of Parnell, he said to Boswell, "Goldsmith's

Life of Parnell 1s poor: not that it is poorly written, but
that he had poor materials; for nobody can write the 1life of

a man, but those who have eat and drunk and lived in social
‘ 12 oo
 intercourse with him,"

Thomas Parnell died in 1718; some twelve years
before Goldsmith was born, Evidently Goldsmith collected
the materials for his biography through study, just as
Johnson had suspected. o

There is scarcely any man but might be made & subject
of a very interesting and an amusing history, 1f the
writer, besides 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 richest
materials: but in the present instance, from not
knowing Dr., Parnell, his pecullarities 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's emphasls on this

12 :
Boswell, Johnson, p. L7L.
13 ’
Oliver Goldsmith, Poetical Works of Thomas Parnell
With a Life (Boston, 185u$, p. IX. '




principle of intimate and personal relationship between the
biographer and his hero might help to show the strength of
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 formal and studied
narrative; begun with his pedigree, and ended with his fun-
eraa.l.":u-L In Rambler No, 68 he again insisted that the "most
authentic witnesses of any man's character are those who know
him in his own family and see him without any restraint or
rule of conduet, but such as he voluntarily prescribes for
himself."15

% 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

failed to satisfy Johnson aé a record,bf life, It was just
one of those "gories of actions or preferments“l6 chronolog-
ically arranged, For Johnson, no degrec of scholarship ex-
hibited in a meticulous collection of facts could compensate

for personal contact with the subject,

1L

Johnson, "Rambler No, 60," Works, I, 102,
15 -

Johnson, "Rambler No, 68," Works, I, 113.
16

Johnson, "Rambler No, 60," Works, I, 102,
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A corollary to this factor of personal and inti-
mate knowledge is the need for a commnity of interest and
sentiment between the blographer and his subject, The
hDoctor knew that writers express most effectively and clearly
such ldeas as are parts ofitheir own experience, The success
of biography may be hindered 1f the author and his subject
Imve different orbits of experience, 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 the following conversation with
Johnson on the subject of biography, and it is relevant to
the point,

He censured Ruffhead's Life of Pope, and said: "he
knew nothing of Pope and nothing of poetry," He
praised Dr, Joseph Warton's FEssay on 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: "Why, Sir, should
that prevent him from continuing his work? He 1s an
ingenious Counsel, who has made the best of his ‘
cause: he 1s not obliged to gain it." Johnson, "But,

Sir, there is a difference when the cause is o a
man's own making.," 17

Here was an instance in which two biographers
with different backgrounds wrote on the same subject. One
was deficlent in the two factors of personal knowledge and
community of sentiment; the other had only one of these —

personsl knowledge, Neither succeeded in making a judicious

17
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 shades And shadows of his character,
He endeavoured to show these qualities of Pope to his.
readers but falled to impress men like Johnson who were
acquainted with more of Pope's works than he was able to
disclose, Ruffhead studied Pope and presented the gleanings
from Pope's poetry and records of Pope's life.. Both pre-
sented to the public a Pope of thelr own making; and however
clever and ingenious the narrative might have been; however
imaginative the writers, the portrait was not a genuine por-
trait of Pope, ‘
Another stimulating point in Johnson's theorj 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 blography. 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 deceney and the memory of the dead to
mention defects elther of person or of character, Great pains
were taken to adorn the biographical narrative with virtues
the hero was never known to possess and of herolc deeds which

‘he neither was capable of dolng nor ever attempted to do,
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Biography; as regards lts contents, was similar to modern
funeral orations or parting speeches in which the departed
" 1s generally and unduly exalted above the human speciles
regardless of the known facts of his life,

But Johnson had a much more comprebensive view of
bilography than this kind of panegyric. He by no means 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 blography he considered
that the true character of a man can be trapped by an ingen-
ious biographer who observes his subject in hié unguarded
moments; when he feels free, relaxed aml acts and speaks
without disguise, Records of sayings and actions at such
moments; however trivial they may appear to be;'reveal the

true.chéracter better than the conditioned behaviour of public

t

1life, "The business of a blographer,” says Johnson,

is often to pass slightly over those performances and
incidents, which produce vulgar greatness, to lead the
thought into domestic privacles, and display minute
detalls of daily life, where exterior appendages are
cast aside, and men excel each other only by prudence,
and by virtue, The account of Thuanmus 1s, with great
propriety, said by its suthor to have been written,
that it may lay open to posterity the private and fam-
iliar character of that man...whose candour and genius
will to the end of time be by his writings preserved
in admiration,

There are many invisible circumstances, which
whether we read as enquirers after natural or moral
knowledge, whether we intend to enlarge our science,
or imecrease .l: our virtues, are more important than
public  occurrences, Thus Sallust,the great master of
nature, has not forgotten in his account of Cataline,
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to remark, that his walk was now qulck, and again
slow, as an indication of & mind revolving something
with violent commotion, Thus the story of Melancthowm
affords a striking lecture on the value of time, by
informing us, that when he made an appointment, he ex-
pected not only the hour, but the mimute to be fixed;
that 1ife might not run out in the idleness of sus-
pense; and all the plans and enterprises of De Wit%
are now of less lmportance to the world, than that
part of his personal character, which represents 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 best means of making fine dis-
tinctions of character known; Johnson said again in the
Rambler; 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-
titlous circumstances, and often distinct and separ-
ate from virtue and heroism.

L ] [ ] L L] - L] * L d L [ ] ‘. L L] - * ® . * - . . L4 - L] L ) * L 4

The main of 1life 1s, indeed, composed of small inci-
dents and petty occurrences,

[ ] L] L L] L [ ) . L * L] L] L] * - L L] * L - L L] ® L] . * * L ]

It is, indeed, at home that every man must be known .
by those who would make a just estimate elther of his =
virtue or felicity; for smiles and embroidery are
alike occasional, and the mind is often dressed for

. show in palnted honour and fictitious benevolence,

Every man must have found some whose lives, in

every house but thelr own, were a continual series of
hypocricy, and who conceal under fair appearances bad
qualities, which, whenever they thought themselves out
of the reach of censure, broke out from thelr rr-- ~

13 : '
Johnson, "Rambler No, 6¢Q"Works, I, 101,




restraint, like winds imprisoned in their caverns,
and whom everyone had reason to love, but they whose
love a wise man is chiefly solicitous to procure.
And there are others who, without any show of general
goodness, and without the attractions by whiech popular-
1ty is conciliated, are received among their own fam-
ilies 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 curlous 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 detland, when they were complalning
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, '"you cannot go to
the bottom of the subject; but all that you can tell us wlll

21
be new to us, Give us as many anecdotes as you can,"

19

20
James Boswell, The Journal of a Tour to the Heb-
rides, ed. Ernest Phys (Toronto, 1926), p. 26.
21

Johnson, "Rambler No, 68, "Works, I, 112-13.

Boswell, Johnson, p, 358,
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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/tad 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 College of Physicians in
Edinburgh, in the original manuscript in his own hand-
writing; and that it was I believed the most natural
amd candid account of himself that ever was given by
any man., As an instance, he tells that the Duke of
Perth, then Chancellor of Scotland, pressed him very
rmach to come over to the Roman Catholic faith: that

he resisted all his Grace's arguments for a consider-
able time, till one day he felt himself, as 1t were,
instantaneously convinced, and with tears in his eyes
ran into the Duke 's arms, and embraced the ancient
religion; that he continued very steady in it for some
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-
treversy, and having then seen that he was in the
wrong, he returned to Protestantism, I talked of some
time or other publishing this curlious life, Mrs,
Thrale, "I think you had_as well let alone that pub-
lication, To discover [disclose} such weakness, ex-
poses a man when he is gone." Johnson. "Nay, 1t is an
honest pilecture of human nature., How often are the
primary motives of our greatest actions as small as -
Sibbald's, for his reconversion," 23

Here we see the Doctor's conviction relterated,
that in order to paint an honest picture of human nature and

to get to the dark recesses of the mind for the true character, .

22
William Blake,"Auguries of Innocence," Ehlightened
England, "ed, Wylie Sypher (New York, 1947), p. 1176,
——EL———23
Boswell Johnson, p. 898




one must use petty events, actions and statements, 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 that they must
be captured and utilized, if possible as soon as they occur,
"It was from this conviction that he differed with Addison
about the time the biography of an individual should be
written., Addison had advised that it should be left for-pos-
terity, when friendship and envy had gone asleep, because
then an impartial estimate of character could best be made,
But Johnson said: -
If a 1life be delayed till interest and envy are at an
end, we may hope for impartiality, but must expect
little Intelligence; for the incidents which glve ex-
cellence to blographyrare -of A volatile and evanescent
kind, such as soon escape the memory, and are rarely
transmitted by tradition, We know how few can portrsay
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 1t, and
how soon a succession of copies will lose all resem- -
blance of the original, 2l
Johnson, then, did not condone partiality in biog-
raphy but stressed that while impartiality is important on
ethical grounds, small incldents are equally important for

that purpose and more so for accurate and entertaining

Johnson, "Rambler No. 60," Works, I, 102.




characterization, It was hls recommendation that small facets
of individual character ought to be recorded as soon as
possible; because the type of biography which he advocated was
not only a true recounting of facts such as chronicles; regis-
ters of births, deeds and deaths can provide, but this; along
with a moving and progressive picture of an individual life
which will be capable of instructing as well as delighting.
ir the purpose of bilography was solely to furnish informatiBn
on important events in the life of the individual, it wouldﬂbe
convenient to abandon writing until "friendship and envy,"
which are sources of partiality; "have gone to sleep," But it
would be an unprofitable undertaking to duplicate the records
which in most cases are kept by cilvil authorities. When the
purpose of a blography is to portray the individual as he 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 frigpd-
ship are wide awake, But the biographer; while taking‘advan-
tage of such a revealing situation;must be judiciously impar-
tial; though not cold and unsympathetic, |

Johnson was a moral philosopher who laid gréat em-
phasis on truth, not only in biography, but in other branches
of literature and in every aspect of life, In literature‘h;
was impatient with romance, "I had rather see the poﬁtraif of
a dog that I kmow," he said, "than all the allegoricé.l ‘
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25
pictures they can show me in the world.," In 1ife as a

whole, he scorned triflers and jesters and would not willingly
pun, or tell a story, or be interested in one unless it 'is a
specimen of human manners; and derives its sole value from 1ts
truth."26 Love of truth which seems to have been his "ruling
passion" goes side by side with his principle of "general
nature" in controlling his critlical theory,

His unrelenting advocacy for the whole truth, es-
pecialiy for the representation of a biographical subject, |
has been mlsconstrued 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 what
Johnson meant, which has 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, while
on the tour of the Hebrlides that Johnson, Boswell, MtLeod and

others dlscussed the two versions of the Life of Swift, one by

Lord Orrery and the other by Dr, Delany, Both blographers had

25 - '
' ] Walter Raleigh, Six Essays on Johnson (0xford, 1910),
p. 30,

26
Ibid,




intimate and pérsonal knowledge of Dr, Swift; and the dis-
cussion centered on the difference in the picture which each
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 friends were wont to
male of him, by MfiLeod, whether Lord Orrery was justified in
exposing the defects "of a man with whom he lived in inti-
macy.“27 Before giving his verdict the Doctor explained to
his audlence that the situation was like that of the fabled
judgment of the blind man on the likeness of an elephéﬁﬁ.
Nelther biographer conceivably was wrong since each disclosed
what he wished to expose, As to the ethical implication of
exposing the defects of a friend who has departed from life,
which was the main point the questioner was trying to bring
out from the teacher, Johnson said: "Why no, [ﬁt is not wrong
to expose] sir, after the man is dead; for then it is done
historically."28 '

29

In 1777, Boswell and Johnson fell again to dis-

cussing bilography. Boswell here became the teacher asserting

27 :

Boswell, Hebrides, p. 225.
28 ‘

Ibid,
29

Boswell, Johnson, pp. 839-40.
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that "in writing a life, & man's peculiarities should be men-
tioned, because they mark his character," Johnson retorted:

"Sir, there is no doubt as to peculiarities: the quest-
ion is, whether a man's vices should be mentloned; for
instance, whether it should be mentioned that Addison

and Parnell drank too freely; for people will probably
more easily lndulge in drinking from knowing this; so

that more ill may be done by the example than good by

telling the whole truth,"

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:-

Here was an lnstance.of his varying from himself in
talk: for when Lord Halles and he sat one morning
calmly conversing in my house in Edinburgh, I well
remember that Dr, Johnson maintgined, that "If a man
is to write A Panegyrick, he may keep vices out of
sight; but if he professes to write A Life he must
represent it really as it was: and when I objected to
the danger of telling that Parnell drank to excess, he
gaid, that "it would produce an ingtructive caution to
avoid drinking, when it was seen, that even the
learning and genius of Parnell could be  debased by
it." And in the Hebrides he maintained, as appears
from my Jourpal, that a mants intimate friend should
mention his faults, if he writes his 1life,

One who knew so much of Johnson as the curious
Boswell, should not have found Johnson "varying with himself
in talk" in this particular case, Apart from the fact that
"he appeared to have a pleasure in contradiction, especially
when any opinion whatever was delivered with an air of con-
fidence; so ﬁhat there was hardly any topick, if not one of
the great truths of Religion and Morality; that he might not

30
have been incited to argue elther for or against," om- !

30 ’
' Boswell, Johnson, p. 73&
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:..can see that Johnson; as a lover of truth, was placing
all his cards on the table here to show the possible. effect the
telling of the whole truth might have on all classes of
readers, There 1s no denying that a reader who is inclined
to drinking would find solace in knowing that such a 1it-v
erary luminary as Parnell found comfort in drinking, and
might for that reason indulge more 1in 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
avold that which made his hero short of the perfection he
himself was striving for, There 1s no doubt that Boswell
delivered, "with an air of confidence" here, an opinion which
was in actual fact a re-echoing of the Doctor's idea given>
to him four years before; and it was necessary that his Men-
tor should point out to him that there was more to the issue
than heithought he knew,

It may be argued that Johnson did not remember
his own previous pronouncemént on the issue at the time that
he was considering its adverse effect., But be that as it
may; it does not apvear to me that he contradicted himself as
Boswell‘suggested; nér that this sﬁatement was made merely to
"eive an impression of the play, back and forth; of an active

. 31 | -
mind, and perhaps even of tongue-in-chesk," ags rofessor

31 ; :
Leon . Edel, Literary Biography (Toronto, 1957), p. 16,
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Edel feels, To me it is a statement of a comprehensive mind‘
enamoured of the love of truth and therefore used to exam-~
ining both sides of a given coin to assess its full value,
I feel that both remarks were made in all sincerity,

There is no doubt about Johnéoﬁ'é consl stency as
regards dispassionate representation of faults and virtues
of the hero of a biography, He was so convinced of the efféct
of the full truth on ‘the portrayal of character that he was
unwilling to comprémise with anything short of it. Neither
personal interest nor popularity could deflect him from this
prineciple, ‘When Boswell aéked him directly if he objected to
hisg letters being published after his death, Johnéon answered:
"Nay, Sir, when I am dead; you may do-as you will."32

When Johnson published his Lives: of the Poets in

1781; critics and advocates of "discreet" bilography took:him
to task for exposing theuraﬁltS%of some of the poets whose
"memories they would have liked to remain unstained., Notable
among these public darlings was Addison whose meanness in
taking a court action against hiélfriend Steele for the re-
covery of a debt Johnson had exposed and criticized, It was
considered by friends of Addison that since his character
wa§ "so pure' this particular shortcoming should have beeﬁ

suppressed, Though Johnson was mindful of the sacred purpose

32 ' '
Boswell, Johnson, p. 396,
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" of biography, which he expressed in his diary in these words:
"Last we&k I published the Liﬁes of the Poets;_written; I
hope; in such a manner as may tend to the promotion of
piety,"33 he still stfongly objected to imprudent delicacy:

- If nothing but thebright side of characters should be
shown, we should sit down in despondency, and think
it utterly impossible to imitate them in any thing,
The sacred writers, (he observed,) related the wiclous
as well as the virtuous actions of men; which had this
moral effect, that it kept mankind from despair, into
which otherwlise they would naturally fall, were they
not supported by the recollection that others had
offended like themselves,and’by:peniténence and amend-
ment of life had been restored to the favour of
Heaven, 34

Johnson had just turned forty-one in October.1750,
when e first publicly declared his theory of blography in an
extended form in The Rambler, No, 60, Among other principles

of biography he discussed in that article'was the iﬁpartial
representation of the character € a blographical subjecti
"There are many; " he observed, "who think it a act of plety
to hide the faults of their friends, even when they can no
longer suffer by detection." He was seventy-two wher Is made
his last statements on the bilographical 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

3 :
Samuel Johnson, "Diaries and Prayers," The Yale Ed,
of Johnson's Works (New Haven 1958), I, 29,.

3k
Boswell, Johnson, p. 1105.




through a period of about thirty-one years. It would be
utterly unfair for his edifors to accuse him of insincerity
or self-contradiction, simply because in this case of Parnell
and Addison he had explained tovBoswell that truth wholly
told can cut both ways, by inspiring piety in some and en-
couraging immorality in others. Being a keen student of
human nature and possessing "a passionate interest in the
science of human 1ife“3 and behaviour, Johnson was express-
ing his observatlons on the imitative instinct of man and i1ts
effects on biography. He expressed this idea in a variety

of cases, the most elaborateiof which was in the Rambler

No, 16l.

"As the greater part of human kind speak and act wholly
by imitation, most of those who aspire to honour and
‘applause, propose to themselves some example which
serves as a model of their conduct ard the 1limit of
the ir hopes.

L ] L J * L] L] [ L ] L * L] L4 L] L] L 4 L L L L J L L] L] * L L) [ ] [ 4

'The faults of a man loved or honoured sometimes steal
secretly and imperceptibly upon the wise and the vir-
tuous, but, by injudicious fondness or thoughtless
vanlty, are adopted with design, There ls scarce any
falling of mind or body, any 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 ostentatius industry
by those who sought kindred minds among the wits or
heroes, and could prove their relation only by simil-
itude of deformity. 36

35
Raleigh, p. 70.
36

Johnson, "Rambler No, 16hL," Works, I, 251.
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" After establishing the human propensity to imitate
consclously or unconsciously the weaknesses of heroes, he did
not advige that for moral purposes the faults of the heroes
should be concealed from posterity. Instead, he stressed that
¥hey be exposed with emphasis on the odiousness of the faults
and on the revulsion with which the public reacts to such
faults, Towards the end of the article (Rambler No, 16l) he
said:

It is particularly the duty of those who consign
illustrious names to posterity, to take care lest their
readers be misled by amblguous examples, That writer
may be Justly condemned 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 committed from the ignominy which '
gullt aught always to suffer, and with which it should .
be more deeply stigmatized when dignified by its neigh-
bourhood to uncommon worth, since we shall be in danger
of beholding 1t without abhorrence, unless its turpi-
tude be laid open, and the eye secured from the decept-
lon of surrounding splendour. 37
For love of truth Johnson preferred blography to
romance and history because "all history, so fareas it 1s not
supported by contemporary evidence is romance;" and for the
same reason he preferred autoblography to biography. He found
in autoblography a higher potentiality for dissemination of
truth than in biography. His Idler No. 8l was devoted chiefly

to this argument, He examined the merits of romance, history

37

8Johﬁson, "Rambler No, 16l," Works, I, 251,
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and biography in propagating truth and concluded that romance:
only engages imagination as a pleasant dream while history
stuffs 1t with useless truth, The possessor of useleés truth
is 1like the possessor of gold which cannot be spent, As gold
w ich cannot be spent makes nobody rich, knowledgé which can-
not be applied makes no one wise, "Biography," he observed,
"1s of the various kind of narrative writing, that which is
most eagerly read, and most easily applied to the purpeses aof
39 "
life," and this is because it 1s neither falsehood nor use-
less truth, Even in blography there is a great temptation to
falgification and to a consequent deterioration of truth when
the narrative of a life 1s written by someone other than the
one who lived it, This theme of the superiority of autobiog-
raphy to blography owes its importance not only to the per-
suasiveness of the argument in its support but also to the
welght it adds to Johnson's;gdvocacy for absolute truth.
Tk following is an exerpt from the potent argument which
Johnson made in support of this new theme:
Those relations are therefore commonly of mast value
in which the writer tells his own story, ‘He that re-
counts the life of another, commonly dwells most upon
conspicuous events, lessens the familiarity of his
tale to increase its dignity, shows hls favourite at
a distance decorated and magnified like the anclent
actors in their tragic dress, and endeavours to hide
the man that he may produce a hero,
But if it be true, which was said by a French .
Prince, "that no man was a hero to the servants of

his chamber," it is equally true that every man is
yet less a hero to himself,...

39 '
Johnson, "Idler No. 8," Works, I, 4437.
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The wrliter of his own life 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 disgulse it are equal to his
opportunities of knowing it, yet I cannot but think -
that impartiality may be expected with equal confi-
dence from him that relates the passages of his own
life, as from him that delivers the transactions of
another,

Certainty of knowledge not only excludes mls-
take, but fortifies veracity., What we collect by
conjecture, and by conjecture only-can one man judge
of another's motives or sentiments, is easily mod-
ified by fancy a by desire; as obJects imperfectly
discerned take forms from the hope or fear of the
beholder, But that which is fully known cannot be
falsified but with reluctance of understanding, and
alarm of conscience;  of understanding, the lover of
truth; of conscience “the sentinel of virtue,

He that writes the life of another is either
his friend or his enemy, and wishes eilther to exalt
his praise or aggrevate his infamy; many temptations
to falsehood will occur in the disguise of passions,
too speclous to fear much resistance, Love of virtue
will animate panegyric, and hatred of wickedness im-
bitter censure, The zeal of gratitude, the ardour of
patriotism, fondness for an opinion, or fidelity to a
gz , may easlly overpower the vigilance of a mind

: bitually well disposed, and prevall over utiassisted
ard unfriended veracity,

, But l®r that speaks of himself has no motive to
falsehood or partiality except self-love, by which
all have so often been hetrayed that all are on the
wateh against its artifices. He that writes an apol-
ogy for a single action, to confute an accusation, to
recommend himself to favour, 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
presumed to tell the- truth, since falsehood cannot
appease his own mind, and fame will not be heard be-
neath the tomb, LO

"He that wid tes the life of another is either his

Lo ' ‘
Johnson, "Idler No, 84," Works, I, pp. 437-438,
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friend or his enemy," If s is a friend; from a sense of ob-
ligation which frieﬁdship entalils, e will be tempted to ex-
aggerate, soften, extenuate; or even invent evidence as a par-
ticular situation demands; in his effort to paint a desirable
picture of his friend, As an enemy; Ik 1s no less vulnerable
to thege artifices though hig motives be different from those
of a friend, While a biographer; friend @ enemy; is assailed
by a variety of motives for falsification of evidence, from
which he cannot cémp}etely disentangleAhis emob 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 colouration 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 1t unpublished until he himself has been buried,
may be exonerated from the charges of self-love and false-
hood; for his narrative can be relied upon for truth, since
falsehood tranquilizes no consdience, and fame and profit, the
'autobiographerés only motives for falsification, are meaning-
less to him when he is laid "beneath the tomb,"

Johnsonts contention here is not simply the super-
iority of autobiography to blography in terms of the beauty

of narrative or the degree of delight derivable from each, but
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in the extent to which each allows of veracity of recording. .
His deep knowledge of human psychology enabled him to come to
.this conclusion that = far as the truth of statement and in-
terpretation of motivgs‘are concernéd; autobiography may be
superior to biography, “ |

It might be argued that Johnson contradicted him-

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

"the opinions of every man must be learned from himself: con- .
cerning his practice, it 1s safest to trust the evidence of
others," I would be willing to take this to mean that
Johnson recogﬁized that the whole truth of character can only
be distilled from the cambined evidence of the individual's
friends; his enemies, and himself, None of these ls suffic-
ient in itself; since in each case quite a different motive
prevails, To rely entirely upon any one of them would be
like pfetanding 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 whole theory of "the art which he was the first mm of
letters deliberately to isolate and em;}lo:l.’c.',"h.2 Johnson's
esgsential focus was on the whole truth, Critics who have

disagreed with some of his notable innovations, : namely,

Johnson, "The Life of Browne," Works, ed. Arthur
Murphy (New York, 1816), XII, 294,
2 -

Nicolson, p. 83.
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pérsonal acquaintance with the subject and inclusion of jud-
iciously selected mimute details of the hero's life, have,
either falled to discover the delicate link between these and
the whole trﬁth without which blography 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,
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CHAPTER III

JOHENSON IN THE PRACTICE OF HIS
THEORY OF BIOGRAPHY

Perhaps one of the most difficult things that a
literary critic can undertake is to play simultanebusly the
" roles € a theorist and a practitioner in art, Any theory
of art, like the constitution of a country, is a man's con-
";ception of a state of excellenée'which; though captivating
and alluring to imagination; is illusive and unattainable in
practice, "Hence it is not really surprising to find |
theorists talking like angels but practising like men, Man's
-capacity to design a Utopia has never yet been equalled by
his ability to put his design into practice,

Most critics agree that Doctor Samuel Johnson's
theory of biography is unattainable in praetice, How far
Johnson succeeded in applying his theory in practice isuthé
subject of enquiry in this chapter, As biography was John-
o n's greatest literary achisvement, not excepting lexicog-
raphy, it would be impossible for the scope of this thesis té
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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™ives," 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

other two, Milton and Boerhaave, were not, Johnson had ad-

"“gVanced the theory that "nobody can write the life of a man

  Tbut:those who have eat and drunk and lived in social inter-

hE 1
ecourse with him," The main motive of the above grouping,

among others, is to see how much better Johnson succeeded in
the practice of biography with subjects personally known to

him than with those with whom he had no personal contact,

I, MILTON

John Milton died in 167k, -over- a hundred years
before-Johhson wrote his biography (1779)., Before this time

. biographies of Milton were already on many bookshelves, Some

of these early biographers were eye-witnesses to the actor and
the seenes thej described; anﬁ_some who had not this advantage
obtained first hand information from eye-witnesses, Edward

. -2
Phillips and his brother John, who besides being Milton's

1 2 : '

Boswell, Johnson, p. 47k,

2

Helen Darbishire in her intro, to Early Lives of Milton
. (London, 1932) claims with substantial evidence that the anony-.
mous Life of Milton in the BM, Bold, MS, Wood., D,L, was written
by John Phillips, Milton's nephew.
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hepheﬁs werevalso his students; had each written a biography
of their uncle, Anthony a Wood; the famous antiquarian; John
Aubrey,.the gossip and duriosityimonger; Jonathan Richardson,
the artist, Dr, Birch and Fenton; were a few of those who had
published biographies.bflﬁilbon._

These early lives, in Johnson's opinibn; were mere
personified qualities that_d?d’ndt‘;eflect Milton as a man,
In the eagerness to give honour to his memory, the biographers
igﬁdred their important responSibility of glving respect to
tfuth; knowledge and virtue, FEdward Phillips, from a mistaken
,concebtion of the;meaniﬁg éﬁﬂ“purpose of bilography, frankly
admitfed withholding information which might have enhanced the
effectiveness of his work, 1In introducing his narrative; The

Life of John Milton, he lamented that "pitty it is the persoh

whose memory we have here undertaken to perpetuate by re-

'counting the most memorable Transactions of his 1life finds

not g we1l-informed Pen able to set him forth, equal with the
best."3 Pity indeed it was that such a noble aim which would
mve been most suitable for a funeral oration was misapplied
for a biography,

| After completing his Life of Milton; Johnson 1is

reported to have sald to Mgloney, 'we have had too' msfry honey-

3 . .
Edward Phillips, "The Life of Mr, John Milton,"
Lives of Miltem, (ed, Helenh DarhisHire - (Londom, 1932)%, P.
«The underlining o ‘“most memar able Transactions'" is ny.
emphagis, ' ' ;
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sﬁckle:livéé of Milton."u‘ His was going tb be in another
" strain, Undoubtedly it was in another strain; for it was the
first time that a completé view of Milton was given to those
who did not know him. Even though his picture of Milton
aroused (and continues to arouse) vioient anger from Milton's
admirers and lovers 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
contented to forget the reﬁilef of his king,"

The ground idea of Dr, Johnson's blographical
theory which he paved with minute details of artistry was a
recreation of a 1life with the remains left behind by an in—
dividual in the form of words and deeds; so that the feplica
can it properly into the niche in the contimuum of life which
was once occupled by the originél. It is in consideration of

this central idea that his success or fd lure as a practical

. blographer must be determined,

The Life of Milton follows the conventional tripar-

tite pattern common in the llves of Johnson's literary sub-
jects.‘ The first part is a progressive plcture of 1life from
birth to death, the second a sketch of character aml the

: G.,B. Hill Johnson's Miscellanies (New York 1897), I
1483, n. 52
Johnson, "Milton," Lives of the Poets, I, 153,
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- third is a literary criticism; a series-of critical obser-
vations on the works of the subject.:‘Though Johnson follows
this pattern-cdnsistently; tHe' method of approach is largely
his own, .

In the first part which is a piecing together in
a chronological order of anécdotes; facts and details both
from Milton's previous biographers and Milton's works; John-
son has been very imaginative. He has endeavoured to recapture
the spirit within that propelled the outward man and in that
| wﬁy has revealed hidden traits of character not at all obvious
but deducible from the words and deeds of Milton, As a non-
direétive psychotherapist would 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 academic education on the grounds
that mén designed for orders in the church were permitted in
the universitles to act in plays and put to the profane
practice of "writhing 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 ejes of
~ the courtiers and court-ladies; their grooms and mademoi-

sélles.“ Johnson uses this expression to characterize Milton

Johnson, "MiIton,"Tlves, I, 105, . ..
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as a peevish personality. He explains that when Milton men-
tioned his suspension from the university he had confessed
that the pleasure o the theatre afforded him relief from the
mortifying feeling of lmmiliation which the suspension engen-
dered, This means that he was aware of the usefulness of
plays, He could not therefore have condemned -them "when they |
were acted by academicka" unless he was by nature capricious
and difficult to please, |
When Milton went to the university his design was
to become a clergyman, This design he later gbandoned; de-
claring as a reason for his change of mind tbat whoever be-.
care a ciergyman mast subscribe to slavery and take lan imposs~
ible oath; which; unless his consclence was weak, must contine
ually afflict him with the consciousness of guilt, For this
reason he preferred a blameless silence to"the o#ifice of |
speaking, bought and begun with sérvitude and forswearihg.",
From this declaration; Johnson deduced that he was refract-
ory. And for such deductions he did not depend alone upon
the effect of isolated incidents, "
'These expressions are, I find; applied to the sub-
scription of the Articles {39) ; but it seems more

probable that they are related to canonical obed-
lence. I know not any &£ the Articles which seem to

o

— -
8John80n, - "Milton," Lives, I, 105,
Ibid, |
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thwart his opinions: but the thoughts of obedience,
whether canonicdal or c¢ivil, raised his indignation, 9

An interesﬁing facet of Milton's character which
would be exciting to modern psychologists is Johnson's de-
pictibn of his subject as a near mental patient suffering
from fantasy or "a splitting from reality,” Milton is shown
asg a frustrated’and neurotic personality resorting to the
defénce mechanism of rationalization in an effort to resolve
a conflict between exhauéﬁioﬁ and a violent motive to pro-
duce verses, FEdward Phillips, Toland, and Richardson had re-

corded seasonal recessions of Milton's poetic skill, and
’ 10
Johnson found evidence of Milton's belief in this phenomenon

and analyzed it as follows:

This dependence of the soul upon the seasons, those
temporary and po riodical ebbs and flows of intellect,
may, I suppose, justly be derided as the fumes of vain
imagination,..The Author that thinks himself weather-
bound will find, with a 1little help from hellebons,
that he is only idle or exhausted, But while this
notion has possession of the head, 1t produces inabil-
ity which it supposes, Our powers owe mmch of their
energy to our hopes,...When success seems attainable,
diligence is enforced; but when it is admitted that
the faculties are suppressed by a cross wind, or a
cloudy sky, the day is given up without resistance, 1l

9 - . .
Johnson, : - "Milton," Lives, I, 105-106,
10 ‘
Johnson, . - : "Milton," Lives, I, 149, "From such

prepossessions Milton seems not to have been free,"

Johnson, "Milton," Lives, I, 1L9.
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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 schizophrenic personality that badly needed therapy, |

There is yet another instance of subtle deduction |
of traits of character‘frOmAMilton!s works, There i3 a

passage in-Paradise Lost which runs thus:

Me of these ,
Nor skilled nor studious, hlgher argument
Remalns, sufficient of it gelf 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 it nightly to my ear, 12

In this passage Milton shows his accéptanée of a popular
seventesnth-century beliéf ih the degeneracy of the whole cre-
ation which was spread by Dr, Gabriel Godlman; Bishop of
Glorucester.13 The Bishop held that the Whole creation had de-
teriorated; "that neither trees nor animals had the height'or
‘bulk of thelr predecessors, and that every thing was daily
sinking by gradual diminution."1 Johnson finds Milton super-

stitious for accepting this unfounded belief, "Milton," he

12 ’
John Milton, "Paradise Lost " The Portable Milton,
ed, Douglas Bush (New York, 1955), IX [[1-47. Subsequent ref-
erences to Milton's poems w111 be made to this edition,.
13
Gabriel Goodman, The Fall of Man, or the Corruption of
Nature (ﬁondon, 1616),
1
Johnson, .. o "Milton," Lives, I, 1L49.
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says; "appears to suspect that souls partake of the general
degeneracy; and is not without s me fear that his book is to
be written in 'an age too late! for heroick poesy."l5

In the second part of the narrative which depicts
Milton at homs, much less undesirable qualities appear;
though nothing suggests warmth and affection, This section
deals mainly with the time when Milton was completely blind,
His person is described with minmute detalls that help imag-
ination so much that the reader seems to see Milton standing
before him, Though height and welght are not glven in
figures the reader has no doubt whatsoever about Milton's
stature and bulk when he is told that the poet "narrowly es-
caped from belng short a.nd’thick."16 With such details as
the colour of his hair and the way he parted it, his complex-
ion and his hablt of wearing a sword, the porfrait approaches
in effect that of a paigter with colour and brush, Milton's
daily activities are given'round the clock, and the regularity
of the routine helghtens the distinctiveness of his person-
ality, The account of his "sitting obliquely in an elbow-
chair; with hlis leg thrown over the arm,"17 the position he

usually assumed while dictating his verses, increases our -

6Johnson, © - “"Milton," Lives, I, 1L9,
l . .
Johnson, -~ _ - "Milton," Lives, I, 163,

Johnson, ~ "Milton," Lives, I, 16,
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impression of him as an individual who had his own ways of
performing coﬁmon actions, Peculiarities like these are the
real ingredients that give flavour to a biqgraphy,

o The third section of the narrative is literary
eriticism 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's friends with his portralt of Milton; he has at any
rate succeeded in presenting to his readers the Milton that
‘he knew from reading and from anecdotes, Except on one
occasion, which we shall see 1n the chapter treating Johnson's
- limitations as a biographer; he has not invented material in
his reconstruction'of Miltoh}q personulity. But he has Seen
extremely imaginative’ and the interpretation which he has
given us of his subject is his own interpretation of the
'Vmaterial. In a Chaucerian style he plays the roles of a
narrator and a commentator. ‘When he records an anecdote which
does not appear to be consistentfwith truth and experience; he
gives a commentary and then passes judgment The anécdote on
Milton's amission of prayer in the distribution of his hours
is one of the many instances jn which Johnson plays these two
roles, "In the distributiOn of his‘hours " says'Johnsen~f
"there was no hour of prayer, either solitary, or with his

18
household; omitting public prayers, he omitted all," Then

e

18 - : .
Johnson, . - -~ "Milton," Lives, I, 167,
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in the commentary and judgment which follows 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 certalnly was not
thought superfluous by hinm, who represents our first
parents as praying acceptably in the state of linno-
cence, and efficaciously after their fall, That he
lived without prayer can hardly be afflirmed; his
studies and meditations were an habitual prayer.
The neglect of it in his family was probably a fault
for which he condemned 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 glven us a different picture of
Milton it is only because he has téken a more thorough and
critical look at Milton than 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's faults in
other aspects of life with his scholastic eminence and con-
sidering him only as a schelap.

This does'not exonerate Johnson from the fault of

) . -
Johnson, -~ - "Milton," Lives, 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-god a man
tempted him beyond resistance, His conclusions are Jjust and
true, but they are so coldly and :energetieally . drawn that a
personified animosity seems to mark his trall 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, Some of his -
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 versatlle men of letters in Europe in the early part of
the eighteenth century, His pfoficiency in the new science
of chemistry and his introducing elinical teaching in the
curriculum ofvthe University of Lieyden, the first curriculum
of its kind, distinguished him for honours in BEurope, .He drew
followers from BEurope and Agila and.was elected an associate |
member of the Parisian Acﬁaemy:of Science as well as the Royal
Soclety in England,

-

20
Hesketh Pearson, "About Biography," Essays by Divers
‘Hands, ed, E,Riem(Oxford, 1958), New Series, Vol. 29, 57,
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Shortly before his death on 23 September; 1795;
he had written a short account of his life, This was used
- by hls student, Professor Albert Shultens, as the basls of
the funerai oration, which he delivered in commemoration of
his master, This oration, delivered in Latin, was published
in many periodicals in Burope in 1739,-particularlj in the

Journal des Scavans, June, and in the Nouvelle Bibl&ﬁbmnmu
21

for January, February and March,

Sarmmel Johnson had been in London for only two
years by this time, Earning his 1iviﬁg as a free-lance
journalist or & hack-writer, he fed various periodicals, the

most outstanding of which was the Gentleman's Magazine pub-

lished by Edward Cave, Literary history has no record of the
origin of the idea of bublishing the life of Boerhaave. But
whoever suggested it, the writer or the publishef, it is
quite certain that the author'fdund-fhe subject intéresting
for different reasoné. If Cave made the suggest ion, Johnson
was bound to find in the life of Boerhaave many similarities
to his own, There was ghgjsame element of inglorious youth,
Hardship and physical tortur; by a malignant disease was a
condition shared by both ih,ﬁheir early lives, Both were dis-

tinguished for precocity. It was from Boerhaave's example

———
William Burton, An Account of the Life and Writingg
of Herman Boerhaave, 2nd. ed, TLo Eﬁon, 746), intro,, p. 1.




tﬁat Johnson developed a~tolerable interest in chemiétry
"which never forsook him."22 If on the other hand the
suggestion was made by Johnson; Cave would not have lo sitated
for the simple reason that the publication of the 1life of
such a famous man would doubtless enhance the sale of his

paper,

Who made the suggestion may not be known, but it

was adopted, and the 1life was published in the Gentleman's ,
Magazine, in 1739; running through Jamary to April 1sénes.23
| As one commentator puts it; "His technique was that of direét
translationiof Shultens* eulogy, interspersed with Johnsonlan
reflections,”
Before the Life of Boerhaave was included 1in the
1840 edition of the Lives of the English Poets and Lives

25
of Sundry Eminent Persons, two enlarged versions of the

translation had sppeared in Dr, James' Medical Dictionary and

in Davies!' Johnson's Miscellaneous.and Fugitive Pleces. The

enlarged version in the Medical :-Dictionary contains short

22
Boswell thnson, p..102

23 -
Gentleman's Magazine (Jan., - April 1739) IX, 37-38;
72-73; 112&' 1163172-176. |

Edward R, Atkinson “Samuel Johnsonts Life- of Boer-
haave," gournal of Chemical Fducation (March, 19&2), XIX, 103,
2
W.R, Courtney, "A Bibliography of Johnson," Oquggiﬂist—
orical and Literary Studies (Oxford 1915), V, 1,
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ofiticisms of Boerhaave's Institute, Aphorisms and Chemistry'.

The Miscellaneous and Fugitive Pieces contains the enlzrge-
2

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

third enlarged version appeared in the Universal Magazine

for 1752 and had an additional expansion, Besides the crit-
icisms contained in the other two enlarged versions, this
version contains six paragraphs of Boerhaave's 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-
verslity is acoepted.

Dr, R,W, Chapman in a correspondence to the

Literary Supplement of the London Times refers to the version

in the Medical Dictionary and says that "the style does not
. o7
strike ... as Johnsonian," We know, by t%e authority of
2

Boswell that Johnson wrote the dedication and that he con-
tributed some materlals other than the dedication to the |
dictionary itself; even though the importunate fééearcher was
unable to discover what these other materials were, After
IWhat appears to have been an éxhadétive search Boswell says:

"T have in vain endeavoured to find out what parts Johnson

26 '
Allen T, Hazen, "Samuel Johnson and Dr., Robert James, "

Bulletin of the Institute of the Historx of Medicire (1936) IV,hSé

27
R,W, Chapman,'Dr, Johnson and Dr, James," TLS(Dec. 13,

1928), p, 991.
28 ‘
Boswell, Johnson, PP. 103, 115-16.
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wrote 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 that the article "Botany" in thé dictionary .
was written by Johnson, Since the six paragraphs about the
Indexes appear both in the article "Botany" and in the account
-of Boerhaave's life; Hazen arguéd that they must have been
written by one person, However; he advanced no reason for
assigning the article to Johnson; and this has greatly
weakened his conclusion that "the enlarged biography is the
authentic téxt."Bo It could be possible that Dr, James him-
self adopted his friend's translation of the Life of Boer-
haave into his dictlonary and added his own criticisms on the
subjects about which he oertalinly knew more than Johnson,

Johnson begins the Life of Boerhaave with an
apology for its shortness and sgfs: "We would have made it
much longer, by adopting flying gaﬁofts, and inserting un-
altered facts: a close adherench to ﬁertainty has contracted

our narrative, and hindered it from swelling to the bulk at

29

30 . o
- Johnson, "Boerhaave," Works, ed, Arthur Murphey
(London, 16816), XII, 11, -
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« 31 ‘
which modern histories generally arrive," Even at this

early stage of his bilographical writing he.was conscious of
truth as an important factor in the effectiveness of a bilog-
raphy, In the pursuit of this principle he discarded the
extraneous information and rumours to which the death of a
man so universally acknowledged to be good must have given
rise, He has 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 Which!
should necessarily create dramatic circumstances and enliven
the narrative takes much out of its total effect, If tHere
is a conflict, it 1s one between the virtues of a uniformly
good man and the jealousy of the malcontents, the solution
of which comes as if from lmaven itself and not through the
struggles of a fallible human being, The total impression
given by the portrait of Boerhaave is an enlarged silhoustte
or a distant view of a huge and magnificent mountain ob-
tained with the help of binoculars with cracks ard crevices

conspicuous only for their absence,

I1I, SAVAGE

They only who live with a man can write hilg .~~~ 170

31 L
Boswell, Johnson, p, 69,
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1ife with any genuine exactness and discrim-
ination; and few people who have lived with
a man know what to remark about him., 32

Unlike Boerhasave, Savage was intimately'known to
 Johnson, They had lived in social intercourse; eaten and
drgnk to-gether, vThey had walked and ﬁalked to-gether,
sharing the same sentiments and the same condition of extreme
poverty. On one occasion; Arthur Mufphey reports that they
walked around Grosvenor Square in London until four in the L
‘morning discussing social and political problems of the day :
affecting England and the whole continent, Wheﬁ fatigué'and
hunger came the two of them tngether could not produce five-
pence for réfreshment. During this time Savage must have told
| Johnson of his mother's "barbarity" which gives a mournful
- tone to Johnson's narrative in his life of Savage.

. The details relating to the date -and place of the
first meeting of Johnson and Savage are not exactly known,
Boawell tells us that by the authority of Johnson they were
not "so rmuch as acquainted" when JOhnson wrote his London
which was published in May, 1738. )Sir John Hawkins is of the
opinion that they met in 17373n dﬁﬁing Johﬁsoh's first vislt

. -

32 o
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to London; and Cave, though not committing himself to an ex-~
act date, states that they had beenvacquainted before thay met

ét_St. John's Gate, the headquarters of the Gentleman'is

'Magazine to which both were contributors., Whatever the time
was, 1t 1s not likely that they moved about tqQ-gether for
longer than two years, Savage left London for Swansea on the
first of June, 1739; and did not return until hls death in |
1743, Though the duration of their acquaintance was so short,
Johnson the keen sfudent of human nature and behavioup has.im-
“preésed upon his readers that time 1is not an impedimeht to &
talented observer,

It is to be remembered; of course, that in add-
ition to personal knowledge, there were confidenéal oral
accounts of transactions‘and a fund of anecdotes which John-
son must have collected from those who knew Savage longer
than he; There were also three biographical write-ups about
Savage, Additional information came from letters whlch Savage
wrote whille he was in prison at Bristol, Armed with gemiine
materials, Johnson was anxious to give an accurate and auth-
entic account of his extraordinary friend, His>proposal
appeared in the Gentleman's Magazine for August; 17hk3. In

February,vl7hu, the Life gg’Savagg,was published and was un-
iformly acclaimed as a just representation of the character

of Richard Savage,
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0f the contreversial question; whether Rlchard
Savage was an imposter or~not; for which Johnson has often
been accused of credulity, it would be pretentious to promise
an answer, Perhaps no invéstigation will be able to furnish
a completely satisfactory gonclusion.until a document con- |
taining Anne Brett's denial has been unearthed., Even then;
the welght of argument from the existing récords is such*that
she would be required to éﬁbmit to a lie detectqrfin addition.
However, the contreversy is gne”ofvthé most intéresting in
literary history and 1t isvimpoésible to stay out of it when
discussing the life of ‘the so-calléd artificial bastard, My
intention is to submit my é.rgtunent and declare my 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's theory and practice of bilography will be discussed,

In the Life of Savage we see one of the most ob- o
jective analyses of human character which a friend can make
of a friend, Objectivity amounts to impartiality and truth.
It does not mean absence of the warmth o feeling and sym-
pathy even though 1t may reveal rather than conceal truth.
It i1s this principle that Johnson adopts in this masterpiece
of a blographiecal narrative, As he reconstructs his 1ifs:he;_
looks objectively at Savage the man he knew and apportions to
him his share of the blame in the whole drama in which he re-

mainsa peculiar actor both in kind and in circumstance,
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The Life of Savage 1s neither the portrait of a

saint nor that of a devil, but a representation of good and
"evil, the main stuff of life; wlth reference to the particular
| part which Rlchard Savage the man played in his mingling of
elements, The first time that Johnson brings Savage to view as
a maturing man is in connectlion with the Bangorian cohtroveréy.
Though he lad previously mentioned as a general summary that
Savage's abllity in literature was equal to his opportunities,
which we know to have been very negligible; he did not forbear
in this particular instanee to point out that.this gifted and
e;el'f-made genlus was; like the rest of mankind, smetim s rash
and indiscreef;"The Bangor;aﬁ;controversy was a popular topie
of conversation in coffee-housés.where literary men gathered to-
gether to-talk about current iSsﬁes:and discuss literature.
Savage chose this subject for his debut in 11terature; "and
without any other knowledge of the question than he had cas-
ually collected from conversation; published a poem against the
Bishop.“3 Here Johnson fra#]kly discloses indiscretion Which;
hadvhe belonged‘to the school of biographers that make thelr
'subgects better in memory than inulife; he could have concealed
undef the égcuse that Savage had no opportunity to know better
than e did,

In his report of the frimdship between Sir Richard

35 : \
Johnson, "Savage," Lives, IV, 1L3-4,




77

Steele and Savage and the dlsagreement which came as a result
of the 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 wilthout injur-
ing his reputation, He looks at the two men and their conduct
objectively, blames both ih part and justifies both in part,
before delivering a judgmeht'so palliating that it 1s safe to
say that both would have accebted it had it been delivered in
thelr time, In morals, Sir Richard‘Steele was not an exem-
plary knight, Some of the anecdotes relating to him, "the
liveried befliffs" for instance, were sufficient to dissolve
the austerity of a stoic into the giggles of a school girl,
It was too much temptation forfyoung'Savage to resist sharing _
these jokes with his friends, psrhaps with due injunctlion 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 such a
human tape recorder around him., This is how Johnson decldes
the case for themt
A 1i1ttle knowledge of the world is sufficient to dis-
cover that such weakness is very common, amd that there
- are few who do not sometimes, in the wantonnqss 05
“thoughtless mirth, or the heat of transient resenfment,
speak of thelr friends and bensefactors with levity and
contempt, though in thelr cooler moments they want
neither sense of their kindness, nor reverence for thelr
virtue, The fault therefore of Mr, Savage was rabher
negligence than ingratitude; but Sir Richard must like-

wise be acquitted of severity, for who is there that can
patiently bear contempt from one whom he hasg relieved
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and supported, whose establishment he has laboured,
anl whose interest he has promoted, 36

In a 1life in which faults are more mumerous than
virtues; Johnson does not at all sit on judgment or condemn'
‘any of the weaknesses of his friend, 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 while
he records his explanations for those actions he censures,
There are several instanqeg of this impaftial, sincere and
understanding psychologicai penetration strewn throughout
the Life, I wlll mentlion only a few of the most striking,

Johnson reports that Savage's esteem of individ-
uals was not permanent;‘that he frequently lampooned those
whom he had previousl& pralsed, An unsympathetic blographer
could have left hls character asvit is, but Johnson tried to
discover some mitigating circumstances to soften the total
effect of the fﬁult upon his friendis memory, He shows that
though Savage appeared inconsistent with his friends he was
consistent with truth, A man devoted to truth automatically
responds to situations in accordance with their real nature,
If Savage was begulled by a show of goodness to pralse an in-
dividual when he observed him from a distance, it was only

just that he change his tune when upon close acquaintance he

3% - -
Johnson, = - "Savage," Llves, IV, 148-9,
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| discovered that beneath the smooth surface of the sepulchre
there was decay, Justly he observes that:
As a false satlre ought to be recanted, fof the sake
of him whose reputation may be injured, false pralse
ought likewlise to be obviated, lest the distinctlion
between vice and vlrtue should be lost, lest a bad
man should be trusted tipon.the credit of his encom-
iast, or lest others- should endeavour to obtain the
like praises by the same means, 37
The ruining fault in the character of Richard
Savage was his dependence upon circumstantial provisions for
the satisfaction of his wants, Imagining himself nobly born
and disregarding the peculiar\circumstances of his birth, and
trusting‘in the charm of-his conversation and his ability to
make friends with anybodg‘ke happened to talk to, he did not
at all make provisions for the future. ghus "he spent his
life between beggary and exﬁrévagance.' Johnson was natur-
ally sympathetic towards the pbort anl so we are not surprised
~ that Ip does not cast a stom at Savage. His analysis is not
less sympathetic than 1t ls penetrating:
The cause of his profusion was the absurd kindness of
his f¥iends, who at once rewarded and enjoyed hils
abllitlies, by treating him at taverns, and habituating
him to pleasures which he could not afford to enjoy,
and which he was not able to deny himself, though hse.

purchased the luxury of a single night by the apguish
af cold and hunger for a week, 39

T ‘
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Savage's friends complained that he was a diffil-
cult visitor., 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 hils habit to overstay
his welcome, forgetting that his host must attend to his
regular business in spite of his delightful conversation,
Savage‘would have appearediextremely selfish had not Johnson
palliated this weakness by‘ pxplaining that the behaviour was
forced on him since he had no home of his s®n to which he |
could return,

In his theory Johnson advocated that mimite de-
tails and anecdofes relating,to a person's 1life should be

narrated in order that nis charactéf'ma? be represented as it

really was, In his Life of Savage he has adhered to this
prineiple by giving several'anéddotes'and.minute details?with
the help of which the curious character of Richard Savage has

“been clearly revealed,

The story of Savage's vanlshing from his friends
whenever he received his penslon and emerging again after it
had been spent is both entertaining and revealing, When John-
son withholds any informatién he wittily makes a hint and»gives
reasons for withholding it; so that the reader; though he re-x
gfets being deprived of delight; sympathizes with thé delicate
position of the narrator, An example of this device occurs

when he reports Savage's inquisitiveness and keenness in
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observation, He remarks that his discoveries of the folbled
of human nature were remarkable but "it may not be entirely
safe to relate, because the persons whose characters he
eriticized are powerful; and power and resentment are sel-
dom strangers.”
Though the physical description of Rlchard Savage
13 delayed to the very end of the narrative, I would venture
to say that none who reads the Life falls to see him vividly
as if he had known him in life, _The course of his life is
told as a fatalistic tragedy. He never saw the sun without
a cloud, There was always » mething to derail the train of
hls fortunes, and mercurial and impecunious as Dickens! Mic-
awber, he was always waiting for something to turn up. The
story of his distress is so movingly told that none ‘that
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 him to have employed in ele-
vated speculations, useful studies, or pleasing con-
versation, On a bulk, in a cellar, or in a glass-
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 ildeas of virtue might have enlightened the

moralist, whose eloquence might have influenced sen~
ates, and whose delicacy might have polished counts, L3

Johnson, . .~ - "Savage," Lives, IX, 189,

hi
Johnson, - M"Savage," Lives, IV, 222,
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Johnson once said to Boswell that Ruffhead did
not know Pope and 414 not know anything about poetry and
therefore could not be expected to write a good life of Pope,
meaning in this that a blographer of a man ought to know the
| man and also share his sentiments, It i1s doubtful that John-
son could have been able to.depict Savage so vividly if they
did not have many things in domhon. 'Both were poor and
" proud. As Savage rejected a sult of clothes that was left
in the coffee~house for him by an unidentified donor, Johnson
1s said to have flﬁng éway;a palr of sﬁoéé that was secretly
left for him at the door‘of his room at Oxford., Both were
resentful of superiority néﬁ bééed upon merit.' They were
lovers of conversation and eloquent talkers, Most of all,
they felt injured by sqciety that based the importance of the
individual upon rank.insﬁead'bf merit, It can be imagined
that while Johnson was palinting the diétress of his friend he
was musing on his own, .

Perhaps it may not be altogether a wild and Poman—
tic speculation to suggest that Johnson always remembered his
success in the Life of Savage and held it up in his mind as
the model from which he drew up his theory of bilography, for

in it all aspects of his theory are ménifest,
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IV, CAVE

The long connection which Dr, Johnson maintained

with Edward Cave and the Gentleman's Magazine started from
November, 173l, when he 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
accepted.MZCave replied to the letter on 2 December; but
nothing was done presently with the suggestion, No other
correspondence between them_i§ known from now until 1737.
Johnson had arrived in London in March and on 12 July; he
wrote to Cave offering to translate Fathér Paul Sampl's

History of the Council of Trent.

This offer was accepted but, owing to a quarrel
with a rival translator; also named Samuel Johnson, the prb-
- jeet 'did not succeed, The rivals ruined each other's effort,
But Cave had paild Johnson the sum of forty-nine pounds and
seven sh.il].:mgs,“-3 from August, 1738, to July, 1739, ih small
sums, There is no record that he demanded refund of this
amount, |

Before this suggestion was given a trial, Johnéon,

of course, had won Cave's confidence as a powerful writer, by

Boswell, Johnson, p. 65,

L3
C, Lennart Carlson, The First Magazine (Providence,
R.I,, 1938), p. 20.




the ode "Ad Urbanum" in defence of Sylvanus Urban which was

Cave's "nom de plume" in the Gentleman's Magazine; this was

Johnson's first publication in this journal. His sturdy wit
and "nervous” style highly impressed and gratified Cave, From

this time on Johnson was closely connected with the Gentleman's

Magazine "and contributed to it poems, biographies, essays,
and most important of all, the Debates in the Senate of Magna

by | -
Lilliputia," From 1738 to 1745 he seems to have been ¥n

charge of the editorial supervision of the magazine and con-
tinued still to contribute articles to it,

Though théy had not many things in cammon; thexe
was a substantial understanding between them, Johnson toler-
ated Cave's slowness of wit, and Cave tolerated Johnson's
sloth, Besldes giving Johnson employment; Cave, the patron
of poetry; did a great deal to publicize Johnson's literary

genlus, When Johnson's Londoﬁ, written for Mr, Dodsley, came

out in 1738, Cave published extracts of it in the Gentleman's
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's publishing activ-
itles attracted to St, John's Gate; none was so useful to him

as Samuel Johnson, nor did any one do more to make the

Carlson, p. 13,
L5 '

Johnson, Works, ed, Arthur Murphy (London, 1816), XII,
- 210, n, :
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magazine successful,” The writing of Cave's biography was
undertaken as a tribute to the memory of a lasting friendshilp
and understanding which ended in a kind farewell, Shortly
before Cave dled he had become incontinent and lethargic and
only regained consclousness for a short while during which he
performed his last act with reason; and thls was to press the
hand of his faithful friend and trusted editorial assistant,
Samiel Johnson,

Fdward Cave died on Jamuary 10, 1754; and in the
following month Johnson published "An Account of the Life of

the Late Mr. Edward Cave" in the_Gentlemah's Magazine, a per-
iodical which Cave startéd almost out of nothiné and built up
to "become the most important periodical publication of the
eighteenth centur};'."h-7 In 1761 Johnson revised the account at
the request of Arthur Murphy who included it later in his 1816

438 ‘
edition of the Works of Samuel Johnson,

Johnson once said that only a fool would write for

' anythlng except money. But money was not the only motive for

wrlting An Account of the Life of Edward Cave. As in the Life
. of Savage, the maln motive was to pefpetuate the memory of a

friend, Throughout the account Johnson has shown that a friend

L6

L7

4.8
210, n,

Carlson, p. 13,
Carlson, p. 13,
Johnson, Works, ed., Arthur Murphy (London, 1816), XII,
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¢an write the biography of a friend wifﬁout sacrificing
truth to friendship, and that a blographer can be objective
wlthout being mallcious, In the anecdote of the favourite
cock of Mrs, Holyoake, Johnson displays his great ability to
balance objectivity with sympathy;” Mrs, Holyoake was the
wife of the master of Rugby School which Cave attended., She
is sald to have lost her favourite coék, 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 hils
business that Cave should be "a penurious paymaster.," ? If
he was kind and indulgent to Johnson sometimes, he was not so
to all of his employees or contributors, Among his hacks was
Samuel Boyle who wrote verses for him with a pen stuck through
a hole In the blanket while he was lyling naked in bed, his
clothés having been pawned for the barest heeds of life, Cave
"eould contract for verses by the hundred and expect the long
hundred."so Johnson observes this weakneés but palliates its
effect with a Sympathetic examination of its cause,

In order to produce a character as near as possible

19

Boswell, Johnson, p. 1386,

50
Ibid,
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to what was known of Cave while he was»alive; Johnson en-
deavoups to rpconcile ﬁhé‘géneroﬁs‘side of Cave's nature with
the meanness of his financial ddalings, and the qualifying
statement which he make§ 9f his character does not unduiy
flatter nor coldly debunk the‘mémopyvpf the bookseller, If
Cave was mean it was becausse he could not entirely wrest him-
self from some hereditary infiﬁencekbo'which rich children of
poor.parents are commoﬁ vicfimﬁ;‘ ﬁNéf haﬁe_many men been

1

raised by accident or industry to sudden riches,'’ sajs John-

son, "that retained less of the meanness of their former
state."51 Cave could no longer be hurt by the truth which
muist be told if his biography'musé provide instruction to the
reader, In this strain Johnson objecfively examined Cave and
found out that he was rather an easy and constant friend than
a‘zealous and active one; though he was slow he always moved |
forward; his mental faculty was such that he could absorb but
1ittle at a time, but that 1little was thoroughly digested;
though tenaclious he was never adamant in his claims, In a
gseries 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 school of decent biography to

paint a plcture larger than life, With a thin film of

Bl

4

Johnson, Works, XII, 216,
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ridicule on Cave's dieting he says:

He was generally healthful, ard capable of much labour
and long application;. but in the later years of his
life was afflicted with gout, which he endeavoured to
cure of alleviate by a total abstinence both from
strong liquors and animal food, From animal food he
abstalned about four years, and from strong liquors
mich longer; but the gout continued unconquered, per-
haps unabated, 52

Johnson is considered '"the greatest British blog-
rapher," regardless of Boswell, Perhaps this conclusion
has been reached not so much because of his theory as it is

because of hls practice, The:Life of Savage 1s the quint-

essence of pure biography in which there is a truthful trans-
misgion of the prersonality of the subject of bibgraphy'from
the gscattered fragments of the 1ife he once lived into the
pages of a recreated life, The shérpness of characterization

for which the Life of Savage 1is remarkable could not have been

possible if Johnson did not know Savage in person, It would
have been still less posslble if he did not have certaln sen-
timents in common with him as a result of which the biographer
could fully comprehend the internal working of his subject!'s
mind. The vividness of the sordldly vicious but sympathetic
character of Savage which Johnson has deplicted, owes much to

certainty of knowledge, and this certainty together with

52 '
Johnson, Works, XII, 218.

3
Hesketh Pearson, "About Biography," Essays by Divers
Hands, XXIX, 57.
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instant recording produces one of the most fascinating
narratives in blography.

Milton was a subject drawn from history and Boer-
'haave; though & contemporary;vwas more or less a legendary

personification of virtues, Though the Life of Cave is not

as impressive as the Life 9£.Savggg 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-

man's Magazine," the eharacterization nevertheless reveals

e great intimacy betweeﬁ ﬁhe subject ard the blographer,
Nothing but close and constant association could make possible
the observation that though C;ve éppeared indifferent and com-
pletely lnattentive to projects that did not appeal to him, he
could surprisingly give details relating to such projects if
theﬁ Wwere brought up again for discussion, '

With the Life of Savage in particular, and to a

certain extent with the Life of Cave, the Doctor has convinced

us that intimate knowledge and close assoclation with the sub-
Ject of a biography coupled with immediate recording are indis-

pensible in the graphic and convincing recreation of life,

Boswell, Johnson, p. 1386,
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CHAPTER IV

. 'JOHNSON!S LIMITATIONS IN THE
PRACTICE OF.BIOGRAPHY

- Johnson's shortcomings in the practice of blog-
" raphy are ofvthree 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 common,to'all
mankind, The discussion of these shortcomings will be con-
fined principally to their occurrence in the four lives dis-
cgssed'in the preceding chapter,

| The outstanding biographical source materials in
the eighteenth century were Bayle's Dictionaire historique et

eritique (1695-97), translated into English as early as 1710,
'(which inspired similar dictionaries, such as the General

Dictionary, Historiecal and Critical (1734-41), prepared by

Thomas Birch); The Biographia Britannica, or The Lives of the

Most Euinent Persons Who Have Flourished in Great Britain and

Ireland, From Earliest Ages, Down to the Present Times (1740-

60); Giles Jacob's Poetical Register (1719-20); The Liﬁas.g{

the Poets (1735) by Robert Shisls, published under the name
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of Theophilus Cibber; and Horace Walpole's Catalogue of Not-

able Authors (1758). These materials cannot be said to have

provided adequate aids to subsequent biographers because
they "were...carelessly and incorrectly written."l

That Johnson consulted some of these materials
while writing the Lives of the Poets is more than a conject-
uré. Several years before he took uvp the contract with
Wabout 40 of the most respectable booksellers of London"2 for.

an elegant and uniform edition of The English Poets to be

printed, with preface and concise account of each poet's life,
Johnson had very highly recommended Bayle's dictionary to

biographers and lovers of bilography. "Bayle's Dictionary," he

said, "is avery useful work for those to consult who love the
biographical part of literature, which is what I love most."3

In addition to consulting these collected biographies
which were generally short, Johnson consulted individual lives

which were known to him. Evans, who in 1932 made a careful

study of the sources of information for Johnson's Lives of the

Poets, reported that he was convinced that Johnson consulted

L

all accounts of Milton's life knowh to him, His reliance

1
Stauffer, p. 251.
2
Boswell, Johnson, p. 802.
3

L

Bergen Baldwin Evans, Johnson as a Biographer (Harvard
Univ, Thesis, 1932), I, 17.

Boswell, dohnson, p;‘BOl.
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upon these imperfect records led him to many inaccuragies

for which cavilling critics have made him responsible, But
errors in dates and place names or even the precise naturé

of relationships between people were not considered verj.imé
portant by Johnson, Some of these errors were pointed out to .
him and though he gdmitted them he did nothing about correction
because in the Lives of the Poets he regarded the crifical.as

the most important of his functions,
In the Life of Milton Johnson was misled by the

Blographia Brltannica to state that Milton entered the Christ's

College a sizar instead of a pensioner as the register of the

college testifies, This event is thus reported in the Biog-

raphia Britannica: "At the age of seventeen he was admitted
sizar of Christ's College in Ca.mbridge;"5 |
He brought the hornet's nest of Milton's admirers
about his ears when he echoed Aubery's statement that Milton
was subjected to corporal punishment at the university, Wwhen
discussing Milton's activities at college Aubery' - had said .
"His first tutor there was Mr, Chapell, from whom receiving
some unkindness (whip't him); he was afterwards,,.trans- '
ferred to theéTuition of one Mr. Torell, who dyed Parsoﬁ‘of

Iutterworth," Aubery's motive in making this report does

-"Milton," Biographia Britannica. - .,
(Londoné 1760),

John Aubery, "Mr, John Milton: Minutes," Early Lives
6 Milton, p. 10.
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not appear to have been to disparage Milton, though he is
well known for his interest in punghing little holes in the
inflated 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
‘shame'cannot be dissociated from his prejudice against Milton

‘the politician and the reviler of his king, Corporal punish-
e 1 7

-~ ment, by the authority of Mark Pattison, 1is known to have

continued in the universitiles up to 1667; and Milton was not
ﬁherefore_"one of the last students in either universigy that
suffered the.public indignity of corporal correction,"  But
to conslder the story of the infliction of corporal punish-

: mént as reported by Aubery as untrue and therefore to accuse

" Johnson of eredulity is rash criticism, and perhaps 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 liar, 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 college; Aubery claimed to have got from

Christopher Milton, the poet's brother, and it has been

rmtregntm,

7 .
8Johnson, Lives, I, 103.
Ibid,
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"confirmed by the industry and knowledge of T, Wartonm....
Aubery was a curious enquirer, with'ample means of inform-
ation,'and no motive whatever for telling a lie,"

| Arthur Waugh, an editor of the Lives of the Poets,

- bas accused Johnson of imaccuracy in reporting that both
Miltsn and Salmasius were pald for the services they did for
the peopie and croﬁn of,England.respectively. If this réport
is'inaccurate the blame belongs more to the source from which
- Johnson obtained the information than to Johnson himself,

Salmasius in his Defence of the King stated that Milton was

paid four thousand pounds for wrlting for the Parliament, and
Milton in his Defence of the People returned the charge that
‘SéimaSiﬁs undertook the defence for a ﬁnhdred Jacobusses,
‘HowéVer; each denied having'recéived anyvreward. But Toland,
who did original research on Milton; stated that Milton was
{‘rewarded with a thousand pounds for his Defence.lo The edl-

' £ors of the Biographla Britannlca, perhaps induced by Toland's

"dilisénce in meking the important discovery of the real author

, qr Eikon Basilike which was supposed to have been written by
: 11
_ King Charles I, adopted thls statement, Waugh in his re-

seareh went to the council records of Cromwell's g0vérﬁhéht

° _
Johnson, Lives, ed, Peter Cunningham (London, 1854),I,
85, n, 12,
10

| John Toland, "The Life of John Milton,"” Farly Lives,
P. 1589 )

1 .
Toland, pp. 145-51,
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for evidence of this paymbnt to Milton, and failing to find

it concluded that Milton received nothing extra on his ‘stip-
: -12

ulated salapy of £288 135, , Tor writing the Defence.

' Whether Milton received & bomis or not is not really impor-

" tant, though it is likely, from his boast in the ' Second

Defence of hav1ng satisfied both his countrymen and the
- whole ‘of BEurope with his Defence of the People, that he

could have had his palms greased for work so well dons, aBﬁt
since the informétiqn was taken from éxisting accounts of
Milton's life, Johnson'cannot'be blamed.for origihating the
error, |

The same editor brings up another charge ofbin-»
éccuracy against Johnson in his report that Milton "is s#id
~ to have read all the Greek and Latin writers"l? during the
five years that he lived with his father at Horton in Buck-
inghgmshire.whenAhe left the university. "Dr, Johnson is
her§ guilty 6f a loose eniargement of Milton's owﬁ phrase,
- What the poet said was that he 'enjoyed a complete holiday in
‘ turﬂipg over Latin and Greek authors.'"lu So says editor

Waugh, As he does not leave a clue to where Milton made the

12
13

1L
Johnson, Lives, I, 106, n, 13,

Johnson, Lives, ed., Waugh, I, 125,

Johnson, Lives, I, 106,
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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 of. the People ihich followed Salmasius'

Defence of the King there appéaréd an anonymous publication

_ entitled = The Cry of the King's Blood for Vengeance against
' the English Parricidés. In this book Milton was particularly

attacked and accused of mlisdemeanour at the university, for
which he Wés said to have been expelled before seeking refuge

in Ttaly., The attack on Milton started off with: "One John
o : | 15
Milton, a great hero doubtless," which shows that the

aﬁtacker_was begging Milton for information on himself, and
’he geﬂérdusly obliged., |

In order to clear himself of the shame of the
alieged 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:

I fled not into Italy, as this foul misecreant falsely
asserts, but, of my own free will, returned home,
leaving behind me among most of the fellows of the
college, who had 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 wrilters, 16

Johnson is bellieved to have followed Milton's own

15 ’
o John Milton,®™Second Defence of the People of England,"
Works, eg. Frank A, Patterson, et, al.(New York, 1933), VIII,1lll,
1
Milton, Works, VIII, 121,
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account of his Italian tour which is in this Second

Defence. It is- doubtless that his report is based upon
Milton's boast. Exmninlng the two statements "I gave myself
up entirelj-to reading the Greek and Latin writers" and, "is
" said to have read all the Greek and Latin writers," there
apﬁéérs to be?ﬁo'grounds for the pedantic censorship of the
‘edi£0r; There is nd'éehse of enlargement in Johnson's upon
"Milton's idea The article "the," 1s restrictive only in the
sense that it dlstingulshes the Latin and the Greek writers .
from elther the Hebrew, Italian or French writers which Mil-
ton does not pretend to have read at this particular time,

_ The date of Milton's death was varlously given by
his biographers before Johnson, Edwafd Phillips, his nephew,
stated that "he died in the year 1673, towards the latter end
of the summer," 18 and his brother John stated that "hee,..
éxpired no less calmly in the yeare 1674."19 Flizabeth
Fishéf, Milton's maid servant, when giving evlidence on Mil—
‘ton’s mncupative will, stated in court that he "died upon a
Sunday the fifteenth of November last,"zo the contest of will

. belng then examined in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury

17
18
19

Johnson, Works, ed, Cunningham, I, 88, n, 20.

Edward Phillips, Early Lives, p. 76.

John Phillips, Early Lives, p. 29.
20
Johnson, Lives, ed. Cunningham, I, 167,
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in Februar&, 1675.2l Wood stated that he died "on the ninth
or tenth day of November 167lL. "22 Richardson reported that
"he dy'd Nov, 10, 167L|..“23 "The correct date is Sunday, No-
vember 8;" so says Arthur Waugh. Obviously Johnson mist
have foilowed Richardson into this error,

| With respect to the dates of publication of Milton's
works- Johnson seems to have trusted to the authority of Wood,

80 that while he was apologizing in the Advertisement for

"_7 possible errors in fhe'dates of Dryden's works he said nothing

of Milton's, Not only Dryden's, however, but also some of
‘Milton's works have been discovered by critics to have been
placed "in wrong years." In the publication of Accidence

Commenced Grammar, Johnson followed Wood  to place it in 1661,

Mrs, Ndpier claims that "no coples of this have been found
with an earlier date than 1669."26

In the Life of Savage, Johnson's declared opinion
on certain issues raises a controversy which is as indissoluble

as religious or philosophical problems, and perhaps the world

21 '
Johnson, Lives, ed. Cunningham, I, 167,
22 '

Wood, Farly Lives, p. L7.

23 .
Richardson, FEarly Lives, p. 227.

Johnson, Lives, ed, Waugh, I, 162, n. 8l
25
Wood, p. Lb.
26
Johnson, Lives, ed, Mrs. Napier (London 1890), I lul
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27
will ever continue to "vibrate in a state of uncertainty"

about them, as Boswell suggested. But some of his facts are
not as invdlneréble as his opinions. Hfver since Boswell and
Cust started to question the authenticity of Savage's claim
~ that he was the bastard son of Earl Rivers borre by the Count-
ess Macclesfield, a claim which Johnson conceded to him, a
great deal of investization has been made in connection with
this question. Yet none, but prepossessed critics, Have been
able to dismiss the»claim; thoush most critics agree on the
authority of existing records that Johnson's submission of the 
date of Savage's birth, and the statement that the Countess
Macclesfield voluntarily confessed her misdemeanour of édultery
are wrong. These facts are wfong, because the sources imme-
diately available to Johnson carried wrong information.

As early as 1724 Aéron Hill had published a life

28
of Savage in the Plain uvealer in whicn he gave the date of

Savage's birth as January 10, 1697-8. In 1727 when 3avage
was convicted of the murder of Mr. Sinclair, an anonymous
Life gﬁ Richard 3avage was published, and his date of birth

.29

was given as January 10, 1697-8. The writer of this life,

27

28
Aaron Hill, Y“Richard Savage," Plain vJealer, No. 73 -
(London, 1724).
29

Anonymous, Life of Savage (London, 1727), p. 5.

Boswell, Johnson, p. 127.
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who probably chose to remaln anomymous because Savage is re-
portéd to have objected to it when a bookseller approached

him in prison with the suggestion;Bo must have got’this date
from Savage himself, for Savage knew everybody and talked

with everybody in the lliterary eircle in London, When in 1739
Savage wrote to Mrs, Elizabeth Carter31 disclaiming saw of the
statements made in the anonymous 1ife, he did not refute the
date of his birth,

On an unspecifigd date he wrote a lettqr;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 had found 1t
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; intimaey he had acéuainted
Johnson with this date, Even if the letter was not dated,'it
was entirely within the bounds of reason that Johnson should.
infer from previous and intimate knowledge of Savage's birth-
day that the arrest was made on January 10,

There 1s yet another accusation of inaccuracy made

30 : .
Clarence Tracy, The Artificial Bastard (Toronto, 1953),
p. 17,
31
Tracy, p. 17,
32

Johnson, "Savage," Lives, I, 250,
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against Johnson which; of course; is refutable, This concerhs
.the identity of the murse who took care of Savage from 1697 |
'wherlhé 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 1ad; known as.Richard Savage., The anonymous E;Qg of
1727 declared that Lady Mason, Savage's grandmother, cormitted
the bby‘to the care of a poor nurse and inétructed her to rear
him as ﬁhe nurse's own child according to her position and

- never to let slip out 6f her mouth the child's true parents,
Johnson inqorporated this version of the story in hls narra-
ﬁive; and ndg:fracy doubts its-accurQCy on the conjagturé that
Johnson did not digcuss this agpect of.the story wiﬁh Savage,
since in a letter to Mrs, Carter referred tq above. Savage had
refuted the staﬁément Aé fictitiou§.33 Here Johnson triumphs
over his eritic as a better student and judge of human behav-
iour, Savage knew himself to have been born gfeat and deter-
mined to femain great; or failing invthis,$o~attribute the
_éause € his failure to the malice and inhumanity of his

| mother. He could not bear to be assoclated with meannsss
during the period that his grandmother, whom he admitted to
‘have taken kindly interest in hiﬁ, was alive, Mrs, Carter

was a young bluestocking upon whom both Johnson and Savage

33 '
Tracy, r. 20,
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desired to create a favourable impression, Johnson himself
' 3L

Mcomposed a Greek epigram to Hliza."  This decision of Mr.

Traey's to rely upon private correspondence for evidence of

" refutation of statements which were in public circulation is

rather unsound, The great scientist of human nature informed

us on this subject that:
There is, indeed, no transaction which offers stronger
temptations to fallacy and sophistication than eplatol-
ary intercourse, In the eagerness of conversation the-
first emotions of the mind often burst out before they
are considered; in the tumult of business, interest and
rassion have thelr genulne effect; but a friemndly letter
is a calm and deliberate performance, in the ceal of
leisure, in the stillness of solitude, and surely no man
sits to depreciate by design his own character, 35

Nobody, who in a private correspondence not directed
to the accuser disclaims a charge publicly made agslnst 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'byvﬂhe Daily Courant "of influencing elements agalnst
the cour,t,"36 he published a refutation against the charge and
would have prosecuted the editor had he not found afterwards
- that no. i1l effect could come out of the accusation, Though

the writer of the 1727 Life was anonymous he could likewise

Boswell, Johnson, p. 90,

35 :
Johnson, "The Life of Pope," Criticism: The Major
Texts, 62' Walter Jackson Bate (New York, 1952), D. 22,

Johnson, Lives, I, 207,
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have published a vindication if he felt that scme of the
statéments %herein were false and fictitious,

With respect to the statement that the Countess
of Macclesfield voluntarily confessed aduitery, there is no
evidghée that Savage himself gave this information to John-
| son; and there 1s none to prove that he did.nof, for he who
could lightiy jest on the weakness bf a benefactor would have
had ﬁo scruples in exposing the faults of an adversar§; Be-
‘ﬁore Sévage;mpt Johnson he had already made several abértive
'éfforts to gain recognition from his putative mother and had
resolved to refrain from the use of supplicating'meésﬁrés and
adopte@_lamp@oning és fhe only means of échieving his end, -
He had published the Bastard in which he exposed the malicious
heartlessness and crdglty of the mother and recounted "the
real calamities which hefsﬁffered by the crime of his parents."37
‘Tb conceal any defect which he knew about others, even his
friends, was ndf'one‘of}fhe few virtues ﬁhiéh Richard Savage
 possessed, Hé might have given the information to Johnson, or
to the author of the anonymous Life of 1727. And doubtless,
from this source Johnson got the information that the Countess
made a voluntary confession of aduitery in ordér to dissolve
an. uncomfortable marriage, This staﬁement has been found %o
be wrong because records of the proceedings of the case show

that the Countess rigorously contested the divorce and

Jéhnson, Lives, I, 196,
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adopted all sorts of ingenious designs to conceal her crime,
Oﬁr satisfactlon rests in that Johnson's inaccuracy arose
from a record which was in existence without refutation for
at least seventeen years (1727-17hlL). Critics who suggest
that Johnson should have done more thorough research on this
seem to lose sight of the oyerwhelming pressure of time and
near destitution which beset'; hack writer in the early part
of the eighteénth century, Johnson had no assistance from
the sinking fund of a benevolent foundation in which case he
cbuld have @roceeded at easé‘with‘the research as most of his
oritics are doing today, He had to finish the work within
schedule or lose the benefit of the paltry reward of fifteen

gulneas which Cave gave him for this work, "I wrote forty-

elght pages of the Life of Savage at a sitting; but then 1
38 | '

sat up all night," he said to a company at St. Andrews., At

this rate Hill believes the whole work was completed in about
thirty-six hours.39

The second kind of inaccurascy which arises fron
-néglect shduld not really surprise students of Johnson, As
‘we kﬁow him he was impatient with details that merely depict

pedantic and ostentatious scholarship, In the Life of Dryden

he said: "To adjust the minute events of literary his tory is

38
Boswell, Hebrides, p. 52,

39
| G, B, Hill, Johnsonian Miscellanies (Oxford, 1897),
II, 343,
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tedious and troublesome: it requires; indeed, no great force
of undérstanding, but often depends upon inguiries which
there is no opportunity of making, or to be fetched from
books éﬁd pamphlets not always at hand."uo To go down to
minite details in sbudies seems to have been against Johnson's
ﬁrindiples. For instance, he never really finlshed reading a
.bbok from cover to cover. But he insisted upoﬁ the whole
© truth and mimte details in biography as a means of enlarging
the vista of truth and enhancing the dimensions of delight.
:‘It is true that in biqgfaphy dates correctly given; relation-
ships fightly réported, ard anecdotes properly assigﬁed to
the téllers, will fortify the narratife against distraction
whicﬁvis bound to arise when doubt sets it, The desire for
the whole truth must go hand in hand with patlent study and
. research o prodﬁce the desired effect in blography.

Some of the errors lnto which Johnson ran could
have been avoided had he taken a little more care to‘study

his source materials, In the Life of Milton he assigns anec-

dotes to wrong persons, which in itself is not an unpardon-
able mistake, but it reduces to a great extent the amount of
trust and confidence which ﬁhe reader must have in the writer.
In the same Llife he displays a neglect of his responsibility

as a biographer by extending the meaning of hls source material

M)

Johnson, Lives, ed. Cunningham, I, 302,
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beyond the limits of its allowance, And this is a serlous
abuse of the dubty of a blographer against which he was un;
willing to conpromise in his theory. To extend the meaning of-
-any anecdoté beyond what is allowed by thé story is tantamount
to invention of material for the purpo;e of producing‘a;fav;.
ourable or unfavourable bortrait of ﬁhe'subject |

But as faction seldOm leaves & man honest however he
might find him, Milton is suspected of having interpol-
‘ated the book called Icon Bagilike, which the. Council

of State, to whom he was now made Latin Secretary, em-
ployed nim to censure, by inserting a prayer taken from
'Sidney!'!s Arcadia, and imputing it to the King; whom he
charges, in his Ioonmﬂastfn, with the use of this prayer
as with a heavy crime, in the indecent language with
which prosperity had emboldened the advocates for re-
bellion to insult all that is venerable or great, Ll

Perhaps the clause "But as faction seldom leaves a
man honest,” is equally applicable to Johnson in this respect,
The source of Johnson's snspicion cannot be determined, nor can.
the argument of interpolation be understood, since this book;

Fikon 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 suspectlng Milton of this crime,
The nearest statement.to the suspicion of interpolation, (re-
member, it is only near and does not at all suggesf interpol-

ation) is in Bayle's Dictionary in which, in an attempt to

compare the French and thé English reception of Milton's

- Iconoclastes, the editor stated that:

Johnson, Lives, I, 12,-25,
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The Opinion of this writer [Milton] made no impression
in strange countrles: Everybody there was persuaded

that King Charles I wrote the book which bears his
-name, . Which did so-much honour to his memory, and
appear'd so fit to make him be looked upon as a true
martyr; that it was thought that Milton endeavouring

to rob him of 1t, did only use the trick of Advocates,
who deny every thing that is too favourable to the .
Contrary Party, Those of the Cromwellians who  remained
in England, agreed to Mllton's judgment: But their Opin-
ion wasg suspected for the reason I have just now given, 42

' Dr., Johnson argues. that the regicides intercepted
 the papers which the’K;ﬁg gave t§ Dr, Juxon on the scaffold,
and that according to Dr.vBirch; the publishers of the King's
,péperSFWGre the forgers of the keathen prayer, because of

" which ﬁhe King was charged of plagiarism, It appears from

' this that he did not take notice of Toland's discovery that
the real author of Elkon Bagilike'was not King Charlés I, but

' Dy, Gouden, Bishop of Exeter.hB or, if he did, faction en-
.-tiaed himfto stick to unfounded rumours and neglect his solemm
4‘&uty of serﬁing truth with the utmost care and attention,

' Johnson's neglect of appropriate sources of infor-
mation for the Life of Cave led to the reconstruction of a
1ife which, but for three dates, would have had no location in
«thé.continuum of time, However monotonous the life of Mf. EQ-
wafd Cave might have been;"pin-pointing certain events to cer-

tain dates would have rendered the progress of the Gentleman's

Bayle, "Milton," Critical and Historical Dictionary,

trans, 1710, III, 2052,
LI- i

3 ’ '
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Hagazine more impressive, We know not when Cave went to
séhool,whénfh% worked with the collector of excise, when he
éommenced his apprenticeship in printing, when he got married,
- when he was employed in the post office, or even when he

started the Gentleman's Mapazine, All dates are suppressed

~emmept . those of Cave's birth and death and the death of his
‘wife, | |
It does not appear that Johnson consulted any

 record whatever for his Account of the Life of the Late Mr.

”*Eﬁward Cave, His reliance upon oral relations of the'eﬁents,
.p§£haps by Cave himself; léd him to inéccurate statements on
Cave's diémisSal from the post officé, and reasons for the
' :§up§oSed'dismissai. According to Johnson, when Cave was
réiséd to the position of élerk "of the franks" he exercised
the authority of his office in chécking illegal use of franks
' by Members of Parliament, For this he was summoned to the
'House of Commons for abuse of privilege and sncroachment upon'
the brivacj of the Members of Parliamenﬁ, harshly treated at
first, and forthwith dismissed, It is repprted by Carlson,’

whoSe-research on the Gentleman's Magazine led to the dis-

covery of materials in the London General Post Office about
Cave, that Cave was not dismissed but retired from the post

office in 1745, furthermore, that "A careful search of the

Journals of both Houses [pf Parliament) glves no evidence of
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bl
the proceedings mentioned by Johnson,"

The last grdup‘of'Johnson's 1imitdtions in the
practice of biography caﬁnpt be classified as the mistakes of
the head but as those of the heart, "He that writes the life
of another is elther his friend or his enemy, and wishes either
tolexalt his praise or éggrevate his infamy; many temptations
will oceur in the diggulse of passion too speclious to fear
mich resistance," It appeafs from this statement that Dr,
Johnson felt that no biographer can be absolutely impartial,
that no matter how much he tries, he must always fall a vic-
tim to an irresistible force of passion to write either as a
friend or as an enemy, This in 1its ultimate sense amounts to
predudicé; A |

In the practice of blography, Johnson the philos-
opher and the moralist has shown himself the human being that
he really was, subject to predudice, that indisputable di-
rector of human‘taste. We have seen him writing'as e sympa-,

thetic and benign judge in the Life of Savage, and in the Life

of Milton as a grudging enemy whose muffled feelings of dis-
like ocecasionally 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 Church

C.L, Carlson, The First Magazine, p, 12, = -", . ..

ce
9 & .
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of England and the House of Stuart were sacred to hiﬁ, and
one could imagine that it would be difficult for Johnéon to
write the blography of a man who flouted, defiled and insﬁlted
these institutions with impunity and still maintain a compass-
ionate reluctance to inflict pain upon Milton's memory, Not
only this; there 1s also to be remambered that Milton's type
of verse did not appeal to Johnson, and still less did his
vituperative prose., In Johnson's day, Milton's prose and verse
had become like the beauty of the king's new clothes which every
body, whether he saw them or not; must have praised for fedf of
being regarded as a fool; and this type of fashionable appro-
bation not founded.upon common sense and sound judgment was '
what Johnson could not sﬁbject his assured individuality to.
Today, as in the -eighteenth century, most people

prefer to know Milton ohiy‘as the author of Paradise Lost. An

eighteenth-century critic openly declared,” But it is of little
consequence to the present and future ages whether the author

of Paradlse Lost was Papist or Presbyterian, Royalist or Re-

publican; it is the Poet that claims our attention,™ But
what difference does it make to know 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,

L6
Robert Porter,"An Inquiry into Some Passages in Dr,
Johnson's Lives of the Poets," quoted from Herbert G, Wright,
"Porter as a Critic of Dr, Johnson," RES, XII 1936), 309-10,
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the creative force; except fhat_it makes for greater under;jf;'
standing and a more intelligent appreciation of his poetry?‘.
Sometimes Johnson's harshness on Milton's blog-

raphers is mistaken by his critics for harshness on Miltqn;f:
In describing his uncle;s educational project Edward Philliﬁs '
depicted Milton as possessing abilities, almost superhuman; |
.that came just a little short of producing students superiér

to their master, Johnson's examination of this statementAhas.
no direct réflection on Milton's character, but on the fal:h'
sification into which passion led his bilographer, “The’sbééﬁ7’

of the horse man must be limited by the power of his horse,"

So said Johnson and the Monthly Review was hurt, The’cho;ce'_

of the ground is as Important to the horseman as the cholce

of horse, the Review suggested; perhaps Milton the teacher
would have agreed with Johnson that the best program of edu-
cation cannot do much more than stimulate and direct what is.
already there in the child., Continuing his examination, John- :
son says: o |
Of institutions we may judge by thelr effect, Froﬁs ,

this wonder-working academy, I do not know that there.
ever proceeded any man very eminent for knowledge: its

» only genuine product, I bellieve, is a small History eof

Poetry, written in Latin by his nephew Phillips, of =
which perhaps none of my readers has ever heard, 48

L7
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?o this the eritic o the Monthly Review replied:

When it is considered how small must have been the
mumber of Milton's scholars, it is matter of wonder
rather than of reproach, that even one should ever
rise to literary distinctlon. Were the history &f all
the schools through the kingdom to be enquired 1nto, we
should not find above one scholar in five hundred that
ever attains to a like degree of eminence, L9
- This reproach which the eritic censures and 1mputes t@;;’.
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 fountaif-
head of knowledge from which all who went could drink and'be,
"wise, If not more than one eminent scholar could be foundliﬁ;'
five hundred in the kingdom, that does not minimiie the Just- -
ness of Dr, Johnson's remark, for into what more wae-infused
more should be expected in effect,
Richardson, one of the fondest admirers and a blog- = -

rapher of Milton, reported another wonder about Milton'

He would sametimes 1lie awake whole nights, but .not: a
verse could he make; and on a sudden his poetical" fac-

ulty would. rush upon him with an impetus or aest;yﬁg oy "r;'_
i— ST o A»;..-‘_,‘,‘

and his daughter was immediately called to secure
came, At other times he would dictate perhaps forty
lines in a breath, and then reduce them to half the .
mmber, 50 ‘ww;f-

T

Johnson's remark on this report which folloﬁe,fisf

~not a criticlsm of Milton but an attack on the wonder-loving

B..e. - ~ SN - ‘
‘ John Ker Spittal Contemporary Criticism of Dr. Sam-
uel Johnson (London, 1923 . 218,
- 50.. |

~Johnson,-"Milton," Lives, I, 151,



mania of his biographer who endeavoured to discover a strange

deviation from the natural in the composition of iilton's
poetry.

These bursts of lights, and involutions of darkness;
these transient and involuntary excursions and retro-
cessions of invention, having some avpearance of dev-
iation from the common train of Nature, are eagerly

113

caught by the lovers of a wonder....By Mr. Richardson's

relation, casually conveyed, much regard cannot be
claimed. 51

That human faculﬁies fluctuate is not peculiar to
a particular individual alone, and so, there is nothing won=-
“derful ébout it. Thouzh this interpretation of the report
discloses the lack of warmth with which an uninterésting
story is received, it truly reveals the indiénation which
Johnson felt against the improbability ignored by the narra-
tor., If rilton's daughters were not tausht to write, and if
Mary and Deborah could not even spe%l their owh names
correctly, as it has become known,5~ Johnson argued, how

‘could they have taken the verses down by dictation, and when

awakened at night?

In the Life of Savage many critics have found John-

son partial in his subject's favour. Even Boswell, Johnson's

Friday, said: "Johnson's partiality for Savage made him en-

tertain no doubt of his story, however extraordinary and

51
Johnson, "i¥ilton," Lives, I, 151.
52 ‘ L
Helen Darbishire,-Early Lives, Intro., p. 1.
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im.probable."53 With this statement he pulled out a brick or’
two from the artfully reconstructed life of Richard Sévagq"
Since Boswell, several critics have taken up the gauntlété' o
thrown down by the literary monarch of the eighteenth'century,
The result s far is far from an overthrow of the king -of |
stﬁrdy wit and astute judgmeht,

The most formidable of these attackers is Moy

‘Thomas who, in a series of articles in Notes and Queries in;gif

1858, endeavoured to reverwme the verdict and audaciously pro- .

nounced Savage guilty of imposture, "Nevertheless there were . - B

some circumstances that might suggest doubt to a friend less

partial than Johnson," he says, And in conclusion he says;
"I have not, I confess, any doubt that Richard Savage was an

impostnr;. He has been so well answered by both Makower56 m
ané:%racy57 that 1t would be quite unnecessary for someone

" else to take up Johnson's defence unless some fresh material

‘relating to the case were discovered, But Tracy has left

3
Boswell Johnson, P. 132.

L Moy Thomas, "Richard Savage," Notes armd Queries, 2nd
Ser,, VI (Nov. 2?, 1858 L27.
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partially developed the question of the character of the
Countess of Macclesfileld upon which Moy Thomas places so much
importance as the pivot of his conelusion, Also; in trying to
unvell the mystery of Savage's whereabouts from 1698 tovl715
he Im s misinterpreted the document from which he 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 of the long article by Moy Thomas
which is full of misstatements; contradictions and dellberate
misinterpretations, might be summed up in three clauses: that
the Countess of MaccleSfield"wag,a dutiful mother and was
quite incapable of the chafgé‘of inhumanity made against her;
that she was justified for not defending herself against that
charge; and that since Richard Sa#age's story is full of contra-
dictions he must‘have made it up.,
Of the Countess of Macclesfield nothlng that Moy
Thomas tells us proves beyond doubt that she had the warmth
of maternal feelings that would.have overwhelmed her excessive
aristocratic 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 her crime was rumoured,
gave presents to the nurse, enquired frequently about the first

child, and sent for & lock of 1ts halr when it died, The
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motive for the risk of concealment no one but Thomas woﬁld,_
attribute to interest in the child, :
On the other hand; the letter that Lord Brandon
wrote to his wife on March 2;“1685, of+ which Mp. Thomas has
favoured us with a transcri_p'b;58 and her conduct before thé_
anmilment of their marriage depict her as invidious; unfaiph-.}i
ful, secretive and uninterested in children, She openly tdld ‘.‘
' the husband that she "did notrcare to have any children" by ' H
him, but each time he went away she lied to him that she wéﬁf’n.
pregnant, She threatened him with separation and nagged him
cohtinually to provoke him to strike her so that she could
| move out on the charge of cruelty, She entertailned hér‘com?'
pany 1in cold rooms to Show to them that her basic_neéds were
‘denied her by her husband, She was extremely jeslous, would
not ask for her husband's coach until she knew that it had .
been lent to his sister with whom she suspected that » had an
incestuousrelatibnship.59 She was malicious and écandalous;
accused her hu;band of ha#ing contracted the marriage for mer- -

cenary reasons, and dared him,:if hé wsere a many to return hé:j

dowfj'of twelve thousand pounds, At last the husband who.himp e

self was not an excellent character said: "The world must know

my misfortunes in being disappointed in all the contents I .

56

59
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hoped for in the state of marriage, and found nelther a
faithful nor a cheerful companion (‘'as a good wife ought to
be') in either fortune," As the climax of his disappointment
he declared: "And now Madam I am resolved to give you. the
satisfaction you often asked; for partigg with me,..for I will
never live with you as long as I live," °

In his interpretation of this letterig&ﬂcy says:
"From the list of faults that his lordship was pleased to pointf
out,..that of infidelity was absent."él I know not what else
unfaithfulness would mean other than infideiity. Even Moy |
Thomas, who assumed ﬁhe role of an advécate to the Couhtéss,'
admi?s that the inquirjfon’the trial of adultery embféCed this
time.62 .Though this charge is hot openly alleged in this
letter the word "unfaithful" has a veiled allegation, However,
about ten years after she had left her husband on a temporary
separation she bore a child for Earl Rivers whom she ahd the
Earl proudly, though clandestinely; gave their names -- Anne
Savage, The ﬁime of their meeting is not known though this
child was born in 1895, Towards the end of the following year
she was again in the family way, DRinah Alsop the maid, not

able to withstand the surge of the smouldering scandal, gave

60 '
Thomas, pp. 361-62,
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notice to leave her ladyship's service. Following her usua;
practice of secrecy the Countess now left her sister and mads
arrangements for a private lying-in at the house of a Mrs; '.'
Pheasant in Fox Court, Mrs, Pheasant was induced to chﬁnge _
both her name and place of business, and while taking care b'f
the Countess she was known as Mrs, Lee, for fear that "the .
Bitch, the maid, would find her out, for she had betrayed my
lady."63 The Countess herself went by the name of Mary .
Smith, wife of a captain, - |
About Jamuary 16; 1697, the child was bbrn and,A
two days after was christened and_given the name of Richabdi’
Smith, son of John Smith and Mary. Lord Rivers himself, .
whose Christian name the child bore, 1s sald to have been
present at the christening and was one of the god—parentg Who
included also Newdigate and Dorothy Ousley, By this time,fhe' ’
husbandfs investigation, which started upon hearing the rUI-
ours of the birth of the first child a year before and the
'e;ubv:sequent pregnegncyj,‘ was already under way, ‘There was
tHerbfore every need for’strict secrecy, because, we are té;d,
'the Countess! tifle'and fortune were in danger, As was the:

case w1th the first chlld the second was quickly put to

nurse. The first nurse, Mrs. Peglear, deposed on oath during o

the trial that "The child came to me by the name of Richard -

- 63 '
"Tracy, p. 10..
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Lee, and was taken away by the name of Richard Smith,"
She had the chlld for six months after'which he was taken
away by a baker's wife whose name was Ann Portlock; who
claimed that the child was her own. Mrs., Peglear seems to
have resisted what appeared to her as an abductibn, obviéusly
from the absence of substantial evidence; and she "had Port-
lock before a Justice."65 It appears also from her appeal to
the Justice for settlement of the case that she could get n&
help from either the Countess or her agents, From here phe
history of the child is based upon conjectures,

The Countess of Macclesfield might have had the
appearance of a simple woman bﬁt she was not a simpleton. She66
had spoken through a mask t&iﬂervnurse during her confinement; -
had thn:ﬁgh her agent, Beesley; bribed the préncipal witnesses
the Portlocks, out of court during the grial, ! and had bribed
her husband out of a treason sentence.6 It is doubtless that
& woman with such ingemuity and-reéolution when driven at bay
would spare no expedient that might offer a relief,

In stating his case against Savage's claim Thomas

olL ’ '
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gsays that there was no published report of the proceedings

of the case of adultery against the Countess; and so ﬁhé‘dé-gf
tails of the case could not have been known except to the. .- o
- Countess and her friends, He even repudiates Luttrell's re-

port that "Tls said the son she had during her elopemeht goéq{'

by the name of Savage, and supposed father the present Earl of . o

69 | o
Rivers" as improbable, Later, forgetting that he has al- -

ready stated that the case could not be known, na~says:>:~¢wﬁ*~”
"Speculation and gossip on the fate of this child wes sure 1ig'»
'to be rife, and were not unlikely to produce a pretender."70;‘xv
One wonders from what source but specific information &fyputh‘
of about fifteen could have got the audacity of assuming.a ;;lﬂ
nsme that led to a neat story of imposture, as Thomas chooses
- to call Savage's claim, That this claim is lacking in specific
‘detailé is admitted, But mﬂstxtt not rather be ilmputed to the
fact that "the original letter" that revealed this Jouth's
1den$ityaby,its own nature contaimd only sudh_bertinent‘inm ::
“fo'x"mati.on. as affected the injunction of the grandmother to
.the murse, than to the inadequacy of_gossip and speculation
which Thomas believes to be the only foundation to the claim?
He further states that the youth came out of no;

whisre~ to claim to be the son of the Countess and Earl

65

70
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Rivers, and not knowing that the Countess' son was ‘
christened Richard Smith, confused the son with the daughter
who lnd the FEarl's surname, He who has been very captious on
Johnson for inaccuracles which he himself can hardly avoid in
an intricate story such as the life of Savage, gives '"the
earliest indication of Savage's existence' . as 1717 when he

published The Convocation on the Bangorian Controversy, But

* Professor " Sutherland discovered in 1938 that he lad used the‘
name as early as 1715, ahd this confirms Savage's claim thet
he had been using the name.since his geventeenth birthday.
br.Tfacy uses Professor Butherland's discovery in
his argumént, but seems to miSin#srpret his material, His
statement that our hero in ﬁhe heat of the moment of his arrest
by the police in 1715 spontaneously gave his name as '"Mr,
Savage, natural son to the late Earl Rivers," 72 has ignored the
details leading to the arrests%o which he makes this reference,
Here ig an exerpt of ProfGSSor ‘Butherland’'s discovery:
Mr, Savage; natural son to late Farl Rivers, being
taken into custody, by a Warrant from Mr, Justice Wool-
aston, for having a treasonable pamphlet in his
possession impeach'd one of Mr,., Berington' the Prin-

ter's Men; upon which the sald Person so accus'd was
oommitted to Newgate, 73

71

72
Tracy, p. 13.
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It can be seen from ﬁhis exerpt that the offence
leading to our hero's being taken in custody was not a common
misdemeanour of the class of publle nuisance for which he
could have been arrested on the spot, It was a grave’offence,
as a matter of fact, a felony for which the arrest was made -
by warrant of the Justise, My argument is that he must nave
been known in the commnity to have been going by that name
‘and living presumably at a sbeeified location to which the
warrant was lssued. And it is not unlikely that he had dls-
covered this name and was using it long before this arrest
was made,

‘ It is not known whether Savage made any effort at
this time tesgain his mother's recognition until his Memoir
in Giles'Jaceb's Poetical Register depicted him as a geﬁtlemaﬁ,'

"son of the late Earl'RiQers and the Countess of Macclesfield
who owed no thanks to his mother for his education, but to his
grgp&mether, the Lady Mason, who committed him to the care of -
| ilis god_mother, Mrs, Lloyd, The Memoir also complained of his .
being defrauded by the executors of his godmother!'s will of |
300 pounds legacy to which the will entitled him, and of his
mothsr's uhfair methods that deprived him of liberal provis--?"”
ions which his father, Earl Rivers, would have made for him,
The mention of Mrs. Lloyd as Savage's godmotﬁef by
this Memoir gives Thomas one of hig most difficult points of

argument on which he belabours himself interminably, He goss
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back to the christening where the Ousleys and the Earl

acted as the child's 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 after-
wards to a Mr. Llyod from whom she could have been named Mrs.r'E 
Llyod, If this is true, which he rather feels is highly im~ﬁ r;"

probable, the complalnt of fraud by the executors of her will{gf

. o

is groundless To this conclusion he arrives from the argup o
ment that the Ousleys belonged to a respectable and wealthy :kf{p;ﬂayi
family, that the executors of Dorothy's will were likely §O";3$.ff‘;ri
be members of her family who would not have descended té Sﬁéh ;fw: .
meanness of cheating a child of only 300 pounds' | -

Br. Tracy has answered this argument most effect-

ively, ‘except that his partial accentance of this conaecture
as an explanation of the fraud of the executors incapacitatesrl .
his argument for the unfailr methods of the motle r which de- .
prived Savage of the liberal provision Earl Rivers sghould have |
made for him, If the conjecturé is aqcepted, he argues, th@j'

case of fraud becomes that of a technical difficulty for thé_~
executors, ;f Dorothy Ousley was the same as Mrs, Lloyd,lher’

will should have mentioned Richard Smith and not Richard‘vr

Savage, And if Savage could not clear this point of différeﬁ;e

in hls surname the p031tion of the executors was a delicate )

one, and their rejection of the claim was understandable, ami -

the claim gemuine,
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But the argument against this is that if the iden-
tity of Dorothy and Mrs, Lloyd 1is reconcilable her brother
Newdigate Ousley who outlived both the Earl and Mrs, Lloyd and
was the Farl's agent in this affair would have advised the
executors, 1f he were not one of them; and also; Earl Rivers
would have had no need of asking the Countess about the child
on hls death-bed, and 1if he did; would not have been satisfied
with her answer that the child was dead, This, therefore;
would destroy Savage's complalnt of unfair methods used by his
mother to cheat him out of 6000 pounds which the Farl intendéd'
for him in his will,

Savage himself does neither accept nor rejéct.Mrs.
Lloyd as his godmother., On the basgis of Giles Jacob's
statement, "I forbear to mention the names of other gentlemen
who have transmitted theif accounts to me"7u Thomas assumes
that Savage wrote his own Memolr which referred to Mrs, Lloyd
as his godmother, It is not unlikely that the "poor nurse"
mentione‘d in Johnson's and in the account of 1727; upon the
ingtruction of ﬁady Mason Eo fegr‘the child as her own;
according to her poor'condition; had rechristened him in her
own name under which Savageﬁﬁrobably went until his discovery
of his true identity in the ?QonGipcing original letter;" and
that she ld also-chqsen~fo; him.another godmother, who must

not have been very rich, judging from the legacy she left for

T -
Thomas, p. 386,
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her godson, The ldea of her keeping a coach; which Savage
mentloned in a private letter to Mrs, Carter has been dig- =
misged as one of those falsifications into which men in
Savage's condltion are driven when they desire the com?aniqn-»
ship of a respectable woman, Thlis woman could have been the

Mrs, Lloyd of the Poetical Register repeated later by other

accounts, Then we can see how both the fraud and the unfairf,
methods could have been posslible, |

Mr, Moy Thomas' article is very heavily documented ' .
and makes an impreésive argument, But there are so many mig;'
interpretations that it 1s not altogether reliable, He clalms
that there were no codicils in.Ehrl River's will; but Tracy’i |
Assures us that the Earl revised the will twlce, the lait time
“only six months before nis death and added "codicila:in whiqhk
he made several large additional bequests, one or two of thef.
beneficiaries being probably illegitimate children."75 The
record of the proceedings of'the Countess' case in the Gourt -
of Arches which he claims to have seen has now vanished, Tfaéy
says;76 He:tells us that Savage started using the name,"Ripﬁ%l” ‘ 

ard Savage," in 1717 and we have seen in Professor Sutherléﬁ&ﬁs

discoverylthat he started using it two years before, ahdfpiobgﬂjgfl

Ly
RN

ebly earlier, He wilfully misunderstands Johnson to mean dhst' =~

thgt-thé husband's diSéovery of her adultery was the cause of

Trecy, p. 22,
76 ' '

Tracy, P. lh.
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the temporary separation from the Countess,73hereas Johnson's
statement which follows refers to the final anmlment of the
marriage, "This, as may be imagined, made her husband no less
desirous of a separation than herself; and he prosecuted his
design in the most effectual manner;.,.the nmuptial contracts
totally annuled; and the chlldren of his wife illegitimated."78

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
default of a defendant. when the defendant had due notice of
the case can be regarded as partlal., Among the questions
which the defenders of Mrs, Brett have still to answer is:

If Richard Savagé was not the son"of the late Farl Rivers and
.the Countess of Macclesfield;" ﬁhose son was he? So far none
of them has attempted it, Until they answer iB adequately and
cOnvipcingly Johnson will be still respected as an impartial

judge.,

77

78Thomas,-p. 361,

Johnson, Lives, I, 135,
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CHAPTER V

~ CRITICAL EVALUATION OF JOHNSON'S THEORY AND PRACTICE

Dr, Johnson's contribution to the art of bilography,
.bbth in theory and in prabtice, is very ample; and perhaps un-
wsurpassed; but in the opinion of many critics, it still lacké
what might Be desired to make blography a perfect art, Perhaps
this is not at all strange, for art continually evolves towards
perfection which it can never reach, Johnson more than all
- other critics of art in his century was lntensely aware of thils
common and - inherent fréilfy of whatever is of man's creation,
and so he never bestowed unqualified praise upon any work of
art that he was called»upoﬂ'to appraise. "I know nobody who
‘blasts with pralse as you: for whenever there is exaggerated
praise;'everybody 1s set agalnst a character," he once sald to
Mrs, Thrale, It is*to be imégihad; and not unjustly, that he
was equally aware that his ohﬁ‘works'Were no less subject to
censure than those'of the other artists hé examined from time
to time,

His theory of blography is like a curious bag of

* 1 . . b
Boswell, Johnson, p. 1129,
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tools, some of which command attention more by their elegant
appearance than by their utillty; and his practice; which
covered not less than sixty-five lives; i1s 1like a magnificent :
plece of tapestry of diverse colours with no co-ordination in
their varying degrees of beauty., "Slow rises worth by Poverty
depress'd."2 Though Johnson had remarkable precocity, his
genius; on account of extreme poverty, took a long time to
galn the notice of the public, When recognition came at last,
1t was destined to stay, Walter Raleigh in his tribute to the
| achtevements of Johnson said at the beginning of his Leslie

Stephens>Lecture, delivered in the Senate House, Cambridge

University; February, 1907:

Literature, as it is understood for the purpose  of
these lectures, is to include, so I am informed, blog-
raphy, criticism, and ethiecs, If I had been commanded
to choose from the world's annals a name which, better
than any other, should serve to lllustrate the vital
‘relations of those three 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 gg Savage met with general approbation when 1t came

out, The editor of the Champion paid an unrestrained regard
to 1t in these words: ‘

2 -
Johnson, "London," Johnson:Prose and Poetry, p. 32.

Raleigh, Six Essays, .pr. 9.
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This pamphlet 1is, without flattery to its author, as
Just and well written a plece of its kind I ever saw;
so that at the same time 1t highly deserves, it cer-
tainly stands very little in need of this recommend-
ation, As to the hilstory of the unfortunate person,
whose memolrs compose this work, 1t is certainly
penned with equal accuracy and spirit of which I can
so much the better judge, as I know many of these
facts mentioned to be strictly true, amd very fairly
related, kL

Sir Joshua Reynolds could not stop reading once he had
started; ard standing and leaning against a chimneyplece had
his arm totally benumped by the time he got to the end of the
fascinating narrative,

When the Lives of the Poets came out, Johnson was

seriously attacked for his censure of the poets that hitherto
had been uniformly eulogized by critics and had enjoyed publiec
veneration in genersl ., Even the bitterest of the critics ex-
pressed the admiration for Johnson's soundness of judgment,
Though furiously incdensed against Johnson for what amounted
to him as a préfanation_of'his idols, Cowper could not control
his admiration for the sharpness of Johnson's characterization.
In the heat of this overwhelming admiration, he exclaimed:
What vanity, what'petulance.in Pope! How painfully
sensible of censure, and yet how restless in provocation!
To what mean artiffices could Addison stoop, in the hope
of injuring the reputation of his friend! Savage, how
sordidly viclous,and?the -more condemned for the pains

that are taken to palliate his vices....What a sychphant
to the publlc taste was Dryden; sinning against his

Boswell, Johnson, pp., 122-23,
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feelings, lewd in his writings, though chaste in his
conversation, 5

It was not only in this summary of Johnson's
characterization of the major figures in the Lives that thils
critic showed his liberal notice of Johnson's proficlency.
After violently wishing he could thrash the old Jjacket of the
veteran pensioner to make his pension jingle in his pockets
for plucking "one or two feathers" from the wing of Milton's
Muse,he -coolly said:

I am very much the biographer's humble admirer, His
uncormmon show of good sense, and his forcible expression,
gecure 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 1s 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
Jjudgment, 6

If we find minor faults in Johnson, it is not from
want of recognition of his position as the founder of pure biog-
raphy; but it is because hefe and there he mskes some unqual-
ified statements that tend to weakmn 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 literary theory, whether it was critical, or biographical,

He never told a story, nor was he interested in one, unless 1t

5
6Edgar Johnson, One Mighty Torrent, p. 207,

‘Bdgar Jdnson, p, 198,
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was based on truth and had some maral to impart, He clung
tightly to the classical theory that the sole purpose of lit-
erature is to teach and delight. To Johnson the supreme pur-
pose of bilography resided ln its moral utility, For the fos-
tering of this purpose he devised a theory that would facill-
tate a distinctive characterization of the subject in such a
way that its merits and defects might 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's theory of biography; based principally
upon the. moral utility of biography, stands in danger of belng
relegated to oblivion, In such an age, which is not far from
- ours, biography exists only for the delight the artist has in
painting a portrait and in telling a story which approaches as
much as possibie to being a facsimile of an individual lmown to
him and his readers, To the readers of such an age, blography
is interesting merely because it feeds their curiosity and hum-
ours their sentiments, They are tickled to learn the hitherto
unknown faults of a charactef. After all, scandal is the'stuff
. of bBfography. The world has walways loved and always will love. scandal,
Very few people truly regulate their lives by the mlistakes or
virtues of others, Vice and virtue @are qualitlies more or less

dependent upon condition than on choice, Johnson himself
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testified to the truth of this statement when he said in the

Life of Savage: "Those are no proper judges of his conduct, who

have slumbered away their ﬁimé_oh the down of plenty; nor will
any wise man presume to say, 'H%d I been in Savage's condition,
I should have lived or wfittéh‘ﬁetter than Savage.'"7

"Liges of great men all remind us/we can make our
lives sublime"™ would have been cited in support of the moral
atility of biography, if all the §chool boys and girls who read
lives of zreat men and women in school became zreat in their turns.
Sublimity of temperament and greatnessvowe more to environmentéi
‘and perhaps to hereditary factors than to the reading of lives
of great men; for there can be many inglorious Miltons and Shake-
speares and Einsteins and thnsonQ,with the .lives of great men -
in their hands, and yet wasting away in "the dark unfathomed
caves" of the ocean of poverty and lack of opportunity.

Intimate knowledze of the biographical subject was
one of the strongest points in Johnson's theory. To this

topic he made consistent references, both in his oral and

written- expatiations on the subject, We azree 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 some of

7
Johnson, Lives, I, 265.
8

Henry W. Longfellow, "What the Heart of the Young Man
Said to the Psalmist,” The Le Gallienne Book of American Verse,
ed. Richard Le Gallienne (New York, 1925), p. 50.
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the best blographles in the English language would not have
been so successful had they not bheen written by blographers
who had personal and intimate contact with their heroes,
Among these are Edmund Gosse's Father and Son; Anthony

Froude's Life of Carlyle and, of course, Boswell's Johnson,

It goes without doubt that if thebbiographer is honest, and
‘honesty in biography 1s a rule more honoured in the breach
than in the observance; iIntimate knowledge makes for graphic
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 pictﬁfé. Though James Boswell was an-
other John Aubrey, his blography of Johnson would have been
differgnt from what we now have had he not known his hero in
person.. The chance of manipulating his subject, setting the
scenes; and waﬁching to record the reactions would have been
lost, The diversity of tﬁe Doctor's temperament, ranging from
neurotic éccentricities; strong prejudices to morbid fears of
insanity, which Boswell has so acutely depicted, would not
have been po§sible had he not lived in close intimacy with
Johnson, seen him at home, in the club; dined out with him;
travelled with him; and occasionally shared apartments with

him,




13h

In spite of this acknowledged success of these
biographers who wrote fram 1ﬁt1mate knowledge of their sub-
. Jects, it 1s necessary to say that intimate association with
the subject of a bilography can become a liability instead of
an asset.to a blographer, One may not agree entirely with
Pearson that "A man; like a mountain, can be seen more com-
plétely from a distance," A mountain that is seen from afar
lacks the distinctive features of a mountain examined at close
quarters, From afar the observer misses the cracks and crev-
ices on the mountain, He could even miss the enjoyment of a
beautiful lake or fhe:sweet rmusic of a gay little stream
trickling through the rocks, The argument is not whether one
who lives in so¢ial'interCOﬁrSé>ﬁith another will or will not
see and know more of him than someone who lives apart from hinm
(because it is more than a conjecture to affirm that he will)
but whether he will be homest and truthful enough to make an
objective recdfd of what he knows.‘ Intimacy sometimes breeds
obliggtioﬁ és well as contempt, and these have a tremendous in-
fluence upon the biographer5

Intimacy becomes a serious handicap %o truth in bicg-
raphy when the biographgr,ié“a blood relative; a close friend,
- of the same party or fraternity, a8 his subject, There 1ls 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 o 1Interested friends
and relatives and record the faults in addition to the virtues
of the subject requires an exacting sense of obligatlion to
truth and more than common courage, Men like Johnson could do
this easily, but his type of character, a character entirely
dedicated to truth and impervious to all kinds of temptatlons
to falsify or conceal facts; is rare indeed, |

‘ We seldom come across an impartial representation
of character in bilographies written by relations of the sub-
jects, The temptation to preserve or present what in the
opinion of the biographer constitutes the best in his memory
of‘hislherb is‘aﬁ urgent one, lOften we run into blographies
wriﬁten by relatives of the subjéct; ard with professed sin-
cerity of.pnrtrayingftﬁe character as he really was, We have
already seén in Chapter III how Milton's nephews; Edward and
thn; denled the public a balanced presentation of the char-
acter of thelr uncle,

JW, Cross Wrope the blography of his wife which he
professed to‘have done accurately and objectively, Yet he in-
forms us that |

Each letter has been.bruned of everything that seemed
to me irrelevant to my purpose--of everything that I
thought my wlfe would have wished to e omitted. Every
sentence that remains adds, in my judgment, something

(however small it may be) to the means of forming a con-
clusion about her character, 10

10 .
J.JW, Cross, Gepgge Ellot's Life (New York, 1885),I,vi,
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It might be easy to frown on Mr, Cross for this obvious dis-
service to the cause of hiography; but we must not forget the
amétionallinvolvement in the situation of a man who was pub-
1ishing the papers of a wife of about six months' duration of
relationship, whose morbid feelings of gullt for infringement
of social laws were frequently apparent in her correspondence
with friends. A case like this makes us feel that perhaps a
bilographer need not be involved in intimate relationship with
his subject unless he is able to wfest himself from ties of
"obligation and passion to tell a true story and paint a gemmuine
portrait,

Johnson's insistence that the writing of a life
should not be delayed "till interest and envy are at an end,"l1
calls for re-evaluation, It is possible that when Johnson made
this statement he was thinking of Addison's article on the Grub
Street blographlcal undertakers to which refersnce has already
been made in Chapter I of this paper.12 In this article
Addison suggested that in order that the lives of great men
‘might be written "with any tolerable degree of elegance or
exactness" ﬁhéy should‘be delayed "till envy and friendship are
laid asleep," When Johnson came to the Life of A4d¥ 0¥, he ob-

viosly remembered his own and ‘Addison's statements on the issue

of the most suitable time to wrlte blography, It wlll be seen

1T

12

Johnson, "Rambler No. 60," Works, I, 102,
Ante, p. 20. |
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from the following quotation that he was in difficulties,

His readjustment of his previous statement 1s rather vague.
The general impression is not a categorical deciaration but

& middle-of-the-road position between Addison's ideas and his
own,

The necesslity of complying with times, and of sparing
persons, is the greatest impediment in biography.
History may be formed from permanent mormument s and
records; but Lives can only be written from personal
knowledge, which 1ls growlng every day less, and in a
short time 1s lost forever, What is known can only be
immediately told; and when it might be told, it is no
longer known, The delicate features o the mind, the
nice discriminations of character, and the minute
peculiarities of conduct, are soon obliterated; and 1t
is surely better that caprice, obstinacy, frolick, and
folly, however they might delight in the descrip ion,
should be sllently forgotten, than that, by wanton
merriment and unreasonable detection, a pang should be
given to a widow, a daughter, a brother, or a friend,
As the process of this narrative 1s now bringing nme
among my contemporaries, I begin to feel myself
walking -upon ashes under which the fire is not extin-
guished, and coming to the time of which it will be
proper rather to say nothing that is false, than all
that is true, 13

1l

If this "greatest of biographers,"  the greatest

sponsor of truth in literature in the eighteenth century,
could, for once in his 1ife; be afraid of telling the whole
truth lest the feelings of the living relations of his subject
be hurt; 1t may be justly questioned,'in the interest of pure

bilg§graphy, whether impressionistic description and stenographic

13

Johnson, Lives, III, 1h0-41,
il : :

Johnson, Lives, ed, Cunningham, I. intro, X,
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presentation of character; which can only be made possible by
Iimmédiafe recording; should be allowed to override truth, If
a biographer cannot conquer the urge to spare persons and the
sensitiveness of relatives and portray hls hero objectively,
'Vit_would be better not to attempt writing until the fire under
the ashes had been extinguiéhed.

| Johnson frequently confessed his love of anecdotes,
and his recommendation for their use in bilography was unque.l-
ifled, He also acknowledged the general tendency of maﬁ-to
.fabricate; enlarge upon; castigate; or invent a story to suit
ény impression the teller intends to make., The general dls-
position of many to accept without questloning what is exotic
was not unknown to Johnson, fpr he made a concrete demon-
stration of thils deplorable inclination to Boswell when dis-
~ cussing the value of a story, "Suppose," he said, "a man
shoﬁld téll that Johnson; before setting out for Italy; as he
had to cross the Alps; sat down to #make himself wings, Thils
many people would bélieve.";é ‘In this unconditional emphasis
‘on the value of anecdotal materials in biography; ke does not
seem to have remembered‘thiéhfeservation.

"More kﬁéwledge mﬁy ﬁe éained of a man's real

character, by a short conversation with one of his servants,

than from a formal and studied narrative, begun with his

15 c o
Boswell, Johnson, pp. 685-86,
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16
pedigree, and ended with his funeral,” Few people would be

willing to disagree with this statement if servants were a
speclal race of people invuinerable to the common frailty of
mankind, From a sense of obligation to the masfer a servant
could be as passionately and emotlonally involved as a widow,
and as a result his conversation would tend to amplify the
virtues of his master and extermate his vices, A discontented
or discomfited servant whose memofy of ill-treatment ffom the
master remains fresh, may; from a feeling of contempt,
exaggeratg the master's weaknesses and deny him any virtues,
It is only when a servant 1s honest and has respect for truth
that =« ceytain measure of credlt could be granted to the story
he telié about his master, Even yet; it would not redound to
the credit of a lover of objective blography to rely upon the
testimony of a single servant for accuracy in his 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 1s all that the
most impartial blographer can hope to achleve, the range of
search must be extended beyond a conversation with a single
servant,

Both in liﬁerary ﬁi;tory and in living experiences,

instances of distorted_accounts of events and wvariations in

16 :
Johnson, "Rambler No, 60," Works, I, 102,
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atories are coplous, Oral relations are often so varled

from person to person that in the long run only a few lso-
lated facts in the original are preserved in the various
versions, A vivid exaﬁple of this is the anecdote connected
with Johnson's 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
was done in Tom Osborne's house;l7 while Boswelé sets the
scene of the scuffle in Johnson's own chamber.l In years
after Johnson's death, other "retailers" spiced up the story
“wilth further ingredients, dJohnson admitted, according ﬁo Mrs,
t' Thrale,lg to having knocked the blockhead down with his own
Dictionary, but the retellers named a huge Greek folio Bible
as the weapon, With what they knew of Johnson's character
and favourite expressions and with the use of imagination;
these retellers increasingly padded the anecdote, Johnson was
made to put his- foot on Osbof,nz(;s ne;:k_by one account; and on

his breast by another account What remains consistently

true in all of these versions of the aneecdote 1is the naked

17

8Piozzi Anecdotes, P. 150,
1

Boswell, Johnson p 112
19 ,

Piozzi, p. 150,
20

: James L, Cllfford ny Blographer Looks at Dr, John-
son," New Light on Dr, Johnson, ed Frederick W, Hilles (New
Haven 19 9 y p . 1270 :
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gtatement that Johnson beat up Tom Osborne,

While it must be admitted that anecdotal materials
are invaluable to a biographer; 1t 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; mist come to a
dilemma when he has no means of reconclling the various ver-
sions, The only authentic authority to fall back to in such
a case ig one of the characters in the story, If he cannot
say ag Mrs, Thrale or Boswell; "Dr, Johnson told me," 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 sumarles
and commentaries after the narration of major incidents in the

Life of Savage, This follows the frustration of Savage's hope

of recognition and reward from the Prince of Wales for the

dedication of his poem Of Publlc Splrlt In Regard to Public
Works to the Prince. '

Thus hils poem contributed nothing to the alleviation of
his poverty, which was such as very few could have
supported with equal pdtience,...

* L 4 * L] [ L L L J L] [ ] * L] L] L] L] L ® . * L4 * * L * * . * L

He lodged as much by accildent as he dined, and passed
the night sometimes in mean houses, which are set open
at night to any casual wanderers, sometimes in cellars,
among the riot and filth of the meanest and most
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profligate of the rabble; and sometimes, when he had .

not money to support even the expenses of these recept-

acles, walked about the streets till he was weary, and

lay down 1n the summer upon a bulk, or in the winter,

with hlis associates in poverty, among the ashes of a

glass-house, 21

This account compresses several anecdotes which
Boswell would have been del ighted to narrate separately and in
great detall; for 1t is not to be doubted that Savage's practice
of taking refuge from cold in cellars and upon the ashes of
glass-houses had colourful anecdotes connected with it;:some
of which Johnson must have known from others, and some 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
them as stories when the detalls cannot be ascertained, It
shows maturlty of comprehension, judgment, and interpretation.
Dr, Johnson's love of anecdote seems to hgve been

an unconscious response to a seething demand of an age that
freely indulged in gossip, correspondende, and journal-keeping,
Blography fostered the desire to be well informed about the
mimite details of human behaviour, No writer can be entirely
free from involvement with the temper of his age; since he must
either be preoccupied with the struggle to change it, or be
contented to express its apprp%&l, in his writing, Either of

these lines of ‘action can be taken congciously or unconsciously.

21 g '
Johnson, Lilves, IV, 221,
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As an explanation for the conflict between Johnson's dlstrust
of history, romance and stories; and his love of anecdote; it
might be proposed that the latter was a rearlt of an uncon-
scious motivation, In his blographies, anecdotes ~- "minute
passages of private 1ife"22 -- are not copious, and the few
are seldom employed with sharpness as a passage into private
recesses of character, They lack the predision and clarity
of the Plutarchian anecdotes, For instance, when Plutarch,
in his Llife of Alexander the Great, wanted to illg;trate what

he called "Alexander's passion for pre-eminence," he re-

- counted that when Alexander, campaligning in Asla, learned that
hié»old teacher had published some philosophical treatises, he
~wrote at once: "Alexander to Aristotle greeting, You have not
done well to publish your books of oral doctrine, for what is
there now that we excel others in; if those things which we
have been particularlj instrﬁéted in be laid open to all?"
When Johﬁson wanté to illustrate Savage's gener-
osity and humanity, he recouhts.the anecdote in which Savage
gave half of the only gulnea he had to the street woman who
hmd - testified against him in the Sinclair case. The motive

22

Johnson, "Anecdote," The Dictionary of English Languags,
fourth ed, (London, 1773)., = =

239 . .
Plutarch, Lives, The Pranslation Called Dryden's, ed.
A H, Clough (London, 1393),.IV, 167,

Ibid,




for this action is not as explicit as the one in the Plutar-
chlan story, While no one can assent that there were other
motives in Savage'!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'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-
lcal penetration and analysis, rather than upon anecdotes,
Some critics have found Johnson confusing, if not
completely inconsistent, in his insisting upon minute dgtails
in biography but upon generalization in poetry or drama, "The
business of the bilographer is often to pass slightly over those
performances and incidents; which produce vulgar greatness, to
lead the thoughts into domestic privacles, and display minute
details of life;"25 says Johnson on biography. "The business
of a poet is to examine, not.the individual, but the specles;
to remark general propertiééﬂand large appearances, He does

not number the streaks of the tulilp, og describe the different
2

shades in the verdure of the forest," he says on poetry,

26 e o :
- Johnson, "Rambler No. 60," Works, I, 102,

27 |
Johnson, History of Rasgselas, Prince of Abyssinia,
- ed, G, B, Hill (London, 1958), p. 62,
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e
Professor Tracy conslders this an "unconscious inconsistency!

on the part of Johnson to advocate detailed description in
one part and generalized presentation in anotle r part of 11t- -
erature, But the apparent inconsistency or confusion>vanishés'
with the understanding that poetry or dramé is a representafipn;
of life or human nature in general, in which what is repre- |
gented is "the genuine progeny of common humanity," and "not
modified by the customs ofrparticular places," |
Blography is the description of particular 1iv§s
which must be done in such a way that fhe distinction'betweeh
one life and another is cleafly'brought out, “The neceésityvfor
the difference of approach ﬁhich Johngon here recommendé is -
elementary and offers no opportunity for cavilling, Perhaps
Professor Tracy will agree that when the description pi,gn;;.,
immense building is required, details of each room wouldAbeFt
boring, whereas details would not énly be satisfying Put:;"'
necessary when that of single rooms in the buildihg.ié.calied‘
u'f‘or. .o B
Johnson rated autoblography above blography, On
this there have been dissenting opinions. Autobiography may

‘be regarded as an expression of certainty of knowledge, and |

27
C.R, Tracy, "Jdohnson and the Art of Anecdotes o

University of Toronto Quarterly, XV, No. 1 (October 19&5 87;1
238

Johnson, "Preface to Shakespeare,'" Prose and Poetny, K :
selected by Mona Wilson (London, 1957), p., LO1. B
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biography; in that respect; as reconstruction with materials
which might not all be genuine, No one denles that certainty
of knowledge makes for truth, But a point to be remembéred 15
that it can also facilitate artful suppression of useful mater-
lals, Johnson's preference for autobiography, like his rec-
ommendation of the conversation with a servant, is unqualified.
An autoblography can be ﬁOre 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
hislife, even when he has discovered that epistolary corres-
'pondence, which is a typé of autobiography, is very unreliable,
 and that no one willingly sits down to depreciate himgelf,
Even when an autoblographer is honest, self-preservation wili
unfailingly induce him to conceal some outstanding deféctsdwhich‘
in his judgment are detrimental to a decent memory, The opinion
of Herbert Spencer iﬁ the following quotation is in agreement
with the general conception of the quality of truth in auto-
blbgraphy: | '
The. autoblographer is bourd to omit from his narrative
the commonplace of dally life and to limit himgelf
almost exclusively to sdlieht eventg,actions and traits....
But by leaving out the humdrun part of the life, forming
that immensely larger part which it has in common wlth
other lives, and by setting forth only the striking
things, he produces the impression that it differed from

other lives more than it really did, This defect 1is
inevitable 29

29 ‘
Garraty, p. 151,
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As long as didacticism; the preponderant emphasis
upon moral behaviour; such as Johnson advocated; remains the
purpose of blography, and soclety remains critical of private
behaviour of the individual; so long will the autoblographer
remalin compelled to vell himself, But he may unconsciously
drop occaslonal 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 distingulsh
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 mimite 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
thelr 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 hls biographies,
He also consulted previous blographles of his subjects, and in
many instances did not study them carefully. His Lives are not
. entlirely reliable as far as the basic facts are concerned,

Though he entered in his diary, after completlng the
Lives of the Poets, that he wrote it in his usual dilatory and

hasty manner, it cannot be assumed that it was mainly due to
natural sloth that he failed to search patiently for accurate

and coplous information for his ‘biographies, When he wrote his
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early Llives 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 Poets he was sixty-eight years old, and this is

~not the time in any man's life for flexibllity and mobility
which research requires., In addition; Johnson was never a
very robust man, Nevertheless; he wrote letters to surviving
relatives of the poets; asking for information, and did some
research at Oxford; elther in person or by proxy. It appears
to me; as Thayer has observed,3othat most crltlics of Johnson's
biographlies do not appear to have taken the trouble to read
them; but condemn Johnson on the authority of Boswell that he
was a sloppy and impatient biographer.Bl They are ready to set
against him the modern sclentific bilographer with his great
assemblage of facts and documents, who composes Lives that are
tlresome and unreadable; though perhaps more reliable as source
materials,

Unlile the scientific blographers or the antiquarians,
Johnson is a master of his facts which he melts down to a plastic
form thet ylelds easily to his graphic 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 T : |
W.,R, Thayer, The Art of Biography (New York, 1920),

p. 85,
31 }
Boswell, Johnson, “p, 1000, n, 1, pp. 1102-3,
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the Life of Pope may illustrate this point, Owen Ruffhead,

an early blographer of Pope, whose work was supervised by the
antiquarian; Dr..William Wéfburton, in reporting Pope's early
education had said that he:was

for a few months, placed under the tuition of another
priest, one Deane from whose instructlions, however, he
received very little benefit, having made no farther
progress under him, than that of being able to construe
a llttle of Tully's Offices, 32

Johnson uses a little more than half the number of Ruffhead!'s
words to report this polnt with more clarity and precision:

"He had for a few months the assistance of one Deane, another

priest of whom he learned only to construe a little of Tully's
Offices,"

Most critics would agree that Johnson's Life of

Savage and Life 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, Thelr chief merit
lies not in accuracy of details but in the pléasing and vigorous
style and sound judgment of the author, Professor Tracy says

of the Life of Savage that it "is Johnson's best study gi

character, and one of the best ever written by anyone;" and

Professor Sherburn says of Johnson's Pope that "it is easily

32 .
Frederick W, Hilles,"The Making of The Life of Pope,"

New Light on Dr, Johnson, pp. 264-266,

3
Hilles, pp. 26L-266.

34
Trecy, The Artificial Bastard, p. vi.
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. 35
the most satisfactory of the lives of the poet yet written,”

Hach of these men is a biographer of the poet whose life by
Johnson he so highly commends, Thelr own accounts are so
‘ciuttered with facts and so ful1'of literary disputations on
the.pedigree and famlly tree of thelr subjects that none but
the scholar or the antiquarian finds them appealing, But
Johnson's accounts ramain the most readabls because; as Pro-
fessor Hilles says, of his "pithy aphorisms, or thoge subs..
acid comments" ° which characterize his biographical narratives.

To seize the essentlial facts that make the difference
between one individual and another and with them constrict a
moving and progressive life: these abilitles constitute the
- quintessence of blography. Unless a biographer succeeds 1n
- carrying out thesge 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 his power
of selzing the essential facts and preéenting them vividly, His
knowledge of the human heart in iﬁs,private or secret depths as
well as in its public manifestations, together with his talent

for dramatic narration, place Jéhnson,among the foremost of -

35
George Sherburn The Egrlz Career of Alexander Pope

(0xford, 1934), p. 13.
36

Hilles, p. 266,
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biographers, His wide sympathies, his deep knowledge of
human nature, account for his remarkseb le psychologidal pene-
tration, He has gained a position as the greatest of blog-
raphers not because of accurate and elaborate documentation
of his biographies, but because he was more interested in men

than 1In poetry, and more in 1life than in sclentific scholarship,
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