Johnson’s Diconary and language change

Samuel Johnson’s Diconary of the English Language: Key Facts

•

Published in London in 1755.

•

Johnson was commissioned to write the Diconary in 1746 by a group of booksellers who paid him 1,500 guineas.

•

Johnson compiled the Diconary over a period of nine years, mostly in the house at 17 Gough Square, London. He was
assisted by six amanuenses that we know of—but they were not all around at the same -me.

•

Before Johnson started the compila-on process he wrote and published his Plan of a Diconary in 1747. This laid out his
inten-ons to create a fairly prescrip-ve dic-onary. The actual Diconary did not turn out quite as Johnson planned however.

•

The Diconary contains over 42,000 deﬁni-ons which are supported by over 110,000 quota-ons from literature.

•

The Diconary includes a Preface, a History of the English Language and a Grammar. The Preface is par-cularly interes-ng
for the study of language change, especially when compared with Johnson’s Plan.

•

The ﬁrst edi-on was published in two folio volumes and cost £4 10 shillings. Over the years it appeared in various abridgements and became more aﬀordable.

•

There is no manuscript, but scraps of Johnson’s working papers and some of his revisions are extant. Johnson con-nued to
work on revising and edi-ng the Diconary —par-cularly the 4th edi-on (1773) when he made about 15,000 changes.

•

Johnson’s was the main dic-onary in use in Britain and many Bri-sh colonies for over 100 years.

•

Johnson’s was not the ﬁrst dic-onary. There had been English dic-onaries of sorts since 1604 and other European na-ons
had produced comprehensive dic-onaries in their Academies. However, Johnson’s was the ﬁrst comprehensive English dic-onary and had a huge impact on lexicography.
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Samuel Johnson: Key Facts
•

Johnson was born in 1709 in Lichﬁeld, Staﬀordshire. He spent his youth in Lichﬁeld, was educated at the local grammar school
and helped in his father’s bookshop. It was there that he developed his love of reading and an early knowledge of literature.

•

He a<ended Pembroke College, Oxford for one year. However his family could not aﬀord the fees and he le> without a degree.

•

A>er university he tried to ﬁnd work as a translator and a teacher in the Midlands. However his ventures were not successful.

•

In 1737 Johnson moved to London to begin a career as a writer. He worked as a Grub Street hack for about 10 years, wri-ng reports for Parliament, essays, and ar-cles for publica-ons such as the Gentleman’s Magazine. He struggled for money.

•

In 1746 Johnson was commissioned by a group of seven booksellers to write an English dic-onary. He was paid 1500 guineas
and agreed to complete the project in 3 years. He published his Plan in 1747 and moved to 17 Gough Square in c. 1748.

•

A>er an overrun of 6 years, the Diconary was published in 1755. It made Johnson’s name, but not his fortune. He had to leave
Gough Square in 1759 due to lack of funds.

•

In 1762 Johnson was granted a pension by King George III. Although controversial, Johnson accepted and this money allowed
him to live a more comfortable lifestyle of socialising, chaBng and travelling. He became a famous society wit and
conversa-onalist.

•

In 1763 Johnson met James Boswell. The two became good friends and Boswell started collec-ng material for his biography of
Johnson early into this friendship. In 1765 Johnson met Hester Thrale and spent a lot of -me with her family. It was also in this
period that Johnson formed his Literary Club.

•

A>er Johnson’s death many biographies were published, including the most famous one by James Boswell. These biographies
cemented Johnson’s fame and reputa-on.
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Wring the Diconary: Key Facts
•

Johnson had high hopes for his Diconary. He wanted the Diconary to purify the language and prevent change, which he generally viewed as decay
and erosion. He planned to trace the etymology of each word and standardise spelling and punctua-on as much as possible. He also wanted to
clearly deﬁne the various senses of meaning of each word and include a quota-on from ‘the best authors’ to show how the word was used in context.

•

Johnson used earlier dic-onaries, but soon found them ﬂawed when collec-ng his words. He collected many more by reading through ‘the best
authors’ and also works of science, natural history and other books that came his way. Johnson would mark a passage to be used as a quota-on. An
amanuensis would then copy out the passage onto a slip of paper. These were ﬁled alphabe-cally. The idea was that the quota-ons would be
collated later and Johnson would go back and write in his deﬁni-ons and etymologies a>erwards.

•

Ini-ally Johnson had believed the language would ﬁt into a system where each word would have seven diﬀerent senses of meaning. However, as
-me passed he found the language far more complex. A>er three years, under pressure to meet his deadline, he began geBng a manuscript ready
for the printer. However when he came to write his deﬁni-ons into the spaces between quota-ons in the large notebooks there was not enough
room. The copy was so messy the printer could not read it and Johnson had to start again. At this point he rethought his ideas and became more
ﬂexible in his approach, recording the common usage of the language rather than trying to systema-se it.

•

Johnson’s Diconary was innova-ve in its use of quota-ons. He aimed for these passages to not only illustrate the word in ques-on, but to be generally useful. The most quoted authors are 16th and 17th century writers— the Bible, Shakespeare, Milton, Dryden. Johnson would o>en use the
quota-on to supplement, or even replace his own deﬁni-on, par-cularly with more technical terms.

•

Johnson’s was also the ﬁrst dic-onary to list all the senses of meaning of a word in full. Etymologies had been included by previous lexicographers,
but their dic-onaries were o>en more like glossaries. For example Robert Cawdrey’s 1604 dic-onary rarely gives more than a synonym. Nathan Bailey in his 1721 work believed that the etymology would give the ‘true’ meaning of the word and that was the one that should be included.

•

Johnson indicated the part of speech and etymologies for each word. There are occasional comments about pronuncia-on or spelling, but this is not
consistent. In fact there are inconsistent spellings in the dic-onary itself eg author/authour. However Johnson’s Diconary was an important part of
the process of standardisa-on during the period.
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Page from Johnson’s ‘A Diconary of the English Language’, 1755.
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