
samuel johnson dictionary of english language

samuel johnson dictionary of english language is one of the most influential works in the history of English
lexicography. Published in 1755, this monumental dictionary was the first comprehensive attempt to
standardize and document the English language in a systematic way. It set the foundation for modern English
dictionaries and greatly impacted the study and understanding of English vocabulary, usage, and etymology.
This article explores the origins, content, significance, and legacy of Samuel Johnson’s dictionary, highlighting
its role in shaping the English language. Additionally, key features and unique aspects of the dictionary are
discussed to provide a thorough understanding for scholars, linguists, and enthusiasts alike. The following
sections will guide readers through the dictionary’s historical context, compilation process, structure, and
its enduring influence on English lexicography.
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Historical Background of Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary

The samuel johnson dictionary of english language emerged in the mid-18th century, a period marked by rapid
expansion of English vocabulary and literary expression. Before Johnson’s work, English dictionaries were
limited in scope and often inconsistent in definitions. His dictionary aimed to address these shortcomings by
providing clear, precise meanings and examples of usage. Commissioned by a group of London booksellers, the
project began in 1746 and took nearly a decade to complete. Johnson’s background as a writer, critic, and
scholar uniquely positioned him to undertake this massive linguistic endeavor. The dictionary reflected
Enlightenment ideals of order, reason, and clarity, becoming a cultural milestone in English literary history.

Early English Lexicography

Prior to Johnson’s dictionary, English lexicography was fragmented and rudimentary. Early dictionaries, such
as Robert Cawdrey’s “Table Alphabeticall” (1604), contained only a few thousand words and were primarily
aimed at explaining difficult or foreign terms. These works lacked comprehensiveness and failed to capture the
richness of the English language at the time. Johnson’s dictionary represented a significant advancement by
including over 40,000 entries and detailed explanations. It addressed not only definitions but also
pronunciation, etymology, and literary citations, setting new standards for dictionary-making.

Johnson’s Motivation and Challenges

Samuel Johnson was motivated by a desire to bring order to the English language and to counteract the
confusion caused by inconsistent spelling and usage. The project was personally demanding, requiring extensive
reading, note-taking, and critical analysis. Johnson worked largely alone, with assistance from a few
amanuenses, and faced financial and health difficulties throughout the process. Despite these challenges,
Johnson’s dedication resulted in a scholarly achievement that was widely praised upon publication and remains



influential to this day.

Compilation and Publication Process

The compilation of the samuel johnson dictionary of english language was a meticulous and labor-intensive
process spanning almost ten years. Johnson began by reading extensively across various disciplines, collecting
quotations from literature, philosophy, science, and everyday speech to illustrate word usage. His approach
combined definition writing with examples, making the dictionary a rich repository of English language in
practice. The publication in 1755 was a major event, marking the completion of one of the most ambitious
projects of its time.

Methodology and Sources

Johnson employed a rigorous methodology that involved collecting thousands of quotations from classical
and contemporary authors. These quotations served to contextualize words and demonstrate their meanings in
actual use. His sources ranged from Shakespeare and Milton to scientific treatises and legal documents. This
comprehensive approach helped ensure accuracy and richness in the dictionary’s entries. Johnson’s use of literary
citations was innovative and enhanced the dictionary’s value as a reference tool.

Financial and Social Aspects

Funding the dictionary was a significant challenge. Initially supported by a consortium of booksellers, Johnson
received a modest advance and was paid a fixed fee upon completion. The public subscription model was used to
finance its publication, reflecting the commercial risks involved. Socially, the dictionary elevated Johnson’s
reputation, positioning him as a leading intellectual figure. It also influenced contemporary writers and
scholars who relied on it as an authoritative source for language standards.

Structure and Content of the Dictionary

The samuel johnson dictionary of english language is notable for its unique structure and rich content. It
contains approximately 42,773 entries, each accompanied by definitions, examples, and often witty or
insightful commentary. The dictionary was organized alphabetically and included not only common words but
also technical, scientific, and obscure vocabulary. Johnson’s style combined clarity with occasional humor,
making the dictionary both informative and engaging.

Alphabetical Arrangement and Entries

Words in Johnson’s dictionary are arranged alphabetically, a system that was becoming standard but was
executed with unprecedented thoroughness. Each entry typically includes:

The word’s spelling and pronunciation guidance

A concise definition or multiple meanings

Quotations from literature illustrating usage

Notes on etymology and word origins

Occasional linguistic commentary or moral reflections



This comprehensive format helped users understand not only what words meant but how they were used and
where they came from.

Examples and Literary Quotations

One of the dictionary’s hallmark features is its extensive use of quotations from literary and scholarly
works. Johnson believed that words should be understood in context, and his selection of examples reflects
this philosophy. Quotations come from a wide range of sources, including classical authors, poets,
philosophers, and scientists. This practice added depth to the dictionary and provided users with practical
illustrations of language in action.

Significance and Impact on the English Language

The samuel johnson dictionary of english language profoundly influenced the development and standardization
of English. It helped stabilize spelling, clarified meanings, and provided a reliable reference for writers,
educators, and the general public. Its publication marked a turning point in English lexicography, establishing
principles that guided future dictionary-making efforts. The dictionary’s cultural and educational impact
extended beyond linguistics, affecting literature, education, and intellectual life.

Standardization of English

Before Johnson’s dictionary, English spelling and usage were inconsistent and varied widely by region and
author. The dictionary promoted standardization by offering authoritative spellings and definitions, which
were widely adopted in print and education. This contributed to greater uniformity in written English and
facilitated communication across different English-speaking communities.

Influence on Education and Literature

Johnson’s dictionary became a key resource for teachers, students, and writers. It provided a model of linguistic
precision and encouraged the study of vocabulary and grammar. Many literary figures admired Johnson’s work
and used it as a reference to enhance their writing. The dictionary’s influence extended into the classroom, where
it supported the teaching of English language and literature for generations.

Unique Features and Innovations

The samuel johnson dictionary of english language introduced several unique features and innovations that
distinguished it from earlier dictionaries. These elements contributed to its lasting reputation and scholarly
value. Johnson’s approach combined linguistic rigor with literary sensibility, making the dictionary a work of
both scholarship and art.

Wit and Commentary

Unlike many purely technical dictionaries, Johnson’s work often included witty remarks, moral observations,
and philosophical insights within definitions. This blend of scholarship and personality gave the dictionary a
distinctive character and engaged readers beyond the mere provision of word meanings. Such commentary
reflected Johnson’s erudition and his views on language and society.



Comprehensive Coverage

The dictionary’s extensive coverage of words from diverse fields was unprecedented. Johnson included scientific
terms, archaic words, slang, and foreign loanwords, reflecting the richness of English vocabulary. This
openness to linguistic variety helped establish the dictionary as a comprehensive linguistic resource.

Use of Literary Citations

Johnson’s systematic use of literary quotations to illustrate word meanings was innovative. This practice
highlighted the importance of context in understanding language and enriched the user’s experience. It also
preserved examples of English usage from a wide historical range, making the dictionary a valuable archive of
literary language.

Legacy and Influence on Modern Lexicography

The legacy of the samuel johnson dictionary of english language extends far beyond its 18th-century origins. It
laid the groundwork for subsequent dictionaries, including the Oxford English Dictionary, and shaped the
methodology and standards of English lexicography. Johnson’s work continues to be studied and respected for
its scholarly rigor, literary quality, and cultural significance.

Influence on Later Dictionaries

Johnson’s dictionary inspired later lexicographers to adopt more systematic and comprehensive approaches to
dictionary-making. The Oxford English Dictionary, for example, expanded upon Johnson’s model by incorporating
historical citations and a broader corpus. Johnson’s pioneering methods in definition writing and example usage
remain foundational in modern lexicography.

Enduring Cultural Importance

Beyond its linguistic impact, the dictionary is regarded as a cultural artifact representing the intellectual
spirit of the Enlightenment. It symbolizes the quest for knowledge, order, and clarity in language and thought.
Samuel Johnson’s dictionary remains a subject of academic study, literary appreciation, and public interest,
underscoring its lasting relevance.

Collectible Editions and Modern Access

Original editions of the samuel johnson dictionary of english language are prized by collectors and libraries.
Modern printings and digital versions make the dictionary accessible to scholars and language enthusiasts
worldwide. Its continued availability ensures that Johnson’s monumental achievement remains a vital part of
the study of the English language.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Samuel Johnson and what is he famous for?

Samuel Johnson was an 18th-century English writer, poet, and lexicographer, best known for compiling 'A
Dictionary of the English Language,' which was published in 1755.



What is 'A Dictionary of the English Language' by Samuel Johnson?

It is one of the first comprehensive dictionaries of the English language, compiled by Samuel Johnson and
published in 1755, containing over 40,000 entries along with detailed definitions and literary quotations.

Why is Samuel Johnson's dictionary considered important in the history of
English lexicography?

Johnson's dictionary was groundbreaking because it was one of the earliest attempts to standardize English
spelling and provide extensive definitions, making it a foundational reference work for English language studies.

How long did Samuel Johnson take to complete his dictionary?

Samuel Johnson took approximately nine years to complete 'A Dictionary of the English Language,' working on
it from 1746 to 1755.

What was unique about the way Johnson compiled his dictionary?

Johnson included detailed definitions, illustrative literary quotations, and sometimes his own witty
commentary, which was innovative compared to previous dictionaries that had more limited content.

How did Samuel Johnson's dictionary influence modern English dictionaries?

Johnson's dictionary set a precedent for thoroughness, comprehensive coverage, and inclusion of literary
examples, influencing the format and approach of future English dictionaries like the Oxford English Dictionary.

Are there any notable criticisms of Samuel Johnson's dictionary?

Some critics have noted Johnson's subjective bias in certain definitions and occasional inaccuracies, but these
do not overshadow the dictionary's historical significance and scholarly value.

Is Samuel Johnson's dictionary still relevant or used today?

While modern dictionaries have superseded Johnson's work, his dictionary remains relevant for historical
linguistics, literary studies, and understanding the development of English lexicography.

Additional Resources
1. The Life of Samuel Johnson
This biography, written by James Boswell, is one of the most famous and detailed accounts of Samuel Johnson's
life. It offers insight into Johnson's personality, his work on the Dictionary of the English Language, and his
influence on 18th-century literature. Boswell’s close relationship with Johnson provides readers with intimate
anecdotes and reflections.

2. Samuel Johnson and His Dictionary: A Biography
This book explores the creation of Johnson's Dictionary, detailing the challenges and triumphs Johnson faced
during its compilation. It examines the cultural and historical significance of the dictionary in shaping modern
English. The narrative also delves into Johnson’s methodology and the dictionary’s lasting legacy.

3. The Making of Johnson’s Dictionary
Focused specifically on the process behind the Dictionary of the English Language, this book highlights the
research, editorial decisions, and linguistic insights that Johnson employed. It contextualizes the work within
the broader Enlightenment movement and the rise of lexicography. Readers gain an appreciation for the
dictionary’s innovation and scope.



4. Words and Wisdom: Samuel Johnson’s Influence on English Language
This title analyzes how Johnson’s dictionary influenced subsequent dictionaries and the standardization of
English spelling and usage. It also covers Johnson’s role as a literary critic and moralist, showing how his
ideas permeated English language education and literature. The book links linguistic development with cultural
history.

5. The Dictionary Wars: Lexicography and Authority in the 18th Century
This book discusses the competitive environment surrounding dictionary creation in the 18th century, including
Johnson’s contributions. It reveals the debates over language authority, descriptive versus prescriptive
approaches, and the impact of Johnson’s dictionary on later lexicographers. The work offers a broader
understanding of the period’s linguistic disputes.

6. Samuel Johnson: A Dictionary of the English Language
A detailed study and annotated edition of Johnson’s original dictionary, this book provides historical context
and commentary on its entries. It helps readers understand the meanings, usages, and examples Johnson chose to
include. The book also reflects on how English has evolved since Johnson’s time.

7. The Art of Lexicography: From Johnson to the Modern Dictionary
Exploring the evolution of dictionary-making, this book traces the influence of Johnson’s lexicographical
techniques through subsequent centuries. It compares his work with modern dictionaries and lexicographers,
highlighting enduring principles and innovations. The text is valuable for understanding the craft and science of
lexicography.

8. Samuel Johnson and the English Language: A Cultural History
This work situates Johnson’s dictionary within the broader cultural and intellectual currents of 18th-
century England. It examines how Johnson’s linguistic efforts intersected with his social, political, and literary
engagements. The book offers a multidimensional portrait of Johnson as both a scholar and a cultural figure.

9. Johnson’s Dictionary and the Standardization of English
This book investigates the role of Johnson’s dictionary in establishing standardized English spelling and grammar
conventions. It discusses how the dictionary became a reference point for writers, educators, and publishers.
The analysis includes the dictionary’s reception and its influence on language policy and education.
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