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THE POET AND AFFAIRS OF 
STATE IN JOHNSON'S 
LIVES OF THE POETS 

I n the fate of princes the publick has an interest; and what happens 
to them of good or evil the poets have always considered as business 
for the Muse' (Lives of the English Poets, by Samuel Johnson, ed. George 
Birkbeck Hill (Oxford, 1905), I 424-5). This affirmation by Johnson, ap­
propriately made in the 'Life of Dryden', suggests the importance of 
political affairs in the Prefaces, Biographical and Critical, to the Works of 
the English Poets (The Lives of the Poets). It is hardly true, as that formid­
able Johnsonian Donald Greene has argued1, that passages of politi­
cal interest are to be found in only a handful of the Lives (Milton, Waller, 
Butler and Akenside): when one begins to look for them, they may 
be found, and the political dimension of the work is neglected in the 
chief recent discussions.2 Taking the biographical and critical together 
we may see not only how Johnson attends to political content in the 
texts of his poets, but also how he traces the ways in which poets, like 
it or not, had to seek their living in an unpredictable and often un­
generous political world. Johnson offers exemplary instances of poets 
maintaining or failing to maintain the moral independence of their 
muse through revolutions of various kinds, in war, usurpation, rebel­
lion, change of dynasty and the proscription of a great national party. 
It is inevitable that his own judgement of the specific political events 
of the previous century and a half should have become part of the pic­
ture he draws. 
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The Lives of the Poets (1779,1781), I shall argue, is an important source 
for Johnson's political opinions. It shows the last phase of his views 
as they extend from three works of 1738-39, London, Marmor Norfol-
ciense and A Compleat Vindication (1738, 1739), through the change of 
political system in 1760, to his later years (1779,1781). The brief explo­
ration of the Lives I now offer is meant as a sequel to a recent essay, 
The Political Character of Samuel Johnson' in Isobel Grundy, ed. 
Samuel Johnson: New Critical Essays (London, 1984) in which I sought 
a closer definition of Johnson's eighteenth-century Toryism than we 
are usually offered and, on Non-Boswellian as well as Boswellian 
grounds, to reinstate the issue of Johnson's Non- Juring and Jacobite 
sympathies. 

It would be possible to read Johnson's political and historical remarks 
as they occur in the final order of the Lives, from the birth of Cowley 
in 1618 to the death of Lyttelton in 1773, as a continuous commentary 
on the political history of England during that time. But that would 
be to respond to the Lives in an unjustifiably narrow and selective way. 
It is of course a sequence of narratives which holds firmly to its focus, 
the lives of poets, sometimes merely sketching a background of events, 
sometimes when the poet is at the centre of high politics, passing judge­
ment in explicit and trenchant terms, sometimes (as Fussell and Folken-
flik well show) conveying Johnson's view with a restrained and laconic 
irony that allows events to speak for themselves. While pursuing the 
political theme of the Lives it is necessary to respect Johnson's own sense 
of proportion and priority. 

An early group of lives, Cowley, Denham, Milton, Butler and Waller, 
present poets involved in the English Civil War. Both Cowley and Den­
ham served the royal family in war and exile and underwent danger 
at the hands of (Johnsonrds, I 9) 'the usurping powers'. But whereas 
at the Restoration Denham 'obtained that which many missed, the re­
ward of his loyalty' (174), Cowley's hopes of 'ample preferments' were 
ignored in 'a time of such general hope that great numbers were in­
evitably disappointed' (113). To add to his mortification his newly re­
vised comedy, The Cutter of Coleman Street failed in the theatre and was 
censured as 'a satire on the king's party' (I 14). At this time Butler's 
'loyalty hoped for its reward' but he was only made secretary to the 
president of Wales (I 203). 

Johnson's political views achieve high profile in the 'Life of Milton' 
and above all where the poet used his pen to justify the execution of 
King Charles and vindicate the record of the Lord Protector. Having 
employed his sarcasm on both Salmasius and Milton ('No man for­
gets his original trade: the rights of nations and of kings sink into ques-
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tions of grammar, if grammarians discuss them' (1113) Johnson homes 
in on Cromwell and Milton: 

Cromwell had now dismissed the parliament by the authority of which he 
had destroyed monarchy, and commenced monarch himself under the title 
of protector, but with kingly and more than kingly power. That his authori­
ty was lawful, never was pretended; he himself founded his right only in 
necessity: but Milton, having now tasted the honey of publick employment, 
would not return to hunger and philsophy, but, continuing to exercise his 
office under a manifest usurpation, betrayed to his power that liberty which 
he had defended. Nothing can be more just than that rebellion should end 
in slavery: that he, who had justified the murder of his king, for some acts 
which to him seemed unlawful, should now sell his services and his flatter­
ies to a tyrant, of whom it was evident that he could do nothing lawful. 
(I 115-6) 

Of the passage in the Second Defence beginning 'Deserimur, Cromuelle; 
tu solus superes . . / Johnson says: 'Caesar when he assumed the per­
petual dictatorship had not more servile or more elegant flattery' (1118). 
Johnson's political analysis, which comes close, in its stress on Crom­
well's insecurity of position, to the conclusions of the modern, revi­
sionist school of Civil War historiography,3 expresses what had been 
Church of England orthodoxy from the Restoration on. As Birkbeck 
Hill pointed out, however, he did not hesitate to heighten his denun­
ciation. He had praised Shakespeare for making Claudius a drunkard 
as well as a usurper and murderer;4 here he passes over the modest 
private means which would have allowed Milton to give up public em­
ployment without hunger (I 116 n. 1). 

'The Life of Waller', though written second, is separated from the 
Lives just discussed by those of Rochester, Roscommon and Otway. 
Waller lived long into the Restoration period and (in a chronological 
order by date of death) his life links the first two great political crises 
of the Lives of the Poets: the Civil War and the 1688 Revolution. John­
son follows the subtle career of Waller during the Civil War period with 
great interest: Waller had, after all, been a parliamentary critic of the 
royal measures before the outbreak of war, had withdrawn from the 
Commons when they 'set royal authority at open defiance' but returned 
with the King's permission. When Charles set up his standard Waller 
sent him money, but continued to sit in 'the rebellious conventicle' (I 
255-9). These balanced movements formed the foundation of Waller's 
unsuccessful plot on behalf of the King. Dissimulation, flattery and 
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funds then preserved his life but did not save him from exile, and 
Waller now lived in France, at first in affluence, later in poverty. In 
the eighteenth century many expected the events of the Civil War and 
Restoration to repeat themselves,5 and this whole sequence of events 
must have seemed to Johnson a paradigm of the careers of those many 
later politicians who first opposed James II, then rallied to his cause, 
funded military attempts of the exiled Stuarts, were their secret sup­
porters in hostile parliaments, and finally went into exile after failed 
conspiracy. George Granville, Lord Lansdowne, is a good example of 
the type, and like Lansdowne, Waller eventually returned home to set­
tle under alien rule. 

Johnson's judgement of Waller's Panegyric to the Lord Protector is a 
remarkable synthesis of political principle and literary insight: to adapt 
an excellent remark by W.J. Bate, political biography turning into 
criticism.6 

... he considers Cromwell in his exaltation, without enquiring how he at­
tained it; there is consequently no mention of the rebel or the regicide. All 
the former part of his hero's life is veiled with shades, and nothing is brought 
to view but the chief, the governor, the defender of England's honour, and 
the enlarger of her dominion. The act of violence by which he obtained the 
supreme power is lightly treated, and decently justified. It was certainly to 
be desired that the detestable band should be dissolved which had destroyed 
the church, murdered the King, and filled the nation with tumult and op­
pression; yet Cromwell had not the right of dissolving them, for all that 
he had before done could be justified only by supposing them invested with 
lawful authority. (I 269) 

We notice that at the heart of Johnson's concern here is the relation 
of poetry with law. It is to this end that the passage refuses to take 
Waller's poem on its own terms only, but insists on seeing it in its 
historical context. Thus it is at the Restoration that Waller incurs the 
full force of Johnson's moral verdict. 'It is not possible to read, without 
some contempt and indignation, poems of the same author, ascribing 
the highest degree of power and piety to Charles the First, then trans­
forming the same "power and piety" to Oliver Cromwell; now invit­
ing Oliver to take the Crown, and then congratulating Charles the 
Second on his recovered right ... Poets, indeed, profess fiction, but 
the legitimate end of fiction is the conveyance of truth; and he that 
has flattery ready for all whom the vicissitudes of the world happen 
to exalt must be scorned as a prostituted mind ...' (1270-71). Here John­
son states his ideal of the poet's moral and religious integrity amid the 
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revolutions of state. But if Waller is found wanting Johnson does not 
scorn the wisdom Waller distilled from being so obsequious in the turns 
and twists of history. When James II wondered at his marrying his 
daughter into 'a falling church' Waller thanked the King for noticing 
his domestic affairs but said he had lived long enough to observe that 
this falling church has got a trick of rising again.' He predicted that 
James would be left 'a whale upon the strand.' Waller's heir was to 
join the Prince of Orange (I 275). 

The fascinating 'Life of Waller' just overlaps, as we have seen, with 
that group of Lives which displays the 1688 Revolution and after: Dor­
set, Dry den, Smith, Sprat, Halifax and Sheffield. Of Dorset Johnson 
says: 'He received some favourable notice from King James; but soon 
found it necessary to oppose the violence of his innovations', and 'coun­
tenance the Bishops at their Trial' (I 305). 'As enormities grew every 
day less supportable he found it necessary to concur in the Revolu­
tion.' Johnson never questions the reality of the birth of the Prince of 
Wales. But recognising 'innovations' and 'enormities' Johnson neither 
praises nor condemns Dorset for his main decision. He speaks of neces­
sity. However, he deprecates the public deception involved in Dor­
set's escorting the Princess Anne to Nottingham with a guard 'such 
as might alarm the populace as they passed with false apprehensions 
of her danger' (I 306). By contrast with Waller and Dorset, Dry den 
declared himself a papist convert in the reign of James. 'That conver­
sion will always be suspected that apparently concurs with interest' 
(I 377). Johnson's judgement is reserved by comparison with what he 
said of Milton or Waller. But now came, for Dry den and his party, one 
of those times of happiness and hope about which Johnson from the 
retrospect of nearly a hundred years can be so tellingly sardonic: 

Next year the nation was summoned to celebrate the birth of the Prince. 
Now was the time for Dry den to rouse his imagination, and strain his voice. 
Happy days were at hand, and he was willing to enjoy and diffuse the an­
ticipated blessings. He published a poem filled with predictions of great­
ness and prosperity - predictions of which it is not necessary to tell how 
they have been verified. 

A few months passed after these joyful notes, and every blossom of popish 
hope was blasted by the Revolution. A papist now could be no longer Lauréat 
... During the short reign of King James he had written nothing for the stage, 
being, in his own opinion, more profitably employed in controversy and 
flattery. (I 383-4) 
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Johnson again heightens his picture of public opportunism. He later 
concedes that The Hind and the Panther is a 'work of defiance', more 
than merely a work of controversy, but at this point in his narrative 
Johnson gives Dryden no credit for staying faithful to his new faith 
and his exiled king after 1688 (I 446, 384). 

The papist example of Dryden provoked the hostility of Johnson's 
Church principles. The example of Thomas Sprat, historian of the Royal 
Society, later Bishop of Rochester, prompts him to express his more 
complex insights into the dilemma of 1688. When James II's Declara­
tion of Indulgence 'distinguished the true sons of the church of En­
gland, he stood neuter ...'. 'Thus far he suffered interest or obedience 
to carry him; but further he refused to go'. Yet, 'When king James was 
frighted away and a new government was to be settled' (note John­
son's circumspect phrasing) Sprat, at a conference to consider whether 
the throne was vacant, 'manfully spoke in favour of his old master. 
He complied however with the new establishment ...' (II 35). Sprat 
was subsequently endangered by allegations of conspiracy against Wil­
liam and Mary which Johnson assumes, perhaps correctly, to have been 
false. 

The record of Charles Montagu, later Earl of Halifax, was very differ­
ent: 'he signed the invitation to the Prince of Orange,' sat in the con­
vention and praised William's 'victory of the Boyne' (II42- 3). Matthew 
Prior, his collaborator in that attack on Dryden, The Country Mouse and 
the City Mouse, was to share the opportunities and promotions of the 
new regime. 

More like the record of Sprat was the mixed experience of John 
Sheffield, later Duke of Buckingham, and George Granville, later Ba­
ron Lansdowne. Neither had the episcopal responsibilities of Sprat. 
Sheffield got high promotion from King James and, 'having few reli­
gious scruples, attended the king to mass and kneeled with the rest, 
but had no disposition to receive the Romish faith, or to force it upon 
others.' 'In the Revolution he acquiesced, though he did not promote 
it.' He was not asked to join the invitation to the Prince of Orange for 
it was known he would not concur. William later asked what he would 
have done had he known. '"Sir," said he, "I would have discovered 
it to the king whom I then served." William replied: "I cannot blame 
you." ' 'Finding king James irremediably excluded/ (note Johnson's lan­
guage of necessity rather than legality) 'he voted for the conjunctive 
sovereignty ...' (II 170-71). 

It is perhaps the young Granville who came closest to winning John­
son's approval in this Revolution. 'However faithful Granville might 
have been to the King, or however enamoured of the Queen, he left 


