
a dictionary of the english language samuel johnson

a dictionary of the english language samuel johnson stands as one of the most significant milestones in the
history of English lexicography. Published in 1755, this monumental work was a pioneering achievement that
helped standardize English spelling and usage at a time when the language was rapidly evolving. Samuel
Johnson's dictionary not only compiled definitions but also included illustrative quotations and a distinct
approach to the English vocabulary, influencing generations of writers, scholars, and readers. This article
explores the background, development, and lasting impact of Johnson's dictionary, shedding light on its
structure, content, and cultural significance. Readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of why this
particular dictionary remains a cornerstone in English linguistic history.
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Historical Context and Development

The creation of a dictionary of the english language samuel johnson was driven by the need for a comprehensive
and authoritative reference in the mid-18th century. Prior to Johnson’s work, English dictionaries were limited,
inconsistent, or incomplete. The Enlightenment era's emphasis on reason and knowledge underscored the necessity
of a standard lexicon to support education, literature, and communication. Johnson, an accomplished writer
and critic, embarked on this ambitious project largely independently, funded by subscriptions and patronage.

Motivation Behind the Dictionary

Samuel Johnson recognized the disorder in English spelling and meaning, which often caused confusion among
writers and readers alike. His goal was to compile a dictionary that not only defined words but also
demonstrated their proper usage in context. He sought to elevate English to the status of classical
languages like Latin and Greek by providing a scholarly yet accessible resource.

Timeline and Process

The project took approximately eight years to complete, beginning in 1746 and culminating in the publication in
1755. Johnson worked primarily alone, employing a team of assistants to help with reading and collecting
quotations. The process involved reading extensively from literature, philosophy, and other texts to gather
examples that would illustrate the meanings of words.



Structure and Content of the Dictionary

Johnson’s dictionary was notable for its methodical organization and rich content. It contained approximately
40,000 entries, a remarkable number for its time, covering not only common words but also scientific, poetic,
and philosophical terms. The dictionary was arranged alphabetically, enabling users to locate words
efficiently.

Definition Style and Examples

One of the defining features of the dictionary was Johnson’s approach to definitions. Unlike earlier dictionaries
that often provided terse explanations, Johnson included detailed meanings along with examples drawn from
respected literary sources. These quotations served to clarify usage and demonstrated the word’s place
within the English language tradition.

Additional Features

Beyond definitions, the dictionary included etymologies, pronunciation guides, and notes on disputed or variant
usages. Johnson’s sometimes witty and philosophical commentary added a distinctive voice, making the
dictionary both an educational and engaging work.

Innovations and Contributions to Lexicography

The dictionary of the english language samuel johnson introduced several innovations that shaped future
dictionaries. Johnson was among the first to emphasize the importance of literary citations to validate word
meanings, setting a standard for the use of evidence in lexicography.

Standardization of English

By collecting and codifying spellings and meanings, Johnson’s dictionary played a critical role in stabilizing
English orthography and grammar. This standardization helped reduce regional and individual variations that
had previously complicated communication and publishing.

Influence on Later Dictionaries

The dictionary served as a model for subsequent lexicographers, including Noah Webster in America and later
the Oxford English Dictionary. Johnson’s attention to detail, comprehensive scope, and scholarly approach
established lexicography as a serious academic discipline.

Reception and Legacy

Upon publication, the dictionary quickly gained acclaim for its thoroughness and intellectual rigor. It was
praised by contemporaries and became an indispensable reference for writers, scholars, and educators. Over time,



it earned a reputation as a monumental literary achievement in its own right.

Criticism and Limitations

Despite its many strengths, Johnson’s dictionary was not without criticism. Some contemporaries noted
occasional inconsistencies and subjective judgments in definitions. Additionally, the dictionary reflected the
social and cultural biases of its era, which modern scholars have critically examined.

Enduring Cultural Impact

The dictionary continues to be studied and admired for its linguistic and historical importance. It remains a
symbol of intellectual endeavor and a testament to the evolution of the English language. Libraries, museums,
and academic institutions preserve original copies, celebrating Johnson’s contribution to language and
literature.

Samuel Johnson’s Influence on Modern English

Samuel Johnson’s dictionary of the english language had a profound and lasting influence on the development of
modern English. By providing a comprehensive and authoritative reference, it facilitated clearer communication
and enriched the vocabulary accessible to writers and speakers.

Language Standardization and Education

The dictionary became a foundational tool in education, helping generations of learners acquire a standardized
form of English. It influenced spelling conventions, grammatical rules, and the understanding of word meanings in
academic and everyday settings.

Legacy in Literature and Culture

Johnson’s work inspired literary figures and scholars, contributing to the flourishing of English literature in
the 18th century and beyond. The dictionary’s illustrative quotations connected language to literature,
reinforcing the cultural significance of words as carriers of meaning and artistic expression.

Comprehensive compilation of English vocabulary1.

Use of literary quotations to illustrate meanings2.

Standardization of spelling and grammar3.

Influence on future dictionaries and lexicography4.

Enduring cultural and educational significance5.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Samuel Johnson, the author of 'A Dictionary of the English
Language'?

Samuel Johnson was an 18th-century English writer, lexicographer, and critic, renowned for his contributions
to English literature and for compiling 'A Dictionary of the English Language.'

When was 'A Dictionary of the English Language' by Samuel Johnson first
published?

It was first published in 1755.

Why is Samuel Johnson's 'A Dictionary of the English Language' significant?

Johnson's dictionary was one of the first comprehensive dictionaries of English, greatly influencing the
development of the language and lexicography.

How long did it take Samuel Johnson to complete his dictionary?

Samuel Johnson took approximately nine years, from 1746 to 1755, to complete his dictionary.

What made Johnson's dictionary different from previous English dictionaries?

Johnson's dictionary included detailed definitions, literary quotations, and was more comprehensive and
systematic than earlier dictionaries.

How many words did Samuel Johnson's dictionary include?

Johnson's dictionary included about 40,000 entries.

What was the impact of 'A Dictionary of the English Language' on English
literature and education?

The dictionary standardized English spelling and usage, influencing writers, educators, and readers, and remained
a primary reference for over a century.

Did Samuel Johnson work alone on the dictionary?

While Johnson was the principal compiler and author, he had assistance from a few amanuenses who helped with
copying and organizing.

Is 'A Dictionary of the English Language' still relevant today?

While modern dictionaries have surpassed it in scope and accuracy, Johnson's dictionary remains historically
important and is studied for its literary and linguistic significance.

Additional Resources
1. The Life of Samuel Johnson
This biography by James Boswell offers an in-depth look at the life and works of Samuel Johnson, the renowned



lexicographer. It is considered one of the greatest biographies in English literature. The book provides personal
anecdotes, insights, and detailed accounts of Johnson’s creation of his dictionary and his influence on English
language and literature.

2. Samuel Johnson and the Making of the English Dictionary
This book explores the monumental task of compiling Johnson’s dictionary, detailing the challenges and
innovations involved. It delves into Johnson’s methodology, his linguistic philosophy, and the cultural impact
the dictionary had on 18th-century England. Readers gain an understanding of Johnson’s dedication and the
dictionary’s enduring legacy.

3. The Dictionary Wars: The Story of Samuel Johnson’s Lexicographical Feat
Focusing on the competitive environment of dictionary-making in the 18th century, this book highlights the
rivalries and controversies surrounding Johnson’s dictionary. It examines how Johnson’s work stood out
against other contemporary efforts and shaped the future of English lexicography. The narrative captures the
drama and significance of this linguistic milestone.

4. Johnson’s Dictionary: A Cultural History
This title investigates the dictionary not just as a linguistic tool but as a cultural artifact. It discusses
how Johnson’s definitions reflect the social norms, politics, and philosophies of his time. The book also
considers how the dictionary influenced literature, education, and public discourse.

5. Words and Meanings: Johnson’s Influence on English Language
Exploring Johnson’s impact on English vocabulary and semantics, this book analyzes how his dictionary
standardized spelling, usage, and meaning. It also considers his role in preserving and enriching the English
language. The book offers examples of words first popularized or shaped by Johnson’s lexicography.

6. Dr. Johnson’s Dictionary: The Art of Definition
This work focuses on Johnson’s approach to defining words, highlighting his wit, clarity, and sometimes
humorous explanations. It examines how Johnson balanced scholarly rigor with accessibility for general
readers. The book showcases memorable definitions and the stylistic choices that made the dictionary unique.

7. Samuel Johnson and the Enlightenment Lexicography
This book places Johnson’s dictionary within the broader context of the Enlightenment, emphasizing the
intellectual and philosophical currents that influenced his work. It discusses the dictionary as part of the
era’s quest for knowledge, order, and reason. Readers gain insight into the Enlightenment’s effect on language
standardization.

8. The Making of a Masterpiece: Johnson’s Dictionary and Its Legacy
Detailing the creation process of the dictionary, this book combines archival research with literary analysis. It
covers the contributions of Johnson’s assistants, the financial and social hurdles, and the dictionary’s
reception upon publication. The legacy section explores how Johnson’s work paved the way for modern
dictionaries.

9. From Shakespeare to Johnson: The Evolution of English Lexicography
This book traces the development of English dictionaries from early glossaries and Shakespeare’s time to
Johnson’s groundbreaking publication. It highlights the linguistic and cultural shifts that culminated in
Johnson’s comprehensive work. The narrative situates Johnson as a pivotal figure in the history of English
language documentation.
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