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When we first visited Dr Johnson‘s House in late summer 2006 we were immediately struck by two aspects of the house that made it different from many other historic houses. The first was an almost palpable sense that Dr Johnson had really lived there; secondly it was free from didactic displays that are designed to educate the visitor but in reality often stifle the sense that it is a house and forbid the exercise of the imagination.

The first point may seem obvious; this is the only property left in London of the 17 in which Johnson is known to have lived.  The fortunate rescue of the house by the Harmsworth family and their inspired dictum that they would take nothing away that was old and add nothing unnecessary that was new has guided nearly a hundred years of careful curation, keeping the House as intact as possible.

There have only been six curators since the House was opened to the public in 1912 and we have to thank Isabella Dyble, Phyllis Rowell, Betty Gathergood (three generations of the same family), Margaret Eliot, Natasha McEnroe and Stephanie Pickford for their dedication.  Their names and contributions to the story bring us to a third point:  Dr Johnson’s House was the home of many other people besides Johnson.  His’ nest’ was full of fascinating characters and they seem as present as he does as one explores the House.  

Through our research for the exhibition and this book we learnt much about Johnson that disabused us of our received opinions: He was kind as well as curmudgeonly; he was interested in the arts and fashionable life; he seemed to like the company of women just as much as that of men; he continues to be relevant to 21st century life and is widely quoted by many people who do not know who he was.

So one of the delights of this project was introducing the artists and writers to the house, which none of them had previously visited. The artists, Caroline Broadhead, Jason Cleverly, Robert Dawson, Chris Kenny, Jane Prophet, Clare Twomey and Era Vati, welcomed the opportunity to work in such an inspiring and idiosyncratic building. Esther Leslie and Calum Storrie have responded to the House by writing evocative essays. 

As curators we are particularly interested in working within non-art spaces to explore the potential of contemporary art to enhance a visitor’s experience of a building and its history, to intrigue and involve them and to challenge their preconceptions. It is to acknowledge art as a discursive practice that can assist the reasoning and understanding of artist and audience alike. The House of Words is thus conceived not as a series of illustrations of Johnson’s life and work, but as a collection of narratives which, through the personal constructions of seven artists, add to orthodox versions of events and in ways that reflect different perspectives. The distinctive setting of the House provides the essential context for these site-specific artworks, all of which must be discovered and experienced first hand. 

Each of the artists was selected for their ability to introduce a different kind of experiential dimension within the House. Some of the specially commissioned works encourage the viewer to adopt the perspective of the dreamer and to imaginatively project themselves into a narrative scene: Clare Twomey evokes the presence of Johnson’s scribes in the Dictionary Garret and Erika Vati creates an enigmatic scenario involving two former residents. Caroline Broadhead, Jane Prophet, Robert Dawson and Chris Kenny all invite the viewer to make cultural associations, Broadhead and Prophet by setting up insistent echoes of objects and ideas,  Dawson through the manipulation of familiar domestic items and Kenny by employing the power of ‘found’ and minutely curated texts. In the case of Jason Cleverly’s interactive dictionary project the visitor is directly and necessarily engaged as a collaborator.

It is fortuitous that of all Samuel Johnson’s London dwellings this house is the one that has survived: It is the House of Words; the house where the dictionary was compiled, the one where Johnson’s spirit is almost tangible.

Tessa Peters and Janice West, Exhibition curators

