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The House of Words was conceived as a collection of narratives that, through the personal constructions of seven artists, added to orthodox versions of events and in ways that reflected different perspectives. The distinctive setting of Dr Johnson’s House provided the essential context for these site-specific artworks, and 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 encouraged the viewers to adopt the perspective of the dreamer and to imaginatively project themselves into a narrative scene: Clare Twomey evoked the presence of Johnson’s scribes in the Dictionary Garret.

In response to the House and the former use of its garret, Clare Twomey produced a poetic dream-like narration: a strange blue-coloured dust formed a heavy veil over an accidental configuration of artifacts, similar to those once intrinsic to the mental and physical activities of Johnson and his amanuenses in this same space. The accumulation of the mysterious matter de-familiarised the objects, forcing us to examine them in detail, while the entire tableau brought with it a heightened sense of the layering of time. We were also caught up in sheer metaphysical wonder at how the material world could have been so magically transformed.

Twomey’s choice of material - a special and valuable dust of Wedgwood blue Jasper clay – also offered a mediating experience in time and space: the clay body, an innovation of the 18th century developed by Josiah Wedgwood, has a roughly corresponding history in the field of material culture to Johnson’s work in English language and literature.
Johnson 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. 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, and the one where Johnson’s spirit is almost tangible.



