
1 
 

Friendship and the art of listening: the conversations of James Boswell and 

Samuel Johnson in William Hazlitt’s essays.  

It has been said that the art of conversation is one of 18
th

 century’s major 

legacies. Such an art is at the centre of that refined form of sociability which has never 

in history been so fully developed, whether in cafés, clubs or salons; through which the 

meanest subjects were examined and put to test, whereas intricate ones were dipped in 

new, interesting and surprising colours, never leaden or tiresome. Through which, 

philosophy dressed the garb of literature; poetry and literary prose, philosophical 

lineaments. In a word, the esprit géometrique and the esprit de finesse have never been 

so inwardly intertwined. It was in the 18
th

 century, for example, that the epistolary novel 

best flourished. And what is a letter but distance conversation in which intimacies are 

confided to the reader, as to an old friend, and any topic is quarrelled in a familiar tone? 

According to William Hazlitt, Lawrence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram 

Shandy, one of the century’s most popular novels, “is the pure essence of English 

conversational style” (5, 110)
1
. While engaged in its reading, continues the critic, “you 

fancy that you hear people talking” (8, 36). After the king George II bestowed on 

Samuel Johnson a life pension for what he had done, The Dictionary of English 

Language, he committed himself to his most beloved art and one which few has ever 

practiced with equal freedom: conversation. Though hard-faced, good-humour is the 

tone to most of his “table-talks”
2
, and because Johnson was never blinded by stingy 

prejudices, he heartily welcomed the libertine Boswell. The young man devoted 

constant friendship to him. It was due to it and to his literary talent that Boswell left for 

posterity the long-length Life of Samuel Johnson, a work which talking idly on every 

subject “discloses the everlasting hidden within the ephemeral”
3
 and overcomes the 

biography, the “mere dry narrative of facts”
4
. Among the century’s famed philosophers 

who are mostly read today because of their contributions to the field of metaphysics, 
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2
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3
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4
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Hume, Diderot and Voltaire were then admired or feared mainly because of their style 

and the glow which sparkled in their conversations. Even Rousseau, whose extreme 

backwardness led him to confess incapable of talking fluently in society or in a tête-à-

tête
5
, were expert in imitating the improvising effect produced by a conversation on 

paper. Construing the differences of style within 17
th

 and 18
th

 centuries’ philosophy and 

literature, the important Brazilian scholar, Franklin de Mattos, observed: “The 17
th

 

century negotiates mainly with precise expressions. This style corresponds to an ideal of 

knowledge which values solid structures and the catenation of ideas. The 18
th

 century 

style does not deny logic framings, but wishes they remain in secret (...); delicacy not 

clarity is what is mostly valued here”
6
. 

From the examples, possibly no one better at once embodied and repelled 

different paradigms of conversability in the 18
th

 century
7
 than Boswell’s Life of Samuel 

Johnson. Perhaps this is precisely due to its frequent sacrifices of delicacy on behalf of a 

more profound and difficult defining sense, namely the protagonist’s sense of humour, 

his spontaneous and cordial flow of sensibility. From Boswell’s unique ways of 

revealing himself and conversing with the reader, and from his talent praised among 

others by George Bernard Shawn, Jorge Luis Borges
8
 and Hazlitt of concealing every 

trace of authorship and devoting himself to his subject, we shall say a few words on Life 

of Samuel Johnson. Mostly we intend to focus on the kind of talk it professes, which 

was of immense importance to the history of essay writing, and specially to Hazlitt’s 

                                                           
5
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6
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essays – it is worth remembering, one of the critic’s last published work is called: 

Conversations of James Northcote, or Boswell Redivivus
9
. 

In addition to Johnson’s intolerable and even laughable manners in dressing, 

eating and walking, his “picturesque resentments, his obsession for judging everything, 

his unappealing statements, and extraordinary vitality (...), made of glowing sympathy 

and intellectual manliness”
10

, were responsible for arousing the profitable gossip book 

market’s attention – “that kind of pleasantly expatiating on various topics, without 

wearing the listeners”
11

 – even before his old friends John Hawkins, Mrs. Thrale (later 

Mrs. Piozzi) and Boswell launched into a battle of the books for publishing his first and 

best biography. 

Saturday morning, on the 16
th

 of March 1776, a day after arriving in London 

for another law vacation, Boswell joined his friends at Mrs. Thrale’s. On that morning, 

Johnson, exceptionally good-humoured, amused the company with a lengthy and 

delicious conversation. “I felt myself elevated”, said Boswell, “as if brought into 

another state of being. Mrs. Thrale and I looked to each other while he talked, and our 

looks expressed our congenial admiration and affection for him”
12

. Soon after taking 

leave, as both men moved along the Thames towards Blackfriars, Boswell, who always 

followed up Johnson close “with ready questions in his tongue and pencil in his 

wrist”
13

, introduced the topic of an early publication named: Johnsoniana, or Bont-Mots 

of Dr. Johnson. It was part of Boswell’s strategy to challenge his friend in the most 

unexpected situations. Incensed because its author was altogether unknown to them, 

Boswell suggested the publisher should be prosecuted and the dummy sentences 

ascribed to Johnson withheld. After all, such a work would inevitably count with a 

multitude of mock judgments and “stupid nonsense”
14

 that would only contribute to 

affix him the image of a stout man who speaks openly and profanely on everything. 

Johnson, however, startled his friend with his usual practical wisdom and baffling 
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 In the introductory note to Conversations of James Northcote, Hazlitt wrote: “I differ from my great 
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 James Boswell, Life of Samuel Johnson, 680. 
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paradox saying: “No, Sir; there will always be some truth mixed with falsehood, and 

how can it be ascertained how much is true and how much is false? (...). A story is a 

picture either of an individual or of human nature in general: if it be false, it is a picture 

of nothing”
15

. 

Whether true or false, Boswell’s full-length portrait wins over other 

biographies. Life of Samuel Johnson allures the reader either with the protagonist’s 

ready words, its rich anecdotes made up of countless idle talks always in a familiar tone, 

or with the privileged way in which the biographer listened to his biography subject, 

installing himself in someone else’s conscience. Thence both names became 

inseparable. Perhaps there has never been a similar friendship or mutual recognition 

between two selves among writers. Johnson was not the first public figure or man of 

letters who Boswell “persisted in laying on his oars without caring to be felt 

inappropriate”
16

. Back in the 1760’s, during his grand tour, he corresponded with the 

Italian general Pasquale di Paoli, later a major figure in Corsica’s independence 

movement, and with two of the most popular writers of his time: Voltaire and Rousseau. 

He befriended the latter; and the friendship dragged for long fifteen days, for “Rousseau 

was a very ill-tempered man”
17

, said Borges. With his muddling up of revolt and 

introspection and his urge for solitude, he never learned the art of living, even less the 

art of living together. The witty Voltaire, who judged everything from gesture and 

frequently dehumanized himself in laughter, could only take the trouble of setting up a 

meeting after much insistence from the young libertine. Eventually the two met in Bern 

and while Boswell delighted in his conversation, “la plus brillant que j’ai jamais 

entendu”
18

, the French philosophe probably took him as a mere “catalogue of bohemia”, 

as Lytton Strachey later wrote about him
19

. Paoli’s friendship was more successful. If 

the same reciprocity between Johnson and Boswell were not there to be found, An 

Account of Corsica (1768), the author’s first major work, was assisted by the Italian 

general. However, neither Paoli nor Voltaire nor Rousseau would have been good 
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 Idem, ibidem.  
16

 Lucia Miguel-Pereira, Escritos da Maturidade, “Dr. Johnson, Boswell e as Convenções”, 136. In the 

original Portuguese: “Boswell se obstinou a meter seu bedelho, sem cuidar que era inoportuno”.  
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 Jorge Luis Borges, A Course on English Literature (New York: New Directions Books, 2013), 90. In a 

letter to the Reverend William Temple, wrote Boswell: “You must know Rousseau quarrelled with me 

too [after quarrelling with Hume], and wrote me last summer a peevish letter with strong marks of frenzy 

in it. For he has never yet told me the cause of his offence”, The Lettres of James Boswell, Volume I 

(Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1924), 103.  
18

 Idem, 66. 
19

 Apud. Lucia Miguel-Pereira, Escritos da Maturidade, “Dr. Johnson, Boswell e as Convenções”, 135. 
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models for Boswell’s biography. They would have hardly dropped the general, the 

philosopher, the poet or the novelist’s attires; in short, they wouldn’t so willingly be 

disposed to share their great achievements or findings with someone else. As Hazlitt 

observed, Boswell and Johnson’s intimacy and familiarity “would hardly agree with the 

prudery, and somewhat ostentatious claim of authorship” (8, 29). 

Thus, Johnson’s mostly known and admired traits of character, as portrayed by 

Boswell, are unclothed with any professional allure; not even that of a “layman as a 

writer”
20

, as Erich Auerbach said of Montaigne. It has been noted that Johnson only 

wrote when bedevilled by a shortage of money. No other employment was more sought 

after by a man of his natural inclination to laziness than gathering friends in clubs and 

cafés for table-talks. While by himself, during his frequent nightly and melancholic 

inquisitions, he would gulp immense quantities of black tea, gaze at the fireside, and 

cultivate thoughts about ghosts. “Horrible hypochondria” and “morbid melancholy”
21

 

lurked in his constitution. He was terrified of living on his own. By contrast, during his 

“idle hours”, Montaigne had a watchful eye to his reveries; and after digesting them he 

would commit them to paper. Therefore, said the French writer: “I have no more made 

my book than my book has made me”
22

. As for Johnson, said Borges, after having 

abandoned the literary career he became “one of England’s most admirable man”
23

. In 

Hazlitt’s expression: “The man was superior to the author” (5, 94). 

If Johnson captured by his biographer is remembered for any occupation it is 

that shameless one of speaking his mind about every topic, of living in viva-voce: “that 

was his trade; le esprit du corps”
24

. As such, and in contrast with some major figures 

peopled in this work, Boswell draws the reader’s attention to the protagonist’s sayings. 

Life of Samuel Johnson, in this sense, “is a drama, with several characters”
25

 who move, 

think, speak and live before the readers’ eyes. Some of the most eminent public men 

and women of his time, who distinguished themselves by unequivocal artistic or literary 

talents, took part in his select coterie. There were gathered the painter Joshua Reynolds, 

founder and first president of the Royal Academy; the Irish poet and playwright Oliver 
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 Erich Auerbach, Ensaios de Literatura Ocidental, “O escritor Montaigne” (São Paulo: Editora 34, 

2007), 151.  
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 James Boswell, Life of Samuel Johnson, 47. 
22

 Montaigne, Selected Essays: The Charles Cotton – William Carew Hazlitt Translation (New York: The 

Modern Library, 1949), 226.   
23

 Jorge Luis Borges, A Course on English Literature, 76. 
24

 James Boswell, Life of Samuel Johnson, 771. 
25

 Jorge Luis Borges, A Course on English Literature, 95. 
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Goldsmith; the influential literary critic and hostess of many of the group’s meetings 

Elizabeth Montagu; the famed Shakespearian actor David Garrick; the politician and 

philosopher Edmund Burke, etc. However, each one of them, including the author, the 

notable attorney and biographer, are not depicted as a caste of public figures, artists or 

literati. They are nothing but good fellows, sitting round the table, claiming sympathetic 

connections. Nothing can be less pedagogic, less pedant, than the plain prose Boswell 

records from these gatherings. 

What did they talk about after all? In Thomas De Quincey’s 1847 essay, On 

Conversation, the author expresses his dissatisfaction with the lack of inventiveness 

from the talks of such a privileged circle, namely, the “specific power lying hid in 

conversation”
26

, that heuristic principle which is not to be found in books. According to 

him, the true or the false philosophy of his own day were not properly weighed and 

quite frequently treated with careless disdain or shallowness, for Johnson’s “views of all 

things tended to negation, never to the positive and the creative”
27

. That Johnson 

assumed the spirit of contradiction is something that neither he nor Boswell would 

deny: “he appeared to have a pleasure in contradiction, especially when any opinion 

whatever was delivered with an air of confidence”
28

. But perhaps we should enquire 

why even with such an excess of snappy words and with the protagonist’s antic and 

clumsy appearance he still appeals to the reader as an enjoyable character, almost 

something like the Falstaff of writers, as Hazlitt suggests
29

. 

“The best conversation – muttered Johnson, and loyal Boswell scrupulously 

committed to writing – is that of which nothing is distinctly remembered but a general 

effect of pleasing impression”
30

. Now, if we grant the faithfulness of Boswell’s portrait, 

Johnson’s conversation was not among its best. Indeed the author did not intend it to be 
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 Thomas De Quincey, The Works of Thomas De Quincey, volume 16 (London: Pickering and Chatto, 

2003), 218. 
27

 Idem, 220. To a further discussion on the topic, see the chapter: “Conversation in Decline: from raillery 
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(...); his sitting with young ladies on his knee at the Mitre, to give them good advice, in which situation, if 

not explained he might be taken for Falstaff” (5, 94-95).   
30

 James Boswell, Life of Samuel Johnson, 1102. 
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so. It lacks, for example, that “constant stream of conversation”
31

 which is one of 

Elizabeth Montagu’s or Edmund Burke’s distinct traits. On the latter, said Johnson, no 

matter who by chance he would bump on the streets (regardless of social rank, as Burke 

could equally ascend or descend), if they struck a conversation it would flow and 

enliven, as if both were thinking aloud. After bidding farewell, one would say: “this is 

an extraordinary man”
32

. In contrast, Johnson’s conversation, “for his bow-wow-way”
33

, 

was uncouth, wanting elegance or beauty. The general effect it left on his listeners was 

comparable, said Boswell, to “mustard in a young child’s mouth”
34

. 

Life of Samuel Johnson’s date of publication (1791) and its immense 

popularity, which persisted steadily from then until at least the first half of the 20
th

 

century, gives us pause for thoughts. Similar to Burke’s Reflection on the Revolution in 

France, this voluminous biography is at once a monument and demolition tool of an era 

whose first signs of ruin became manifest in late 18
th

 century. Perhaps this is one of the 

reasons why Boswell chose to perform his talks an author as important as Johnson 

whose manners clashed with the classic model’s sense of order and delicacy argued for 

and displayed in his own writings. 

From the easy flow of conversation stamped on early periodicals (The Tatler 

and The Spectator) to Johnson’s rough and untameable speech, as recorded by Boswell, 

there is no retrocession but adding up. Thus contended some of the most important early 

19
th

 century periodical essayists: the first generation of writers who openly engaged on a 

comprehensive reading of Life of Samuel Johnson. Johnson’s character, his sense of 

humour, and the freedom he displayed while discoursing offer a counterpoint to the 

solid, equally balanced style which prevailed in 18
th

 century prose. To a lesser or greater 

extent, this style can be found in authors as dissimilar as Shaftesbury, Hume and 

Johnson’s written works. Part of its mannerism or “draw-back” (8, 6), as Hazlitt 

contended, consists in the copious use of Latin words with mere English terminations: 

hard words (as they were called) which produced a sounding impression, because 

deviated from the people’s common diction. On Johnson’s written style, wrote Hazlitt 

in allusion to Tristram Shandy, “there is no discrimination, no selection, no variety in it. 
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He uses none but ‘tall, opaque words’” (6, 217-218)
35

. Again, continues the critic in a 

different essay: “[in this style] there is the alternate roll of his cumbrous cargo of words; 

his periods complete their revolution at a certain stated intervals, let the matter be longer 

or shorter, rough or smooth, round or square” (8, 3-4). Nothing can be the reverse of the 

familiar style. Resuming an important trope in Montaigne’s essays, according to Hazlitt 

the familiar style, by linking objects to feelings, makes “for words to serve and follow” 

upon the matter, instead of twisting “the thread of thought to go in quest of [words]”
36

. 

Johnson’s brisk, crude and “deep and sonorous voice”
37

, on the other hand, like mustard 

in a young child’s mouth, sharpened the senses to those forms of popular expressions 

condemned by him as impolite and artistically availed by talented listeners as Boswell. 

To the new generation of periodical essayists, like the duo William Hazlitt and 

Leigh Hunt, Johnson’s harsh but likable and cordial language and manners pointed out 

to the familiar style’s imperishable capacity of renewing itself and to a greater harmony 

and accord which should subsist between civic virtues and those formed and required in 

fireside sociability
38

. The excessively polished forms of expression and moral conducts 

shared by authors such as Addison and Hume, for example, as well as the belief in the 

supremacy of a single “aesthetic model” over others, deepened the intellectual elite 

antipathy for the people and hardened their senses to that ragged human cry made 

sublime for the first time in the turn of that century: an extensive and important topic for 

Hazlitt which would deserve a study of its own for extending the scope of this paper. 

The Round Table’s authors, Hazlitt and Hunt, not only acknowledged their debt 

to Steele and Addison – “[we] published a series of papers (...) in the manner of the 

early periodical Essayists” (2, 3) – but endeavoured to imitate that instructive and 

                                                           
35

 “Tall, opaque words” is a phrase taken from Tristram Shandy, III. xx, “where the narrator”, says 
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Metropolitan Art and Literature, 1810-1840: cockney adventures (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2012), 3.    
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pleasant way of talking about vain things. If Mr. Spectator was successful in his goal to 

reform manners, educate society and bring philosophy to the public sphere should we 

conclude that, asks Hunt in the “Introduction” to The Round Table, society marches 

with uniform and triumphant steps? By no means, argues the author: “every general 

advantage (...) of this kind has a tendency to overdo itself”
39

. Similarly, says Hazlitt in a 

passage where he evokes Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin of Inequality
40

, 

“excessive refinement tends to produce equal grossness” (2, 135). Like coins or 

clothing, style and manners which are “the surface of society”
41

 have their edges cut 

from time to time. One of its consequences, according to Hazlitt sarcasm in the opening 

line to Character of Mr. Coleridge, is that: “the present is an age of talkers” (7, 98). In 

order to reconcile themselves to a new reading public and counterbalance the 

presumption and insipidity which often spring from an excess of taste held by people of 

fashion, it was urged from the early 19
th

 century periodical essayists to declare their 

humble origins and rude manners and confess the writers’ vanity – leaving aside 

Montaigne’s false humility of “noble pride”
42

. At the same time, Hunt reminds his 

readers that The Round Table intends not “to set men upon disliking smoothness”
43

. 

“On the Literary Character”, The Round Table’s XLV essay, Hazlitt mocks the 

flimsy fraternity among writers. Its jocular and reproachful tone can be read throughout, 

as in the very first paragraphs where the author quotes a long passage from a newly 

issued review of the famed Baron Grimm’s Correspondence, written by his future 

employer and leading editor of Edinburgh Review, Francis Jeffrey. In Hazlitt’s selected 

excerpt, Jeffrey draws attention to wit and heartlessness as main ingredients to polished 

society: “the same impatience of uniformity, and passion for variety, which give so 

much grace to their conversation, by excluding all tediousness and pertinacious 

wrangling, make them incapable of dwelling for many minutes on the feeling and 

concerns of any one individual (...), and render them equally averse from serious 

sympathy and deep thought” (2, 132). 

                                                           
39

 Leigh Hunt & William Hazlitt, The Round Table 1817 (Oxford and New York: Woodstock Books, 

1991), 12-13. 
40

 In the following up of Hazlitt’s argument, says the author: “Opposite reasons and consequences balance 

one another, while appetite or interest turns the scale. Hence the severe sarcasm of Rousseau, ‘Tout 

homme reflechi est mechant’”,  2, 135. 
41

 Leigh Hunt & William Hazlitt, The Round Table 1817, 12. 
42

 Jean Starobinski, “É possível definir o ensaio?” (São Paulo: Revista Serrote 10, Instituto Moreira Sales, 

2012), 48. 
43

 Leigh Hunt & William Hazlitt, The Round Table 1817, 14. 
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In Hazlitt’s words: 

 

Literary men are not attached to the persons of their friends, but to their minds. They 

look upon them in the same light as on the books in their library, and read them till they 

are tired. In casual acquaintances friendship grows out of habit. Mutual kindness beget 

mutual attachment; and numberless little local occurrences in the course of a long 

intimacy, furnish agreeable topics of recollection, and are almost the only source of 

conversation among such persons. They have an immediate pleasure in each other’s 

company. But in literature nothing of this kind takes place. Petty and local 

circumstances are beneath the dignity of philosophy. Nothing will go down but wit and 

wisdom (...). When we are tired of a book we can lay it down, but we cannot so easily 

put our friends on the shelf when we grow weary of their society. The necessity of 

keeping up appearances, therefore, adds to the dissatisfaction on both asides, and at 

length irritates indifference into contempt (2, 133-134). 

 

Modern essayists should be able to recognize and put themselves in the place 

of the other without the gentlemen’s slightly superior but charming statues. They do not 

appeal exclusively to private and domestic circles (as did Montaigne), nor to the middle 

class reading public (as did Steele and Addison), but washerwomen and hard-working 

mantua-maker, as described in Hunt’s and Charles Lamb’s essays respectively, are 

equally welcomed
44

. 

On the other hand, says Hazlitt, “there is nothing so pedantic as pretending not 

to be pedantic” (8, 31). Those who write want to plunge the reader “into the endless 

labyrinths of imagination” (2, 133). Commenting on this essay, Hazlitt scholar Uttara 

Natarajan emphasis the author’s excessive solipsism and points out how he exposes and 

criticizes himself while profiling the literary character
45

. The frequent use of the 

collective pronoun (“when we are tired of a book”) strengthens his bound to a class of 
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 See Hunt’s XLIV essay to The Round Table, “On Washerwomen”. As for Lamb account on hard-

working mantua-maker, the following passage from Detached Thoughts on Books and Reading is a good 
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Penguin Books, 2013), 148.   
45

 See Natarajan’s Chapter 5 “Essays Political and Familiar: two aspects of Hazlitt’s Ideal”, In. Hazlitt 

and the Reach of Sense: criticism, morals, and the metaphysics of power (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1998). 
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writers; that is to say, to a specific class of writers in the loose sense of the word. Hazlitt 

did not assume the lord-like book-maker’s stance, but rather the gypsy-like newspaper 

essayist’s: “who sets up his tent during the night, takes it down in the morning, and 

leaves”
46

. Almost every essay in The Round Table was first printed in the periodical 

press (The Examiner, Morning Chronicle, etc.) before being collected in book form. 

Amid poetical and inventive moments, which “create a fictitious world around us” (2, 

133), and trite truisms, The Round Table’s readers are frequently dragged into the 

author’s swift movements of thoughts. The power of style and the honesty of reflection 

require an active involvement from the reader. Thus, as Hunt calls to mind, the round 

table is an expression borrowed from both “the long train of romantic associations” 

which evoke King Arthur’s Round Table, where one must “have beaten the captain” 

before being admitted into the company, as well as ordinary relations, laid on a plain-

ground; in a word, the everyday “dining table”
47

. As Kevin Gilmartin observes, the 

chivalric Arthurian connotations is part of “the radical effort to resist specialization in 

periodical discourse, and recuperate a utopian sphere of the unalienated labour”
48

, 

which, on its turn, could only be accomplished, according to Hunt and Hazlitt’s ideals, 

in terms of fireside joviality.   

Thence their commitment to the familiar style which the above quoted passage 

bears witness. “As an author”, says Hazlitt, “I endeavoured to employ plain words and 

popular modes of expressions” (6, 218-219). Countless examples of these could be 

gathered, as seen in the excerpt above: (they look upon; friendship grows out; nothing 

will go down, etc). The uncomplicated and straightforward syntax, wrought with simple 

sentences and a minimum amount of subordination, also adds to its sense of familiarity. 

From one personal statement to another, the reader feels the spontaneous effect intended 

by the author; as if one: “could hear him speak and see his gesture”
49

. Coordinating 

conjunctions are often omitted, leaving the reader to deduce what is only suggested. In 

                                                           
46
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other words, says the author, “something is left to the understanding of the reader” (2, 

12) – running against the grain of Coleridge’s thesis, reset by Romanticism scholar Jon 

Klancher, which says the freedom from connections of logic is a mere relief from “all 

the hooks and eyes of intellectual memory”
50

. Accordingly, the sentence: “nothing will 

go down but wit and wisdom” (to the taste of the author for aphorisms), mitigates the 

comic and quasi-sadistic image of the writer who engages in people’s company as if 

they were his own private books, until he wears them out. However, because the 

familiar essay is always reinventing its subject, which serves to “give a fillip to the 

readers attention (...) as the handling round of a snuff-box may do in the middle of a 

conversation”
51

, the image of the book/friend badly placed on the shelf returns at the 

end of the paragraph and gives a new inflection to the argument. What is stated here is 

that a comprehensive friendship, where each other’s sense of humour is not forfeited, is 

untenable between writers – at least while they affect that air of superiority which is one 

of their most common and mean vices. “Authors in general are not good listeners”, says 

Hazlitt: “Some of the best talkers are, on this account, the worst company” (8, 35)
52

. 

By contrast, as in the relationship between the biographer and the biography 

subject in Life of Samuel Johnson, or Montaigne’s relationship with his posthumous 

readers, Hazlitt’s familiar essays (especially those written in partnership with Hunt) 

appeal to the common understanding of readers with intimacy and cordiality. Perhaps 

no other adjective occurs more often in Boswell’s work than cordial. Its sense is the 

same etymological one which Sérgio Buarque de Holanda finely reconstructed in “The 

Cordial Man” – it’s no coincidence that the Johnson portrayed by Boswell is mentioned 

in this seminal essay on Brazilian anthropology. Among Johnson’s many idiosyncrasies, 

he nourished strong feelings against the Scottish
53

, with the astonishing exception of his 

biographer. His prejudices sprung from the heart. To him, observes Boswell, “friendship 

is the cordial drop, ‘to make the nauseous draught of life go down’”
54

. “Enmity can be 
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just as cordial as friendship, in the sense that both come from the heart and thus proceed 

from the sphere of the intimate, the familiar, or the private”
55

. Hazlitt and Hunt 

embodied to their practice of “popular” periodical essayists this “ethos of emotion” (in 

Buarque de Holanda’s expression) to tune their ears to the interests and needs of others. 

“I look upon a periodical essayist”, wrote Hunt, “as a writer who claims a peculiar 

intimacy with the public”
56

. However, they gave to this ethos a subtle but decisive 

change. Against tyranny and social oppression that were alarmingly amplified in the 

aftermath of the Battle of Waterloo and Congress of Vienna, the humanist ideal of 

intimate liberty and generous understanding – printed in essay form – was domesticated, 

served at the table, shaded by the blazing fire. Familiarity was turned into a political 

weapon.   
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