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The History of a Forgotten Bestseller: Richard Johnson's The Seven Champions of Christendom 

Once one of the most widely known works of literature in Britain, Richard Johnson's The Seven 

Champions of Christendom is now almost forgotten. The neo-chivalric romance was first published in 

two parts, in 1596 and 97, and, in one form or another, the text remained in print until the early 

twentieth century. The sheer number of surviving copies indicates the wide popularity Johnson's 

story once enjoyed. Its long shelf-life might be in part explained by its patriotic elements – Johnson 

transformed England's patron saint St. George into a dashing chivalric hero, who not only outsmarts 

dastardly villains and saves damsels in distress from horrible monsters, but whose heroic abilities 

also far exceed those of other nations' patron saints – yet perhaps even more importantly, The Seven 

Champions easily crossed genre boundaries: the text was contracted into chapbook form; became a 

broadside ballad, a Jacobean play, a Victorian harlequinade; influenced folk drama; and was 

referenced in Pre-Raphaelite art.  

In my proposed paper, which is based on research done for my upcoming study on the dragonslayer 

story, Of Dragons, Knights, and Virgin Maidens: Dragonslaying and Gender Roles from Richard 

Johnson to Modern Popular Fiction (WVT 2013), I will map the (printing) history of Johnson's text, 

showing where important insertions entered the original text and how cultural and social changes 

shaped later editions. 

 

 

 

**** 

Sandra Martina Schwab received her PhD in English literature from Mainz University, where she is 

currently a lecturer at the Department of English and Linguistics. In summer 2010 she was Visiting 

Professor at York University, Toronto. Her research interests include folk literature, popular 

literature, and British society and culture in the 1800s. For her post-doctoral thesis she is working on 

the British magazine Punch.  

In addition, Schwab writes popular fiction for the US market, and three of her novels have been 

published by Dorchester in New York. 


