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Professor John Richard Watson (known familiarly as Dick) is the leading British hymnologist of his 
generation. 
 
Born in Suffolk, he read English at Magdalen College Oxford before spending two years as an English 
master near Edinburgh. He returned to academia, gaining his PhD (on William Wordsworth) in 1966 
whilst teaching at the University of Glasgow. After 12 years lecturing at the University of Leicester, he 
moved to Durham in 1978. He served here as Professor of English until he retired in 1999, and is 
gratefully remembered as a Head of Department who helped to “settle things down” in turbulent times. 
 
Dick published mainly on the Romantics and early Victorians; he loved landscape, and the Lakes, and 
for 13 years, led an annual Reading Party there at which he was not only the Professor, but cook and 
driver too. As the University’s Public Orator between 1989 and 1999, Dick was superb: 99 orations 
delivered, and after the final one, paid tribute in some gentle mimicry by our then Chancellor – that 
master mimic – Sir Peter Ustinov.  
 
Dick’s greatest scholarly contribution, foreshadowed in his Durham inaugural lecture in 1981 on “The 
Victorian Hymn”, was to hymnology; this new academic interest grew into two important books - The 
English Hymn: A Critical and Historical Study (1997) and An Annotated Anthology of Hymns in 2002. 
The hymn-writer, Timothy Dudley-Smith, described the former as 'a master-work, an indispensable 
resource’, and the two volumes jointly as a ‘model of scholarship and critical judgment’. 
  
But Dick’s truly magisterial contribution to hymnology came after his (so-called) retirement.  In 2001, 
at the suggestion of Lionel Dakers of the Royal School of Church Music, he undertook the herculean 
task of editing a collection of material on hymns and authors which had not been updated for over a 
hundred years – it was a task that had defeated three previous  editors: each died before completion. 
Dick, mercifully, survived. Twelve years, 5000 entries and over four million words later, this Everest of 
hymnology - The Canterbury Dictionary of Hymnology – was published, on-line, continuously 
updatable. Richly diverse – slave songs, pop hymns as well as the traditional favourites – and truly 
interdisciplinary, it includes not only poetry and text, but theology and music (Durham’s own Jeremy 
Dibble, its musical editor). This was a work that was deemed to be impossible; Dick himself said on 
completion: “One of the most sensational aspects is that we’ve done it and survived.” 
 
Dick’s generosity and collegiality have seen him serve with distinction on countless and diverse 
scholarly associations and learned societies. Of the Hymn Society of Great Britain and Ireland – of 
which he is a Vice-President for life –  Dick is described as “the jewel in the crown,” loved for his gift 
for friendship as well as for his brilliant lectures. 
  
Dick continues to be an active member of the University; he is an honorary fellow of St Cuthbert’s 
Society and Farmington Professorial Fellow at St Chad’s College. He has achieved more in his 
retirement than many academics achieve in a working life-time. Wholehearted, single-minded and 
disarmingly humble, given so much and, in response, someone who has given his all, the spirit of 
Dick’s life of service and distinction is reflected in one of his favourite hymns.  It’s by Isaac Watts, and, 
like Dick, it is one of the finest. 
 
Were the whole realm of nature mine, 
That were a present far too small; 
Love so amazing, so divine, 
Demands my soul, my life, my all. 
 
Vice-Chancellor, I present John Richard Watson to receive the Chancellor’s Medal. 

 


