
the history of rasselas prince of abyssinia
the history of rasselas prince of abyssinia is a fascinating exploration into one of the most
enduring works of 18th-century literature. Written by the renowned English author Samuel Johnson,
"The History of Rasselas, Prince of Abyssinia" was first published in 1759. This philosophical tale
delves into themes of happiness, human desire, and the quest for meaning, all framed within the
journey of a young Ethiopian prince named Rasselas. The story reflects the intellectual and cultural
currents of its time, blending adventure with deep moral and existential questions. This article
examines the origins, context, and legacy of this significant work, providing insight into its literary
and historical importance. Below is a comprehensive guide to the main aspects of the history of
Rasselas, Prince of Abyssinia.
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Literary Impact and Legacy

Background and Author
Understanding the history of Rasselas, Prince of Abyssinia begins with its creator, Samuel Johnson, a
towering figure in English literature and lexicography. Johnson wrote the novella in 1759, reportedly
completing it in just a week during a period when his friend, the printer Robert James, was ill.
Johnson's immense erudition and philosophical interests shaped the work's tone and content. The
choice of Abyssinia (modern-day Ethiopia) as the setting was inspired by the Western fascination
with exotic and distant lands, which was common in 18th-century literature. Johnson’s deep
engagement with moral philosophy and human psychology is evident throughout the narrative,
positioning the novella as both a literary and intellectual endeavor.

Samuel Johnson’s Literary Career
Before writing Rasselas, Johnson had already established himself as a poet, essayist, and literary
critic. His most famous achievement, the "Dictionary of the English Language" (1755), demonstrated
his dedication to the English language and scholarship. Johnson’s works often explored human
nature, ethics, and society, themes that resonate strongly in Rasselas. His stature as a moralist and
thinker gave the novella weight beyond its brief length.



Inspiration and Motivations
Johnson’s motivation for writing the history of Rasselas prince of abyssinia is often attributed to a
desire to address the universal search for happiness and meaning. The story also reflects Johnson's
contemplation of his own life and the broader human condition. His exposure to Enlightenment ideas
and classical philosophy influenced the novella’s exploration of rationality, contentment, and the
limitations of worldly pursuits.

Plot Overview
The history of Rasselas prince of abyssinia centers around the young Prince Rasselas, who lives in
the Happy Valley, a secluded and idyllic place designed by his father to protect him from the
hardships of the outside world. Despite the luxury and comfort of this environment, Rasselas feels a
deep dissatisfaction and curiosity about life beyond the valley. This leads him to escape along with
his sister Nekayah and their companion Imlac, a poet and philosopher.

The Journey of Rasselas
The narrative follows Rasselas and his companions as they traverse various regions and encounter
different social classes, from scholars and princes to monks and merchants. Throughout their
travels, they investigate the nature of happiness and the obstacles to achieving it. Each encounter
introduces a new perspective on human desires, ambitions, and disappointments.

Main Characters

Rasselas: The protagonist, a thoughtful and restless prince seeking knowledge and
fulfillment.

Nekayah: Rasselas’s sister, who shares in the quest and reflects on the roles of women in
society.

Imlac: The wise poet and guide, providing philosophical commentary and insight.

The Emperor of Abyssinia: Rasselas’s father, who represents authority and tradition.

Thematic Elements and Philosophical Insights
The history of Rasselas prince of abyssinia is rich in philosophical themes, most notably the
exploration of happiness and the human condition. Johnson uses the story to question whether true
contentment can be found through wealth, power, knowledge, or pleasure. The novella emphasizes
the elusive nature of happiness and the common human tendency to be dissatisfied with present
circumstances.



The Pursuit of Happiness
Central to the narrative is the idea that happiness is not easily attained and that people often
mistake temporary pleasures or external achievements for lasting fulfillment. Johnson suggests that
happiness may be more about acceptance and perspective than about external success.

Philosophy and Morality
Throughout their journey, the characters engage in philosophical dialogues that touch on ethics, the
value of wisdom, and the limitations of human understanding. Johnson’s own moral philosophy,
influenced by Stoicism and Christian thought, permeates these discussions, presenting a nuanced
view of human desires and the search for meaning.

Critique of Society and Human Nature
The novella also critiques social structures, ambition, and the folly of human expectations. Johnson
illustrates how societal roles and material pursuits often fail to deliver genuine happiness,
underscoring the complexity of human nature.

Historical and Cultural Context
The history of Rasselas prince of abyssinia must be understood within its 18th-century
Enlightenment context. During this period, European intellectuals were deeply engaged with
questions of reason, human rights, and the nature of happiness. Johnson’s work enters this discourse
by offering a literary meditation on these themes in a form accessible to a broad audience.

The Enlightenment Influence
Rasselas reflects Enlightenment ideals such as rational inquiry and skepticism about traditional
authorities. The novella’s focus on individual experience and the quest for knowledge aligns with
broader philosophical trends of the time. However, Johnson’s approach is tempered by a
conservative moral outlook, emphasizing humility and the acceptance of human limitations.

Orientalism and Exoticism
The choice of Abyssinia as the setting reflects 18th-century European fascination with distant and
exotic cultures. This setting allowed Johnson to explore universal human themes in a context
removed from European society, lending the story a sense of allegory and timelessness. The
depiction of Abyssinia, while imaginative and symbolic, also illustrates the period’s complex
attitudes towards non-European cultures.



Publication and Reception
Upon its release, the history of Rasselas prince of abyssinia was well received by readers and critics
alike. Its brevity, philosophical depth, and elegant prose contributed to its success. The novella was
translated into multiple languages and has remained a subject of scholarly interest, reflecting its
enduring appeal and significance.

Literary Impact and Legacy
The history of Rasselas prince of abyssinia has had a lasting impact on literature and philosophy. It
is considered a classic example of the philosophical novella, influencing subsequent writers and
thinkers. Its exploration of universal themes continues to resonate with readers and scholars,
maintaining its place in the canon of English literature.

Influence on Later Literature
Johnson’s novella inspired later authors to blend narrative storytelling with philosophical inquiry. Its
clear prose style and thoughtful themes set a standard for moral and reflective literature. Writers in
the Romantic period and beyond acknowledged Johnson’s influence on their treatment of existential
questions.

Modern Interpretations
Contemporary critics analyze the history of Rasselas prince of abyssinia for its insights into 18th-
century thought, as well as its relevance to modern discussions about happiness and fulfillment. The
novella’s blend of narrative and philosophy invites ongoing reinterpretation and study.

Key Contributions

Integration of philosophical discourse within a fictional narrative.1.

Introduction of Eastern settings to explore universal human themes.2.

Reflection of Enlightenment values tempered by moral conservatism.3.

Enduring examination of the nature of happiness and human desire.4.

Frequently Asked Questions



Who is the author of 'The History of Rasselas, Prince of
Abyssinia'?
The author of 'The History of Rasselas, Prince of Abyssinia' is Samuel Johnson.

When was 'The History of Rasselas, Prince of Abyssinia' first
published?
It was first published in 1759.

What is the main theme of 'Rasselas, Prince of Abyssinia'?
The main theme is the pursuit of happiness and the philosophical exploration of human desires and
the nature of fulfillment.

Why did Samuel Johnson write 'Rasselas'?
Johnson wrote 'Rasselas' to help pay for his mother's funeral expenses after her death.

What is the setting of 'The History of Rasselas, Prince of
Abyssinia'?
The story is set in Abyssinia, which is the historical name for Ethiopia.

Who are the main characters in 'Rasselas'?
The main characters are Prince Rasselas, his sister Nekayah, their tutor Imlac, and other
companions.

What philosophical questions does 'Rasselas' explore?
It explores questions about the nature of happiness, the meaning of life, and whether true
contentment is attainable.

How has 'Rasselas' influenced literature and philosophy?
'Rasselas' has influenced literature and philosophy by offering a thoughtful critique on human desire
and the quest for happiness, inspiring later writers and thinkers to examine these themes.

Additional Resources
1. The Life and Times of Rasselas, Prince of Abyssinia
This book explores the historical and cultural context surrounding the legendary figure of Rasselas,
delving into Abyssinian society during his era. It provides readers with a comprehensive background
on the political and social dynamics that shaped his story. The author also examines the influence of
Rasselas in literature and folklore across different regions.



2. Rasselas and the Ethiopian Enlightenment
Focusing on the philosophical themes within the tale of Rasselas, this book analyzes how the
narrative reflects broader Enlightenment ideas. It compares Rasselas' journey with contemporary
philosophical quests for happiness and knowledge. The work also highlights Abyssinia's role in the
intellectual exchanges between Africa and Europe.

3. Historical Narratives of Abyssinia: The Story of Prince Rasselas
This volume collects various historical accounts and interpretations of the story of Rasselas, tracing
its origins and transformations over time. It discusses the blend of myth and history in Abyssinian
storytelling traditions. Additionally, it sheds light on how Rasselas has been perceived in different
historical periods.

4. Rasselas and the Royal Court of Abyssinia
An in-depth look at the political structure and royal customs of Abyssinia during the supposed
lifetime of Rasselas. The book reconstructs the environment of the Abyssinian court, providing
insight into the challenges faced by princes and nobles. It also discusses how these elements are
reflected in the narrative of Rasselas.

5. The Literary Legacy of Rasselas: From Abyssinia to the World
This book tracks the influence of the Rasselas story in global literature, starting from its Abyssinian
roots. It explores translations, adaptations, and references in various literary traditions. The author
highlights how the tale's themes have universal appeal and enduring relevance.

6. Abyssinian Chronicles: Power and Philosophy in the Age of Rasselas
Examining the intersection of political power and philosophical thought in Abyssinia, this book
situates Rasselas within a broader intellectual and historical framework. It discusses the role of
princes and scholars in shaping Abyssinian culture. The narrative also addresses how Rasselas
embodies the tensions between duty and desire.

7. Rediscovering Abyssinia: Archaeology and the Legend of Prince Rasselas
This scholarly work presents archaeological findings that shed light on the historical settings linked
to the legend of Rasselas. It bridges the gap between myth and material history, offering evidence
for the environments described in the tale. The book also considers how archaeology contributes to
understanding Abyssinian heritage.

8. The Wisdom and Wanderings of Rasselas: A Historical Perspective
Focusing on the philosophical journey of Rasselas, this book interprets his quest for happiness
through historical lenses. It discusses the cultural values of Abyssinia that inform his decisions and
reflections. The author connects Rasselas' experiences to broader human themes of existential
searching.

9. From Abyssinia to England: The Story of Rasselas in Historical Context
This book explores the transmission of the Rasselas narrative from its Abyssinian origins to its
famous English publication by Samuel Johnson. It investigates historical interactions between
Abyssinia and England during the 18th century. The work also analyzes how the story was adapted
to suit English literary and philosophical tastes.
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