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THE TEXT OF JOHNSON’S RASSELAS.

There are two statements of a more or less gossipy char-
acter relating to the writing and publishing of Johnson’s
moralizing tale. Each has come down to us through the usual
Boswellian channel, and each has been fully accepted in the
past as if Boswell's authority needed no further support. The
first, which is said to rest on the report of Mr. Strahan the
well-known publisher of the eighteenth century, is to the effect
that Johnson wrote Rasselas to “defray the expense of his
mother’s funeral, and pay some little debts which she had
left”.t) The second contains three distinct assertions as follows:
“He [Johnson] told Sir Joshua Reynolds that he composed it in
the evenings of one week, sent it to the press in portions as
it was written, and had never since read it over.”?2)

For more than a century both of these statements have
borne a charmed life. They have been quoted by every
historian of our literature, and have been more or less mangled
by every shoolboy in his examination paper upon the John-
sonian period. They are about all that many a reader
remembers regarding the book to which they refer. And yet
two of the four assertions contained in these statements cannot
possibly be true, and I now propose to show that a third
probably rests upon equally shaky foundation. I say two of
them cannot possibly be true, for a careful examination of his
letters is all that is mecessary to prove that Johnson did not
- write Rasselas to pay the funeral expenses of his mother, and
that he did not send it to the press in portions as it was
written. The proofs of this I showed at some length in the

1) Boswell's Life of Johnson edited by Hill, vol. I, p. 340—3841.
%) Ibid,
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introduction to an edition of Rasselas printed some four years
ago.!) In the same place some discredit was also reflected
on the third assertion above, that Johnson wrote the book in
the evenings of one week, since chapter forty-five was not
improbably composed after he had heard of his mother’s death.
The probability of this rests on a significant sentence which
is seemingly autobiographical, and on the fact that the whole
chapter has no necessary connection with what precedes or
follows.

It is, however, with the third assertion of the second
statement above that I have primarily to do at this time.
If Johnson never read Rasselas over after writing it,?) the
first edition alone must represent his work, and should be
reprinted today as the proper text, after the correction of a
few obvious misprints. On the contrary, however, the received
text shows a good many slight changes from that of the first
edition, most of which can scarcely be accounted for on the
supposition that they have been inadvertently made. The
character of these will be clear from the following pages, but
I may here note that three of them are in chapter headings,
while others include the omission or introduction of whole
clauses and such other changes in words and phrases as no
one would be so likely to make as the author himself. Now
these changes, or the great majority at least, were made in
the second edition of Rasselas, which appeared in the same
year as the first and within a few months thereafter.

Before continuing the discussion, it seems best to place in
tabular form the results of a close comparison of the first and
second editions, so that the number and nature of the changes
may be easily seen. The pages and lines at the left refer to
my own reprint of the first edition already mentioned, while
the chapter numbers will make it possible to compare with
any copy of the book. I also add, at the right, the readings
of the Oxford edition of 1825 where they differ from those of
the first or second.

) The History of Rasselas. New York. Henry Holt & Co. 1895.

2) Account need not now be taken of Johnson's meeting the book
within two or three years of his death, and eagerly reading it as he jour-
neyed in & coach. Boswell's Johnson (Hill) vol. IV, p. 119.
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Analysis of the collation above shows these significant
facts. In the second edition of Rasselas there are some sixty,
or exactly sixty-one, variations of the text of the first edition.
Some of these are very slight in character it is true, and a few
might be accounted for as merely inadvertent changes, as of the
printer. Most of the alterations, however, are more considerable,
and consist in choice of significant word, turn of important
phrase, and better construction of sentence. As already ment-
ioned, three chapter headings are materially altered, while one
sentence is omitted entirely, and one new one added. If we
go no further, all must admit that such changes, and so many
of them in a single issue, are far more likely to have been
made by the author himself than by anyone else. Many, no
doubt, will not hesitate to believe with the writer that they
prove, so far as circumstantial evidence can do so, that
Johnson himself revised the second edition of the book, even
though this conclusion is at variance with the oft-repeated
tradition.

There is perhaps one way of reconciling such revision of
Rasselas with the report of Sir Joshua Reynolds. The second
edition is known to have followed close upon the first, and
the book was frequently reprinted thereafter. It may be,
therefore, that in later years Johnson himself associated the
two issues so closely in his mind as to have made the state-
ment which Sir Joshua later repeated to Boswell; or, Sir
Joshua may have been the one who confused two issues of
the book. Be that as it may, it is far easier to account for
the somewhat erroneous statement attributed to Johnson's friend,
than to explain the changes noted above on any other sup-
position than that they were made by Johnson himself.

There is no evidence that Johnson made any further
alterations in Rasselas as it passed through subsequent editions.
The few differences in later issues are easily explained. A
comparison with the Oxford edition of 1825 shows that the
changes up to that time are of the simplest character, and
with one or two exceptions fall under three heads. The first
is a slight change in word order, as of has surely to surely
has. The second is the substitution of a modern for an older
form, as a for an before a word beginning with ; the preterites
ram, ate for run, eat; the newer burden for burthen. The third
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is a change of tense, as of past for present when dependent
on a past tense. Most variations from the second edition are
thus due to changes in the language itself, rather than to
intention on the part of any editor.

In conclusion it may be emphasized, that not one of the
traditions concerning Rasselas which has been handed down
by Boswell does not need some modification, while one or two
of them cannot be relied upon at all. The errors are not
considerable in some cases, yet each assertion of the self-
satisfied biographer may be shown to belong, not wholly to
the realm of fact, but rather to the legendary lore which
readily springs up about the life of a famous man. Among
the most certain corrections which must be made to the
Johnson legend, as it may be called, is that Johnson did revise
Rasselas, and did make in the second edition a considerable
number of more or less significant changes.

WEeSTERN RESERVE UNIVERSITY.

OnivER FArRRAR EMERSON.
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