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NOTE ON TEXT

The quotations in this thesis are not presented in an orthodox
manner. Most of them, no matter how short, are separated from
the main body of the text. Some, however, are incorporated
into the main text. All the quotations which appear in the text
are of less than sixty words. But not all of the isolated
quotations are over sixty words. This is not done in ignorance
of the conventions of quoting. Those which appear on their
own, so to speak, do so that they may be seen clearly and
easily recognised as quotes even in a quick scan of the page.

Those which run in the text are less important.

Single quotation marks indicate that a text is being quoted and
mark the titles of short stories, essays and poems. Double ones

signal "a word or ©phrase 1is Dbeing wused quizzically or

uncertainly.

Chapter VIII of this thesis is an expanded and substantially
altered version of a piece which has already been published
under the title 'RLS5: Precursor of the Post-Moderns?', 1in

Cencrastus (Autumn, 1981), No.6, pp.9-11.



INTRODUCTION

The idea we have of a literary tradition is not a matter of
fixity. In a living language the canon 1is continually being
added to and therefore, to the extent that the tradition 1s
present to us and simultaneous with us, liable to be changed by
new work. Fresh contributions, innovative of necessity, realign
our picture of the past and, above all, redefine it. Writers, 1o
paraphrase Jorge Luis Borges, create their own ancestors. 5o it
is that a hitherto peripheral writer or a form considered 'low"
may be reassessed and enlisted in the perpetual struggle with
narrative forms. Just this 1is the case of Robert Louis OStevenson
(1850-94) whose experimental transformations of a number of
genres of fiction have an almost exemplary status at the
present time. Meanwhile, Vladimir Nabokov's lectures on Dr Jekyll

and Mr Hyde and Borges' ubiquitous remarks on the OScots writers

! He is now an ancestor and

illuminate both his work and theirs.
requires the consideration of all who are interested 1in the

continuing life of storytelling.

From the point of view of literary criticism, the shifting tradition
consists first and foremost only of literary works and not of a
philosophy of literary form or of any ideas originating outside
the realm of literature itself., The language which criticism uses
to speak about the novel, for example, will derive from specific
novels. At the same time it 1is engaged in selecting those very
novels which will constitute its wvalues. The language the critic
uses to describe some kinds of fiction can seem absolute, when
in actual fact it is simply the case that his language is suitable

for describing one kind and is inappropriate to another.

The knowledge of a genre, an author or a specific work is

susceptible to the particular instruments of literary speculation.

Take one example of this sort of exclusiveness: the totemistic

value attached for too long to the notion of the well-rounded



character. For many this became a requisite quality and any
narrative lacking such dense registration of individuality was
devalued 1in consequence. An illegitimate demand had been made
of fiction. The historical genre of the Nov2l had usurpsd the
broader category of prose narrative, and whole areas of the

latter were relegated to the realms of the sub-literary.

In recent vyears the resurgence of interest in Robert Louis
Stevenson has been handicapped, so far as literary criticism
goes, by prejudice against the genres in which he so often
worked. It has been felt, even by conspicuously sympathetic
critics 1like Robert Kiely, that Stevenson's commitment to the
adventure story, for example, drastically limited his achievement.

This wvery genre is seen by Kiely as a form which has not grown

up:

Both Kidnapped and David Balfour (Catriona in
Rritain) are essentially amoral novels, aimless,

hectic, and almost totally devoid of characters
complex enough to experience the pleasures or pains
of maturity.?

There are a number of unexamined assumptions about what a
fiction should be in that statement, and it is a pertinent sample
of that demand for fullness of character in fiction which makes

the critic's language so often inappropriate.

In Kiely's view Stevenson developed, with 1interruptions, away
from adventure stories populated by unreal figures towards an
adult wversion which he was on the point of realising only in
Weir of Hermiston (1894), when his untimely death prevented its
completion. Edwin Muir advanced a similar argument for the

miraculous primacy of Weir in his essay on Stevenson. Muir,

however, attributes Stevenson's failure to become a ‘'serious"
writer to his OGcottish background; a cultural milieu which was,
he claims, 1mmature 1itself and one which could only countenance

writing as an 1idleness. In this script, Weir blazed through the

frivolity of the previous fiction and the Kailyard banalities of

Stevenson's contemporaries.
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Both of these descriptions of Stevenson's immaturity imply that he
could only have come to a comprehensive and open-eyed vision of
reality by abandoning the forms in which he wrote for most of
~ his career. Consequently, they miss the point that it 1is the
nature of that reality which is in dispute for OStevenson. That
inadequate understanding of the development of his fiction will
be challenged 1in the following pages. Instead there will be
proffered the close critical examination of a theme which
constitutes the bedrock of Stevenson's way of seeing and which
undergoes modification or transformation but is never completely

overthrown: it 1is the theme of the self.

Put thus baldly, there is nothing new in such an enterprise.
However, it is an area of thoroughgoing suggestiveness and no
study has as yet presented an adequate profile of this theme 1in
relation to Stevenson's fiction as a self-determining entity.

Therefore, this study will always begin with the texts themselves.

Texts, it must be conceded, may exist at wvarious levels of
generality. They may be treated as unique productions different
from anything else; or they may be examples, say, of the lyrical
realist novel; or as a part of the tradition that is the OScottish
novel; or as a plece of writing displaying the characteristic of
the genus 'novel'. None of these levels of generality 1is
incompatible with the other. They are simply alternative ways of
limiting the subject under discussion, of dividing the continuum
that runs through from the particular event that 1is a literary

text to the system of literature as a whole.

[f temporary privileges have been granted to the particular in
the ensuing discussion, this does not exclude higher levels of
generality from being admitted. Indeed one could not begin to
describe a story without some prior sense of 1ts 1integrity or
without having expectations of it. We are aware, then, that
Stevenson 1s a Scottish writer; that he 1s a late Victorian
novelist, poet and essayist; we also admit that he belonged to a
distinct literary tradition of secular romance. Always this

knowledge contributes to an opening up of the fiction itself.
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Likewise, OStevenson's life will have little place in this study.
The emphasis placed by so many studies of Stevenson on the
Figure  (the termm is Henry James') has had deplorable
consequences for the appreciation of his fiction and his essays;
and so any impression of the Scots writer's personality which
emerges 1s derived from the study of his works. Thus, the first
chapter 1is devoted to his travel writing and not to his
travelling. As he knew himself, writing is a kind of reality that
1s absolutely distinct from living. Indeed, it drives out life and
replaces it with something else. Writing is a convention and
comes out of previous writing, no matter how much it may

transform 1its antecedents.

Nevertheless, I shall attempt to trace the curve of a personality,
to cut out of the continuum of literature the particular impact of
Stevenson's way of seeing, while remaining aware that this way
of seeing was itself composed out of literary form, and especially

by the genre of adventure.

The seven chapters of the ensuing study are developed so as to
locate the progressive reworkings of Stevenson's main theme not
as they occurred chronologically but as they may be best
accounted. Some of the chapters cover a mode employed throughout
his writing life: the chapter on the short stories would fall into
this categery, and it covers late stories as well as early ones.
Both this section and the first, on travel writing, could be seen
as preliminary forays to establish the terms of the approach to
Stevenson. The next chapter is short, a close textual analysis of
Jekyll and Hyde. It refines and extends the previous remarks
while conceding Jekyll and Hyde's distinct status within the
canon. Chapter Four groups together Kidnapped and Catriona. The
last two logically have to be considered alongside each other as
the one narrative, although they are very different in scope, and
their dates of publication are separated by seven years. The
fifth chapter demarcates some of the later fiction, which was
written in Samca, in order to define adventure in relation to
empire and the colonial urge. The next part discusses The Master

of Ballantrae. This novel comes, in time, before much of the fiction
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dealt with earlier; but as the most inclusive and refined of
Stevenson's stories it is recognised as a culmination. Finally, a

summatory chapter says what little it can about the trunceated

C

Y . | _ ¢ 3 .- 1
Neir, and the next and last cne arsues the case for recognising 3¢

Stevenson a significant force in the shaping cf more recent fiction.

At the end of each chapter the themes and motifs which were
identified in the works under discussion in that section are given
a more abstract description than in the body of the cnapter, 1in
order to relate certain 1ideal oppositions which lie behind the
literature to the fundamental duality which this essay observes
in Stevenson's work: the duality of moi ("I") and 1ui ("he").

These terms have Dbeen derived from Le neveu de Rameau

(Rameau's Nephew) (written circa 1761).° However, only the words

have been recruited, not Diderot's exact conception of their
meanings. As the words are not formally defined in the text, 1

will offer the following rough explanation of their use.

Mei ("I") corresponds to the sense of identity which arises from
the existentia' ~ategory ''Being-for-myself'; lui ('"he'") corresponds
to a conflation of the categories '"Being-for-others'" and ''Being-
towards—others'. They are not used dogmatically, but because of
tneir explanatory convenience, and their meaning should be
elucidated by the context in which they are used. Moi arnd "I"

- - - " ]

and lui and "he'" mean precisely the same things. So they are

used interchangeably.

The only other frequently used terms which may be unclear are
"adventure'" and ''romance'. "Romance'" refers to any story in
which events are not tied to probability and which does not

describe 'real life and manners'.®

"Adventure' 1s a special kind
of '"romance'" (that is, all adventures are ''romances', but not zll
"romances' are adventures). As it is defined through examination

of Stevenson's work, it is unnecessary to define it here.



CHAPTER 1

'Out of my country and myself / 1 go': Travel

"It 1s great to shake off the trammels of the world and of
public  opinion - to lose our importunate, tormenting,

everlasting personal identity in the elements of nature.

(William Hazlitt, 'On Going on a Journey')

' The traveller 1is a loner looking for temporary company,
chance meetings, brilliant glimpses. It is not his wish to be
social, more likely its opposite, for the traveller 1s the

consummate escape artist.

(Paul Theroux, review of A Traveller's Life by Eric Newby,

Sunday Times)



CHAPTER 1

Stevenson left us at Penang. I saw him again as
he quit the ship and called to the shore with a
commanding phrase half English and half Malayan.
Then, with his tattered tropical helmet on his
dark sparrowlike head, he disappeared in a rick-
sha at a gallop down the winding streets of the
Oriental town.®

This 1s a description of a fictional Robert Louis Stevenson from
a short sketch by Hermann Hesse which presents Stevenson as
an explorer and traveller. Hesse 1intends his characterisation
to be taken metaphorically, and he has in mind certain qualit-
ies of the 5Scots writer's imagination. Nevertheless, the image
of traveller is a very appropriate one. Stevenson spent much
of his life on journeys, both for their own sake and in order
to reach specific destinations; and since he gave a literary
form to even the least intrepid of adventures, a considerable

portion of his literary output can be termed travel literature.

However, the importance of travelling in his work extends far
beyond his accounts of actual journeys and, as a metaphor,
permeates his whole imagination; becomes one of those crucial
points from which that imagination could begin. For OStevenson
travelling is not an extra-curricular activity. Rather, it is sub-
sumed into his way of seeing the world and himself. Therefore,
in future chapters [ will examine the role of journeys in his
fiction. In this present chapter 1 will discuss the attitudes
lying behind his impetus to travel, as they appear in texts

which can be classed under the heading of travel literature.

Stevenson's attitude to travel developed over the years, as did

his literary treatment of it. To begin with, his appreciation of
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1t was subject to overt influences from predecessors and con-
temporaries - particularly through the essay form, which could
easily be extended to descriptions of short walking tours or
the like. Among those writers whom he admired was George
Borrow. But perhaps the greatest influence on his conscious
attraction to travel was William Hazlitt, whose words preface
this chapter because they offer a succinct presentation of Stev-—
enson's early belief in the liberty which travelling offered. In

that same essay, 'On Going on a Journey', Hazlitt writes:

We are not the same but another, and perhaps
more enviable individual, all the time we are out
of our own country. We are lost to ourselves as
well as our friends. So the poet somewhat quaintly
sings,

'Out of my country and myself 1 go."'?

As a mark of the impression which Hazlitt's essay must have
made on Stevenson, it is worth relating this notion and its
expression to something which Stevenson wrote in Amateur Emig-

rant, which echoes both:

Travel is of two kinds; and this voyage of mine
across the ocean combined both. 'Out of my coun-
try and myself 1 go', sings the old poet: and 1
was not only travelling out of my country in lati-
tude and longitude, but out of myself 1in diet,
associates and consideration. Part of the interest
and a great deal of the amusement flowed, at least
to me, from this novel situation in the world.’

Stevenson, here, recapitulates Hazlitt's belief that the traveller
escapes from those necessarily recurrent aspects of experience

which promote a social identity, into novelty and anonymity.

With change of place we change our ideas; nay,
our opinions and feelings."

writes Hazlitt. Underlying these thoughts is the proposition that

our social identity 1is superficial and provincial, social



_ 8 _

manners being wvarious and always limited; so that travel hum-

anises us by making us strangers, insofar as it steeps our

'personal identity in the elements of nature'. Instead of ‘'stran-
gers', we might write unidentifiable, which is to say, without
a fixed identity. Travel then, in Hazlitt's view, is a mode of
release from the accidental reality of birth and environment;
and it can proffer a discovery of the natural, as opposed to
the social, affections. (The dependant distinction between soc-
ial and natural will be a relevant discussion and will receive

a fuller airing later in this chapter.)

The appeal of such thinking to Stevenson was strong, and his
social experiments as a young man bear witness to his living
involvement with 1it. He frequently wandered through the Scot-
tish capital dressed as a rag and bone man; and later, in
London, he got up as a workman to discover at what point he
would become 'invisible to the well-regulated female eye'. Even
his habitual dress was a self-conscious exercise in social anon-
ymity and personal flamboyance; although J.C. Furnas, in re-

porting Sidney Colvin, fails to notice the significance of this:

He told people that he wore such an outfit 'partly
for a hankering after social experiment and adven-

ture and a dislike of being identified with any

special class or caste' which 1is more 1ingenuous

than convincing.

We observe not what has often been described as adolescent
egoism, but a desire to find a more common personal attitude
than the social organism normally permits, and the need to
live out such an impulse so that it is not an abstraction, so

that it is felt through the senses.

[t is not difficult to understand how Stevenson arrived at the
position where he needed a flexible life-philosophy, capable of
development and change, rooted in experience. For, he was

born into a schismatic religious tradition; he had a childhood
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filled with God. He 1lost his belief in this religion, without
ever being able to deny affection for those who most clearly
represented it to him, his parents. Subsequently, and perhaps
as a result of this, OStevenson distrusted abstract systems as
a whole. Natural affections and antipathies formed one sort of
substitute for faith in the face of this mistrust, since religion
had lost its rootedness in the experience of men. Mrs McRan-
Kine, the landlady of the eponymous hero of St Ives, is a
comlc 1instance of a character in whom there is dissonance be-

tween religious beliefs and actual feelings.®

Her theology, with
its antinomian residue, 1is smaller than the humanity of the
woman herself, so that she 1is incapable of living through the
abstract prescriptions of her religion (and her country for that
matter: she knowingly gives shelter to a prisoner-of-war). Open
acceptance was the means by which a man could overcome such
reductions and refuse to accept a narrowly circumscribed relat-
ion to the world or the authority of merely sectarian truths.
Thus his life-long enthusiasm for Walt Whitman, whom he

praised in an essay for his openness to life.’ Thus he writes

that:

I find that the rule which applied for me last

week, will not apply today; my right and wrong
are variable and vacillating; and yet |l must con-

tinue to follow the present impulse.®

Here 1is an evident dedication to surmounting the limits of self

and province.

Travel was one of the most obvious means by which 5Stevenson
could extend his experience, broaden his tabulation of human
beings, and it was precious enough for him to write about it

from the very start of his career.

Amongst his earliest published works are accounts of walking
tours in Galloway and in the Lake District, and a composite

picture of his stays in Fontainebleau called 'Forest Notes' (all



~- 10 -

1876).° These and a number of other similar essays came out

prior to, or contemporary with, the books which brought him

to extensive public notice: An Inland Voyage (1878) and
Travels with a Donkey (1879).

There is no doubt that these early pieces are autobiographical
exerclises. For example, in 'Walking Tours' (1876) an intimate
style records the interaction of personality and environment,

leaving no room to question the writer's greater interest in

the former. He writes that:

Landscape on a walking tour 1is quite accessory.
He who is indeed of the brotherhood does not voy-

age 1n quest of the picturesque, but of certain
jolly humours.*'’

An 1important thing to note about these works is that they re-
count trips which are essentially undirected. Their aimlessness
was part of a deliberate rejection of purposeful, earnest and
useful activity. They are self-exploratory, in that Stevenson's
interest lies in his own responses to places and events. The
writer 1s 1n the process of constructing a self from its sources
In new experience, a self which will be free from the demands
of the old life and its duties. As he sets out to welcome the
random occurrence and the chance encounter, this Victorian
Bohemian mimics the desire of the knights of Arthurian romance
for 'adventures', while the low comic nature of the adventures

reveals them as Quixotic.

It is in the wuncertain and experimental composition of that
self, the nonchalant spirit, that the distinctively aimless char-
acter of the resultant essays lies. By undirected, I mean that
they are not written in the light of a theory or to give an
account of a particular part of the world. The journey is all;
it does not matter where it leads the writer. In Travels with
a Donkey he states concisely this lack of regard for destinat-

10NS:
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Why anyone should wish to visit Luc or Cheylard
1s more than my much-inventing spirit can sup-
pose. For my part, 1 travel not to go anywhere,

but to go. 1 travel for travel's sake. The great
affair is to move.!’

T'he movement is in itself a guarantee of anonymity, a condit-
ion which the traveller actively seeks and promotes through

what he imagines to be the caste neutrality of his Bohemian

style of dress.

In Inland Voyage and Travels with a Donkey it is apparent
that one of OStevenson's greatest satisfactions in travelling was
to be found in the casting off of assigned social roles which
his foreignness and nondescript appearance entailed. In the
course of his canoe trip through Belgium and France, he is
happy to allow an onlooker to imagine that he is the valet of
his travelling companion, Walter Simpson. He allows himself to
be mistaken for a Plymouth Brother by an old Camisard in the
Cevennes. This tendency to impersonation was seen earlier in
his wandering around Edinburgh dressed as a rag and bone
man. In that they realise a form of detachment from customary
social existence the impersonations are exemplary, 1f minor,

adventures.

Near the outset of the canoce trip described in Inland Voyage,
he and Simpson come to a small and unfriendly Belgian village

which provokes this reflection on his desire for detachment:

It is an odd thing, how happily two people, if
there are two, can live in a place where they
have no acquaintance. 1 think the spectacle of a
whole life in which you have no part paralyses
personal desire. You are content to become a mere
spectator. '’

But the wish to secede from his normal identity is often more
active. He repeatedly fails to disabuse the people they meet of

the assumption that he is a pedlar. This last impersonation
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leads to one of the liveliest episodes of Inland Voyage, 1in

which he and Simpson are denied entrance to an inn on the
grounds of their disreputable appearance. This escapade 1is
related simply, the necessary details are observed, and the
comment which Stevenson appends to the story seems to have

been genuinely provoked by the experience of rejection:

It 1s all very fine to talk about tramps and moral-
1ty. OS5ix hours of police surveillance (such as 1
have had), or one brutal rejection from an 1inn
door, change your views on the subject like a
course of lectures. As long as you keep in the
upper regions, with all the world bowing to you
as you go, soclal arrangements have a very hand-
some alr; but once get under the wheels, and you
wish society were at the devil. 1 will give most
respectable men a fortnight of such a life, and
then 1 will offer them twopence for what remains

of their morality.'’

The wunderlying proposition here 1is a radical, though not a

novel, one: that social life is the matrix of ethical behaviour.

An identical belief is to be found in a different context in a

passage from his fragmentary notebook:

The harm of prostitution lies not in itself, but in
the disastrous moral 1influence of ostracism. This
decivilisation, this rejection of individuals or soc-
ial classes from the commonwealth, would have its
own natural result, whosoever was the individual
or the class wupon which it was brought to bear.
Hunted religionists become cruel and inhuman, just

as ostracised harlots do.!'"

What I wish to suggest is that the experience at the inn mod-
ulates into an integrated and conscious perception; and then
becomes of great importance in Stevenson's art as a conflict
between the variously detrimental and liberating effects of 'de-
civilisation'. It 1is the latter which Stevenson emphasises in
Inland Voyage and Travels with a Donkey, and a deepened
sense of the complex altercations of law and freedom only comes

later, in his fiction. Meantime he can write in Inland Voyage:
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I'his is a fashion 1 love: to kiss the hand or wave
a handkerchief to people [ shall never see again,
to play with p0551b111ty, and knock in a peg for

fancy to hang upon.

thus pre-empting lightheartedly apropos travel what he was
later to write with respect to literature - that freedom from a
fixed social identity is a value and a spur to invention. It is
an anti-bourgeois sensibility and it continues over from the
two early travel books into short stories like Providence and
the Guitar, where the itinerant musician embodies the free
spirit which finds an authentic identity outwith the quotidian
life of the burghers whom he tries to entertain. Stevenson could
use travel, 1in this sense, as a metaphor of the individual
searching for worth and happiness on his own terms and in con-
flict with the commonplace demands of society. He 1is groping
towards a satisfactory image for the life of the artist who owes
allegiance only to the community of artists. Stevenson's attract-
ion to being 'a mere spectator' of 'a whole life in which you
have no part' anticipates his view that the writer should ideal-
ly be free from all provinciality of thought and thus, by im-
plication, an outsider. His high wvaluation of this free perspec-
tive has often been mistakenly identified with an immature
appreciation of the child's wview of things. But it 1s more
accurate to call it an unsocialised, or naive, point of view,

of which the mental life of the child offers only one manifest-

ation.t®

The 1importance of childhood for Stevenson was twofold: in the
first place it 1is a wuniversal experience; and secondly, the
child's imagination has not succumbed to the commonplace
vision of his elders. Childhood is prior to adult assimilation
of a fixed social identity and, therefore, the child can whole-
heartedly immerse himself in play. He can be a pirate or a
Covenanter. J.C. Furnas tells a very revealing anecdote about
Stevenson, which he confesses may be apocryphal, but which

nevertheless ought to be true:
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Louis is watching a child play boat and, wearying
of it, climb out of the armchair that had been act-
ing as boat, and walk away, 'For heaven's sake,’
Louis calls after him, 'at least swim!'!’

I'ne unimpeachable solidity of illusion as evinced in the life
of the child was central to Stevenson's conception of romance

and we shall explore this more fully in later chapters.

What has the above digression to do with travel? Travel was
otevenson's preliminary outsidership. This feeling is to be

found in several incidents related in Inland Vozage and Trav-

els with a Donkey. In the epilogue to the former he tells the
story of how he was imprisoned as a German spy because he
lacked his passport - in other words, he was without ident-

ityth?®

Travel allows him a social anonymity, the privilege of
being a stranger. In the same way that Mark Twain would
travel as a tramp, or use the unsocialised eyes of Huck, to
criticise society, OStevenson counted on his intermittent tramp-
hood to preserve a freedom f{rom social conventions which
would, he hoped, stand him in good stead as a writer who was

anxious to avoid provinciality. Travel could expose purely

superficial cultural differences to a perception of common

values, and could extend the natural sympathies of the writer.

In Amateur Emigrant (1893) many of these intuitions are devel-

oped further and more clearly than in his two books of Euro-

pean travel, and 1 propose to look at this interesting work

Nnow.

Stevenson embarked on the S5.5. Devonia on August 7, 1879,
under the name of Robert Stephenson (impersonation again -
this time only a mild pseudonym). He arrived in New York ten
days later, then travelled across the continent. He wrote
Amateur Emigrant in California, basing it on notes taken while
he was at sea.'’ During most of the period in which the book

was written he was very ill, and on occasions at death's door.
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HHe had no money. At the same time, Fanny Osbourne was hav-
ing difficulty in getting her divorce, and she herself was

suffering spells of a mental or nervous illness. It was a grim

time.

These are the barest of biographical bones, but they give some
ldea of what must have been the emotional background to the
writing of Amateur Emigrant. The letters which he sent to his
London friends about the book reveal that the crisis and the immin-
ent change in his life had some effect on Stevenson's attitude

to his vocation. He writes to Sidney Colvin from Monterey:

I'he business of my life stands pretty nigh still.
I work at the notes of my voyage. It will not be
very like a book of mine; but perhaps none the
less successful for that.?®

In another letter to Colvin he is more specific about the sub-

stance of this hinted change:

It is not a monument of eloquence; indeed 1 have
sought to be prosaic in view of the nature of the
subject; but I almost think it is interesting.?’

Inspection of Amateur Emigrant confirms a turning away from
the more image-strewn prose of his earlier essays in order to
adapt the style to the subject-matter and to his new expressive
needs. But, in yet another communication with Sidney Colvin,
Stevenson 1is conscious of a more fundamental change, involving

a recognition that he has done all he can in the travel

medium:

The Emigrant shall be finished and leave in the
course of next week. And then, ['ll stick to stor-
ies. 1 am not frightened. 1 know my mind is chang-
ing; 1 have been telling you so for long; and 1
suppose I am fumbling for the new vein. Well,
['11 find it.*?
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A new determination and freedom from his friends is evident
here. Stevenson has obviously gone through a great crisis of
body and mind in California. He is much more in earnest about
his artistic intentions, more anxious to do work of aesthetic

value and permanence. The apprenticeship is over. He continues

1In the same letter:

I know 1 shall do better work than ever 1 have
done before; but, mind vyou, it will not be like
it. M sympathies and interests are changed.
There shall be no more books of travel for me. 1
care for nothing but the moral and dramatic, not
a jot for the picturesque or the beautiful, other
than about people. [t bored me hellishly to write
the Emigrant; well, its going to bore others to
read it; that's only fair.?’ .

(He later revised this rather peevish opinion of Amateur Emig-

rant, giving it a more optimistic appraisal when his health im-

proved). A further letter, this time to Edmund Gosse, re-
inforces the impression that Stevenson has recognised that his
reputation is as a writer of frivolous occasional pieces and

that he has resolved to change that state of affairs:

I believe the class of work I might yet give out
is better and more real and solid than people

fancy.?"

Two general points emerge from the above. Firstly, that

Amateur Emigrant embodied an idiom distinct from Stevenson's

earlier work. Secondly, that it marked a culmination of his

travel writing, as he had resolved to devote himself only to
fiction and drama in the future. (This 1is the period of the
birth of Prince Otto - then called A Forest Romance - which,
interestingly, deals with a young man who has frivolously
wasted his time in activities which do not do justice to his

talents. 1 cannot help seeing it as a self-dramatisation.)

What, then, makes Amateur Emigrant so different from previous
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efforts? To begin with, it seems a much more purposeful book
than, say, Inland Voyage. The voyage to America gives it some
form, because it unites the characters on the boat as pilgrims
toc a new land; more importantly, this is a conceptual unity
rather than the semblant coherence of a canoe trip. The notion

of a voyage to a new country has overtones which Stevenson is

not slow to exploit, and which we shall discuss in due course.
But above all, Amateur Emigrant has an ideal motif, a persist-
ent concern: provinciality. Time and again he returns to quest-
ions of cultural boundaries and superficial distinctions between
men with a tenacity which suggests not that he is entertaining

certain ideas but that a definite way of seeing has him in 1its

grip.

. ]

Stevenson hoped right from the  start to make a wvirtue out of
necessity and, by taking a cabin in the steerage section of the
ship, 'to see the worst of emigrant life'. Of course, he 1is
open to the charge that he is slumming, and some of his more
patroﬁising comments can be irritating. But on the whole he
lets the reality of the life of the people among whom he finds
himself speak for itself; and he notes with obvious pleasure
that, despite his polite speech, he 1s not treated as an out-
sider by the steerage passengers, but as one of themselves. He
is 1ironic at the expense of exterior cultural markings such as

caste:

For some time after 1 came aboard 1 thought 1 was
only a male; but in the course of a voyage of dis-
covery between decks, 1 came on a brass plate,
and learned that I was still a gentleman. Nobody

. 2
knew it, of course.®’

And he continues in a way which reminds us of his Hazlittean

ancestry:

Everywhere else [ was incognito, moving among my
inferiors with simplicity, not so much as a swag-
ger to indicate that 1 was a gentleman after all.®®
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Nevertheless, the stratified nature of the ship - there is absol-
ute division between the cabin and the steerage passengers -
impinges upon Stevenson and his companions. When it does, his

reaction is very strong, almost virulent:

Through this merry and good-hearted scence there
came three cabin passengers, a gentleman and two
young ladies, picking their way with little grac-
ious titters of indulgence, and a Lady Bountiful
air about nothing, which galled me to the quick.
I have little of the radical in social questions,
and have always nourished an idea that one
person was as good as another. But I began to be
troubled by this episode. It was astonishing what
insults these people managed to convey by their
presence. They seemed to throw their clothes in
our faces. Their eyes searched wus all over for
tatters and 1incongruities. A laugh was ready at
their lips; but they were too well-mannered to in-
dulge it in our hearing. Wait a bit till they were
all back in the saloon, and then how wittily they
would depict the manners of the steerage. We were
in truth wvery innocently, cheerfully, and sensibly
‘engaged, and there was no shadow of excuse for
the swaying elegant superiority with which these
damsels passed among us, or for the stiff and wag-
gish glances of their squire. Not a word was said;
only when they were gone MacKay sullenly damned
their impudence under his breath; but we were all
conscious of an icy influence and a dead break in
the course of our enjoyment.*’

Such angry testimony to the injury caused by a diseased snob-
bery comes all the more forcefully from one whose social posit-
ion would normally have placed him among the cabin passen-
gers. At the back of this little episode lurks a metaphor which
occasionally surfaces throughout the text - that the steerage
is a den of animals. Above, we are reminded of people observ-
ing strange creatures in the zoo. Elsewhere he describes the
sleeping quarters in the steerage as the stalls of a byre. When
a passenger, found 1ill on deck, 1is carried below, he is taken
to 'the den allotted him'.?* The point is that the metaphoric
becomes the existential; for, the steerage passengers are forced

to live like animals and Stevenson 1is merely recording the
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details of this squalor, trying to be true to the reality as he
experienced it. One suspects that in his honesty in reportage
was largely responsible for the dislike which his London cron-

les expressed for Amateur Emigrant. They toox exception to,

and censored from the first edition, such descriptions as this:
He had been sick and his head was in his vomit.?’
And this was also omitted:

all, who stewed here together in their own exhal-
ations, were uncompromisingly unclean.®®

Yet, with filth there was chivalry, and courtesy existed along-
side the wvomit; not only that, but kindliness and a;:rogance CO—
existed 1in one man, a bosun to whom Stevenson appealed for
help. This deliberate effort to hold the poles of experience in
some sort of balance 1is continuous with structures of feeling
which are in his fiction and which will be dealt with in future
chapters. Stevenson manages to sustain a dual wvision through

the worst horrors of the emigrant train:

Without fresh air, you only require a bad heart,
and a remarkable command of the Queen's English,
to become such another as Dean 5Swift; a kind of
leering human goat, leaping and wagging your
scut on mountains of offence. I do my best to keep

my head the other way, and look for the human
rather than the bestial in this Yahoo-like business

of the emigrant train. But one thing [ must say:
the car of the Chinese was notably the least offens-
ive [, and that of the women and children by a

good way the worst. A stroke of nature's satire. | 31

Stevenson 1s recognising the disgusting, and his own disgust

in the face of it, while he 1is still anxious to 'look for the

human rather than the bestial'.

These sorts of observations are fairly straightforward; but

their wvalidity and worth rests upon the fact that they issue
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from Stevenson's experience on ship and emigrant train; they
are responses, uncluttered by theory, to real life; and they
have a certain deliberate simplicity, which 1is evident in this
section where he 1is discussing the relative refinements of the

two classes of passenger:

Some of our finest behaviour, though it looks well
enough from the boxes, may seem even brutal to
the gallery. We boast too often manners that are

parochial rather than wuniversal... To be gentle-

man 1s to be one the world over, and in every
relation and grade of society. It is a high calling.

...And, unhappily, the manners of a so-called
upper grade have a kind of currency, and meet
with a certain external acceptation throughout . all
the others, and this tends to keep us well satis-
fied with slight acquirements and the amateurish
accomplishments of a <clique. But manners, like
art, should be human and central.®?

Stevenson does not wish to make the point complex. He estab-
lishes for himself the ideal wvalue of things, relates it to his
own e.xperience and summarises in the epigram which 1is the last
sentence. Some interesting propositions underlie the passage,
however. We observe two sets of opposites: the inner and the
external; the provincial, or ‘'parochial', and the wuniversal.
These are two contrary facets of the one thing. What is exter-
nal is bound to be provincial and only inner, native qualities
can be universal. At another point of Amateur Emigrant he
extends these observations, especially the idea of provincial-

ism:

Sedentary, respectable people seem to leave some
vital qualities behind them when they travel: non
cmnia sua secum; they are not themselves, and
with all that mass of baggage, have forgotten to
put up their human virtues. A Bohemian may not
have much to recommend him, but what he has, is
at least his own and indefeasible. You may rely
as surely upon his virtues as upon his vices, for
they are both bred in the bone. Neither have been
assumed to suit the temper of society, or depend in any
degree on the vicinity of Portman Square. But
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respectable people, transplanted from their own
particular =zone of respectability, too often lose
their manners, their good sense, and a consider-

able part of their religion.>’

There is the core: the universal human traits are 'bred in the
bone', and are not subject to the vagaries of custom. It is an
old discussion this, about nature and nurture, and Stevenson
has nothing new to contribute to it; he merely expresses his
view extremely well. But, years later Mackellar makes the same
trip from Glasgow to New York in Master of Ballantrae, and
there the perceptual basis of these observations which 1 have
quoted at length 1is embodied 1in character and dramatic con-
flict, compelling an aesthetic recognition because a work of
art has deepened and transmuted experience and conscious be-
lief into something capable of inspiring horror. By that time
Stevenson has a very different idea of what 1is bred in the

bone.

It is the case that Stevenson realised that he could go no fur-

ther with the travel essay as he was writing Amateur Emig-

rant, his most directed exercise in that mode. | say that it is

a directed work because the whole idea of a voyage {rom the
custom-ridden Old World to a new country which has a fluid
society, thought to be free from a host of traditional sanctions,
fits his preoccupation with province and custom. Stevenson

imagined that to young Europeans America represented freedom:

It seems to them as 1if, out west, the war of life
was still conducted 1in the open air, and on free
barbaric terms; as if it had not yet been nar-
rowed into parlours, nor begun to be conducted,
like some unjust and dreary arbitration, by com-
promise, costume, forms of procedure, and sad,
senseless self-denial.”"

He finds a purpose for the voyage which 1is not his own reason
for going, but which gives the whole trip the nature of a

quest. It 1is, 1in this respect, more directed than his descrip-
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tion of earlier travels:; and the fact that he was eventually
disillusioned of the America which was to him 'a sort of pro-
mised land', 'full of dark possibilities';®does not cause us to
modify our recognition of an hitherto suppressed tendency to

think in terms of ends.

The whole westward project of Amateur Emigrant has a signifi-
cance for this process of discarding European class conscious—
ness; because Stevenson had conceived America as a continent
full of dark possibilities, less constrictingly civilised. He was
soon aware of some discrepancy between the dream and the
actuality. At first he notes that his fellow pilgrims seem to be
fleeing failure rather than setting out boldly to conquer the
wilderness. And disillusionment is realised thoroughly in what
was planned to be the second half of the book, 'Across the
Plains ' (1883). A downbeat set of impressions of the train
journey from New York to San Francisco, 'Across the Plains’
obliterates any eXxpectations Stevenson had of America in the
individual and collective misery of the train. This is not to
say that OStevenson did not like America. It i1s simply that the
framework of his anticipations seems to be thrown away when
he makes the transition from perceiving it as a set of cultural
values to first hand experience. Something similar happened in

the Pacific, when he eventually wvisited that part of the world.

Between Amateur Emigrant and his book on the South Seas,
Stevenson wrote The Silverado Squatters (1863) and a set of

>  The former is an intimate record of

essays about California.
frontier life, which he experienced when he and his new wife
spent their honeymoon 1in a disused silver mine near Napa
Valley. Of the latter, the sketch of San Francisco is unusual
because 1t 1is the f{irst article of any substance that he pro-

duced about any city other than Edinburgh.

San Francisco embodied qualities which strongly attracted

Stevenson. It was a changing, polyglot society of varied
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cultures, in which variety of race, dress and architecture com-
bined to form a fascination. He makes the point that San
Francisco is incomplete; its streets do not end, they peter out.
He also notes that its infinite variety is compressed, topograph-

ically intermingled:

The same street 1in 1its career visits and unites so
many different classes of society.>’

It therefore offered an appealing contrast to the Victorian Brit-
ish cities, which were stratified on a class basis and built
solidly on stone. San Francisco was as unlike Edinburgh as
could be. Stevenson's apprehension of what is important to him
in the city 1is like an act of the imagination, although it is
only the art of judicious selection. He reads it, as Ruskin
would have done, as a set of signs which point to the sort of
life the «city creates and offers. But Stevenson is capable of
hauling the cityscape towards his own mentality. The most strik-
ing instance of this process occurs when he describes China-
town. He gives a short impression of pavement life - colourful,

various, public; then he writes:

And the interest 1is heightened with a chill of
horror. Below, vyou hear, the cellars are alive
with mystery; opium dens, where the smokers lie
one above another, shelf upon shelf, close-packed
and grovelling in deadly stupor; the seats of un-
known vices and cruelties, the prisons of unacknow-
ledged slaves and the secret lazarettos of dis-
ease.”®

This is as effective an image of the two-storeyed human psyche
as Deacon Brodie or Jekyll and Hyde. The pattern of OSteven-
son's mind 1is reproduced in front of him and there is an

alliance between his interest in closeted evil and what 1is act-

ually there.

In the South Seas (1890) is a much more ambitious undertaking
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than Silverado Squatters and Stevenson rated it highly enough

for him to write this to Charles Baxter:

I shall have a fine book of travels, [ feel sure;
and will tell vyou more of the South Seas after
very few months than any other writer has done
- except Herman Melville, perhaps.>’

I'his is perhaps over-confident. But it is certainly true to say
that his book 1is more justly appreciated now than it was in
1890 when it was first published - possibly as the result of
the development of a less European-centred anthropology. In-
deed, one of the merits of In the South Seas is that it is not
bound by the predominant attitudes of its time in offering a
sympathetic account of a primitive culture - or, more properly,
a set of cultures; because Stevenson was aware that native
mores were various, not monolithic; he was conscious of both
obvious and subtle distinctions in custom from place to place.
We recall an interesting piece of syntax from Amateur Emigrant:

R = I

Those, then, with whom 1 found myself in sym-

pathy, and of whom I may therefore hope to write

: o
with a greater measure of truth.

The point made with this causal link is a very obvious one,
but nevertheless well-founded and to be insisted upon. A certaln
consistent and lucid relation to the variety of the world's pro-

vinces 1is clearly 1indebted to to such sympathy. It succinctly

recommends itself to us in this observation from Silverado

Squatters:

There 1is no foreign land; it is the traveller only
that is foreign."'

This receptive, open attitude to travel helps Stevenson to
avoid making the sort of statement which characterises Arthur
Johnstone's defence of the white settlers against his attacks in

In the South Seas. At one point in his book, Johnstone writes:
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Crimes and misdemeanors do not affect Polynesians
. . . « e iy 2
as their commission does civilised men.

Several points are raised here. It is the value of that 'civil-
1sed' which raises radical doubts in Stevenson's mind, as is

confirmed by these words from a letter to Will Low:

I love the Polynesian. This civilisation of ours is

a dingy ungentlemanly business; it drops too much
out of man."”

Without enquiring too much into what Stevenson actually means
at this stage, we can record his scepticism about the "civilis-
ing mission''. He realised that crime could be a relative mat-
ter, and that in the South Seas imperialism had imposed alien
laws on a culture which had its own, different ones. As he

wrote in 'Pulvis et Umbra':

The canting moralist tells us of right and wrong;
and we look abroad, even on the face of our small
earth, and {find them change with every climate,
and no country where some action 1is not honoured
for a wvirtue and none where it is not branded for
a vice.'"

Right and wrong, in other words, are not 'bred in the bone’

of the congqguerors.

However, despite his obvious sympathies with the 1islanders’
political cause, he tried to avoid that issue and glve a reason-
ably objective account of Polynesian history and legend, some-
thing which would be more like reportage than any previous

Stevenson book, with the possible exception of Amateur Emig—

rant.'> The basis of the book 1is fragmentary, being around

seventy articles, or letters, which Stevenson was to write for
McLure's magazine in the United States. In fact, only thirty-
four were published, as they were thought to be too dull to

achieve any quickening in the circulation of the magazine. The
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book, therefore, 1is scarcely a unit. It is without a motif or
structure. There 1is some reference across from various parts of
the text, especially when he is discussing Polynesian customs
In general - but th2se are minimal. Stevenson himself was

aware of the problem, as this strange plaint to Henry James

shows:

The time it took me to design this volume, before
I could dream of putting pen to paper was excess-
ive; and then think of writing a book of travels
on the spot, when 1 am contmually extending my
information, revising my opinions, and seeing the
most finely finished portions of my work come part
by part in pieces. Very soon 1 shall have no opin-
ions left. And without an opinion, how to string
artistically wvast accumulations of fact? Darwin
said no one could observe without a theory; |1
suppose he was right... my theories melt, melt,
melt, and as they melt the thaw-waters wash down
my writing and leave unideal tracts.*®

Why OStevenson felt the need to rusn into print is beyond full
explanation; but it 1is possible that the impact upon his think-
ing was strong enough to account for his eagerness to write up
the experience of the wvoyage in the South Seas, which, in his
own words, contained 'so incredible a mixture of the beautiful
and horrible, the savage and civilised'. Stevenson's fascinat-
ion with such a macabre fusion of opposite conditions, a radi-
cal ambivalence, cannot be exaggerated. Its pursuit from sect-
ion to section of In the South Seas is the common factor; for,
although Stevenson had no theory, he did have a consistent
way of seeing the world, his mind was naturally predisposed

to go in certain directions, and these traits surface in the

South Seas book.

The trip to, and sojourn in, the South Seas had a special mean-
ing for Stevenson, because it was, for him, a journey not only
in space but also in time. As he had enjoyed proximity to
banditry in California, so the recent death of cannibalism in

some parts of the South Seas, and the persistence of many so-
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called savage customs, held out the prospect of a kind of soc-
lety which had long been dead in Europe. Of course, when his
knowledge of the islands increased with first-hand experience,
he had to change many preconceptions about them and recognise,
for example, that native life was not without its own 'compro-

h 7

mise, costume, forms of procedure’. However, he retained the

desire to live in a part of the South Seas which still followed

many of the old customs, as this letter to an enquiring journal-

1st 1ndicates:

I chose Samoa instead of Honolulu, for instance,

for the simple and eminently satisfactory reason
that it was less civilised."®

Stevenson knew that the tide of this less civilised world was
ebbing, and he recorded the tawdry intersections of old and

*3 But he concentrated his atten-—

new when he came across them.
tion 1n three main areas: the history and legends of Oceania;
the customs he came across which seemed to be the most strik-

ing; and the physical aspect of the islands.

In the first two cases he was trying to preserve things which
were dying. In the latter instance he was dealing with a con-
stant factor, and he worked hard to try to convey to his
readers a sense of the strangeness and occasional beauty of
the islands. He succeeds on some occasions, fails on others, be-
cause the attempt to capture the lineaments of a scene in self-
advertising passages of conscious poetry - or highlights - can
often result only in one of those purple passages which expres-
ses rapture and little else. But a piece of writing, such as
graces the latter part of the following, has the quality of an

epiphany, though its vocabulary is common and eventless:

Once more we traversed a silent town; many were
yet abed and asleep; some sat drowsily in their
open houses; there was no sound of intercourse or
business. In that hour before the shadows, the
quarter of the palace and canal seemed like a
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landing-place in the Arabian Nights or from the
classic poets; here were the fit destination of some
'faery frigot', here some adventurous prince might
step ashore among new characters and incidents;
and the island prison, where it floated on the
luminous face of the lagoon, might have passed for
the repository of the Grail. In such a scenez, and
at such an hour, the impression received was not
so much of foreign travel - rather of past ages;
it seemed not so much degrees of latitude that we
nad crossed, as centuries of time that we had re-
ascended; leaving, by the same steps, home and
today. A few children followed us, mostly nude,
all silent; in the clear, weedy waters of the canal

some silent damsels waded, baring their brown
thighs.?>®

This 1is an admirable example of what Stevenson understood to
be a romantic picture, having the quality which makes an
image flash into the mind's eye and stay there. Here, the com-
parison with Arabian Nights 1is not facile, as it so often 1is
with Stevenson; it expresses the sense of another, past world
which he felt, and it is not mocked by the ordinariness of the
romantic objects: the silence, the absence of shadows, the mute
children, the brown thighs of the wading women; above all the
silence, which does not have an abstract quality but seems the

essence of the other contingent details.

The past becomes present in more shocking ways, too, as when
he meets a number of charming cannibals. On another occasion

he is moved to comment by the sight of two Gilbertine women

fighting:

The return to these primeval weapons, the wvision
of man's beastlines, of his ferality, shocked me
in a deeper sense than that with which we count
the cost of battles... Crime, pestilence, and death
are in the day's work; the imagination readily
accepts them. It instinctively rejects, on the con-
trary, whatever shall call up the image of our
race upon its lowest terms, as the partner of
beasts.
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But he goes on to extend the observation:

And yet to be just to barbarous islanders we must
not forget the slums and dens of our cities; 1 must
not forget that I have passed dinnerward through
Soho and seen that which cured me of my dinner.®’

He 1is wunwilling to confine his perception of the existence of
feral instinct to the savage mind. This 'ferality' is not histor-
ical or geographically restricted; it is universal. Even so, he
prevaricates. He might have written: 'the slums and dens of
our minds'. And he was certainly disingenious in claiming that

the imagination rejected ferality; his own was fascinated by it,

as Jekyll and Hyde shows.®®

We will, eventually, have to attempt to explain and assess the
quality of vision inherent in such statements as the above. But
I wish to do that in the context of a discussion of Stevenson's
imaginative works. 1 do want to record it, though, and juxta-
pose it with a similar feeling. Ferality is not the only phenom-
enon in which Stevenson recognised previous patterns of mind
persisting 1in 'civilised' man. In fact, it is the most common-

place, 1if we consider the influence of Darwinism on contempor-
53

ary thought. He was interested in other, perhaps more sub-

tle, atavisms, as 1is apparent 1in the following words {from

'Pastoral’:

A trade that touches nature |[shepherding] , one
that lies at the foundations of life, in which we
have all had ancestors employed, so that on a
hint of 1t ancestral memories revive, lends itself
to literary wuse, vocal or written. The fortune of
a tale lies not alone in the skill of him who
writes, but as much, perhaps, in the inherited ex-
perience of him who reads... Thus novels begin to
touch not the fine dilettanti but the gross mass of man-
kind, when they leave off to speak of parlours
and shades of manner and still-born niceties of
motive, and begin to deal with fighting, sailoring,
adventure, death or childbirth... These things
have on them the dew of man's morning.>"
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This is as 1lucid a statement as one could wish of Carl Jung's
belief that, as the body retains many of the forms of its ear-
lier development, so does the mind, giving it the capacity to
throw up primordial images, or archetypes. Stevenson felt that
romance should appeal to this level of consciousness. To this
end, some of his fiction scorns ideation and moral questions in
order to appeal directly to the senses through pictorial lang-
uage. The extreme feelings of fear and horror could be aroused
in this way. But Stevenson was conscious that behind fantasy
lay, in Chesterton's words, a ‘'real spiritual mystéry' .>%> The
mystery lies in the shared imagery of the artist and his aud-
lence, or rather 'the inherited experience of him who reads'.
Children have the power to participate almost mystically in the
unreal; and it was to them that Stevenson primarily addressed
Treasure Island. But the ability to dissolve the boundary be-
tween fantasy and reality 1is also characteristic of the primit-
ive mind. We are remindeda of the story of the boy playing
boat, ‘whom Stevenson reprimanded for not swimming away, when
we hear that his native audience for 'The Bottle Imp' and
'Isle of Voices' disdained to distinguish between which was
invented and reality - they took those stories to be factual

accounts, histories.?>°®

Elsie Noble Caldwell wrote a bock about Stevenson in the South
Seas, based wupon the memories of the author's step-daughter
and her own experience as an anthropologist in the islands.

She remarks the prevalence of one form of psychic identity:

The aitu, or disembodied spirit, 1is very real to
the Samoans, as it is to all Polynesians.

As with all primitive people, and especially the
island dwellers restricted to a relatively small
area, the wvoid 1is not wide between the physical
and spiritual. The aitu bridges the empty space
and creates a definitive though eerie element in
daily living, and in many cases wields a power-
ful disciplinary influence.?
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I'wo of Stevenson's stories, 'The Bottle Imp' and 'The Isle of
Voices '~ both written in the South Seas - mix the physical and
the spirit world using the demons of Polynesian mythology. An
informal interview which Stevenson conducted with the editor of
the Pacific Commercial Advertiser contains some matter pertinent

to the literary treatment of Polynesian subjects:

He then began speaking of the facility with which
some of the South Sea legends could be turned to
account as the basis for short sketches, and often
for weird fables, if placed 1in antithesis against
our modern beliefs. At the same time he took occas-
ion to point out that many of these legends, as he
expressed it, 'seemed to be without bottom, al-
though they certainly contained the salt and rhyme
of reason among the crudest of savage superstit-
ions'.>”® |

Stevenson's sojourn in the South Seas faced him with discover-
ies of this sort, which could be useful to him in his wvocation.
In the South Seas, then, is a very different kind of travel
book from those early ones in which he claimed that he trav-
elled only for the sake of the journey. He found there a cul-
ture 1in which the spiritual world was said to have an object-

ive existence, and 1in which there was mediation between the

world of the gods and that of men.

One of the most striking aspects of In the South Seas is the
impression made upon Stevenson by the important role which
symbols played in the natural life of the islanders. A large
portion of his text discusses the demons, tapus, religious cus-
toms and mythology of the Polynesians. His method of eliciting

information about native legends 1is intriguing, and 1is relevant

here:

Points of similarity between a South Sea people
and some of my own folk at home ran much in my
head 1n the 1islands; and not only inclined me to
view my fresh acquaintances with favour, but con-
tinually modified my judgement. A polite English-
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man comes today to the Marquesans and is amazed
to find the men tattooed; polite Italians came not
long ago to England and found our fathers stained
with woad... so 1insecure 1is the preeminence of
race. [t was so that I hit upon a means of commun-
ication which 1 recommend to travellers. When |1
desired any detail of savage custom, or of super-—
stitious belief, 1 cast back in the story of my
fathers, and fished for what 1 wanted with some

trait of equal Dbarbarism: Michael Scott, Lord
Derwentwater's head, the second sight, the Water
Kelpie.®?®

Stevenson 1is far from suggesting that there is a common, univ-
ersal mythology. He merely makes the comparison with Scotland.
But he does so on many occasions throughout the book, in an
attempt to establish 'a sense of kinship’' with the Polynes-
ians, 1illustrating the persistence of his efforts to surmount his
own provinciality. This kinship extends backwards into the his-
tory of his own province. He writes, with a very human sense
of responsibility, of the customs of 'my fathers', indicating his
interest 1in the wizards and brownies of Scotland's past. It
would not be too contentious to say that Stevenson did not feel
alienated from the past, including its survival in the form of
primitive cultures, in the same way that he felt himself a
stranger in his own time and place. As a result of this, we
can observe 1in his writings two sorts of humility, which are
really two sides of the same coin: he does not look upon the
past as a process which leads to the present in any progress—
ive sense; and, secondly, he fails to see the supposed inferior-
ity of primitive culture to the 1imperial power of nineteenth

°** (We might note how this points forward to

century Europe.
some literary tendencies of the twentieth century: 1 have 1in
mind Joyce's cyclic theory of history; Yeats' interest in folk-
lore; Lawrence's desperate global search for a savage commun-
ity.) In the above passage, Stevenson points out that his own
country was once on the perimeter of ‘'civilisation'. 1 cannot
help but notice the similarity of the notion expressed here to

that of the opening section of Joseph Conrad's novella Heart of
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Darkness.®' There, too, the world of the Roman Empire symbol-

l1ses one thing - Law. To go beyond the boundaries of civilis-
ation, in European terms, was to go beyond human law. Steven-
son was aware of the applicability of the Roman Empire as a
symbol of law, and he used it in In the South Seas. In his

first confrontation with dumb, uncomprehending Marquesans, he

wrote:

I was now escaped out of the shadow of the Roman
Empire, under whose toppling monuments we were
all cradled, whose laws and letters are on every
hand of wus, constraining and preventing. | was
now to see what men might be whose fathers had
never studied Virgil, had never been conquered by
Caesar, and never been ruled by the wisdom of
Gaius or Papinian.®®

(In this context, the copy of Virgil which Herrick, in Ebb-

Tide, carries, assumes the status of a symbol of his continuing

lawfulness in the midst of unlawfulness). The sense of the coll-
apse of the great Empire dramatises a feeling which was com-
mon to many of the artists and intellectuals of the late
nineteenth century: that they stood at the end of an era; that
the evangelistic and self-confident spirit of the age which had
produced another empire was coming to an end. Its very energy
came from frequent appeals to its own righteousness and a belief
in the evil savagery of those lesser breeds beyond its law. A
philosophy goes with this Roman ideal. It is most explicitly pro-
moted in the view which sees man as being a citizen above all
else; he has his being as the subject of the authority of the
state and its laws - thus man is civilised, belongs to the
'civis'. (The concern with distant, and more Dionysian, cul-

tures was not confined to fin de siecle exotics. Beatrice Webb's

My Apprenticeship gives a good account of the general taste for

Eastern art and primitive artefacts®”).

Stevenson was concerned with this whole question, as he saw

the assured priorities of white civilisation 1in conflict with
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native culture, and trying to impose its own sense of right and
wrong upon the 1islanders. He observes that the natives do not

reciprocate this attitude, and he sums it up in this way:

A white is a white: the servant (so to speak) of
other and more liberal gods; and not to be blamed

1if he profit by his liberty. The Jews were perhaps
the first to interrupt this ancient comity of faiths;

and the Jewish wvirus 1is still strong in Christian-
ity.**

Stevenson recognises, 1in qualification, that the missionaries
were less reprehensible than those who had purely commercial
motives and exploited the people economically. But it is inter-
esting to note that in Ebb-Tide the character Attwater combines
the roles of religious law-giver and economic exploiter, and he
actually brings a feeling of holy =zeal to the accumulation of
pearls. He represents two Kkinds of Election, as a superior

white man and as one chosen by God for salvation.®®

Again we
see Stevenson's concern with forms of self-righteous provincial-

ity.

We have observed in In the South Seas a conflict which only
surfaces occasionally 1in the book itself: between the self-
conscious, procedural order of Europe and the primary instinct-
ive loyalties of the Polynesians to clan chiefs (another parallel
Stevenson draws with Scotland), family, ancestors and gods.
Just such an opposition is to be found in Kidnapped and Cat-
riona, both written before ever he saw the South Seas. He was
so responsive to conflict in these terms precisely because they

answered to warring tendencies 1n his own mind, for which he

found a variety of literary means of expression.

Hermann Melville, 1in his Typee, represents the Paciiic island

onto which he deserts as an Eden. But it is an Eden which he
cannot inhabit comfortably. His memories of his previous life

intrude into his near idyllic existence and make him an
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observer who is askew his arcadian surroundings. Eventually,
ne has to escape. Stevenson, on the contrary, does not
allow himself to be swallowed up by the islanders. He composes
himself and his entourage 1into a lairdship in a large house
and estate above the town of Upolu; and thus he maintains
a distance between island existence and his own. While he
sympathises with the native peoples, (particularly on Samoa,
where he backs the cause of political independence and argues
for the restitution of the native monarchy), he does not seek

identity with them as a true primitivist would have done.®®

Encumbered by a family, Stevenson's primitivism turns out to
be severely qualified. The Ilucidity of his desire for the exotic
struggled to survive the reality, and eventually converted
itself into a longing for what he had left, as though absence
was a necessary condition of his writing. This perhaps
explains the difficulty he had in writing In the South Seas.
More than that, it reveals that the true aspect of Stevenson's
primitivism was as a form of desire. 1 would submit that
Stevenson's travelling has this in common with the desire to
recreate childhood, the other wversion of primitivism which we
discover 1in his 1life: that 1its destination is irrecoverable, and
fated always to be at a distance. Both were paradigms of

freedom from that self promoted by adult society.

It can be seen from this attitude that there was no
transcendent "home' for Stevenson. There is a possible freedom,
and it is measured by the power which the interior has over
the object world. One might say that the categories of the
exterior world are forms projected by the interior; they are
longings. That 1s why GStevenson rejects the conventional and
the local. These are the forms taken by the exterior world
and, unfortunately, they offer no authority which he «can
accept as being authentic. He is, therefore, forced back on his

own identity, which 1is in opposition to social convention and

to province.
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I'his particular opposition of self and exterior social convention
and parish is summed up for us in a fable which Stevenson

wrote. It is short and may be given here in toto:

The Citizen and the Traveller

'Look around you,' said the citizen. 'This 1is the
largest market in the world."

'Oh, surely not,' said the traveller.

'Well, perhaps not the largest,' said the citizen,
'but much the best.'’

'You are certainly wrong there,' said the traveller.
'l can tell you...'

They buried the stranger at dusk.®’

The fable describes a hostility. It has been the argument of
this chapter that the opposition of the Traveller and the
Citizen 1s most instructively viewed as a duality.
Understanding the wvital  hostility of the C(itizen and the
Traveller as a duality means that we have to comprehend that
Stevenson could take up the attitude of the C(itizen and the
attitude of the Traveller. In the travel literature he <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>