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THE MASTER OF BALLANTRAE

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON was born in Edinburgh in 1850. The son of a prosperous civil engineer, he was expected to follow the family profession, but finally was allowed to study law at Edinburgh University. Stevenson reacted violently against the Presbyterian respectability of the city’s professional classes and this led to painful clashes with his parents. In his early twenties he became afflicted with a severe respiratory illness from which he was to suffer for the rest of his life; it was at this time that he determined to become a professional writer. In 1879 he nearly killed himself travelling to California to marry Fanny Osbourne, an American ten years his senior. Together they continued his search for a climate kind to his fragile health, eventually settling in Samoa, where he died on 3 December 1894.

Stevenson’s Calvinistic upbringing gave him a preoccupation with predestination and a fascination with the presence of evil. In Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde he explores the darker side of the human psyche, and the character of the Master in The Master of Ballantrae (1889) was intended to be ‘all I know of the devil’. Stevenson began his literary career as an essayist and travel-writer, but the success of Treasure Island (1883) and Kidnapped (1886) established his reputation for tales of action and adventure. As Walter Allen comments in The English Novel: ‘His rediscovery of the art of narrative, of conscious and cunning calculation in telling a story so that the maximum effect of clarity and suspense is achieved, meant the birth of the novel of action as we know it.’ Kidnapped, and its sequel Catriona (1893), The Master of Ballantrae and stories such as ‘Thrawn Janet’ and ‘The Merry Men’ also reveal his knowledge and feeling for the Scottish cultural past. During the last years of his life Stevenson’s creative range developed considerably and ‘The Beach of Falesá’ brought to fiction the kind of scene now associated with Conrad and Maugham. At the time of his death Robert Louis Stevenson was working on Weir of Hermiston, at once a romantic historical novel and an emotional reworking of one of Stevenson’s own most distressing experiences, the conflict between father and son.

ADRIAN POOLE is Reader in English and Comparative Literature and a Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge. He has written widely on nineteenth-century novelists such as George Eliot, Hardy, Gissing, James and Kipling. He has also published a book on Greek and Shakespearean tragedy and is co-editor of The Oxford Book of Classical Verse in Translation. He was born in Edinburgh and is distantly related to the Stevenson family through his maternal grandmother.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1913 the French novelist André Gide recorded his puzzled admiration for The Master of Ballantrae. A curious book, he thought: it was all excellent, but such a heterogeneous mixture, like a sample-card, a display of the writer’s best wares.1 Twelve years later, Gide took it with him to the Congo and read a few pages at a time with delight.

The Master of Ballantrae stands at the centre of Stevenson’s career, midway between the writing of Treasure Island in 1881 and the unfinished Weir of Hermiston in 1894. It looks back to the summer in the Scottish highlands when he wrote two of his finest tales, ‘Thrawn Janet’ and ‘The Merry Men’, and dreamt up Long John Silver for what he later called ‘My First Book’. There are pirates and buried treasure in The Master; there is also superstition and nightmare and magic. It looks forward to the last years of Stevenson’s life in Samoa, when he cast back to his Scottish origins in the fragments of Weir and St Ives and Heathercat, but also dwelt on the squalor at the margins of empire, in ‘The Beach of Falesá’ and The Ebb-Tide. There is history and romance and tragedy in The Master; there is also an artful and reflective shrewdness. Gide was right about its diversity, and right to be delighted.

In May 1887 Stevenson’s father died. Financially independent for the first time in his life, and avid as always for a climate kind to his unreliable lungs, Stevenson left Bournemouth with his family a few months later and travelled to North America. They found a cabin for the winter at Saranac Lake in the wilds of the Adirondacks, close to the Canadian border. And here, as the temperature sank lower and lower, so that the mercury in their thermometer curled up into the bulb ‘like a hibernating bear’,2 Stevenson was gripped by an icy conception. He thought of it as ‘The Familiar Incubus’ or ‘The Brothers’ before fastening on ‘The Master of Ballantrae’; he toyed with sub-titles such as ‘A Romantic Tale’, ‘A Fantastic Tale’, ‘A Fantasy’.3 By the middle of December he was outlining the contents to Edward L. Burlingame, his editor at Scribner’s Magazine; by Christmas Eve he had written ninety-two pages at high speed and was telling Sidney Colvin that it was ‘to me a most seizing tale; there are some fantastic elements; the most is a dead genuine human problem – human tragedy, I should say rather’. The Master himself, he said, was ‘all I know of the devil’.4 His plot was provided by the division of the Durie family in the Jacobite rising of 1745, and he had his cast of principal characters, the two brothers James and Henry and their father old Lord Durrisdeer, the kinswoman with beauty and money who loves one brother but marries the other, the faithful steward Mackellar, and the Irish Jacobite, Chevalier Burke. Only Secundra Dass had not yet occurred to him. Mackellar would be his main narrator, seconded by the Chevalier. Above all, he had a bold contrast in mind between the restless vagrancy of the outlawed heir and the sedentary sadness of his propertied brother. Though he saw the conclusion from the outset, the first surge of inspiration took him up to the exact mid-point of the tale, a candle-lit duel between the two brothers in the long shrubbery and the second ‘death’ of the Master. And there, in the spring of 1888, he left things in the air.

Stevenson liked to pause. Treasure Island might never have been finished had he not been committed to serial publication, and the same is true of The Master. He was a great beginner of things, as the litter of fragments and scenarios testifies. But when he set sail from San Francisco that summer, The Master could not be shrugged off and it dogged him across the Pacific. There were two further bursts of writing, first in Tahiti, between the end of September and Christmas, then finally in Hawaii, inch by inch to the bitter end, from February to May 1889. He complained that the ending hung over him like the arm of the gallows, and when at last he had buried The Master, he rejoiced to a friend that ‘his body’s under hatches – his soul, if there is any hell to go to, gone to Hell; and I forgive him; it is harder to forgive Burlingame for having induced me to begin the publication, or myself for suffering the induction.’5

These disruptions in the space and time of the novel’s composition may well have influenced its distinctive shape and accentuated its ‘heterogeneity’. But for all we know, it might have turned out just the same if Stevenson had stayed at Saranac and carried on writing without a break. It is more to the point that Stevenson positively courted the abrupt and the discontinuous, and made it, in this tale as nowhere else, part of his subject. If only writing could be as risky as living, like a hazard or gamble or toss of the coin. He complained about the demands of serialization, but they extorted from him a precious concentration, for these conditions pose with peculiar urgency, for writer and reader alike, the question of mastery. Whether by instinct or design or a happy combination of the two, Stevenson created for himself the sensation of flight and pursuit on which his own writing thrived.

He claimed to have taken inspiration from a supernatural thriller of Captain Marryat’s. The Phantom Ship (1839) tells a version of the Flying Dutchman legend that sprawls promiscuously through time and space, across oceans and continents. It was exactly this sense of the fugitive and volatile that Stevenson wanted at the heart of his own novel, a wild and erratic energy, virtually devoid of intelligible motive, swaying on the edge of the crazy. This took the form of James Durie, the Master, who is only at home in peril on the sea, swinging up and down on the brink of the elements.

Up and down, here and there, to and fro: these are the movements by which Stevenson’s tale is shaped, endless and repetitive, but – to what end? In one of the drafts for his ‘Note’ on the novel (see Appendix), he says that his aim was to ‘carry the reader to and fro’, in space and time. This deceptively simple phrase recurs to telling effect in the novel itself. It is Henry Durie’s most characteristic attitude, as it were, the pale replica of his brother’s more vigorous but no more productive surges across the face of the globe. While James travels the world in perpetual motion, Henry tosses to and fro in the family home of Durrisdeer, until his mind begins to wander in mimicry of his brother’s body. As the moment approaches when Durrisdeer must be abandoned, we see him ‘racing to and fro in one end of the room like a half-lunatic’ (p. 137). His good servant Mackellar shares his restlessness. When Mackellar has bidden farewell to his master and mistress, he spends the rest of the night pacing ‘to and fro on the smooth highway’ (p. 146). Meanwhile the eery figure of Secundra Dass is ‘continually travelling to and fro in the house’ (p. 150). All this nervous, unfocused movement is partly that of the novel itself. Stevenson foments it as much as he seeks to allay it, or rather he makes the question of its control a feature of the novel’s own subject. It is to Mackellar that this impossible task is consigned. And it is Mackellar who has to record, after so much aimlessness, the sudden, belated directness with which the novel marches to its brutal conclusion, ‘along a path whose every stage was mile-stoned with a mutilated corpse’ (p. 206). So much for any paths marked out by the arts and graces of the Duries, or the culture, education, and trade of the colonizing powers with which their fortunes are entangled.

Stevenson saw his beginning in the old Scottish house on the edge of the sea and his ending in the American wilderness, and he bound them together with the elements of winter, with wind and storm and the stricture of frost. The context for which he initially designed his tale has a certain influence on it. Scribner’s Magazine during these years was full of articles on and images of the North American wilderness, rivers and valleys and lakes, from Colorado to Quebec. In the issue for December 1888 there is a piece called ‘Winter in the Adirondacks’ with lots of engravings of snow and trees. There are endless pieces on the railway and associated feats of engineering, and also on ocean liners, on electricity, telegraphy and photography. Nature is being conquered and annexed in various ways. There are the tunnels and bridges that penetrate and cross the landscape. There is the ‘natural space’ being opened up for sport and leisure: a piece on ‘Nepigon River Fishing’, for instance, where one learns that ‘Canada is now the goal for American sportsmen, as for cashiers… ’ (September 1889). At the same time, there is a distinct appetite for old world houses and castles: there are illustrated features on Birr Castle in Ireland, on Castle Life in the Middle Ages, on ‘The Picturesque Quality of Holland: Interiors and Bric-à-brac’. There is a specific interest in the houses of famous writers: Tennyson, Goethe and Scott. The issue that carried the fourth instalment of The Master (February 1889) opened with a big spread on ‘Walter Scott at Work’. These juxtapositions of wild nature and old culture are reproduced in the series of illustrations that accompany Stevenson’s novel in Scribner’s. These were important to Stevenson (see ‘Summary of Events During the Master’s Wanderings’, note II), and he was so enthusiastic about the effects achieved by William Hole’s illustrations (all except one) that he persuaded Scribner to retain them for the first American issue in book form; English readers of the Cassell first edition had to manage without.6

Stevenson had been surprised by the welcome he received in America. He was a celebrity, it seemed. He was moderately abashed by the amount of money magazine proprietors were ready to pay him, though he got over this. We get a clue to the way in which he shaped his tale for a new kind of market from a Scribner’s piece by Charles Eliot Norton, entitled ‘The Lack of Old Homes in America’ (May 1889). Norton’s observation is scarcely original, but the scale of the phenomenon to which he is pointing is new and his response will be an influential one. ‘Since the days of the great wanderings of the nations,’ he writes, ‘there has been nothing like the movement of migration from Europe to America, and the shifting of residence of the American people during the last fifty years.’ Norton’s tone is one of anxiety and elegy, marked by his use of a language unintelligible to the majority of these migrants: ‘Nos patriae fines et dulcia linquimus arva;/Nos patriam fugimus’.7 Virgil is the classic poet of migration, and we shall see that he was an important point of reference for Stevenson. But Stevenson’s whole novel was conceived around a double image deeply appealing to the readership at which Scribner’s was aimed: the idea of the old home and the new wilderness. And the dark fable of eviction, uprooting and exile that he developed, while it certainly drew on some of his own deepest feelings, was also designed for readers attuned to Norton’s patrician melancholy: ‘Attachment to the native soil, affection for the home of one’s youth, the claims of kindred, the bonds of social duty, have not proved strong enough to resist the allurements of hope, the promise of bettering fortune, and the love of adventure.’

This was not the first time that the idea and experience of emigration had entered Stevenson’s writing. The brave and reckless journey he took to California in 1879 had furnished him with the matter of The Amateur Emigrant. The structure of his work, as Jonathan Raban observes, is that of a rite of passage.8 It moves through the purgation of two hellish crossings, first of the ocean and then of the continent, to the symbolic rebirth of daybreak in San Francisco. In Kidnapped (1886), the figure of the emigrant features to quite different effect. David Balfour emerges from the symbolic death of shipwreck and exposure on the west coast of Scotland, and as he begins his long journey home to claim his inheritance, he encounters an emigrant ship on the point of departure for the American colonies. It is a great scene of collective mourning. The chief singer in the boat that is carrying David strikes into ‘a melancholy air’ which is taken up by the emigrants themselves and those they are leaving behind, ‘so that it sounded from all sides like a lament for the dying’. David himself does not join in, though he confesses to finding the scene ‘highly affecting’ (Ch. 16). The emigrant ship marks exactly the fate that will not be his own. Towards the end of the novel there is a bit of banter about the genre to which David belongs, whether ballad or epic, but whatever it is, his is the story of the exile returned and reborn, the beggar who comes into his kingdom, who can say at the end: ‘I was a man of means and had a name in the country’ (Ch. 29).

Whether rebirth is to be found in the old world or the new, it is just such a narrative of regeneration that The Master invokes only to reject. The rejection is a cold-blooded one, and some readers have always flinched from it. Andrew Lang, for instance, to whom the novel seemed more like Zola than Scott. And if this was tragedy, Lang asked, the tragedy of ‘a little Scottish Theban line’, then where was Antigone, and ‘where the hope that goes with the passing of Oedipus?’ It was, he concluded, ‘a very modern gloom that broods over the roof-tree of Durisdeer’.9 The model to which Stevenson’s sub-title makes formal allusion is not in fact Greek but Shakespearean, yet this certainly deceives the reader into some distinct hope for the future. The Winter’s Tale offers exactly the pattern of generational change and renewal on which so much nineteenth-century fiction depends. This novel will surely follow that pattern. But it does not, with a vengeance. There are two children, but they are never lost and never found; they simply wither away, glimpsed in the Preface as they wait for death, the last lord and his old-maid sister, long after the events of the novel itself. Their mother also, who begins with such fire and passion, hurling a coin through the family shield in the window, is never to be a reviving Hermione, but simply and quietly sinks away. It is winter in the old Scottish house and it is winter in the American wilderness, with the same icy wind blowing through both. Stevenson told his friend Sidney Colvin: ‘I have always feared the sound of wind beyond everything: in my hell it would always blow a gale’.10 Many years earlier, in the depth of his troubles with his parents, he had written to Fanny Sitwell that it was ‘just the old story, only sudden revelations of a whole Hell between people’, and again that ‘There’s no place like H—, you know – which you may understand as you will’11 (Letters I, 411). The Master is the tale of a home that is hell, and of a family who take their hell with them wherever they go, turning the world all around them to winter.

There is then a bitter disappointment written into the structure of the novel. Right from the start this was part of Stevenson’s conception, that there would be no return and no rebirth. It had to end in the wilderness (though he did not foresee that both brothers would die). How exactly he would get there was another matter, and it would prove a real difficulty. He got some assistance from Virgil’s Aeneid. In Bournemouth in 1886 he had started reading Books 5 and 6, the latter for the first time, and he enthused: ‘That is one of the most astonishing pieces of literature, or rather it contains the best, I ever met with. We are all damned small fry, and Virgil is one of the tops of human achievement… ’12 In October 1887 he asked Charles Scribner to send him an Aeneid at Saranac, and over the next few years Virgil went with him around and about the South Seas. In The Ebb-Tide (1894) Herrick knows his Virgil, amongst other things.

The Master makes four explicit allusions to Virgil’s epic (see ‘Summary of Events During the Master’s Second Absence’, note 3; ‘The Enemy in the House’, note 4; ‘Passages at New York’, note 4; ‘The Journey in the Wilderness’, note 7). The first stands at the centre of the novel and recalls a moment from the centre of the Aeneid. The last words of old Lord Durrisdeer repeat Aeneas’s plea to the Sibyl near the start of Book 6 for permission to descend to the underworld and see his father again. This is the very fulcrum of Aeneas’s journey, from darkness to light, from the destruction of Troy to the foundation of Rome. He does not shrink from the visions of pain and torment, and he is granted a glimpse of the future he will help to create. This is the great narrative of recovery to which the House of Durrisdeer will never live up. There is indeed a desperate nocturnal flight from the old home, but there will be no new beginning. When the Master compares his own escape from India to such a flight from Troy, it is not his father on his back, but Secundra Dass (p. 180). When he regales his nephew with tales of his escapades, he makes Mackellar think of him as ‘a diabolical Aeneas’ and the boy as a little Dido (p. 143). And when Mackellar finds a Virgilian phrase to express his grief at the transformation of his beloved master, the words serve rather to mark the distance between a Hector and a Henry Durie. There is more to be said about Mackellar’s efforts to strike the right note and genre for the telling of his story, especially its ending.

But first one should recognize a larger kind of irony in these Virgilian allusions. From the 1690s onwards, so Murray Pittock has demonstrated, Jacobite writers tried hard and to a large extent succeeded in appropriating the Aeneid as their own, ‘deepening the Stuart text of Vergilian celebration into a whole code of exile and return’.13 There is a certain historical propriety, then, in Stevenson’s re-activation of such a code for a tale set in the years following the catastrophe of the ’45. And yet, of course, his novel does not seek for a moment to give renewed credibility to such myths. The House of Durrisdeer has never been truly engaged in the Stuart cause or indeed any other, nor are its fortunes in any real sense connected with the Jacobite tropes of treacherous invaders and abandoned homes and courageous exiles. The vicious turn that Stevenson gives to his Virgilian allusions makes the House of Durrisdeer destroy itself from within. The intruder who evicts the family from its ancient residence is not a foreigner, but the true heir himself, at once hateful and deeply beloved.

And above all, charming. When all is said and done, the Master is a brilliant fake. For if the old Jacobite tropes are still alive in the air that Stevenson’s novel breathes, these are now the wan spectres of Victorian nostalgia, a specific branch of the developing heritage industry set in motion by James Hogg’s Jacobite Relics (1819–21).14 This is the age in which Queen Victoria was able to adopt Balmoral ‘as a centre for the display of Hanoverian identity reforged in the Stuart image’.15 Stevenson’s novel analyses this kind of forgery through the charismatic figure of the Master, the ‘bonnie laddie’ who goes out to fight for one side, comes back to spy for the other, and is never deflected for an instant from a single-minded devotion to himself. If there is any sense of Virgilian duty, piety, and self-sacrifice, it is only to be found in Mackellar. But the family whose life he tries to preserve is determined to destroy itself.

So this is a tale of exile that signally fails to conclude in triumphant restoration. But then the whole novel is a collection of failing narratives, some of them dashing but all of them dashed, like the members of the dying family of Duries, merely held together by the iron will of Mackellar. In the big world beyond Durrisdeer, there are all sorts of adventures. There are pirates and buried treasure, there are Jacobite exiles and smugglers and Indians from more than one continent. The Master’s tongue and the Chevalier’s pen try to turn these into stories, yet they all more or less peter out. Buried treasure is never dug up. Nothing comes to fruition. Nothing, that is, except the tragedy of the Duries.

If the Master is a character in search of a story, the Duries are a family in search of history. Their house is like an island, occasionally grazed by a world elsewhere with which no trading of value or meaning ever takes place. No wonder that Henry Durie gazes longingly at the life of adventure embodied by the smugglers he sees in the distance, looking out from a high window. The money comes in and Mackellar counts it and more money goes out. The novel repeats the Duries’ fleeting collisions with history, with the grand narrative of the ’45, with the spectacular stories of colonial conflict in India and North America. The Master ensures that their actual participation is only with the seamiest elements of these stories, with the Jessie Brouns and ‘the dregs of colonial rascality’. The dutiful Henry and his steward Mackellar have no effective means of resistance. They are eventually drawn to the place where the Master is amongst his own kind, the colonial frontier town of Albany, where the inhabitants are ‘like all the smugglers in the world, spies and agents ready-made for either party’ (p. 53). The Duries contribute no more to the building of empires, whether British or French, than they do to the establishment of monarchies, Stuart or Hanoverian. But the natives on whose lands they intrude do insist on their place in the novel, and there is a savage narrative logic that brings together at the novel’s climax the North American Indians and Secundra Dass. They represent the two extremes of native reaction to the incursion of colonialism: on the one hand, savage resistance, and on the other, slavish devotion. What visible logic governs the difference between them? No more than the toss of a coin, one may think.

Stevenson chose the title of this novel with care.16 ‘Ballantrae’ has a glamorous ring to it, and on several occasions it is brought close enough to the word ‘gallantry’ for the reader to hear a rhyme, each time as it happens by the Chevalier Burke (pp. 33, 43, 130). (Stevenson noted that ‘Ballantrae’ was to be stressed on the first syllable.) Less flamboyantly, there is ‘balance’ in the name, and more ominously, the word ‘betrayal’. Perhaps the Master’s most significant triumph occurs on board the ship to New York when he succeeds in ‘charming’ the phlegmatic Mackellar. He tells a sinister tale of murderous intrigue in the Roman campagna – there is more than a shade of Hawthorne – but this is not in itself what makes Mackellar feel ‘giddy and vacant’. It is the way he tells it, swinging up and down, one moment high above his mesmerized listener, the next beneath his feet. He is the epitome of perilous grace, of everything that Mackellar is not and has not, as he sits there ‘fitting the swing of the ship with an exquisite balance’ (p. 164). This is a moment of poetry: Stevenson creates a perfectly crafted line of verse, a dactylic pentameter, for this most crafty of creatures (‘fitting the/swíng of the/shíp with an/éxquisite/bálance’). It is a brilliant balancing act, both the Master’s and his creator’s. No wonder the Master makes everyone around him betray feelings they did not even realize they had. Like the earlier moment when Mackellar exclaims: ‘I had never seen the man so beautiful’ (p. 94). Or the moment now, when he thinks to himself ‘I were liker a man if I struck this creature down’ (p. 164). In the presence of the Master, other men find themselves wondering what it is to be a ‘man’.

Yet the title itself is a kind of fake. Henley was the first to point this out: ‘In naming his book Mr Stevenson has committed a blunder, strange, indeed, in a Scotsman.’17 This is not an entirely disinterested observation. Stevenson’s friendship with Henley had exploded in resentment and recrimination in the spring of 1888, and it never recovered. Henley’s point is that ‘Master’ is the courtesy title accorded the heir apparent to a Scottish peerage, and this means that James Durie should properly have been called ‘the Master of Durrisdeer’. He might have been called ‘Marquis of Ballantrae’, like the historical Marquis of Tullibardine, heir to the first Duke of Atholl, whose sons’ divided allegiances provided an important impetus to the tale (see ‘Summary of Events During the Master’s Wanderings’, note 9). But a mere Marquis was no good to Stevenson. Scott had given him a clue with the darkly passionate Master of Ravenswood, whose disinheritance drives the action of The Bride of Lammermoor (and one may see Mackellar as a rewriting of the loyal old steward of Ravenswood, Caleb Balderstone). The attraction for Stevenson was exactly the way in which the special Scots meaning of ‘Master’ runs athwart the dominant meanings of the word in English. These of course connote the presence of power and authority rather than its promise. It was exactly these questions – about the real location and workings of ‘mastery’ – that Stevenson found so happily coiled in the word.

How can one tell the difference between a lord and master and Master? One may read the distinction between those upper and lower cases but one cannot hear it. A flickering comedy plays round these endless tiny confusions, as when Henry tries to put the Master in his place by saying: ‘my lord here is the master’, or the Master tells Mackellar, ‘Your master has chosen this way, and not I’, or Mackellar says to the old lord, ‘I am here to plead the cause of my master’. As the devoted family servant and the tale’s main teller, Mackellar tries to control this potential confusion, indeed to master it. In the father of the family he has a lord and in Henry Durie he has a master, and when Henry succeeds to the title he has a lord and master. But the one thing that Henry Durie will never be is the Master, hard as Mackellar tries to stiffen him up to it. This is Henry’s tragedy, but it is also Mackellar’s and that of the family he serves, and perhaps beyond that of the larger world across which the Master imperiously roams, extorting admiration, fear and envy. This at least is Mackellar’s conclusion in the verdict he inscribes on the brothers’ joint tombstone. The ‘mastership of arts’ he brings with him from Edinburgh College is not without substance, as we shall see. But in the epitaph he creates for James Durie he acknowledges the extra qualification before which his own arts must bow: ‘A MASTER OF THE ARTS AND GRACES’.

Stevenson’s decision to tell his tale mainly through the mouth and pen of Mackellar was an inspired one. It created difficulties for him, most notably in the novel’s final phase in the wilderness, and at one point he lost his nerve and considered abandoning the whole strategy. In February 1888 he told Scribner’s that he was going to recast the whole thing in the third person: ‘this version is one large error’.18 Fortunately he changed his mind again, and, although he was never completely convinced of his success, he made the difficulties he faced with Mackellar part of the novel’s own questioning of ‘mastery’.

There is an obvious level on which the novel depends on the rivalry between the two brothers and all that they may be thought to represent. Critics have read into them all kinds of symbolic value. They have been taken to represent a Scotland divided between Jacobite and Hanoverian, Highlands and Lowlands, Heart and Head, Nature and Culture, Passion and Prudence, and so on. They have been referred to a recurrent dualism in Stevenson’s writings, which manifests itself most famously in the intimate affinities between Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, and between David Balfour and Alan Breck. The Master himself evidently makes one of a gallery of charming rogues or lovable scoundrels that begins lightly enough with Long John Silver and darkens at the end into Adam Weir, Lord Hermiston. There is, it has often been said, a mythic quality about such figures, and this is true enough. But in The Master the very ways in which such mythic force is created and sustained become the novel’s own subject (as they are the subject of the Shakespearean tragedy to which the Master himself at one point alludes, Coriolanus). The exploration of this subject is conducted not by the rivalry between the brothers but between the Master and Mackellar.

The Master himself does not write. He acts of course, in both senses of the word, but he also talks and, on a couple of critical occasions, he sings. He is above all the performer, and it is the art and grace of his presence that Mackellar so envies, readily hates, reluctantly admires and perhaps secretly loves. Mackellar thinks of himself as born old, and he does not dispute Mrs Henry’s description of him as an old maid. Critics feel comfortable when they identify him as an ‘unreliable narrator’, but this should go without saying. He betrays his partialities at every twist and turn, his identification with his master Henry, his mistrust of all women except his mother and his Aunt Dickson, his furtive admiration for the Master. Douglas Gifford has argued for his debt to a specifically Scots tradition of the self-condemning dramatic monologue, which runs down to Stevenson from Burns’s ‘Holy Willie’ through John Galt and James Hogg.19 We are certainly supposed to perceive his little self-deceptions and self-betrayals, his sense of having things to hide and to justify, as for instance when he protests ‘the moderation of my part in these affairs, a thing which some have called recklessly in question’ (p. 113). But though they are masked and oblique, he also has large ambitions, for himself and for the story he leaves behind him. These are not quite in tune with each other because his feelings about the Master are so violently mixed. He is attracted by the Master’s charisma and repelled by his own attraction. He is tempted by the role of tragic chorus, the narrator of the Fall of the House of Durie, but he tries to hold on to his more down-to-earth sense of the sordid realities. The story he tells is at least partly the confession and self-justification of a man who succumbs to temptation.

The novel loses a good deal if the reader is not prepared to share Mackellar’s ambivalence towards the Master. Francis Hart robustly contends that readers should no more be taken in by the Master than by any of Stevenson’s other Glittering Scoundrels: ‘Those who glamorise James’s diabolism, including some romantic critics, are victims of his ingenious deceits.’20 But fakes have real effects, and the Master is exactly what we now call a ‘reality effect’. Of course we should see through him, just as Mackellar knows that he should hang on to his sense, on board the Nonesuch, that there is nothing behind the man’s mask. Yet it is hard to prevent credulity creeping back in again. For the Master is more than a fictional figure; he is a figure for physical presence itself, above all for presence as voice.

Through the rivalry between Mackellar’s pen and the Master’s tongue, Stevenson is dramatizing his own fascination with the disjunctions between writing and voice. He makes Mackellar acutely attentive to the range of sound, both human and inhuman, from the wildness of wind to the magic of song. The Master is a brilliant talker and teller of tales. He can cast a ‘glamour’ over anyone whose ear he can catch, like Mrs Henry, who looks on the ground ‘like a person lost in listening’ (p. 90). His magic finds a faint repetition for the reader in the charm of these sounds, as if to listen means that one is bound to be lost. But it is when he rises into song that his listeners are most spell-bound, when he sings the old ballad called ‘Shule Aroon’ to his family, and then as he leaves Durrisdeer with Mackellar, the song called ‘Wandering Willie’ (see ‘Persecutions Endured by Mr Henry’, note 18, and ‘Mr Mackellar’s Journey with the Master’, note 2). These moments are the equivalents of that crucial scene in Kidnapped, when David Balfour hears the emigrants and those they are leaving behind sing together ‘Lochaber no more’. The sentiments of mourning and exile and loss are real enough here in their effects on the listeners, Mackellar and the family, but the singer himself is entirely indifferent, a pure, heartless performer. To express his sense of the Master’s unique delivery, Mackellar finds himself coining a new verb or giving a twist to an old one. He says that the words ‘were sung (or rather “soothed”) to me by a master-singer’ (p. 154). Normally, the verb ‘to soothe’ is used to describe the effect of the verb’s subject on its object. Here, however, it is the means by which an effect is produced. Yet to imagine the Master as ‘soothing’ the words of the song is wonderfully appropriate in its mixed connotations of sooth and falsehood, of the true power of persuasion and blandishment. There is an added irony at work here. Mackellar does not recall hearing elsewhere the words that the Master sings to ‘the saddest of our country tunes’. But this is unsurprising. Stevenson has composed them himself (see ‘Mr Mackellar’s Journey with the Master’, note 2).

Stevenson himself wrote of the verse contained in Underwoods, the volume published in 1887 shortly before he left for America, that it was the work of ‘a man who talks, not one who sings’.21 He did not think of himself as a poet at all, at least not a poet like Virgil; Horace and Martial were more his style – conversational, chatty, occasional. He wrote a Preface for this novel that he decided not to publish on its first appearances in serial and volume form, and then he revived it, or planned to, for the collected Edinburgh Edition (see Note on the Text). It provides something notably absent from the tale itself: the tone of cosy conversation between equals. Stevenson is drawing, with a certain nostalgia, on the idiom of ingenious banter that he enjoyed with his old friend Charles Baxter. But it serves to measure the loneliness of Mackellar’s writing, the paucity and perversion of linguistic exchange in the novel itself. We get only occasional glimpses of such intimate dialogue. Old Lord Durrisdeer and Mrs Henry chat away in the ingle-nook after dinner, sentimentalizing over the Master. But we are kept at a distance from that warm fireplace, with the pitiful Henry and the anxious Mackellar. They too share some shy and broken confidences with each other. But most speech in the novel is a matter of open or furtive or oblique combat, of vicious duels and the casting of spells. And if Mackellar’s writing has the last word over living speech, it is a desolate triumph: the epitaphs on an improvised tombstone in the cold middle of nowhere.

Mackellar, the master of arts, is determined at the end to impose an order on the heterogeneous materials in his hands. He insists that they conform to a genre and the genre will be tragedy. But there is another story for us to read between the lines of the one he proposes. It is what Stevenson’s good friend Henry James liked to call ‘the story of the story’.

Mackellar is proud of his command of Latin. Early in the telling he quotes Horace to his master Mr Henry, and he gets on well with the old Lord Durrisdeer whose favourite occupation is to sit in the great carved chimney reading his Livy; indeed the dying man presents him with one of his Latin books. Mackellar’s diction is influenced by the education that permits him to relish such Latinate words as ‘pretermit’ and ‘prededicate’ and ‘immixture’. He would have made a good lawyer, like Mr Rankeillor in Kidnapped. His speech sets him sharply apart from the lower classes, or tries to, from the servants John Paul and Macconochie, and the foul-mouthed harridan, Jessie Broun. An important rivalry is lost when these marginal Scots-speaking figures are banished from the novel. They belong only to the earlier stages, when the Duries can still be (barely) located in a collective landscape, a local and national history. But they are evicted, paid off and forgotten, and this leaves Mackellar unchallenged from beneath, free to indulge his aspiring cultural instincts and tastes. The death of the old Lord Durrisdeer also increases his freedom; he is now the only one left to quote Virgil.

In the Master’s first spell at Durrisdeer, Mackellar can see through his degeneracy: he is ‘the discredited hero of romance’ (p. 89). But there is a marked change on the occasion of the Master’s second return with Secundra Dass. Mackellar sees that his own master Henry has shrunk and regressed, while the Master has remained – an important word for Mackellar – ‘erect’: ‘He had all the gravity and something of the splendour of Satan in the Paradise Lost’ (p. 139). Within the next few pages Mackellar thinks of him as ‘a diabolical Aeneas’ and he glancingly compares himself to Caius Martius Coriolanus (see ‘The Enemy in the House’, note 7). Milton, Virgil, Shakespeare: not a bad trio to support your literary standing.

On the sea-voyage to New York the question of ‘reading’ is explicitly pursued. In a kind of literary duel Mackellar reads the Bible and the Master Clarissa. Mackellar shrewdly observes that the Master treats all texts in the same way. He is a connoisseur for whom words are empty referents, and the differences between Richardson’s novel and the Book of Job are merely a matter of style, ‘a source of entertainment only’ (p. 156). In a passage that seems to owe something to Melville, Mackellar is struck with horror at the man’s inner vacancy, as if he were ‘a man of pasteboard’.22 It is as if the idea of the world that he represents has no more solidity than the swamp and the touchwood with which he was earlier associated. This image of pure treachery is more than Mackellar can bear; he tries to destroy it and fails. He continues to dispute the Master’s fine words: ‘.. . these warlike similitudes are something too high-sounding for the matter in hand. You want some dirty money’ (p. 166). But the Master’s boast, as they near New York, will turn out to be true, that ‘I never yet failed to charm a person when I wanted’ (p. 169).

In the latter stages it is the note of tragic pathos towards which Mackellar is irresistibly drawn. Not that the reader need remain unmoved by the plangency of an allusion to Virgil, nor the pity that overbears the writer, ‘a pity almost approaching the passionate, not for my master alone, but for the sons of man’ (p. 190). But one should note the collision of diction and cultural code in the reference just before this to a different form of tragic expression, the stark ballad of the ‘Twa Corbies’, the closing lines of which Henry Durie endlessly repeats (see ‘The Journey in the Wilderness’, note 6):

And over his banes when they are bare
The wind sall blaw for evermair!

Something similar occurs near the end of Kidnapped in this juxtaposition of popular ballad and classical Latin. Alan Breck teaches David Balfour the little fragment of a Highland air that will serve as a signal between them, before David goes to Mr Rankeillor. Then David takes a decisive step into the lawyer’s confidence by recognizing the first of the Latin quotations with which his speech will be peppered. There are two distinct codes here and David has to negotiate between them, to master the different kinds of signal and act as a broker between the fugitive outlaw and the pillar of the community. It is a precarious balancing act. Stevenson leaves David in some confusion, with ‘a cold gnawing in my inside like a remorse for something wrong’, but also at the doors of the bank, ‘his hand upon his fortune’ (Ch. 30). The remorse from which Mackellar also suffers at the end of his tale is more complicated. But it has something to do with the popular ballad that has taken possession of his master. As if in penance for his Virgilian allusion, the next moment Mackellar does the rare thing, for him, of using a good Scots word for the sight of his master’s face, ‘all swollen and begrutten like a child’s’.

The double epitaph with which Mackellar concludes his narrative is full of falsehoods. The least of these is his inclusion of Mrs Henry in an act for which he must take full responsibility (would she have agreed to these words?). The most shocking aspect of his last piece of writing is simply the difference between the two inscriptions, the magniloquence of the one and the pinched understatement of the other. Is this really, after all we have seen and heard, the summation of what Mackellar thinks and feels about the two brothers? Or is it more like the brothers’ own self-estimates, as Mackellar intuits them? Whatever else may be said of the admiration the Master has commanded, it is a rank falsehood to assert that he ‘acquired’ or ‘accomplished’ anything. But then it is Mackellar who is responsible for the story’s ending. This is the point of the dispute he has with Sir William Johnson, the authority in charge of the expedition, who washes his hands of responsibility. Of the ending of the tale, the events and also their telling, Mackellar is the forlorn master.

It is the drama of this masterful servant’s divided loyalties that holds the tale together. This is the answer to Gide’s proper query about its ‘heterogeneity’. In the Gospel according to St Matthew we read that no man can serve two masters. But Mackellar upholds this novel by the service he renders no less than three masters: both James and Henry Durie, and the writer who imagined them. It is, in all sorts of ways, Stevenson’s master-piece.
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NOTE ON THE TEXT

The Master of Ballantrae was first issued in twelve monthly instalments in Scribner’s Magazine, beginning in November 1888 and concluding in October 1889. Ten of these carried illustrations by William Hole. In September 1889 it was published in volume form, with some revisions, by Scribner’s Sons in New York and by Cassell and Company in London. After Stevenson’s death in 1894, the novel was issued in the Edinburgh Edition of his works as vol. 6 of Romances (vol. 15 of issue) in January 1896, with a note by the editor, Sidney Colvin, to the effect that: ‘The present text follows a copy of the first edition corrected by the author before his death.’ Some of the differences between serial version, first edition and Edinburgh Edition are the subject of a separate note on ‘Textual Variants’. Stevenson had written a Preface for the first edition which he suppressed at the time, but he planned to reinstate it for the Edinburgh Edition. Colvin says that the manuscript temporarily went astray, but the text was recovered in time to be published in 1898 in the Appendix to the Edinburgh Edition (vol. 28). The subsequent collected editions in the main follow the text of the Edinburgh Edition: Pentland (1906–7), Swanston (1911–12), Vailima (1922–3) and Tusitala (1923–4). Stevenson also drafted a Note on the novel, which has been issued in fragments (see Appendix to this edition).

The present edition follows the text of the Edinburgh Edition. With one specific exception, there is no good reason to doubt Colvin’s assurance that the text he printed in 1896 had Stevenson’s approval. Over the spelling of Scots words, however, to which Stevenson brought a native solicitude, Colvin’s English ear is not to be trusted. In the present text therefore the spelling of certain Scots words reverts to that of the first edition of 1889.

There is, however, one particularly good reason to keep faith with the Edinburgh Edition. It follows, as all later editions do not, Stevenson’s directive that the sections of the narrative should not be numbered. In a letter of May 1889 to his editor at Scribner’s, accompanying the last serial instalment, Stevenson asked Burlingame to ‘see that the book runs through without any numeral division according to the MS and without regard to the magazine dislocations’ (his own italics; Letters 6, 299). Though the first American edition followed his wishes, the first English edition did not. But the Edinburgh Edition does preserve the effect Stevenson had in mind, of renouncing the consequentiality of chapter numbers. It also reunites the opening and closing sections, both of which had been divided in serial form, so that instead of twelve numbered chapters, it presents ten unnumbered sections distinguished only by title. Stevenson had followed a similar format in The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, of which it has been well observed that ‘the chapter titles on the contents page might be mistaken for a collection of short stories rather than a sequence of events’ (Colin Manlove, ‘“Closer than an Eye”: The Interconnection of Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde’, Studies in Scottish Literature, 23 (1988), 87–103). This is clearly an effect that Stevenson wanted to repeat in The Master of Ballantrae. To number this collection of narratives from 1 to 12 is to impose an air of editorial control on them, of mastery, such as he wanted expressly to avoid.

Footnotes indicated by an asterisk are Stevenson’s own.
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TO SIR PERCY FLORENCE AND LADY SHELLEY1

Here is a tale which extends over many years and travels into many countries. By a peculiar fitness of circumstance the writer began, continued it, and concluded it among distant and diverse scenes. Above all, he was much upon the sea. The character and fortune of the fraternal enemies, the hall and shrubbery of Durrisdeer, the problem of Mackellar’s homespun and how to shape it for superior flights; these were his company on deck in many star-reflecting harbours, ran often in his mind at sea to the tune of slatting canvas, and were dismissed (something of the suddenest) on the approach of squalls. It is my hope that these surroundings of its manufacture may to some degree find favour for my story with seafarers and sea-lovers like yourselves.

And at least here is a dedication from a great way off: written by the loud shores of a subtropical island near upon ten thousand miles from Boscombe Chine and Manor: scenes which rise before me as I write, along with the faces and voices of my friends.

Well, I am for the sea once more; no doubt Sir Percy also. Let us make the signal B. R. D.!

R. L. S.

Waikiki, May 17th, 1889.


PREFACE1

Although an old, consistent exile, the editor of the following pages revisits now and again the city of which he exults to be a native; and there are few things more strange, more painful, or more salutary, than such revisitations. Outside, in foreign spots, he comes by surprise and awakens more attention than he had expected; in his own city, the relation is reversed, and he stands amazed to be so little recollected. Elsewhere he is refreshed to see attractive faces, to remark possible friends; there he scouts the long streets, with a pang at heart, for the faces and friends that are no more. Elsewhere he is delighted with the presence of what is new, there tormented by the absence of what is old. Elsewhere he is content to be his present self; there he is smitten with an equal regret for what he once was and for what he once hoped to be.

He was feeling all this dimly, as he drove from the station, on his last visit; he was feeling it still as he alighted at the door of his friend Mr Johnstone Thomson, W.S.,2 with whom he was to stay. A hearty welcome, a face not altogether changed, a few words that sounded of old days, a laugh provoked and shared, a glimpse in passing of the snowy cloth and bright decanters and the Piranesis3 on the diningroom wall, brought him to his bed-room with a somewhat lightened cheer, and when he and Mr Thomson sat down a few minutes later, cheek by jowl, and pledged the past in a preliminary bumper, he was already almost consoled, he had already almost forgiven himself his two unpardonable errors, that he should ever have left his native city, or ever returned to it.

‘I have something quite in your way,’ said Mr Thomson. ‘I wished to do honour to your arrival; because, my dear fellow, it is my own youth that comes back along with you; in a very tattered and withered state, to be sure, but – well! – all that’s left of it.’

‘A great deal better than nothing,’ said the editor. ‘But what is this which is quite in my way?’

‘I was coming to that,’ said Mr Thomson: ‘Fate has put it in my power to honour your arrival with something really original by way of dessert. A mystery.’

‘A mystery?’ I repeated.

‘Yes,’ said his friend, ‘a mystery. It may prove to be nothing, and it may prove to be a great deal. But in the meanwhile it is truly mysterious, no eye having looked on it for near a hundred years; it is highly genteel, for it treats of a titled family; and it ought to be melodramatic, for (according to the superscription) it is concerned with death.’

‘I think I rarely heard a more obscure or a more promising annunciation,’ the other remarked. ‘But what is It?’

‘You remember my predecessor’s, old Peter M‘Brair’s business?’

‘I remember him acutely; he could not look at me without a pang of reprobation, and he could not feel the pang without betraying it. He was to me a man of a great historical interest, but the interest was not returned.’

‘Ah well, we go beyond him,’ said Mr Thomson. ‘I daresay old Peter knew as little about this as I do. You see, I succeeded to a prodigious accumulation of old law-papers and old tin boxes, some of them of Peter’s hoarding, some of his father’s, John, first of the dynasty, a great man in his day. Among other collections, were all the papers of the Durrisdeers.’

‘The Durrisdeers!’ cried I. ‘My dear fellow, these may be of the greatest interest. One of them was out in the’ 45; one had some strange passages with the devil – you will find a note of it in Law’s Memorials,4 I think; and there was an unexplained tragedy, I know not what, much later, about a hundred years ago—’

‘More than a hundred years ago,’ said Mr Thomson. ‘In 1783.’5

‘How do you know that? I mean some death.’

‘Yes, the lamentable deaths of my lord Durrisdeer and his brother, the Master of Ballantrae (attainted in the troubles),’ said Mr Thomson with something the tone of a man quoting. ‘Is that it?’

‘To say truth,’ said I, ‘I have only seen some dim reference to the things in memoirs; and heard some traditions dimmer still, through my uncle (whom I think you knew). My uncle lived when he was a boy in the neighbourhood of St Bride’s; he has often told me of the avenue closed up and grown over with grass, the great gates never opened, the last lord and his old maid sister who lived in the back parts of the house, a quiet, plain, poor, hum-drum couple it would seem – but pathetic too, as the last of that stirring and brave house – and, to the country folk, faintly terrible from some deformed traditions.’

‘Yes,’ said Mr Thomson. ‘Henry Graeme Durie, the last lord, died in 1820; his sister, the Honourable Miss Katharine Durie, in ’27; so much I know; and by what I have been going over the last few days, they were what you say, decent, quiet people, and not rich. To say truth, it was a letter of my lord’s that put me on the search for the packet we are going to open this evening. Some papers could not be found; and he wrote to Jack M‘Brair suggesting they might be among those sealed up by a Mr Mackellar. M‘Brair answered, that the papers in question were all in Mackellar’s own hand, all (as the writer understood) of a purely narrative character; and besides, said he, “I am not bound to open them before the year 1889.” You may fancy if these words struck me: I instituted a hunt through all the M‘Brair repositories; and at last hit upon that packet which (if you have had enough wine) I propose to show you at once.’

In the smoking-room, to which my host now led me, was a packet, fastened with many seals and enclosed in a single sheet of strong paper thus endorsed:

Papers relating to the lives and lamentable deaths of the late Lord Durrisdeer, and his elder brother James, commonly called Master of Ballantrae, attainted in the troubles: entrusted into the hands of John M‘Brair in the Lawnmarket of Edinburgh, W.S.; this 20th day of September Anno Domini 1789; by him to be kept secret until the revolution of one hundred years complete, or until the 20th day of September 1889: the same compiled and written by me,

EPHRAIM MACKELLAR,6

For near forty years Land Steward on the
estates of His Lordship.

As Mr Thomson is a married man, I will not say what hour had struck when we laid down the last of the following pages; but I will give a few words of what ensued.

‘Here,’ said Mr Thomson, ‘is a novel ready to your hand: all you have to do is to work up the scenery, develop the characters, and improve the style.’

‘My dear fellow,’ said I, ‘they are just the three things that I would rather die than set my hand to. It shall be published as it stands.’

‘But it’s so bald,’ objected Mr Thomson.

‘I believe there is nothing so noble as baldness,’7 replied I, ‘and I am sure there is nothing so interesting
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