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ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON

Robert Louis Stevenson, a versatile and prolific writer best remembered for his novels of romantic adventure, was born in Edinburgh on 13 November 1850. The son of a prosperous civil engineer who specialized in the construction of lighthouses, he was expected to follow the family profession but ended up studying law at Edinburgh University. Still, when he was a young man his agnosticism and bohemian existence led to painful clashes with his strict Calvinist parents. Stevenson spent much of his life battling a severe lung disease (probably tuberculosis) and traveled constantly in search of a climate that would prove congenial to his health. His first full-length book, An Inland Voyage (1878), grew out of a canoe trip he took through Belgium and northern France; a later tour through the wilds of southern France produced Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes (1879). Stevenson journeyed to San Francisco in 1879 to marry Fanny Osbourne, an American divorcée ten years his senior. The Silverado Squatters (1883) recalls the couple’s eccentric honeymoon at an abandoned silver mine on Mount Saint Helena. After returning to Europe in 1880 the Stevensons moved about, living in Switzerland, France, and England.

“Fiction is to grown men what play is to the child,” Stevenson once said. He launched his career as a storyteller with “A Lodging for the Night” (1877), a short story set in fifteenth-century Paris that recounts an episode in the life of French poet François Villon. He went on to write ghost stories, medieval romances, moral allegories, tales of psychological horror, and fables drawn from Scottish folklore. In 1882 he brought out New Arabian Nights, an extravagant series of adventures that pays tribute to one of the favorite books of his childhood. G. K. Chesterton remarked, “I will not say that the New Arabian Nights is the greatest of Stevenson’s works; though a considerable case might be made for the challenge. But I will say that it is probably the most unique; there was nothing like it before, and, I think, nothing equal to it since.” Stevenson’s other compilations of short fiction include More New Arabian Nights: The Dynamiter (1885) and The Merry Men and Other Tales and Fables (1887). “[Stevenson’s] short stories are certain to retain their position in English literature,” judged Arthur Conan Doyle. “His serious rivals are few indeed. Poe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Stevenson; those are the three … who are the greatest exponents of the short story in our language.”

The publication of Treasure Island in 1883 brought Stevenson enormous acclaim. Written as an entertainment for his twelve-year-old stepson, the rousing tale of pirates and buried treasure proved universally popular. “Over Treasure Island I let my fire die in winter without knowing that I was freezing,” recalled J. M. Barrie, and Henry James predicted, “Treasure Island will surely become—it must already have become and will remain—in its way a classic.” “[Stevenson is] a master of narrative,” observed V. S. Pritchett. “He places his scenes at a fitting distance from each other, with an unflurried order and particularity, so that we do not blunder into them but are quietly brought to the point where the view is best.… He is a writer of brilliant beginnings. He catches the sensation of being athletically alive, which is especially the gift of youth. In Treasure Island this sense of physical action is wonderful and youth’s dominant preoccupation with its own fear and courage plays naturally upon it. The timidity, the pride, the caution, the heady excitement of youth, its day dreams and admirations, are wonderfully rendered.” Novelist William Golding agreed: “When one turns to Treasure Island, one sees immediately that Stevenson was the professional knowing precisely what effects he wanted and how he was going to get them. Every chapter is shaped and fitted into the general structure like the timbers of a ship.”

Stevenson soon enhanced his reputation with Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), a psychological thriller that sprang from the deepest recesses of his own subconscious. A brilliantly original study of the dual aspects of human nature, it endures today as the quintessential Victorian parable of good and evil. “Robert Louis Stevenson has become immortalized by way of his private fantasy—which came to him, by his own testimony, unbidden, in a dream,” observed Joyce Carol Oates. “The visionary starkness of Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde anticipates that of Freud: there is a split in man’s psyche between ego and instinct, between civilization and ‘nature,’ and the split can never be healed.” Vladimir Nabokov considered it “his most wonderful book,” comparing Stevenson’s “shilling shocker” to Madame Bovary and Dead Souls as “a fable that lies nearer to poetry than to ordinary prose fiction.”

A few months later, in another burst of creative energy, Stevenson completed Kidnapped (1886). Set in the Scottish Highlands during the aftermath of the Jacobite rebellion of 1745, this classic of high adventure interweaves the drama of Scottish history with the psychological moral growth of its adolescent hero, David Balfour. J. M. Barrie rated Kidnapped “the outstanding boy’s book of its generation,” and Mark Twain wrote to Stevenson, “My wife keeps re-reading Kidnapped and neglecting my works. And I have not blamed her; I do it myself.” V. S. Pritchett reflected that “Kidnapped is far more than a boy’s book.… [It] contains a universal statement about the loyalties and uncertainties of youth.” And Stevenson biographer Ian Bell noted, “Kidnapped says as much about Stevenson as any autobiography. In David Balfour and Alan Breck he gave substance to two sides of his own character, adventurer and rationalist, man of duty and man of passion.” Stevenson subsequently turned out three more tales embedded in the fierce loyalties and violent enmities of Scottish history: The Master of Ballantrae (1889), Catriona (1893), and the unfinished Weir of Hermiston (1896).

Though perhaps best known for his fiction, Stevenson was also a celebrated essayist as well as a popular poet. In collections such as Virginibus Puerisque and Other Papers (1881), Familiar Studies of Men and Books (1882), and Memories and Portraits (1887) he offered idiosyncratic views on everything from dreams, umbrellas, political activism, and jingoistic Victorian mores to the art and craft of fiction. “[Stevenson’s] essays are tremendously bold in their biographical and interpretive outlines,” said the Times Literary Supplement. “[They attest to his] human curiosity, his intimate, affectionate embroilment with behavior and character, his wonderful phrase-making and inventiveness of language.” As a poet Stevenson enjoyed his greatest success with A Child’s Garden of Verses (1885), an extraordinarily evocative picture of the joys and heartaches of childhood that appealed to both imaginative children and nostalgic adults. His other volumes of poetry include Underwoods (1887), Ballads (1890), and Songs of Travel (1896).

In 1888 Stevenson set sail from San Francisco for the South Pacific, where he spent the last six years of his life. In the South Seas (1896), a posthumously issued travelogue, vividly recounts his journey there. During this period he collaborated with his stepson, Lloyd Osbourne, on The Wrong Box (1889), a black comedy involving a mismanaged trust fund and a recalcitrant corpse; The Wrecker (1892), a story of modern crime and adventure on the Pacific; and The Ebb-Tide (1894), a dark tale probing the nature of evil that anticipates the fiction of Joseph Conrad. In addition he published Island Nights’ Entertainments (1893), a collection of short stories that included “The Bottle Imp” (1891) and “The Isle of Voices” (1893), two tales based on Polynesian superstitions, along with “The Beach of Falesá” (1892), a masterful meditation on the growing gulf between native Polynesians and the white imperialists who had invaded their world. He also completed two works of nonfiction: Father Damien (1890), a famous defense of the Belgian priest who devoted his life to the care of lepers, and A Footnote to History (1892), a piercing examination of political turmoil in Samoa. Robert Louis Stevenson died of a cerebral hemorrhage at his estate in Vailima, Samoa, on 3 December 1894. The next day Samoan chieftains honored Stevenson, whom they hailed as Tusitala, or “Teller of Tales,” with burial in a tomb atop Mount Vaea. The Letters of Robert Louis Stevenson, an eight-volume compilation of his correspondence, was issued in 1994 to mark the centenary of his death.

“Stevenson can claim to have mastered the whole gamut of fiction,” judged Arthur Conan Doyle. “No man has a more marked individuality, and yet no man effaces himself more completely when he sets himself to tell a tale.” And John Galsworthy stated, “As a teller of a tale Stevenson is the equal of Dumas and Dickens.… Hehad but one main theme, that essential theme of romance, the struggle between the good and the bad, of hero against villain.… Stevenson was so vivid and attractive as a person, so picturesque in his travels and his ways of life, so copious and entrancing in his essays and his letters, and so pleasing as a poet, that his general self overshadows him as a novelist. But compare with his novels all the romantic novels written since … and you will see how high he stands. Next to Dumas, he is the best of all the romantic novelists [and] of British nineteenth century writers, he will live longer than any except Dickens.” His biographer, David Daiches, concluded that “Stevenson produced some of the most memorable fiction in our language.… He transformed the Victorian boys’ adventure into a classic of its kind.”
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INTRODUCTION

Barry Menikoff

On 14 October 1877 the New York Times published a short story, “A Lodging for the Night,” with no signature other than the name of the English magazine that had printed it a month earlier. The editor clearly had an eye for good copy, for three more stories were lifted from their English magazines over the next few years. Thus the New York Times has the distinction of being the first publisher of Stevenson’s fiction in America. Some years later, just after Stevenson died, a Times reviewer recalled that first experience, raining plaudits on the newspaper for its perspicacity and shrewdness of judgment. Of course that was many years ago, when the retrospectives and encomiums were still fresh, and when every literate person shared a common conviction that Robert Louis Stevenson, whom the gods loved, was already a classic of English literature. Stevenson today is quite possibly the most anomalous figure in literary and cultural studies. In truth, Stevenson’s versatility and productivity astonish anyone who happens upon the volumes of essays, travels, novels, plays, poetry, criticism, and correspondence that constitute one of the most extraordinary bodies of work in nineteenth-century English letters. But the variety and complexity of that work were nothing more than a mirror of the man. Stevenson was intellectual, bohemian, and consummately romantic. It is unreasonable to think he would not transmute the intensity of that personality into his work. Walter de la Mare said it best: “We actually see him in every line he ever wrote—that long face, those dark dwelling eyes, that straight hair, those tapering fingers.”

Virtually all of Stevenson’s contemporaries recognized that his claim on immortality—fame was not even the question—was made in his fiction, and particularly in the short story, a genre he defined both in theory and in practice. From George Saintsbury and Henry Seidel Canby at the turn of the century to V. S. Pritchett and Sean O’Faoláin more recently, Stevenson was synonymous with this new form. In 1914 Frank Swinnerton called him “among the best English writers of short stories.” Five years later TLS reassessed the body of his work: “In the short story his art found a province narrow enough to dominate.” Edith Wharton in 1925 considered him one of a modern English triumvirate, along with Henry James and Joseph Conrad. And John Buchan, at the end of the decade, affirmed all these judgments: “Stevenson was one of the best story-tellers that ever lived. He was a kind of bard who spoke in prose rather than verse, with all the bard’s swiftness of narration and sudden bursts of lyric beauty. He was a great short-story writer.” Stevenson’s influence on the short story was pervasive. He became part of the consciousness of the modernist sensibility, and the poles of his short-story art can be seen in two later masters of the form—Jorge Luis Borges and Graham Greene.

The Complete Short Stories of Robert Louis Stevenson is for a new generation of readers, still open to experience and enthusiastic about the possibilities of magical art. In “Providence and the Guitar,” Stevenson’s brilliant riff on the theme of art and life, Léon Berthelini is a second-rate performer with an inflated sense of self-importance and a dated style. Nonetheless he is a genuine artist: he delights and instructs a younger couple who are having a marital conflict over the artistic life but are struggling resolutely to hold on to each other. Léon’s wife advises the younger woman that a good man may be hard to find, and it is worth keeping the father of your child, even if he is not a very good painter. Painting, after all, is not everything. Léon, with his guitar, performs the noblest service of art—the affirmation of life. And Stevenson, the supreme performance artist, silently nodding in the direction of the reader, confirms both the reality and importance of the entire enterprise.

1

Few developments in contemporary fiction since the Second World War match the extraordinary rise in the status of the short story. Many of the most acclaimed writers in England, Ireland, Canada, and the United States are primarily short-story writers, who are recognized and acclaimed for their work in a genre that has historically been considered a second sister to the novel. But it would be a mistake to imply that the short story suddenly emerged from nowhere, or that nobody had paid it much attention before. On the contrary, it has an extensive and impressive history. We need only recover the origins of the form in the last quarter of the nineteenth century to recognize that the impulse that gave rise to its development was not fundamentally different from that which makes it such a viable form today. The short story evolved in tandem with the modern novel. They had in common a single objective: to reduce the size of the book and concentrate the art of the fiction. There is no question that a certain fatigue had set in with the reading public, as well as with the writers themselves. It is hardly coincidental that the two most successful fiction writers of the last two decades of the nineteenth century were Robert Louis Stevenson and Rudyard Kipling. The latter declared an end to the triple-decker novel, and the former considered it a feat of strength to complete one. For the Victorians, of course, at least the High Victorians, the tripledecker represented an achievement emblematic of high seriousness and moral integrity. To fill up three complete volumes with complicated stories that reflected the variety and multiplicity of ordinary lives was almost a vocation. Although it is a commonplace that the Victorian serial anticipated the contemporary soap opera in its kaleidoscope of characters, involuted plot, melodrama, and sentiment, it is equally true that the major Victorians were serious writers whose subjects were not conditioned solely by the marketplace. They were also driven by their compulsion to dramatize their profound if not obsessive themes.

What was the situation of the novel in the last quarter of the nineteenth century? Dickens and Thackeray were dead. Eliot had completed her important work. Trollope was writing his last novels. The only major novelist who was still productive was George Meredith, and Meredith, as everybody knows, was caviar for the general, a writer whom other writers could admire but whose work was destined to fail a larger audience. This was the situation when Robert Louis Stevenson began his career. If Harold Bloom’s idea of generational rebellion is viable, then any serious writer coming of age with Stevenson might exhibit an antagonism to those monuments of powerful and daunting intellect, monuments of assurance if not indeed arrogance that were sold in three thick volumes to an elite audience for thirty shillings. In any event, nobody growing up in the 1860s and 1870s could fail to be awed by them. Certainly Stevenson was awed, perhaps even intimidated, although it is equally clear that he recognized exactly what they represented: a vision of the world that could only be contained within a formal text akin to the Victorian epic. It is hardly surprising that he considered Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables the consummation of fiction on this scale, or in this manner. But it was not the avenue that he pursued, nor was it the avenue that was pursued after him. Stevenson realized that the Victorian novel had finally exhausted itself, that it was of a time, and a place, that had long passed. He had the remarkable ability to recognize both the achievement of the novel and its limitations. Just as he admired Walter Scott as a fellow countryman and a writer whose subject touched him personally, he also knew that Scott’s fiction had played itself out, or at least that Scott’s method was defunct. In brief, the age demanded an image of its accelerated pace; the age demanded the short story.

What was the status of the English short story when Robert Louis Stevenson first signed the initials R.L.S. at the end of “A Lodging for the Night” in the October 1877 issue of Temple Bar? For the most part it was moribund. The form was clearly not one that the English novelists had been able to master. Serial publication of fiction placed a premium on elaborate plots, and the continued dominance of the three-volume novel inhibited the development of techniques that would highlight the strengths of the short narrative. If one wanted models for shorter fiction there were only two: the Americans and the French. Stevenson was naturally attracted to both. For the Americans, Hawthorne and Poe were the dominating presences. That Poe had provided the theoretical underpinnings for the short story, or had elaborated a formal process that rationalized his own practice, was apparent to anyone. Stevenson read Poe avidly, and used him with impunity. The fascination with “doubles” (symbolized by Jekyll and Hyde) that runs as a motif through Stevenson’s fiction is well known. In a letter to Andrew Lang, for example, he readily acknowledged his familiarity with one of Poe’s masterpieces in the genre (“Yes, I knew William Wilson” [undated letter to Andrew Lang, Huntington Library, HM 2490]). The earliest reviews of Stevenson’s short fiction are rife with references to Poe, who appeared to critics as the model and inspiration for Stevenson’s tales of horror, and for that morbidity which was recognized early as a prominent strain in his fiction. Stevenson’s affinity with the American theorist must be taken as a fundamental.

But it was Hawthorne that Stevenson was most intensely drawn to. The New Englander’s stories of religious obsession and guilt, framed by the hard doctrines of Calvinism, held a special appeal for the writer whose own country was haunted by a staunch and unyielding Presbyterianism. Even tales of superstition and the supernatural found their echo in the terrifying stories of witchcraft told him by his childhood nurse, and which were among his earliest memories. Hawthorne also displayed a powerful moral strand that was absent from Poe but that struck a deeply sympathetic chord in Stevenson, who could never quite shake free of the strict faith of the orthodox. It is not surprising that from the beginning critics have commented, and not always favorably, on an abiding moral element as one of the salient characteristics of Stevenson’s fiction.

Stevenson knew Cooper and Twain too, of course, and he chided Melville for his failure to transcribe accurately the Marquesans’ speech in Typee. But the question is not how many of the American writers he knew. He read voraciously, omnivorously, and there is little he was unaware of. That Hawthorne was his intellectual model is as undeniable as that Walt Whitman was his emotional inspiration. Stevenson found in the outspoken poet a zest for freedom that was the antithesis of the crimped and dour Scots mentality. In Whitman, as in Thoreau, he found an idea, perhaps even an ideal, that was associated with America, an idea as persuasive as it was seductive to a young man growing up beneath the overhang of Edinburgh Castle, in the damp and darkness of a northern city.

If there is any single thing Stevenson might have learned from Hawthorne, it is unquestionably the use of light, a visual image that dominates Stevenson’s fiction from his first published story through the final brilliance of The Beach of Falesá. But America did not represent “light” in fiction as opposed to the “dark” of Scotland. Rather, Whitman and Thoreau represented the elevation, indeed the exaltation, of the individual, and the idea of freedom that was so strong an element in Stevenson’s personality. Yet the antithesis to that idea of freedom was just as deeply rooted in a man who read the stern Scottish religious writers with a certain degree of relish. Hence the overt “moralizing,” the use of the word sermon to title his writings (Lay Sermons, “A Christmas Sermon”), and stories that often seem so strongly “moralistic” in their message or tone that modern readers are inclined to put them aside, or to dismiss them for that reason alone. Yet just as Hawthorne cannot be dismissed because of the moral message often attached to his stories, neither can Stevenson. His are no more moralistic, in the pejorative sense, than Hawthorne’s, perhaps even less so. And this is because he was in certain fundamental ways a more self-conscious artist than Hawthorne, as well as a more broadly intellectual one than Poe.

As for the French, it is virtually a commonplace that Stevenson’s connection with French literature and culture was as deeply rooted as his attachment to the country itself. From his laudatory remarks on Victor Hugo at the beginning of his career to his dedication of Across the Plains to Paul Bourget near the end, Stevenson retained an unshaken admiration for French writers. He even incorporated them in his own fiction. In The Rajah’s Diamond, for example, he calls attention to Emile Gaboriau, the novelist whose stories of the Paris underworld established the roman policier, and whose detective, Lecoq, was a model for Prince Florizel in the New Arabian Nights stories. The French provided Stevenson with an abundance of material for his work. Among his earliest essays were those on Charles of Orléans and François Villon, just as his best-known travel book charts his journey through the mountainous Cévennes in southern France (Travels with a Donkey). Of course, the old and deep ties between France and Scotland were central to Stevenson’s cultural experience and formed the substance of his longer historical novels. But aspects of those ties surfaced as well in the shorter stories that were set in France, either in their entirety or only in part: The Suicide Club and The Rajah’s Diamond, “A Lodging for the Night,” “The Sire de Malétroit’s Door,” “Providence and the Guitar,” and “The Treasure of Franchard.” Certainly the intellectual and aesthetic quality and even the daily texture of French life quickened Stevenson’s imagination. But as a student of art it was the writing that drew his closest attention.

The French conte was the only alternative to the American short story, the only other model available to a writer determined to craft a form that had no modern equivalent in England. For the French short story, as opposed to its American cousin, “revindicated … the supreme value of form in composition and of that unity of effect which is twin to structural completeness” (Una A. Taylor, “The Short Story in France,” Edinburgh Review, July 1913, p. 137). Taylor’s description of the French short story, and in particular the short fiction of Prosper Mérimée and Théophile Gautier, reads like a primer for Stevenson’s art: “Gautier sought his end in concentration, Mérimée in elimination of detail.… In the hands of both … the art of the French conte remained for the most part definitely objective” (137, 141). Of his familiarity with Gautier, Stevenson himself told a San Francisco newspaper in June 1887: “My special distaste is the use of any foreign word.… The great instance of the folly of reading to get new words was Gautier.”

Stevenson found in the French conte the elements that were essential to the construction of the modern short story in English: the economical use of language, an economy that invariably encouraged a highly conscious concern for diction and phrasing; the linkage of incidents in a logical, ineluctable chain so that the ending, as Stevenson said in a famous letter to Sidney Colvin, is always implicit in the beginning; the habit of telling the story from outside the events, through either a third-person narrator or a first-person narrator who is virtually an objective observer, even when he is intimately involved in the story; and, not least, the compression of incidents and details into a focused and self-contained unit. Stevenson’s search for compression and economy was clearly recognized by his contemporaries, although they often disapproved of the end result. One review of Jekyll and Hyde took the story to task for its failure to develop what was seen as a brilliantly original conception: “Perhaps, however, a larger audience will be found, in these days of hurried reading, for the condensed narrative presented by Mr. Stevenson than for a more elaborate story” (New York Tribune, 24 January 1886, p. 6). Stevenson himself was very clear about this aim in his art:


When I am making a point I try to do it in the smallest possible space. I do not think a reader should be expected to plod through pages of print to find out what I mean. The great difficulty I have is in compressing my matter. I can always tell when an author does not write over and over again. The most rapid and fluent writer cannot arrange the mass of material that goes to make up a book without having it out of order here and there. Order is the basis, the charm and the end of literature. Literature is an art that takes place in time. Therefore the main point is to be certain that you have everything in proper order. That you can never get in the first shot. That is my experience. (San Francisco Chronicle, 17 December 1894, p. 1)



Stevenson was by temperament aligned with the French in their emphasis on form and style in the short story. This is nicely illustrated, albeit in a small way, in an interview he gave to a San Francisco reporter in 1887, when he observed that the only writer who was doing anything at all as artistically exciting as Henry James was Guy de Maupassant. Although the remark paid tribute to the new direction James’s fiction had taken in the 1880s, it was also a compliment to the facility and originality of Maupassant, who began his career at the beginning of the decade and whose work Stevenson was clearly following. He was always attuned to what the French were doing, and his ability to draw from them ideas, both formal and thematic, was a constant reminder of the catholicity of his reading and his taste. If the nineteenth-century police novel of Emile Gaboriau provided a model for the New Arabian Nights stories, the fifteenth-century ballades (and life) of Villon offered him a means to explore issues of poverty and wealth, art and life, in “A Lodging for the Night.”

Stevenson sought to combine the elements of the French conte and the American short story in order to construct a new form that exhibited the best features of both. It is not that either had wonderful qualities absent from the other; rather, each had elements that spoke directly to Stevenson’s artistic imagination and intellectual interests. In effect, he was determined to exploit the potentialities inherent in both. What Stevenson required was a form that would maintain the detachment and objectivity of the French with the moral implicativeness, even discursiveness, of the Americans. In a sense he was attempting something that had not been done previously; he was trying to meld together two distinct and in some ways contradictory modes. For the French, the form was primary: the narrative is the embedded chain of incidents that controls and unifies the story from beginning to end. The narration is made as objective as possible in order to forestall the author’s intrusion into the story, and the manner is polished in all its details—economy of expression, concision of incidents, and exclusion of all extraneous or irrelevant data. What the French conte provides is a story admirable in construction and powerful in effect, in short, a magnificent artifice. For Stevenson, the appeal of that kind of art was considerable, for the writer is challenged by the material, concerned with presentation, and committed almost exclusively to problems of technical mastery.

With the American model, on the other hand, the moral issues in the story were of primary consideration. This was certainly the case in Washington Irving’s stories, just as it was obvious in Hawthorne’s. Indeed, if the Americans were guilty of anything in their short fiction, it was of making too much of the issues, of making the story nothing more than a vehicle for the moral. While this may not be the most interesting way to read Irving, and certainly not Hawthorne, it is nonetheless an approach that readers and reviewers invariably adopted. In the case of Hawthorne, the focus on sin and punishment made it convenient to read his short stories as moral exempla, aided by the summary conclusions often provided by the author. Although it is undeniable that the structural design of Hawthorne’s fiction often concealed its complexity, rather like James’s figure in the carpet, it is equally true that a reading of the exterior story frequently reduced it to a simple moral apothegm. Hawthorne, in effect, became the analyst of conscience. His subject and approach invariably focused attention on theme and deflected it from technique. Even Poe, whom everyone agreed was indifferent to moral issues, still paid them attention in tales like “The Cask of Amontillado,” “The Fall of the House of Usher,” and “The Masque of the Red Death.”

Stevenson was at one and the same time the most deliberately artistic of new writers and the one most preoccupied with moral issues. The questions he confronted in his short stories were never without moral implications, whether it was equity and justice in “A Lodging for the Night” or prejudice and greed in “The Beach of Falesá.” Indeed, even his adoptions of particular forms of the short story, such as the folktale “The Bottle Imp” or the parable “Will o’ the Mill,” exhibit the incorporation of moral issues within the form of the story itself. Stevenson (like Henry James) found himself with two fundamental inclinations: the one toward technical artistry, which he saw in the French, and the other toward moral analysis, which he found in Hawthorne. The problem was to amalgamate the two, creating a fiction that was both technically brilliant and thematically complex. Instead of highlighting one or the other, as the French and Americans did, Stevenson fashioned a short story that was moral in its impulse and artistic in its execution; he created, in effect, the “moral art story,” or the art story with a moral.

Perhaps no other writer exhibits a greater dichotomy between play and purpose in fiction than Stevenson: fiction as play, and fiction as purpose; art as pleasure and art as instruction. Stevenson is the quintessential embodiment of the Horatian ideal—the function of art is to delight and instruct. The problem, of course, is that for most artists the one or the other takes prominence. In the nineteenth-century novel it appeared, for a time, as if the two purposes were united: in Dickens there was pleasure, even fun, and there was instruction, or, more properly, social outrage. Yet it is clear that as the great Victorians developed their art, they emphasized the one at the expense of the other: we think of Eliot as a great moralist; of Dickens as two people, the entertainer of Pickwick Papers and the justiciary of Bleak House; of Thackeray as a social satirist in the guise of a puppeteer. But in many ways these writers were working in an ad hoc manner; they were not consciously dividing their roles and determining the consequent effects on their fiction. Hawthorne illustrated the same phenomenon. His primary role was instructive in the widest sense. He may have complained about his lack of audience, but he did not write to entertain or delight that audience. As for Poe, if his conception of his role was complex, the consequence for his art was less so. His stories had calculated effects, and whether he constructed them for that purpose or whether the effects were simply a result of their design is beside the point.

But Stevenson’s position was more subtle. For one thing, he was extremely sophisticated and articulate about the artistic process. He was writing at a period when there was extraordinary ferment in France and even Britain about the nature of art, and particularly narrative art. He was involved in the historic debate that culminated in Henry James’s “Art of Fiction” and his own “A Humble Remonstrance.” That Stevenson’s titles are so modest as to be virtually self-effacing is unfortunate, since they have encouraged critics to dismiss the arguments out of hand. Yet “A Humble Remonstrance” and “A Gossip on Romance” are far from modest inquiries into the nature of fictional art. Indeed, in “A Gossip on Romance” Stevenson anticipates Freud’s commentary on creative writers and daydreaming, where the psychoanalyst argues that literature is nothing more than the legitimate expression of fantasies. When Stevenson says that fiction is play for grown-ups, he is merely using familiar language to describe the same idea. That perception of his—that fiction is an acceptable form of play for adults—is joined to another, that fiction is one of the few avenues for truth in the world because it is the only form that people will accept as entertainment, and therefore it is the only medium the truth teller has for his message.

Stevenson thus was caught in the position of wanting to entertain his readers, in that he realized he would have no readers without entertaining them, and at the same time was determined to convey his vision with the single-minded passion of a Hawthorne. Admittedly he had an arrogant and even patronizing view of his readers. Stevenson was under no illusions as to the abilities or interests or experience of the mass reading audience. And it is an open question whether his earliest fiction was even consciously written with that (or any) audience in mind. But there is no question whatever that he was always aware of what was owed his readers, and it is not for nothing that one of the central refrains that runs through Stevenson criticism is that he was a natural or born storyteller. The aptness of such a description was never in doubt during his lifetime, and it continued in force at least through the 1920s. Indeed, shortly after the news of his death, the San Francisco Chronicle headlined one of its biographical articles “Tales of the Prince of Storytellers” (23 December 1894). Stevenson’s life had begun to assume a mythic quality; there were “tales” to be told of it that competed with—and indeed were bound and destined to compete with—the generated tales that constituted the work itself.
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When we read Stevenson’s short stories, we immediately sense the solitariness and loneliness of his characters. Francis Scrymgeour and Simon Rolles in The Rajah’s Diamond are two early examples of figures who live in the midst of metropolitan centers but are nonetheless alone. Both are pursuing careers in the very center of European cities, one struggling against all odds for a secure position in an office in Edinburgh, the other driven by ambition for preferment in the church. They are intensely centered upon themselves and at the same time curiously unaware of the fact. Unlike James’s “super-subtle fry,” who know they are self-conscious and revel in that knowledge, Stevenson’s figures (like those in classical tragedy) are largely unconscious of their obsessiveness. Even in a story like “The Pavilion on the Links,” where the narrator admits to having been “a great solitary when … young” (this page), the emphasis is not on the narrator’s consciousness of his solitariness or even on his awareness of how distorting such a self-absorption might be. In The Rajah’s Diamond there is a motif of voyeurism that functions as a mirror image for the voyeur’s obsessive focus on himself, as if to gaze surreptitiously at others were the only escape from the prison of one’s mind. That there is a sexual aspect to this gazing is clear in “The Physician and the Saratoga Trunk” when the young American cannot keep his eyes from the peephole. But on a deeper level Stevenson concentrates attention on an issue that was fundamental to a strict Protestant mind: the inward-looking self trying to discover an unblemished soul. It may be that the solitary and lonely self is the condition of the Calvinist mentality, a condition that was clearly reflected by the realities of Stevenson’s Presbyterian upbringing and his Edinburgh experience. For him, the “long Scots faces” of the dour people he knew so well was a metonymy for their attitudes and their mentality.

A Stevenson story invariably has an individual at the center (either as character or narrator) and never seems to have more than one individual in it, even when there is a cast of characters who appear to fill out the pages. Moral issues, which are the heart of every Stevenson story, are always confronted in individual cases. From the start of “A Lodging for the Night,” where Francis Villon is in a tavern carousing with his friends, to the end of the story, when he is alone in the street trying to toss off the experience of the evening, he is essentially alone in the world and forced to live with that condition. Philosophy, religion, art—all of which he is an adept at—can in no way alter or ameliorate his situation. Villon must live with himself, just as he has a vision of dying by himself, swinging from the gibbet like a piece of fruit on a tree. Part of the pain of Stevenson’s depiction of the isolation of Villon, or of Cassilis or Northmour in “The Pavilion on the Links,” is the realization that it is the inalterable condition of experience.

For Stevenson, mortality is destiny, inescapable, ineluctable—a vision that unquestionably drives many readers to attribute a distinctly morbid note to many of the stories. The doctor’s speech in “The Physician and the Saratoga Trunk” spelling out his view of the flesh once the spirit has passed out of it can be read either as a cold-blooded commentary from a heartless materialist or as a plausible argument on the nature of man, an argument that must be acknowledged before one can determine how to address or answer it. The fact of death is so central to Stevenson’s imagination that to shy from it at the start is to avoid wrestling with his subject and his art. Where is permanence? Over and over, he reflects upon this question through his surrogates. The young narrator in “The Merry Men” who discovers the shoe buckle at the bottom of the sea and silently discourses on the life of the man who wore the shoe, and in effect on human history, is another illustration of the way Stevenson promotes the idea of the transitoriness of life and perhaps the futility of all human pursuits. The contrast between life and death, which is another way of looking at this question, also recurs regularly in Stevenson’s work. And it is the perception of death that makes the solitariness so bleak. It is curious, too, how little Stevenson’s fiction is concerned with issues like ambition or success in the world in terms that would be recognizable to ordinary working people. Yet there is always an acute consciousness of the fact that these are indeed the issues that drive men’s lives. The line in “Story of the Young Man in Holy Orders” about Rolles’s struggle for success in the church and the recognition that his merits will have no effect on that success is only one of the wittier illustrations.

But the absence of incidents reflective of the ordinariness of life does not mean that Stevenson was simply trying to steal boys away from their Ovid and carry them into the world of romance, as he says in the dedication to Kidnapped. Rather, he preferred to concentrate on issues he considered more fundamental, or perhaps more revelatory of the human condition. The “adventures” in The Suicide Club and The Rajah’s Diamond and the misadventures in “The Misadventures of John Nicholson” are merely the occasions for profound explorations of experience; they are certainly not the substance—let alone the meaning—of the stories. The swindling and fighting in “The Pavilion on the Links” are no more what that story is about than is the mystery surrounding the wrecked ship the subject of “The Merry Men.”

This is not always apparent, because the engine that drives a Stevenson story is plot, moving forward through time with a series of incidents that are unpredictable and suspenseful. But for Stevenson plot is (on one level) just a technical device, a means to enthrall the reader while the serious issues are being explored. The excitement of a plot is the pleasure of the reading experience. Stevenson never denigrates that pleasure and always strives to sustain it, but it is finally an arbitrary, perhaps even a capricious, device. In The Suicide Club and The Rajah’s Diamond the plots are extraordinary, straining credulity and calling attention to their own outrageousness. What is always at the center of the fiction is the idea. The core of a Stevenson story is intellect, either the intellect of a character or intellectual comprehension conveyed through the omniscient narrator. If we consider stories like The Suicide Club, The Rajah’s Diamond, “A Lodging for the Night,” “Markheim,” and “The Merry Men,” it is clear that intellectual issues are at bottom the meaning of the texts. It would indeed be surprising if one of the most widely read and scholarly of late-Victorian writers were to suddenly park all his knowledge and wisdom outside the circle of his fiction. Stevenson can be called a philosopher in fiction with far more justness than virtually any of his contemporaries, including Hardy and James. Some of his texts overtly identify themselves as philosophical, like “Will o’ the Mill,” where the protagonist watches from the perch of his rural retreat the whole panorama of men’s lives cavalcading before him. Another, like “The Treasure of Franchard,” wittily exposes the antics of a faux philosopher whose wildly extravagant vocabulary simply shows up his complete want of common sense. Others assume the manner of discourses, as the dialogue between Villon and Brisetout in “A Lodging for the Night” illustrates. Does the debate between the two about poverty and riches, circumstance and fate, honor versus degradation, constitute an inauthentic or undramatic use of fiction? Or does it rather, given its rich visual and linguistic context, powerfully illustrate the irresolvability of those issues?

Stevenson, developing his story from the character of a historical figure, cannot take Villon and make him other than what he was: a creative genius whose rough life contrasted sharply with his natural gifts and in all probability ended briefly and painfully. Whether he might have had a different life under different circumstances is really beside the point. He had the life he had, and he was the man he was. Hence the brilliance of the ending: Despite the long and contentious debate, the facing and challenging of complex philosophical questions, when Villon leaves and goes back out into the bitter-cold night, his first thought is for the loss of what he might have had: “ ‘A very dull old gentleman,’ he thought. ‘I wonder what his goblets may be worth’ ” (this page).

The opening sentence of “The Pavilion on the Links” (“I was a great solitary when I was young”) introduces the retrospective narrative, a characteristic mode of Stevenson’s first-person texts. This method of delivering a story invariably implies two stories, the one a story of past events told in sequential order, the other the present story, which remains untold, except for our awareness of its presentness. In other words, a typical retrospective narrative is a story about the past which feels as if it were happening at the moment, thus achieving the immediacy and suspense of present action. But, in fact, all the events have long since vanished into the world of time and memory, recalled partly as a means of reviving the experience, and partly as a way of holding on to life. For Stevenson’s retrospective narrators, the past is often the only life that has any vivacity, perhaps even reality, and the stories are told with a vigor and excitement that entrances the reader and makes him imagine himself caught in a wonderful or terrifying web of suspense. Through retrospective narration, Stevenson gives a deeper dimension to past events, keeping them alive in the memory of the survivor-narrator.

The portrait of Frank Cassilis, the narrator of “The Pavilion on the Links,” is one that Stevenson periodically produced—a figure alone in the world, virtually living in the wild, whose gypsy life is reflected in his physical surroundings. The description of the countryside surrounding the pavilion captures the mentalities of Cassilis and his equally solitary companion, Northmour: “But there stood in the northern part of the estate, in a wilderness of links and blowing sandhills, and between a plantation and the sea, a small Pavilion or Belvidere, of modern design, which was exactly suited to our wants; and in this hermitage, speaking little, reading much, and rarely associating except at meals, Northmour and I spent four tempestuous winter months” (this page). The image of a hermitage is an apt one, for in these situations Stevenson often identifies, or conflates, a disciplined, self-imposed isolation with a kind of religious asceticism. Indeed, along the sea wood not far from the pavilion, “one or two ruined cottages were dotted about the wood; and, according to Northmour, these were ecclesiastical foundations, and in their time had sheltered pious hermits” (this page). There is a certain fascination with this life: a world where nothing but the sea and the links are to be encountered, a world with books for companions. This seems the ideal world sought by Cassilis.

It is hardly accidental that so many of Stevenson’s protagonists are serious readers—Simon Rolles in The Suicide Club studies the patristic fathers, Villon in “A Lodging for the Night” is a student who quotes the Latin bible, and the Reverend Soulis in “Thrawn Janet” is immersed in theology. There is a complex association in Stevenson between the profound and disciplined study of deep books and the ascetic isolation of the (fictional) reader, a connection that leads to a kind of voyeurism, as if investigating the secrets of texts is the equivalent of surreptitiously looking into the secrets of others. It need hardly be remarked that the transference from the intense study of texts to the process of writing them is always present in Stevenson’s consciousness, if not in the protagonist’s or the narrator’s. In some fundamental way there is an ineluctable connection between the self-imposed isolation of the fictional character, with all its attendant implications for personality and destiny, and the position of the creative artist in the world. The voyeurism referred to earlier that recurs in The Suicide Club and The Rajah’s Diamond is nothing more than a fictional reality that inscribes the actual reality of the voyeurism that Stevenson practiced as a writer. It is a voyeurism that he himself viewed as a by-product of an obsessive self-absorption, a kind of narcissism that writers and artists were prone to by the very nature of their work. If Stevenson deliberately fought against this tendency in his own life, it was through the ceaseless pursuit of friends. There is no other writer who worked so hard and so steadily to sustain his friendships—each of his books had its requisite dedicatee—and whose marriage itself may even have been an escape from the prison house of the self. Stevenson lived with the fullness of friends and family in order not to succumb to the tyranny of self. Yet the pace and intensity of the work produced in those last few years in the Pacific were so profound as to virtually ensure his early death, from a sudden cerebral hemorrhage.

Stevenson’s Scottish stories always draw on the most rugged features of the beautiful and harsh landscape, features defined by sheer cliffs and craggy rocks, by cold winds and roiling seas. He creates a setting so unremittingly desolate in “Pavilion” that Frank Cassilis declares, “The place had an air of solitude that daunted even a solitary like myself” (this page). It is almost impossible to read this story without experiencing the bleakness of the country. It is not for nothing that Stevenson was consistently invoked by twentieth-century writers of handbooks on short-story technique as an exemplary master of “atmosphere” or “description”—terms that highlighted his extraordinary gift for evoking a mood from the most extreme physical settings. But it is not mood alone that conditions the narrative. For Stevenson, place is character, and the windswept links, barren of all vegetation except evergreen shrub, are an appropriate counter for the reclusive Cassilis and Northmour.

The consequences of isolation are manifest in the mental condition and the social behavior of the characters, in Minister Soulis in “Thrawn Janet,” or Gordon Darnaway in “The Merry Men.” Villon declares that “man is not a solitary animal—Cui Deus feminam tradit” (to whom God gives woman) (this page). Of course, in the mouth of Villon, who is both rogue and poet, the words have a mordancy that almost belies their meaning: Villon needs a woman in the same way he needs meat and drink. Nonetheless, the central idea of the assertion is in fact Stevenson’s answer to the damage inflicted on the self by voluntary or enforced isolation—love with the proper woman. In “Pavilion” Frank Cassilis marries Clara Huddlestone and has children, to whom in fact he is relating the events of the story. But Clara is already dead when Cassilis begins his narrative, so the focus remains on the solitariness itself rather than on the love that becomes a salve for that solitariness. In truth, Stevenson’s imagination was energized more by the sense of failure his figures experience than by their prospects for love. In a real sense Cassilis and Northmour are outcasts, people on the edge of society, whose lives are separated from intimacy and connection, people who have deliberately removed themselves from the norms of domestic social responsibilities. Although joined by their common love for Clara, which motivates them to protect her father, they are not really against the Italians and are in effect fighting a false battle. As the pavilion goes up in flames—their redoubt against the world—nothing is left but the links scarred “with little patches of burnt furze” (this page). The land has gone back to itself, and all the intruders are expelled from its midst.

It is a nice question how an only child, growing up in an indulgent upper-class Edinburgh home, could have so compelling a vision of the loneliness of men and women in the world. But for whatever reasons, it is a vision that controls a substantial portion of his fiction, and creates the atmosphere and tone that dominate his greatest short stories. In a way that is nothing short of modern in its invention and execution, Stevenson made the landscape an element that heightens the loneliness endured by an individual. It came to symbolize both the condition and the consequence of experience. “The Reverend Murdoch Soulis … dwelt in the last years of his life, without relative or servant or any human company, in the small and lonely manse under the Hanging Shaw” (this page). The fusion of character and place is so simple, yet so vivid, that it can more easily be understood in our time as a cinematic technique, a graphic and instantaneous representation of subject and form. It is a technique that readers intuitively understood but rarely analyzed. Part of its effectiveness lay in the simplicity of the language, part in the evocation of mood, part in the rhythm itself, with its building up of a sense of finality, and ultimate emptiness, by the suggestion of imminent death and the total absence of human contact. It is a method Stevenson continued through his career, so that by the 1890s he was using coral atolls in the South Seas to illustrate the same terrible loneliness that he earlier identified with the wet and dark rock fastnesses of the Scottish coastline.
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In “A Lodging for the Night” Stevenson introduces a theme that was to figure prominently in his fiction—chance, or the capriciousness of life. It is a philosophical issue that he treated wryly in The Suicide Club and The Rajah’s Diamond, with comic pathos in “The Misadventures of John Nicholson,” and with deep sobriety in “The Merry Men” and “Markheim.” It is an issue that focuses on a vision of the world, even of the universe, and of man’s place in the world. How do we live our lives? How do we plan for our work, our children, our posterity? Stevenson was an intensely driven man: the thought that he might die and leave nothing behind, that his name would have been “writ in water” and disappear unremembered into the oblivion of time, this was the spur that impelled him to write wherever he was, traveling steerage on a transatlantic boat, on a train across the United States, or on a ninety-foot sloop across the Pacific, coughing blood or running a fever, but never to be without a notebook and pen in his pocket, or a board to write upon in bed. Perhaps the desire for immortality and the refusal to go quietly, however futile that notion to a man who had absorbed Darwin into his consciousness (“Pulvis et Umbra”), compelled him to write unremittingly. For Stevenson wanted to leave behind a small, indelible mark on a stick, so that whoever came after, so long as the stick lasted, would recall and in the process revivify his name. Of course, this is nothing more than the artist’s desire for immortality, and there is certainly nothing new here. But with Stevenson it was joined to the late nineteenth century’s recognition that in the context of geologic time, the very notion of immortality was something of an anachronism.

It is clear that Stevenson does not approach this issue from the point of view of religion. Like Hawthorne, he draws on the grammar of religion for his subject and his vocabulary, but everlasting perdition, like eternal glory, is simply a trope that enables us to enter the circle where true meaning is explored and debated. Part of that debate has to do with what Stevenson (through Villon) calls “the riddle of man’s life.” For the pursuit of fame and immortality through writing is as arbitrary as any other pursuit engaged in by people high and low in life.

In “A Lodging for the Night” Stevenson draws together issues of art and immortality, poverty and wealth, and the transiency of all worldly pursuits, with the central idea of a universe ruled by chance. He begins with the first of his memorable opening paragraphs, from which I quote just the first two lines: “It was late in November 1456. The snow fell over Paris with rigorous, relentless persistence; sometimes the wind made a sally and scattered it in flying vortices; sometimes there was a lull, and flake after flake descended out of the black night air, silent, circuitous, interminable” (this page). The opening sentence cannot be bettered for its utter simplicity and modernity. The voice is as dateless today as it was in 1878, and it is only the insertion of the year 1456 that gives the sentence (and the reader) a jolt. It has the effect of bringing alive the late medieval city, as if we were in the midst of it, able to enter its mentalité while still living in our much later time. Then Stevenson delivers one of the most powerful and evocative descriptions of a city covered in snow, whose whiteness provides a vivid contrast with the darkness of the night. And with the single word “vortices” he draws both on older theories of the universe that posited a rotational movement of cosmic matter around an axis and on nineteenth-century scientific theories that defined the term as a rapid movement of particles of matter around an axis. Thus the word itself merges the past with the present (just as historical fiction is a merger of different periods in time), while its meaning in each case is associated with natural laws or forces that are beyond man’s control.

The snow, too, is beyond control, with its ceaseless and unpredictable falling, its complete sovereignty over the lives of the people. Francis Villon, who is educated, can speculate amusingly and just a bit blasphemously on its origins: “Pagan Jupiter plucking geese upon Olympus,” or “the holy angels moulting” (this page). But the illiterate poor, in contrast, have a sense of awe before natural phenomena, which is captured in a wonderful sentence: “To poor people, looking up under moist eyebrows, it seemed a wonder where it all came from.” (this page) They are of course looking up to the heavens, and implicitly looking up to God. But Villon is too sophisticated for such absolute and unquestioning faith. He is a “Master of Arts,” and his ability to mix classical and religious allusions identifies him as an intellectual who does not take wonders for signs, or at least not for signs of God. Of course Villon’s sly humor borders on the blasphemous, and he does not pursue the joke. It is fine for an educated man to play with words and ideas, but it is also dangerous, and not something to treat cavalierly. But in even proposing the question, as Villon does, with a slight anticlerical edge, Stevenson opens up the prospect of religious questioning. Although the story is not one of specifically religious questioning, it is one of moral or ethical questioning, and one that addresses the “riddle of man’s life” (this page).

The phrase appears when Villon, searching for shelter in the middle of the night, stumbles upon the corpse of a woman who has frozen to death. He goes through her pockets, which are empty, and then discovers two small coins hidden in her stocking. Villon’s search is clearly a violation of the woman’s person, although the issue is problematic since it touches on a view of death that recurs in many of Stevenson’s stories. Simply put, if the spirit is gone, how can one violate the flesh? In “The Physician and the Saratoga Trunk” Dr. Noel insists to the young American whom he cajoles into accompanying a dead body back to London that it is only a “boxful of dead flesh,” and nothing to be concerned about. Once death occurs, all that remains is animal protein. Villon states this theme when he remarks upon the woman’s bad luck at not being able to spend her coins: “It would have been one more good taste in the mouth, one more smack of the lips, before the devil got the soul, and the body was left to birds and vermin” (this page).

Stevenson’s picture of Villon searching the prostitute’s garter and stocking functions on two levels: on the first, it draws on the historic Villon’s well-known fondness for women of all classes, not excluding prostitutes. That the fictional Villon would automatically lift the dead woman’s dress to search her stockings suggests that this is hardly a new experience for him. Stevenson builds his portrait from what his contemporaries commonly believed about Villon, deriving their knowledge from their reading of the poetry as well as from a recent French biography, which Stevenson had used as the source for his essay on the poet in Familiar Studies. One of Stevenson’s methods for constructing character, which he followed in his greatest fictions, is introduced here for the first time. The fictional Villon is built up from the historical Villon, a libertine whose poetry is dense with images of sexuality and love, however complex and problematic its ultimate view. Stevenson never directly suggests here that sexuality is a subject. He uses two vivid and implicative words in a simple subordinate phrase (“but in her stocking, underneath the garter”), and the reader must interpret all else, must recognize that the only way the fictional Villon could have uncovered the coins would have been through the intimate knowledge of women’s bodies that was presumably possessed by the real Villon. The small scene is instructive for what it tells us about Stevenson’s artistic principles: never disclose more to the reader than is absolutely essential, which is in fact a dramatic method adapted to fiction; and, in historical fiction, always base a complete understanding of character on a contextual knowledge of the historical personage.

The act of searching the dead woman’s body to uncover the coins is distinctly psychosexual, and akin to the psychosexuality illustrated in Silas Scuddamore’s peering through the peephole for a view of Madame Zephyrine. From a thematic point of view the sexuality has a furtive and secretive aspect to it; from the point of view of presentation, however, it is so unobtrusively managed that its meaning might easily escape the reader. The story could serve as a model for the kind of objective narration that Kipling became famous for and that Hemingway identified with The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and Stephen Crane. That aside, Stevenson’s association of sexuality and death, merely hinted at in this brief vignette, is further developed in Jekyll and Hyde and achieves a kind of climacteric in the death scene in “The Beach of Falesá.”

Of course death is such an overwhelming subject in Stevenson’s fiction that there is hardly a story that does not contain a death within the narrative. The issue is one Stevenson places at the center of human existence: we cannot understand life until we recognize and acknowledge the fact of death, that it may come when life appears most indestructible, and that it happens to the “poor jade” in the middle of the night as quickly and unexpectedly as it does to that fine figure of a soldier, Colonel Geraldine’s brother. The issue of death is so central in Stevenson that it has often been mistakenly attributed to the genre, viewed as simply part of the machinery of “adventure” or “romance” fiction. Yet it is a mistake to see in Stevenson’s treatment nothing more than an early version of Hollywood’s action-adventure films where the audience becomes immunized against the realities of death. Quite the contrary: in Stevenson the depiction is so vivid, so graphic, that a Chicago Tribune reviewer of New Arabian Nights considered the stories so repugnant as to warrant comparison with Emile Zola.

But let us return to one of the central points of this discussion: the idea that life is capricious, and that chance rules in place of fate, or individual will, and overrides the physical and mental endowments of being and personality. When Villon looks at the dead woman, and the coins in his hand, he shakes his head “over the riddle of man’s life. Henry V. of England, dying at Vincennes just after he had conquered France, and this poor jade cut off by a cold draught in a great man’s doorway, before she had time to spend her couple of whites—it seemed a cruel way to carry on the world” (this page). Arbitrary, sudden death, which snatches the highest and the lowest at the moment of their smallest pleasures or their greatest triumphs, is the subject of Villon’s thoughts. And the juxtaposition of a king with a prostitute, the conquest of a country with the fierce protection of two small coins, highlights the issue as a philosophical and religious question and gives it a universal application. It also obliterates the distinction between king and prostitute, for chance is an egalitarian ruler, running the world for good or ill, indifferent to high and low, without regard for cause or justice or charity. Stevenson’s citation of Henry V adds an appropriate ironic touch since it keeps the allusion local—the English king dying in France a little over thirty years before the action of the story, an incident that Villon could plausibly draw upon to illustrate the fortuitousness of fortune. But what Stevenson actually focuses on is not the casual nature of fortune but the tenuousness and fragility of life’s glories or small pleasures. Villon reflects that it would be the better part of wisdom, or at least more satisfying, to leave this world in a moment of pleasure, for there is no guarantee that we will not be snuffed out before our long-prepared-for pleasure is enjoyed: “He would like to use all his tallow before the light was blown out and the lantern broken” (this page).

Following the allusion and the reflection, “A Lodging for the Night” moves toward a dramatic debate concerning the nature of chance in individuals’ lives. But the idea is there from the start of the story, in the depiction of Villon’s debased and animal-like friend Tabary: “[He] had become a thief, just as he might have become the most decent of burgesses, by the imperious chance that rules the lives of human geese and human donkeys” (this page). It is as if people are no different from animals, and certainly no better, and, what is most crucial, have absolutely no control over their lives: imperious chance, overbearing, dictatorial, domineering. Part of the brilliance of “A Lodging” is Stevenson’s reconstitution in his own text of themes in Villon’s poetry. Thus in Villon’s The Great Testament: “The emperor asked him, ‘Why are you a pirate?’ The other replied, ‘Why do you call me a pirate? If I could change my poor vessel for your throne, I would be an emperor, like you” (The Poems of François Villon, trans. H. De Vere Stackpoole [London: Hutchinson, 1913], p. 123). This observation is precisely the substance of the debate between Brisetout and Villon: “But if I had been born lord of Brisetout, and you had been the poor scholar Francis, would the difference have been any the less? … Should not I have been the soldier, and you the thief?” (this page). Villon’s argument throughout is that circumstances make people what they are. What is character but circumstance, or thievery but poverty, or virtue but the absence of hunger? The lord who takes Villon in from the cold, offers the hospitality of his home, addresses him with high sentiments, and extols the beauty of moral virtue believes that what he is saying is inherent in the structure of the world: that people are good or evil, follow truth or wrap themselves in falsehood, according to some preordained scheme by which absolute values like honor, integrity, and loyalty are rewarded. These beliefs are ingrained in the lord of Brisetout and fundamental to his vision of the world. Villon, who is intellectually more acute, better trained, and nimbler in argument, drives Brisetout to anger, for he undermines the nobleman’s system of belief which assigns meaning and value, order and design to the world.

What Stevenson is doing here, and in other stories, is calling into relief a fundamental but unanswerable question about our experience: are we responsible for our lives or are they beyond our control? The question arises because so many elements of Stevenson’s fiction appear to derive from it, or contribute to it. Thus the violence that is such a powerful and pervasive feature of Stevenson’s work is frequently presented as impulsive and completely without warning. The murder of Thevenin is swift and unexpected: “Thevenin was just opening his mouth to claim another victory, when Montigny leaped up, swift
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