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Everyman, I will go with thee, and be thy guide
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Note on the Author and Editor


ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON was born in Edinburgh in 1850. An only child of professional middle-class parents he was often ill and had no regular schooling. In 1867 he began to study engineering, his father’s profession, at Edinburgh University but secretly wanted to be a writer. He spent much of his time leading a bohemian life and exploring the underside of Edinburgh. In 1871 his father accepted his intention to become a writer on condition that he studied for the Bar, but Stevenson had no plans to practise as a lawyer. He began visiting an artists’ colony in France, where he met Fanny Osbourne, whom he married in 1880.

While still a student Stevenson committed himself to a rigorous apprenticeship as a writer, and began to publish seriously in 1873. He initially published in magazines, with his first book, An Inland Voyage, appearing in 1878. Although recognised by a few as a writer of promise, it took some years for him to establish a reputation, beginning with Treasure Island in 1883, receiving critical acclaim forKidnapped in 1886 and reaching bestseller status with Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde in the same year. His first volume of poetry was A Child’s Garden of Verses in 1885.

His precarious state of health made it impossible for him to live permanently in Scotland, and in 1887, after the death of his father, he went to the United States, where his reputation preceded him. Now a successful writer, with the added support of his father’s legacy, he set off to fulfil a dream of voyaging in the South Pacific. He, Fanny and other members of their family left San Francisco in June 1888 and spent the next two years exploring the South Seas. Stevenson’s health was much improved, and in 1890 he settled in Samoa where he bought land and built a house. He never returned to Scotland. All this time he was writing poetry, fiction, and accounts of his South Sea experiences, and being published enthusiastically in Britain and the United States. He died suddenly of a brain haemorrhage on 3 December 1894, leaving several unfinished works, including Weir of Hermiston, considered by many to be his best piece of fiction. He wrote poetry throughout his career and published three volumes in his lifetime.

JENNI CALDER is author and editor of several books on Stevenson, including RLS: A Life Study (Hamish Hamilton, 1980 and Richard Drew, 1990), and has edited a number of his works. She is Head of Publishing at the National Museums of Scotland and Edinburgh. Her most recent book is The Nine Lives of Naomi Mitchison (Virago, 1997). She publishes poetry as Jenni Daiches.


Chronology of Stevenson’s Life



	Year

	Age

	Life




	1850

	 

	Born 13 November in Edinburgh, only child of Margaret Isabella Balfour and Thomas Stevenson, lighthouse and harbour engineer




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1857

	7

	The family begins living at 17 Heriot Row in Edinburgh’s New Town. Stevenson’s schooling sporadic as he was often ill




	 

	 

	 




	1867

	17

	Begins to study engineering at University of Edinburgh




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1871

	21

	Announces his attention to become a writer, and switches his studies to law




	 

	 

	 




	1873

	23

	Meets his long-term friend and mentor, Sidney Colvin, and first serious love Mrs Fanny Sitwell. Spends winter in South of France for his health. Publishes his first article




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1875

	25

	Meets W. E. Henley, friend and collaborator. First of many visits to Fontainebleau area of France. Called to the Scottish bar




	1876

	26

	Meets Fanny Osbourne




	 

	 

	 




	 

	 

	 




	1878

	28

	An Inland Voyage, his first book, published




	1879

	29

	Follows Fanny Osbourne to California. Travels With a Donkey published. Begins to be recognised as a writer of talent




	1880

	30

	Marries Fanny Osbourne. Honeymoon at Silverado, a deserted Californian mining camp. Returns to Scotland with Fanny and stepson Lloyd. Deacon Brodie, a drama collaboration with W. E. Henley, published. Goes to Davos, Switzerland, for his health, summers in Scotland




	1881

	31

	Writes Treasure Island. Virginibus Puerisque (essays) published




	 

	 

	 




	1882

	32

	Moves to South of France for his health, summers in Scotland. Works on A Child’s Garden of Verses. Familiar Studies of Men and Books (essays) and New Arabian Nights published




	 

	 

	 




	1883

	33

	Treasure Island published; reputation as fiction writer established. The Silverado Squatters published




	 

	 

	 




	1884

	34

	Moves to Bournemouth. Forms close friendship with Henry James




	 

	 

	 




	1885

	35

	A Child’s Garden of Verses and Prince Otto published. Writes Kidnapped and Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde




	 

	 

	 




	1886

	36

	Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde published; becomes a bestseller. Kidnapped published to critical acclaim




	1887

	37

	Death of his father, Thomas Stevenson. Travels to USA with Fanny and Mrs Stevenson. Winter at Saranac in the Adirondack Mountains. Underwoods and Memories and Portraits (essays) published. Begins writing The Master of Ballantrae




	1888

	38

	To San Francisco. Hires yacht Casco and begins first South Pacific voyages. Health very much improved. Begins the writing of articles and fiction based on South Seas experiences. The Master of Ballantrae and The Black Arrow published




	1889

	39

	Six months in Hawaii, second Pacific voyage on the Equator. First visit to Samoa. The Wrong Box, written with Lloyd Osbourne, published




	 

	 

	 




	1890

	40

	Buys Vailima on the island of Upolu, Samoa. Third Pacific voyage on the Janet Nichol after illness in Sydney, Australia. Realises that a return to Europe is unlikely and settles at Vailima. Ballads published




	1890–94

	 

	At Vailima with Fanny and extended family. Writes The Beach of Falesa, The Ebb-Tide, as well as fiction and poetry inspired by memories of Scotland. In the South Seas published




	1892

	42

	The Wrecker (with Lloyd Osbourne) and A Footnote to History published




	 

	 

	 




	1893

	43

	Catriona published




	 

	 

	 




	1894

	44

	Dies suddenly on 3 December of a cerebral haemorrhage, leaving Weir of Hermiston and St Ives unfinished. The Ebb-Tide published







Chronology of his Times




	Year

	Literary Context

	Historical Events




	1850

	Tennyson becomes Poet Laureate; Death of Honoré de Balzac

	First Public Libraries Act passed




	1852

	Thackeray, Henry Esmond

	The Earl of Derby becomes prime minister




	 

	Hawthorne, Tanglewood Tales

	Napoleon III becomes emperor of France




	1853

	Dickens, Bleak House Verdi produces La Traviata and Il Trovatore

	 




	1857

	
Baudelaire, Les Fleurs du Mal

Trollope, Barchester Towers


	Indian Mutiny breaks out




	1858

	
George Macdonald, Phantastes

Dean Ramsay, Reminiscences of Scottish Life

Ballantyne, Coral Island


	 




	1861

	 

	
Death of Prince Albert, husband of Queen Victoria

Victor Emmanuel II becomes first king of a united Italy

American Civil War breaks out





	1863

	
Tolstoy begins publication of War and Peace

Margaret Oliphant, Salem Chapel


	 




	1866

	
Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment

John Henry Newman, The Dream of Gerontius


	Atlantic telegraph cable is laid




	1867

	Arnold, Culture and Anarchy

	Second Reform Act passed




	1869

	 

	
Imprisonment for debt abolished

Bedford College for women incorporated in University of London

First railway across America completed





	1871

	George Eliot, Middlemarch

	
Bank holidays introduced

William I becomes first German emperor

Henry Morton Stanley meets Dr Livingstone at Ujiji





	1872

	Samuel Butler, Erewhon

	First University College opens at Aberystwyth




	1873

	Rimbaud, Une Saison d’Enfer

	
Ashanti War breaks out

Death of Dr Livingstone





	 

	 

	 




	1874

	
Strauss, Die Fledermaus

James Thomson, The City of Dreadful Night


	Benjamin Disraeli becomes minister




	1875

	Death of Hans Christian Andersen

	Disraeli purchases Suez Canal shares on Britain’s behalf




	 

	 

	 




	1876

	Twain, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer

	
Queen Victoria becomes Empress of India

Bulgarian Christians massacred by Turkish irregular troops





	1877

	 

	Russo-Turkish war breaks out in Balkans




	1878

	Tchaikovsky, Eugene Onegin

	
Zulu War begins

Congress of Berlin meets to solve Balkans crisis





	1879

	
Ibsen produces A Doll’s House

James, Daisy Miller


	 




	1880

	
George Newnes starts Tit-Bits

de Maupassant publishes his first stories in Boule de Suif


	William Ewart Gladstone becomes prime minister




	 

	 

	 




	1881

	Death of Thomas Carlyle

	
Death of Disraeli

First Boer War breaks out

Alexander III becomes Tsar of Russia





	1882

	Publication begins of Dictionary of National Biography

	
Married Woman’s Property Act passed

Pretoria Convention ends Boer War

Triple Alliance formed between Italy, Austria and Germany





	1883

	
Birth of Compton Mackenzie

Death of Edward Fitzgerald, author of The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam


	 




	1884

	Publication begins of the Oxford English Dictionary

	
Fabian Society founded

Third Reform Act passed





	1885

	 

	
Earl of Salisbury becomes prime minister

Death of General Charles Gordon at Khartoum

Death of General Ulysses S. Grant





	1886

	
Hardy, The Mayor of Casterbridge

Death of Emily Dickinson


	First Irish Home Rule Bill fails




	1887

	
Birth of Edwin Muir

Arthur Conan Doyle publishes the first Sherlock Holmes story, A Study in Scarlet


	Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee




	1888

	August Strindberg produces Miss Julie

	
Jack the Ripper murders six women in London

John Boyd Dunlop produces pneumatic tyres

William II becomes German emperor





	1889

	
Death of Gerard Manley Hopkins

W. B. Yeats, The Wanderings of Oisin

J. M. Barrie, A Window in Thrums First London dock strike


	 




	1890

	 

	
Bismarck is dismissed as chancellor

Parnell/O’Shea divorce case

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec produces first Moulin Rouge paintings





	1891

	Birth of Neil Gunn

	
Elementary school fees abolished

Paul Gauguin settles in Tahiti





	1892

	
Oscar Wilde produces Lady Windermere’s Fan

Birth of Hugh MacDiarmid


	 




	1893

	Sir Arthur Wing Pinero produces The Second Mrs Tanqueray

	
Matabele rising

Second Irish Home Rule Bill fails

Civil war breaks out in Samoa





	1894

	
Kipling, The Jungle Book

John Buchan publishes his first book, Essays and Apothegms of Francis Lord Bacon

du Maurier, Trilby

Gissing, In the Year of Jubilee

George Moore, Esther Waters

Hope, The Prisoner of Zenda


	
Death of Louis Kossuth

Earl of Rosebery becomes prime minister








Introduction


Although Robert Louis Stevenson’s reputation is primarily as a writer of fiction, among the books for which he is best remembered is A Child’s Garden of Verses, published in 1885 when Treasure Island had already introduced him as a writer with considerable child appeal. These books have for generations influenced the response to Stevenson and masked his achievement as a writer for adults. This has especially affected the reading of his poetry.

By the time he was twenty Stevenson was sure that he wanted writing to be his profession. He was ready to try his hand at almost anything and experimented widely. This naturally included verse. He cheerfully imitated past and current forms and voices, translated from French, German and Latin, and wrote in Scots. This last was particularly important to him. He loved the language – he insisted that it was a language, and not a collection of dialects – and used it always with conviction, often with a playful exuberance. Although Stevenson’s literary career was established first through essays and travel writing and then through fiction, he never stopped writing poetry and produced some of his most memorable poems towards the end of his life.

An authoritative collection of Stevenson’s poetry did not appear until 1950, when Janet Adam Smith’s edition was published. She emphasises the range and variety of his output, and its qualities as occasional verse. This has particular significance in the context of the subjects and tone of his prose writing, in which, at least before 1879, it was rare for him to write directly about the personal or the contemporary. His poetry shows him responding more candidly to emotional and social challenges which, for complex reasons of parentage and upbringing, it took him much longer to learn to handle in prose. So ‘occasional’ doesn’t necessarily mean superficial, however ephemeral the occasions themselves may have been. Much of his early poetry is charged with immediacy and emotional intensity, especially when he moves away from formality of metre and language and writes free verse. Good examples are ‘My brain swims empty and light …’ and ‘Song at Dawn’. His experiments with free verse and sturdier language owe much to his discovery of Walt Whitman in the early 1870s.

By the 1880s Stevenson had written a substantial body of poetry on which he drew to put together his collection Underwoods which was published in 1887. He himself didn’t rate his poetry very highly – ‘I have begun to learn some of the rudiments of [writing verse], and have written three or four pretty enough pieces of octosyllabic nonsense, semi-serious, semi-smiling,’ he wrote to his friend W. E. Henley in April 1883. But Underwoods was generally well received by the critics, although there were those who flinched at what they considered to be indelicacy. The qualities which appealed to his contemporaries – an attractive freshness and sincerity, and easiness on the ear – survive well, even where ornate or archaic diction jars. But a hallmark of Stevenson’s poetry at its best is a vivid immediacy. He can catch a moment, a mood, a movement in a way which can illuminate otherwise unexceptional verse. A good exampled is this image from ‘To Mrs Will H. Low’ which leaps invigoratingly off the page:


… in the chequered silence and above

The hum of city cabs that sought the Bois,

Surburban ashes shivered into song.

A patter and a chatter and a chirp

And a long dying hiss – it was as though

Starched old brocaded dames through all the house

Had trailed a strident skirt…



When Stevenson combines this immediacy with authentic and resonant emotion his poetry becomes highly rewarding. Some of the poems he wrote towards the end of his life, in which he remembers Scotland from the other side of the world, achieve this:


Blows the wind today, and the sun and the rain are flying,

Blows the wind on the moors today and now,

Where about the graves of the martyrs the whaups are crying,

My heart remembers how.



The simplicity here is counterpointed by the inversion which introduces an interrogative note, and by the use of the present tense which implies a contradiction of the idea of memory. The poem, ‘To S. R. Crockett’, goes on to confirm a sense of loss, but in this opening stanza there is a rich ambivalence in the intensity and almost wistful uncertainty of remembered experience.

Stevenson published one other collection of poetry in his lifetime, Ballads of 1890, although he was preparing a fourth, Songs of Travel, at the time of his death in December 1894. He was attracted by the ballad form through his immersion in Scottish legend and traditional tales and this interest was reactivated when he encountered Polynesian legend during his South Pacific travels. He found that swapping stories and poems was an excellent means of establishing a rapport with the island peoples he encountered, and in particular formed a highly creative relationship with Prince Ori a Ori and Princess Moe of Tautira in Tahiti. This gave him the basis of his long narrative poem ‘The Song of Rahéro’, which he retells with a sympathetic understanding of its origins. A shorter ballad included here, ‘Heather Ale’, is quite different in tone and effect.

Most of Stevenson’s frequently anthologised poems come from Songs of Travel (1896), which reflects the impact of his South Sea experiences. Like his first visit to the United States, in 1879 when he followed Fanny Osbourne, whom he eventually married, to California, his Pacific voyages affected both the content and the style of his writing. This is most robustly expressed in his prose, but his poetry reveals the contrary influences and pressures that were at work. He loved the Pacific islands and entered into life in Samoa, where he settled in 1890, with a fascinated commitment. At the same time, he longed for Scotland. That longing, as ‘To S. R. Crockett’ shows, was most directly expressed in poetry. But Songs of Travel also includes poems celebrating Pacific experiences in particular and the whole notion of travel in general. Perhaps the best known of the latter is ‘The Vagabond’ – ‘Give to me the life I love,/ Let the lave go by me’.


Wealth I ask not, hope nor love,

Let what will be o’er me;

All I ask the heaven above,

And the road below me.



‘The Vagabond’ was written ‘to an air of Schubert’ (and has been set to music by more than one twentieth-century composer) and raises another aspect of Stevenson’s poetry. Many of his poems, whether or not actually written to a specific tune – and quite a number were – have a song-like quality which is a significant feature of their appeal. His talent for lyrical simplicity invites a musical setting.

‘Charming’ is the word commonly used to describe Stevenson’s poems about childhood. This, however, does not do justice to the layered and often complex nature of much of what is included in A Child’s Garden of Verses and belies the dark and troubled mood of some of the poems. The collection captures contrasting aspects of childhood experience, from the imaginative play of ‘Pirate Story’, to the more reflective ‘Travel’ and ‘Keepsake Mill’ and the wistful longing of ‘The Lamplighter’, the irony of ‘My Shadow’, and the terror and loneliness of ‘North-West Passage’. Certainly, Stevenson has an extraordinary talent for illuminating a child’s view of the world, but it is, again, the emotional authenticity that makes these poems so valuable, and memorable reading for the adult as much as the child. The same can be said of those poems of Stevenson’s which can sometimes tremble on the edge of sentimentality. There is nothing synthetic about:


I will make you brooches and toys for your delight

Of bird-song at morning and star-shine at night.



It has a luminous precision which defies the sentimental.

Whatever the tone or mood of Stevenson’s poems, certain themes and preoccupations emerge which unify his output. One of these is travel, the sense of movement and above all of freedom, but this is inseparable from a preoccupation with what has been left behind, both places and people. Whatever the call of ‘over the hills and far away’ (‘A Song of the Road’), the meaning of distance depends on the starting point. Writing in the South Pacific, ‘the tropics vanish’ and he is back in the Pentland Hills of his Edinburgh youth, or, in ‘To S. C.’, he is thinking of his friend and mentor, Sidney Colvin, back in London:
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