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INTRODUCTION

Robert Louis Stevenson’s work has paid the critical price of being both very popular and, on the face of things, quite simple. The simplicity is deceptive: his essays make clear how much painstaking art went into his stories. But it is a kind of art which twentieth-century criticism, with its preference for complexities of psychology and tone over mastery of form and narrative handling, has not been much interested in understanding. To be sure, he has always had a good number of vocal admirers, but it is interesting that, like Kipling’s, they have until recently, and with some notable exceptions, tended to come from outside the academy: G. K. Chesterton, Edwin Muir, Janet Adam Smith, Graham Greene, Jorge Luis Borges, Alasdair Gray, Angela Carter. For good and ill, scholars have paid far less attention to him than to his contemporaries (and admirers) James and Conrad, and his work has not been properly edited. The texts of even his most famous books are unreliable, and much of what he wrote, including his essays, has long been out of print: a complete new edition is needed. In its absence, though, it is important to put back into circulation the best of what has been missing. As far as the essays are concerned, that is the object of this selection.

Part of the appeal of the nineteenth-century periodical essay is precisely, of course, its unacademicness. With the help of Lamb and Hazlitt, the form had succeeded in keeping the humour and informality which characterised it in the eighteenth century and earlier, while taking on some of the new seriousness that entered British cultural life, largely under German influence, in the Romantic period. And although that influence would ultimately encourage the growth of academic specialisation, the fissiparousness of modern scholarship was far off. These generalisations are fallible: there was plenty of crabbed learning in Victorian Scotland and England, and there are writers today who can be compared to the Victorian essayists. But it is broadly true that there was then, as there is not now, a live popular tradition of essay-writing whose many practitioners applied themselves with both flair and, where it was appropriate, authority, to a large range of subjects, trivial and grave. As a reviewer of Stevenson’s first collection, Virginibus Puerisque, wrote in the Pall Mall Gazette in April 1881,

Essays and discursive reflections on morals and society form so considerable a part of current newspaper and magazine literature in England, and are written in many quarters with so fair a measure of shrewdness and competence, that when exceptional excellence in this kind of writing occurs its recognition is apt to be less prompt and certain than would be the case in times relatively of dearth.

Critical recognition of Stevenson’s excellence in this field was neither instantaneous nor unanimous, but he was widely admired, particularly for the fresh observation and imaginative sympathy the aspiring novelist and poet brought to the form, and for his stylistic brio. Like the young Shakespeare, Stevenson wrote effectively in the manner of many different authors he liked, while always making it his own. He famously said that he ‘played the sedulous ape to Hazlitt, to Lamb, to Wordsworth, to Sir Thomas Browne, to Defoe, to Hawthorne, to Montaigne . . .’, and we could add many more to the list. Although some contemporary critics were severe about this stylistic adaptability, everyone saw that Stevenson was a virtuoso. And the Pall Mall reviewer rightly went on to say that Stevenson has a ‘fundamental . . . and formal originality’. Between the high rigour of Carlyle and Macaulay, and the brilliant but ultimately arid playfulness of Wilde, a unique voice is heard in Stevenson, both moral and irreverent, subjective and socially aware, keen to draw conclusions yet always conscious of relativism and the unreliability of dogma; and in all this, light in tone, and vividly concrete:

If youth is not quite right in its opinions, there is a strong probability that age is not much more so. Undying hope is co-ruler of the human bosom with infallible credulity. A man finds he has been wrong at every preceding stage of his career, only to deduce the astonishing conclusion that he is at last entirely right. Mankind, after centuries of failure, are still upon the eve of a thoroughly constitutional millennium. Since we have explored the maze so long without result, it follows, for poor human reason, that we cannot have to explore much longer; close by must be the centre, with a champagne luncheon and a piece of ornamental water. How if there were no centre at all, but just one alley after another, and the whole world a labyrinth without end or issue?

While Stevenson practised the techniques of writing like a painter copying old masters, he also continually developed his own imaginative response to subjects he found for himself in history, in literature, in the lives of members of his family, in the world through which he prowled observantly as an undergraduate truant, drinker and lover in Edinburgh, and more widely as, both before and after his marriage to Fanny Osbourne in San Francisco in 1880, he travelled in Europe and America. He wrote essays, like fiction, all his adult life, from a history of the Pentland Rising printed at his father’s expense in 1866, before he was sixteen, to some reminiscences begun in the year he died, 1894. The best of them come from the period between 1873, when he was still reading for the bar at Edinburgh, and his setting off with his wife and family for Polynesia in 1888, after which they were partly superseded by lengthier non-fictional work on the politics and social anthropology of the South Sea Islands. In all, he wrote well over 100 essays (including the reflective topographical pieces that make up Edinburgh: Picturesque Notes, but excluding serialised episodes of travel books designed as continuous narratives). Not all of them were published: ‘Confessions of a Unionist’, made available to the general reader for the first time here, was rejected at proof stage (presumably because it would have offended American public sentiment about Ireland) by Scribner’s Magazine; and ‘Authors and Publishers’, in which Stevenson contributes judiciously and amusingly to the vehement debate over publishers’ commercial practices provoked by Walter Besant and the new Society of Authors in the late 1880s, has had to wait almost a hundred years to be seen in print. Many more, of course, went no further than notes, or ideas mentioned to friends. But most of the finished pieces (between a quarter and a third of which are included in this book) appeared in one or other of a large number of periodicals: in the early days, principally the Portfolio (which paid him his first literary fee, £3. 8s., for ‘Roads’ after it had been turned down by the Saturday Review), Macmillan’s Magazine, London, The Academy and, most importantly for Stevenson, the Cornhill Magazine, whose editor, Leslie Stephen, was to be a severe and encouraging influence and to commission many of his best essays–so many, indeed, that it was said that the initials ‘R.L.S.’ in the Cornhill stood for ‘the Real Leslie Stephen’. By 1881–2, just into his thirties, Stevenson was in demand as a contributor to many magazines, particularly new ones, and the publication of his first two collections of essays, Virginibus Puerisque and Familiar Studies of Men and Books, followed by the popular success of Treasure Island and Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, brought yet more outlets. By the time he returned to New York in 1887, newspaper editors were fighting each other for pieces by him. S. S. McClure wanted Stevenson for the New York World, in the words of McClure’s biographer, ‘exactly as Sam Goldwyn wanted Maeterlinck’, though Scribner’s Magazine won the contest with a smaller but also less demanding offer: $3,500 a year for a dozen monthly essays, rather than $10,000 for a weekly column. ‘I am sure it will do me harm to do it,’ wrote Stevenson (who handled the negotiations extremely badly), ‘but the sum was irresistible . . . I am like to be a millionaire if this goes on.’

The number and variety of periodicals he wrote for reflect not only the quality but the imaginative scope of his work. The fact that he was a writer of fiction had important effects on his essays: on their subject-matter and their intellectual cast. Superficially, it is true, he fits well into the non-fictional line he admired: Montaigne, Browne, Hazlitt. In that tradition, he often–and more and more as he grew older–used the essay as a form of autobiography, describing his Scottish childhood, his upbringing in a family of eminent marine engineers, and the increasing independence of his own career as he worked both at his desk and, literally, in his dreams, to become a professional story-teller. Even a selection of these pieces, with its inevitable omissions, draws the outlines of his life: his adolescent bohemianism; his early travels, partly for the sake of his health, partly for adventure; his falling in love in France with the already married Fanny Osbourne, and coming to terms with the complications and jealousies of their situation; his period in California, where he and Fanny married, and his formative encounter in Monterey with the visible ebb and flow of civilisations, a subject which would come to preoccupy him; and as well as all this the sheer practicalities of his writing: how he began Treasure Island and Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde; his views on the best relations between authors and publishers. But of course the essays are more than simply narrative memoirs, and he uses the form in many different ways: as a descriptive sketchbook; as a contemplative exercise in which he could explore moral and aesthetic questions; as a vehicle for critical biography (here he had learnt most from Johnson, Carlyle and Macaulay), as a polemical mode and particularly as an educational one. Stevenson is not often teacherly, but he was a conscientious teacher of his step-family, and his ‘Letter to a Young Gentleman who Proposes to Embrace the Career of Art’ is full of useful practical advice. Few of his essays, however light, are uninstructive.

To a fictional writer, though, an idea, however educative, may be not so much an intellectual unit as part of an imaginative game. He accepted the playfulness intrinsic in a certain kind of essay and brought to it the forensic skills he learnt as a law student and in the Edinburgh University Debating Society. Shouldn’t the possession of an umbrella entitle one to vote, he asked in a student magazine? Inactivity is good of itself, he asserted in ‘An Apology for Idlers’ in 1876; then, five years later in ‘Talk and Talkers’, denied it: ‘restfulness is a quality for cattle; the virtues are all active’. These pieces are particularly noticeable for the characteristics that can be found to some degree in almost all of Stevenson’s essays: humour, and a kind of gently taboo-busting common sense. ‘An Apology for Idlers’ baits adherents to the work-ethic (one of his favourite targets), and goes on to mock any kind of aspiration, including the literary: from the unimportance of whether an author ‘should publish three or thirty articles a year’ to how little the world would have been changed if Shakespeare had never been born. All this, of course, goes beyond whimsy and paradox, enjoyably as he uses them. ‘An Apology for Idlers’ has important things to say against mere ‘busyness’, and is valuable in imagining a different set of values from those practised by most of its readers, then and now. Stevenson was a relativist: he liked situations which lent a new perspective to conventional morality. This is partly why he travelled. But he said that all writing was a form of travel, and his best essays tend to be those in which he taxes his imagination as much as his experience: where he asks himself what it would have been like to have been John Knox, or one of Knox’s women; or what it must be like to be a dog.

In the process of such imagining, he sometimes bends facts, or gets them wrong; perhaps nowhere more revealingly than in his arguments for truancy, when he claims that the open street was the ‘favourite school’ of Dickens, as if Dickens had not been desperate for the formal educational chances Stevenson could afford to neglect. Both the errors and the inconsistencies were, he claimed, justifiable. In the preface to Virginibus Puerisque he explained (in a way very reminiscent of Montaigne) that it was inevitable that he had changed his mind since several of the essays were first published. And in one of those essays, ‘Crabbed Age and Youth’, he proclaims that ‘All error . . . is a strong way of stating that the current truth is incomplete’. Some contemporary critics were suspicious of this playful–or youthful–attitude to ideas, attacking what they took as shallowness, sophistry, posing and (in William Archer’s phrase) ‘happy-go-lucky-ism’. In the Academy, Edmund Purcell wanted to know whether Stevenson’s essays were ‘in the strict sense genuine’–‘are they, as they profess to be, the spontaneous, careless pastime of a philosopher, or the studied, artificial, practised work of a man of letters?’–and concluded,

His pen is well worthy . . . to describe the heaving tints of a sunset river, or the transient emotions of an artistic soul; but a philosopher or moralist we cannot allow him to be.

J. A. Symonds, too, wondered how much ‘solid mental stuff’ Stevenson had. These critics admired Stevenson. The context of their remarks is the over-praise from which he has often suffered, and their cooler assessments are worth pondering.

Much of what could seem like posturing was genuine unorthodoxy. Henry James soon came to see this. He had not taken to Stevenson when they first met, but was impressed by the seriousness of ‘A Humble Remonstrance’, his reply to James’s ‘The Art of Fiction’, and from then on they argued and corresponded on literary as well as personal subjects until Stevenson’s death ten years later. James, perhaps unpredictably, admired Stevenson’s fictions: the catholic taste which enabled each of these very different writers to like the other’s work was one of the qualities they shared. In particular, they both read voraciously among foreign authors. Stevenson wrote about Villon, Hugo, Balzac, Tolstoy. Like others in the then avant-garde, he became interested in Japanese history and art; and he was among the first and most discerning of British critics of Whitman and Thoreau. Again, he and James together consciously pioneered the analytical and theoretical study of prose fiction. These interests were not well calculated to attract middle-brow English sympathy; and as far as the Scots were concerned, Stevenson offended with a harsh verdict on Burns, and a heterodox reappraisal of John Knox, written when he was twenty-three.

These Scottish pieces have often been dismissed as juvenilia. But with their mixture of vigour, solid (though far from infallible) knowledge and independent judgement, they deserve to put Stevenson, alongside Leslie Stephen, in the front rank of Victorian biographical essayists. They also, along with a remarkable passage in ‘A Chapter on Dreams’, suggest how well he might have written in fiction about relations between the sexes. Everyone–including Stevenson himself–has commented on this absence in his work, and there have been various explanations, most interestingly G. K. Chesterton’s, that in reacting against the artistic limitations and moral dangers of Decadence by seeking out an alternative in the innocent optimism of childhood, Stevenson cut himself off from some contemporary adult concerns. (Chesterton may have taken his cue from James’s essay on Stevenson: ‘The idea of making believe appeals to him much more than the idea of making love . . . He has given to the world the romance of boyhood.’) Whatever the truth of this, it is clear from some of his essays, as well as from his mature fictions ‘The Beach of Falesá’ and Weir of Hermiston, that Stevenson was drawn to, and emotionally capable of, writing about sexual passion. And it is tantalising to see the imaginative potentiality he found in what might appear the unrewarding world of John Knox: in the first essay (which there has not been room for here), how skilfully he reconstructs the historical context that led Knox to write the First Blast Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women; and how sympathetically, in ‘Private Life’, he reconciles its author with the man who, he shows, so loved and was loved by women. Many readers may feel that Stevenson goes too far towards Knox in all this, and exaggerates what Mrs Mackgil, Mrs Bowes and her daughter, Mrs Barron, Mrs Locke, Mrs Adamson and the others stood to gain from him, but it is a remarkable and far from uncritical (or unfunny) piece of pleading, which puts the story before us in a new way without compromising Stevenson’s then very modern premise, the equality of the sexes: a subject he returns to with amusing, though not unequivocal, sharpness in the second part of a little-known piece, ‘The Latin Quarter’, about a women’s art studio in Paris.

His father–no male chauvinist, but in religion not far from Knox–called the Knox essays dull, which is so off-target as to suggest that he may have been embarrassed to read his son in this vein. Undeterred, Stevenson published them in Macmillan’s Magazine, and immediately started work on Burns. Again, hostile critics would find the interpretation perverse (so much so that the Encyclopaedia Britannica, for which an earlier version was written, turned it down, and it was not salvaged until Stephen commissioned it as a review for the Cornhill five years later, in 1879). But again the perversity is that of an author obliged, in pursuit of the truth, to overturn some previous assumptions that stand in his way.

The obstacle in the case of Burns was Carlyle’s magnificent but erratic essay, with its large claims for the poetry (subsequently put into an international perspective, as Stevenson probably knew, by Whitman), and its apparent incomprehension of the life. Three things must have sharpened Stevenson’s interest in Carlyle’s article: first, the extent to which its disdainful tolerance of a misspent youth (‘a kind of mud-bath, in which the youth is, as it were, necessitated to steep, and, we suppose, cleanse himself, before the real toga of Manhood can be laid on him’) might apply to himself; second, Carlyle’s passing over the fact that Burns, unlike the newly reforming Stevenson, went on misspending his youth until he died: died, Stevenson says, not of drink but of being Robert Burns; and third, the gap between what Burns did in his poetry with the vernacular, and the austere grandeur of the language in which Carlyle contrived to write about him.

Stevenson’s essay attends, by contrast, not only to Burns’s sexual vagaries and emotional cruelty, but also to his pretensions (Burns called himself an old hawk as a seducer; Stevenson says the style of his letters ‘is more suggestive of a Bird of Paradise’). He is very good on the poetry, by which his own was much influenced, while pointing out that the best of it was produced within a period of six months. In all this, to the extent that he is answering Carlyle, he distorts matters. But as with Knox and in all his biographical articles–especially the famous essay on Pepys–what best characterise him are firmness of judgement, a desire to get at the truth, and a conviction (this was something he knew he shared with Burns) that in doing so, imaginative intuition is as important as learning.

Most of Stevenson’s best essays were written not in Scotland, but at the various temporary homes abroad–the Côte d’Azur, Paris, Fontainebleau, California, the Alps, Saranac Lake in New York State–to which he was taken by illness, restlessness and, after they met at Grez in 1876, love of Fanny Osbourne. He describes many of these places and his reactions to them in some of his topographical pieces, which, with their concern for subjective impressionism, are more volatile than the biographies, but kept in focus by a painterly kind of external observation. Stevenson read Ruskin, and it may have been from him, as much as from his artist friends, that he learnt to use the essay as the verbal equivalent of a painter’s sketch: certainly in his more disenchanted (often very funny) pieces on the Alps he seems to stand in the same relationship to Ruskin, of influence and independence, as in the Burns piece he does to Carlyle. (His many enthusiastic references to trains may also have been prompted in part by a reaction against Ruskin’s fastidiousness about modern means of travel.) These pieces, like the longer travel writings, manage scenic description with a combination of virtuosity and calm attentiveness that–along with Stevenson’s usual good humour–steadies the more excitable responses of the invalid, the lover and the late-Victorian Bohemian.

For Stevenson was prey not only to the moods of his condition (and of his genetic inheritance), but to a despairing aestheticism fashionable among his generation. Much of what he had to say in his more personal and general essays of the 1870s–particularly those collected in Virginibus Puerisque–was owed to the cultural climate that Oscar Wilde would define. At their best, these pieces, among them some of his most widely known, such as ‘Ordered South’, ‘Walking Tours’, and ‘Crabbed Age and Youth’, manage a new description of the interplay between the observing artist and the world he is part of that anticipates the young Joyce and Virginia Woolf, much as the Barbizon School does the painting of the Impressionists. But it comes at a price. There is the sometimes extravagantly plush style, the weakness for effect, the indulgence with which, having given us a beautiful picture for its own sake–‘a group of washerwomen relieved, on a spit of shingle, against the blue sea’–he goes on tautologously to justify it by saying it justifies itself, that we may allow ourselves ‘the satisfaction by which we tell each other that we are the richer by one more beautiful experience’. This has its glamour. In making a selection, though, I have preferred to emphasise other qualities, omitting ‘Ordered South’, for example, in favour of a more robust, very little known piece, ‘The Misgivings of Convalescence’. It has not been difficult to do so, for Stevenson rarely, for all his occasional solipsism, goes along with art-for-art’s sake, or the-artist-for-the-artist’s-sake, to a point where contact is lost with everyday humanity. In certain respects he was a prototypical Bloomsburyite, not only in the way that he saw the artist, but in his paramount concern with personal relationships. Not art, but the individual, is the true subject of the essays in Virginibus Puerisque (and many of Stevenson’s other pieces of their kind): individuals in love, marrying to the bafflement of their friends, growing old and facing death; individuals wanting to be alone, delighted not to be alone any more, struggling to tell each other the truth.

How much truth Stevenson himself manages to tell in his essays, with their in some ways greater freedom than the fictions, can be gauged by the extent to which passages from them have entered the language: ‘Marriage is a step so grave and decisive that it attracts light-headed, variable men by its very awfulness’; ‘It is better to be a fool than dead’; ‘Politics is perhaps the only profession for which no preparation is thought necessary’; ‘To travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive’. Indeed, to those who collected his work after he died, there sometimes seemed too little dishonesty in what he wrote. ‘The Misgivings of Convalescence’, published in the Pall Mall Gazette when he was thirty, asks rational questions about the desirability or otherwise of an invalid’s life, and lightly ironises the supposed benefits of the Alps: at least if you are going to die, he says, they will kill you more quickly. Until now, the piece has never been reprinted.

One of the most interesting aspects of Stevenson’s work is the point of contact between morals and aesthetics over truth-telling, in his negotiation between a belief that literature is essentially abstract–a drawing-out of pleasing patterns from the confusion and ugliness of life–and an equally strong conviction of the overwhelming preeminence of life itself. Again, it was (as it always is) a current concern. Ruskin pointed out that while a painting of a bird’s nest would fetch a better price than the original nest, this was no argument against birds’ nests. Henry James and Oscar Wilde were less sure, and the most vigorous passage in Stevenson’s ‘A Humble Remonstrance’, one of the best passages, indeed, in all his essays, is his onslaught on James’s claim that art should compete with life–that life, Stevenson says, ‘whose sun we cannot look upon, whose passions and diseases waste and slay us’. How art is to express life, though, and whether there is a clear choice to be made between points on the formal spectrum that we think of as abstract on the one hand and realistic on the other, remain for him uncertain questions. If objections against Stevenson’s inconsistency are to find much purchase, it is in his statements on this subject.

In those essays which overtly deal with the matter, his views of the role and aims of the artist seem to show no clear development. A writer may be unsuccessful if judged by purely aesthetic standards, he argues in 1878 about Whitman, yet his work may still be of importance. What is ‘importance’, though, if we are talking about art, he asks ten years later in his ‘Letter to a Young Gentleman who Proposes to Embrace the Career of Art’? Artists rank with ‘dancing girls and billiard-markers’, and the responsibility of feeding a family comes higher than any abstract duty in aesthetics. Yet in ‘The Morality of the Profession of Letters’, in 1881, he had made strong claims for certain duties in literature, among them ‘truth to the fact’: even though he was doubtful elsewhere about what that meant, recognising the subjectivity of truth, and the rival merits of a kind of writing that sets out–as he puts it in ‘A Gossip on a Novel of Dumas’s’ (1887)–‘not to be true merely, but to be lovable: not simply to convince, but to enchant’. Truthfulness for its own sake, he sometimes feared, could grow rancid: he gives Zola as an example.

One should take account, here, of Stevenson’s scepticism: his belief, which (like so much else) he shared with Montaigne, that inconsistency and contrariety are among the most consistent, incontrovertible facts about human beings, and that it is more truthful to disagree with oneself than to promulgate a dogma. It is also relevant that, as we have seen, he was eclectic as a writer, putting on styles like theatrical costumes and throwing himself mentally into the attitudes to which they might be appropriate. Assuming roles is, after all, part of an imaginative writer’s job. And one of the things that make all these essays about writing (as well as about specific authors) fascinating, and more unified than they appear from their ostensible arguments, is their unfailing practical interest in how literature works: how it is written–its practical origins in experience, whether ‘actual’ or in the unconscious, the interplay of setting and event, the manipulation of narrative tension, the achievement of economy–how it affects readers, and, as in ‘Letter to a Young Gentleman’ and ‘Authors and Publishers’, the economic realities that help to make it what it is. But within the bounds of Stevenson’s self-contradiction it is anyway easy to find certain common themes and assumptions about literature, particularly if we look outside the critical-theoretical pieces, both to essays on other subjects and to the rest of his work. Like any artist’s, his responses to art in general were at bottom practical and predatory, concerned more with what he could use than with developing some overarching theory about it. And the various and apparently incompatible qualities he at different times praises and analyses are in practice readily worked together in his best stories–‘The Merry Men’, say, or Jekyll and Hyde–which are highly artificial, yet also shockingly real; and which helped to feed his family without compromising the high artistic duty in which we cannot doubt that he believed.

For all their avoidance of any developmental, dogmatic programme, however, some of his essays inevitably reflect what was, within a wide stylistic range, a clear shift as he got older (and particularly as, with his move to the South Seas, he grew healthier and stronger) towards documentary truth-telling and political activism. From 1887, he began to write fewer essays, and those sometimes less well. Much of Stevenson’s best non-fictional writing in his last years–indeed, simply much of his best writing–is to be found in his ambitious but uncompleted book of travels and social anthropology, In the South Seas, and his polemical account of recent events in Western Samoa, A Footnote to History. One might go further and say that much of his best work there was not written, but done: his settlement at Vailima and his care of his wife, her family, and his mother; and his participation in the political and domestic affairs of Samoa.

Certainly Stevenson saw things this way; and for all his doubts and regrets about the departure, Henry James conceded the point and defended it against the criticisms of their mutual London friends: ‘how can one grudge his really living–with such an apparent plenitude of physical life, no matter how the literature suffers?’ It is a development clearly foreshadowed in the essays, yet we have heard little from his critics about the political Stevenson: the Stevenson who in ‘Crabbed Age and Youth’ describes his loss of faith in socialism, and in ‘The Day After Tomorrow’ prophesies the stagnancy of totalitarian communism. Without doubt, some of the political articles are hasty, they suffer from distortion and incompleteness. One may respond from the armchair to Stevenson’s claims for individualism, uncertainty and danger in ‘The Day After Tomorrow’, but the argument begs too many questions, particularly about the helpless. And a similar impulsiveness mars ‘Confessions of a Unionist’: it is one thing to sympathise with Stevenson’s call for an end to terrorism in Ireland as a precondition of constitutional change (which he supports); another to find in this article any real sense either of the complexity of the local situation, whose factions he lumps together, or of how the extirpation of violence is to be brought about in practice.

Yet these pieces are of considerable interest, both in themselves and for what they reveal about their author. ‘The Day After Tomorrow’ more than hints at Orwell, with its vision of a land crawling with inspectors and darkened by control of the press. And ‘Confessions of a Unionist’ has telling points to make against American ignorance of the Irish situation, and about the double standard by which Americans condemned without consideration the kind of measures in Ireland which they had unhesitatingly and successfully dealt out to Irishmen in San Francisco. Chesterton pointed out that in Stevenson’s Highland stories he is intellectually on the side of the Whigs, but morally on the side of the Jacobites. The political essays provide valuable insights into the ambivalent moral world of the historical fictions, as well as into Stevenson’s attempts to defend the independent, in some ways liberal, but autocratic and rule-bound society he found in Polynesia. To omit them would be to misrepresent him.

What is most missed in ‘Confessions of a Unionist’ is an account of the human situation that fired Stevenson’s interest in Ireland. On November 13, 1885, a Kerry farmer, John O’Connell Curtin, had surprised a group of nationalist ‘Moonlighters’ in the act of burgling his house for arms. They fired on him; he replied, killing one of them, and was in turn killed. Curtin was not a landlord, or in any way a direct enemy of the raiders. His family, though, were now to become a target because they would not protect his murderers. When two of the gang were brought to trial, the prosecution case depended heavily on the Curtins’ identifying them–which they did, knowing the risks. The ensuing threats to, and boycott of, the family were widely reported in the British press, and lent support to the hard line on Ireland of the new Conservative government under Lord Salisbury.

Stevenson’s gallantry was stirred by reading reports in The Times of the sufferings and courage of Norah Curtin, the dead man’s sister; and he seriously contemplated going to stay with her, in the hope of getting himself martyred. (He had recently been excited by Gordon’s death at Khartoum.) Nothing, of course, came of his quixotic plans, and the Curtins proved well able to look after themselves. But this imagined adventure is what lies behind Stevenson’s onslaught on Irish terrorism. It is a pity that he did not tell the story, using the narrative and polemical skills and the righteous vituperativeness he displays at their best at close quarters in ‘Father Damien’, with its exultantly (and in some factual respects unfair) attack on a detractor of the priest and of his activities at the leper colony. For although Stevenson’s work was to follow more than one new direction, the best qualities of his essays remain those of a novelist: the sheer inventiveness of his satirical portrayal of Dr Hyde, in this essay; his earlier watchful attention to the moods of lovers, or the social behaviour of dogs; the professional discipline with which, so eloquently, he governs what he has to say about his beloved father, soon after his death; the minute details of his description, twenty years after it happened, of his descent in a diving suit in Wick harbour, and the technical assurance which leads him to colour that experience with another, seemingly irrelevant but equally symbolic of his own situation: his encounter with a couple of Italian children who appear from nowhere on the shores of the Pentland Firth, ‘one with a hurdy-gurdy, the other with a cage of mice . . . as though a bird of paradise had risen from the heather, or an albatross come fishing in the bay of Wick’.

Stevenson confesses in ‘The Old Pacific Capital’ that in the midst of a forest fire in California he set a tree alight, to watch how it caught. In his essays, he wrote as he lived, not to prove a point, but to find out, sometimes recklessly, how things were. Like most writers of fiction, he preferred to begin with something concrete and, it might be, incidental, as he did, he tells us, with the map that started him writing Treasure Island, or as he does in his essay ‘The Lantern-Bearers’, with the lamps he and other boys kept concealed under their coats, for a game.

Toward the end of September, when schooltime was drawing near and the nights were already black, we would begin to sally from our respective villas, each equipped with a tin bull’s-eye lantern. The thing was so well known that it had worn a rut in the commerce of Great Britain; and the grocers, about the due time, began to garnish their windows with our particular brand of luminary. We wore them buckled to the waist upon a cricket belt, and over them, such was the rigour of the game, a buttoned top-coat. They smelled noisomely of blistered tin; they never burned aright, though they would always burn our fingers; their use was naught; the pleasure of them merely fanciful; and yet a boy with a bull’s-eye under his top-coat asked for nothing more. The fishermen used lanterns about their boats, and it was from them, I suppose, that we had got the hint; but theirs were not bull’s-eyes, nor did we ever play at being fishermen. The police carried them at their belts, and we had plainly copied them in that; yet we did not pretend to be policemen. Burglars, indeed, we may have had some haunting thoughts of; and we had certainly an eye to past ages when lanterns were more common, and to certain story-books in which we had found them to figure very largely. But take it for all in all, the pleasure of the thing was substantive; and to be a boy with a bull’s-eye under his top-coat was good enough for us.

The lamp serves him as a metaphor for the secret imaginative life, but however he makes use of it, it is remembered by the reader, as by the author, chiefly for its own sake: ‘the pleasure of the thing was substantive’. This is the point of ‘An Apology for Idlers’, of ‘Walking Tours’, and it is what makes all his essays cohere, in their wonderful readability and their neglected scope and substance: that they so fully convey the substantiveness of anything he writes about.






A NOTE ON THE TEXT

There is no textually reliable edition of Stevenson’s complete works, and both the essays and much else have for some years been out of print. It is not the job of a selection, as distinct from a complete edition, to establish an ideal text, but I hope this book will encourage such a project.

What is provided here, with a few exceptions, is the text of each essay as it last appeared in print in Stevenson’s lifetime, either in a magazine or in a later collection such as Familiar Studies of Men and Books or the second edition (1887) of Virginibus Puerisque, which was set from his corrected version of the first edition. The chief exceptions are two pieces which he did not see published, ‘Confessions of a Unionist’, taken here from G. P. Winship’s privately printed edition (1921) of the corrected proofs in the Houghton Library at Harvard; and ‘Authors and Publishers’, taken from the holograph draft in the Beinecke Library at Yale, by kind permission of the Librarian. ‘My First Book’ was printed more reliably in the United States in McClure’s Magazine than in England in The Idler: it is reprinted here from the Tusitala edition, which follows the American version.

The essays appear in order of composition (so far as it is known), not of publication. Obvious printer’s errors have been corrected but the original spelling and punctuation (with the exception of quotation marks and hyphenation, which have been made consistent) are followed in every case except that of the draft ‘Authors and Publishers’, which has been lightly corrected and punctuated in the style of the finished essays. Each piece is printed in full. It should be noted, however, that the essay on John Knox’s ‘Private Life’ is the second of a pair of articles, the first of which is entitled ‘The Controversy over Female Rule’, that ‘Idle Hours’ is an individual essay within a group published together under the title ‘Forest Notes’, and that ‘Edinburgh’ is the introduction to Stevenson’s book of essays about the city, most of them first published as magazine articles.

Full details of the copy-texts are given below. I am very grateful for the generous, full and expert advice of Mr Ernest Mehew. I have also benefited from Roger G. Swearingen’s The Prose Writings of Robert Louis Stevenson: A Guide (1980).
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THE ESSAYS

 





THE PHILOSOPHY OF
UMBRELLAS1

It is wonderful to think what a turn has been given to our whole Society by the fact that we live under the sign of Aquarius,–that our climate is essentially wet. A mere arbitrary distinction, like the walking-swords of yore, might have remained the symbol of foresight and respectability, had not the raw mists and dropping showers of our island pointed the inclination of Society to another exponent of those virtues. A ribbon of the Legion of Honour or a string of medals may prove a person’s courage; a title may prove his birth; a professorial chair his study and acquirement; but it is the habitual carriage of the umbrella that is the stamp of Respectability. The umbrella has become the acknowledged index of social position.

Robinson Crusoe presents us with a touching instance of the hankering after them inherent in the civilised and educated mind. To the superficial, the hot suns of Juan Fernandez may sufficiently account for his quaint choice of a luxury; but surely one who had borne the hard labour of a seaman under the tropics for all these years could have supported an excursion after goats or a peaceful constitutional arm in arm with the nude Friday. No, it was not this: the memory of a vanished respectability called for some outward manifestation, and the result was–an umbrella. A pious castaway might have rigged up a belfry and solaced his Sunday mornings with the mimicry of church-bells; but Crusoe was rather a moralist than a pietist, and his leaf-umbrella is as fine an example of the civilised mind striving to express itself under adverse circumstances as we have ever met with.

It is not for nothing, either, that the umbrella has become the very foremost badge of modern civilisation–the Urim and Thummim of respectability. Its pregnant symbolism has taken its rise in the most natural manner. Consider, for a moment, when umbrellas were first introduced into this country, what manner of men would use them, and what class would adhere to the useless but ornamental cane. The first, without doubt, would be the hypochrondriacal, out of solicitude for their health, or the frugal, out of care for their raiment; the second, it is equally plain, would include the fop, the fool, and the Bobadil. Anyone acquainted with the growth of Society, and knowing out of what small seeds of cause are produced great revolutions, and wholly new conditions of intercourse, sees from this simple thought how the carriage of an umbrella came to indicate frugality, judicious regard for bodily welfare, and scorn for mere outward adornment, and, in one word, all those homely and solid virtues implied in the term RESPECTABILITY. Not that the umbrella’s costliness has nothing to do with its great influence. Its possession, besides symbolising (as we have already indicated) the change from wild Esau to plain Jacob dwelling in tents, implies a certain comfortable provision of fortune. It is not every one that can expose twenty-six shillings’ worth of property to so many chances of loss and theft. So strongly do we feel on this point, indeed, that we are almost inclined to consider all who possess really well-conditioned umbrellas as worthy of the Franchise. They have a qualification standing in their lobbies; they carry a sufficient stake in the common-weal below their arm. One who bears with him an umbrella–such a complicated structure of whalebone, of silk, and of cane, that it becomes a very microcosm of modern industry–is necessarily a man of peace. A half-crown cane may be applied to an offender’s head on a very moderate provocation; but a six-and-twenty shilling silk is a possession too precious to be adventured in the shock of war.

These are but a few glances at how umbrellas (in the general) came to their present high estate. But the true Umbrella-philosopher meets with far stranger applications as he goes about the streets.

Umbrellas, like faces, acquire a certain sympathy with the individual who carries them: indeed, they are far more capable of betraying his trust; for whereas a face is given to us so far ready made, and all our power over it is in frowning, and laughing, and grimacing, during the first three or four decades of life, each umbrella is selected from a whole shopful, as being most consonant to the purchaser’s disposition. An undoubted power of diagnosis rests with the practised Umbrella-philosopher. O you who lisp, and amble, and change the fashion of your countenances–you who conceal all these, how little do you think that you left a proof of your weakness in our umbrella-stand–that even now, as you shake out the folds to meet the thickening snow, we read in its ivory handle the outward and visible sign of your snobbery, or from the exposed gingham of its cover detect, through coat and waistcoat, the hidden hypocrisy of the ‘dickey’! But alas! even the umbrella is no certain criterion. The falsity and the folly of the human race have degraded that graceful symbol to the ends of dishonesty; and while some umbrellas, from carelessness in selection, are not strikingly characteristic (for it is only in what a man loves that he displays his real nature), others, from certain prudential motives, are chosen directly opposite to the person’s disposition. A mendacious umbrella is a sign of great moral degradation. Hypocrisy naturally shelters itself below a silk; while the fast youth goes to visit his religious friends armed with the decent and reputable gingham. May it not be said of the bearers of these inappropriate umbrellas that they go about the streets ‘with a lie in their right hand’?

The kings of Siam, as we read, besides having a graduated social scale of umbrellas (which was a good thing), prevented the great bulk of their subjects from having any at all, which was certainly a bad thing. We should be sorry to believe that this Eastern legislator was a fool–the idea of an aristocracy of umbrellas is too philosophic to have originated in a nobody–and we have accordingly taken exceeding pains to find out the reason of this harsh restriction. We think we have succeeded; but, while admiring the principle at which he aimed, and while cordially recognising in the Siamese potentate the only man before ourselves who had taken a real grasp of the umbrella, we must be allowed to point out how unphilosophically the great man acted in this particular. His object, plainly, was to prevent any unworthy persons from bearing the sacred symbol of domestic virtues. We cannot excuse his limiting these virtues to the circle of his court. We must only remember that such was the feeling of the age in which he lived. Liberalism had not yet raised the war-cry of the working classes. But here was his mistake: it was a needless regulation. Except in a very few cases of hypocrisy joined to a powerful intellect, men, not by nature umbrellarians, have tried again and again to become so by art, and yet have failed–have expended their patrimony in the purchase of umbrella after umbrella, and yet have systematically lost them, and have finally, with contrite spirits and shrunken purses, given up their vain struggle, and relied on theft and borrowing for the remainder of their lives. This is the most remarkable fact that we have had occasion to notice; and yet we challenge the candid reader to call it in question. Now, as there cannot be any moral selection in a mere dead piece of furniture–as the umbrella cannot be supposed to have an affinity for individual men equal and reciprocal to that which men certainly feel toward individual umbrellas,–we took the trouble of consulting a scientific friend as to whether there was any possible physical explanation of the phenomenon. He was unable to supply a plausible theory, or even hypothesis; but we extract from his letter the following interesting passage relative to the physical peculiarities of umbrellas: ‘Not the least important, and by far the most curious property of the umbrella, is the energy which it displays in affecting the atmospheric strata. There is no fact in meteorology better established–indeed, it is almost the only one on which meteorologists are agreed–than that the carriage of an umbrella produces desiccation of the air; while if it be left at home, aqueous vapour is largely produced, and is soon deposited in the form of rain. No theory,’ my friend continues, ‘competent to explain this hygrometric law has yet been given (as far as I am aware) by Herschel, Dove, Glaisher, Tait, Buchan, or any other writer; nor do I pretend to supply the defect. I venture, however, to throw out the conjecture that it will be ultimately found to belong to the same class of natural laws as that agreeable to which a slice of toast always descends with the buttered surface downwards.’

But it is time to draw to a close. We could expatiate much longer upon this topic, but want of space constrains us to leave unfinished these few desultory remarks–slender contributions towards a subject which has fallen sadly backward, and which, we grieve to say, was better understood by the king of Siam in 1686 than by all the philosophers of today. If, however, we have awakened in any rational mind an interest in the symbolism of umbrellas–in any generous heart a more complete sympathy with the dumb companion of his daily walk,–or in any grasping spirit a pure notion of respectability strong enough to make him expend his six-and-twenty shillings–we shall have deserved well of the world, to say nothing of the many industrious persons employed in the manufacture of the article.

1‘This paper was written in collaboration with James Walter Ferrier, and if reprinted this is to be stated, though his principal collaboration was to lie back in an easy-chair and laugh.’–R.L.S., Oct. 25, 1894.






JOHN KNOX
AND HIS RELATIONS TO WOMEN

Private Life

To those who know Knox by hearsay only, I believe the matter of this paper will be somewhat astonishing. For the hard energy of the man in all public matters has possessed the imagination of the world; he remains for posterity in certain traditional phrases, browbeating Queen Mary, or breaking beautiful carved work in abbeys and cathedrals, that had long smoked themselves out and were no more than sorry ruins, while he was still quietly teaching children in a country gentleman’s family. It does not consist with the common acceptation of his character to fancy him much moved, except with anger. And yet the language of passion came to his pen as readily, whether it was a passion of denunciation against some of the abuses that vexed his righteous spirit, or of yearning for the society of an absent friend. He was vehement in affection, as in doctrine. I will not deny that there may have been, along with his vehemence, something shifty, and for the moment only; that, like many men, and many Scotchmen, he saw the world and his own heart, not so much under any very steady, equable light, as by extreme flashes of passion, true for the moment, but not true in the long run. There does seem to me to be something of this traceable in the Reformer’s utterances: precipitation and repentance, hardy speech and action somewhat circumspect, a strong tendency to see himself in a heroic light and to place a ready belief in the disposition of the moment. Withal he had considerable confidence in himself, and in the uprightness of his own disciplined emotions, underlying much sincere aspiration after spiritual humility. And it is this confidence that makes his intercourse with women so interesting to a modern. It would be easy, of course, to make fun of the whole affair, to picture him strutting vaingloriously among these inferior creatures, or compare a religious friendship in the sixteenth century with what was called, I think, a literary friendship in the eighteenth. But it is more just and profitable to recognise what there is sterling and human underneath all his theoretical affectations of superiority. Women, he has said in his ‘First Blast,’ are ‘weak, frail, impatient, feeble, and foolish;’ and yet it does not appear that he was himself any less dependent than other men upon the sympathy and affection of these weak, frail, impatient, feeble, and foolish creatures; it seems even as if he had been rather more dependent than most.

Of those who are to act influentially on their fellows, we should expect always something large and public in their way of life, something more or less urbane and comprehensive in their sentiment for others. We should not expect to see them spend their sympathy in idylls, however beautiful. We should not seek them among those who, if they have but a wife to their bosom, ask no more of womankind, just as they ask no more of their own sex, if they can find a friend or two for their immediate need. They will be quick to feel all the pleasures of our association–not the great ones alone, but all. They will know not love only, but all those other ways in which man and woman mutually make each other happy–by sympathy, by admiration, by the atmosphere they bear about them–down to the mere impersonal pleasure of passing happy faces in the street. For, through all this gradation, the difference of sex makes itself pleasurably felt. Down to the most lukewarm courtesies of life, there is a special chivalry due and a special pleasure received, when the two sexes are brought ever so lightly into contact. We love our mothers otherwise than we love our fathers; a sister is not as a brother to us; and friendship between man and woman, be it never so unalloyed and innocent, is not the same as friendship between man and man. Such friendship is not even possible for all. To conjoin tenderness for a woman that is not far short of passionate with such disinterestedness and beautiful gratuity of affection as there is between friends of the same sex, requires no ordinary disposition in the man. For either it would presuppose quite womanly delicacy of perception, and, as it were, a curiosity in shades of differing sentiment; or it would mean that he had accepted the large, simple divisions of society: a strong and positive spirit robustly virtuous, who has chosen a better part coarsely, and holds to it steadfastly, with all its consequences of pain to himself and others; as one who should go straight before him on a journey, neither tempted by wayside flowers nor very scrupulous of small lives under foot. It was in virtue of this latter disposition that Knox was capable of those intimacies with women that embellished his life; and we find him preserved for us in old letters as a man of many women friends; a man of some expansion toward the other sex; a man ever ready to comfort weeping women, and to weep along with them.

Of such scraps and fragments of evidence as to his private life and more intimate thoughts as have survived to us from all the perils that environ written paper, an astonishingly large proportion is in the shape of letters to women of his familiarity. He was twice married, but that is not greatly to the purpose; for the Turk, who thinks even more meanly of women than John Knox, is none the less given to marrying. What is really significant is quite apart from marriage. For the man Knox was a true man, and woman, the ewig-weibliche, was as necessary to him, in spite of all low theories, as ever she was to Goethe. He came to her in a certain halo of his own, as the minister of truth, just as Goethe came to her in a glory of art; he made himself necessary to troubled hearts and minds exercised in the painful complications that naturally result from all changes in the world’s way of thinking; and those whom he had thus helped became dear to him, and were made the chosen companions of his leisure if they were at hand, or encouraged and comforted by letter if they were afar.

It must not be forgotten that Knox had been a presbyter of the old Church, and that the many women whom we shall see gathering around him, as he goes through life, had probably been accustomed, while still in the communion of Rome, to rely much upon some chosen spiritual director, so that the intimacies of which I propose to offer some account, while testifying to a good heart in the Reformer, testify also to a certain survival of the spirit of the confessional in the Reformed Church, and are not properly to be judged without this idea. There is no friendship so noble, but it is the product of the time; and a world of little finical observances, and little frail proprieties and fashions of the hour, go to make or to mar, to stint or to perfect, the union of spirits the most loving and the most intolerant of such interference. The trick of the country and the age steps in even between the mother and her child, counts out their caresses upon niggardly fingers, and says, in the voice of authority, that this one thing shall be a matter of confidence between them, and this other thing shall not. And thus it is that we must take into reckoning whatever tended to modify the social atmosphere in which Knox and his women friends met, and loved and trusted each other. To the man who had been their priest and was now their minister, women would be able to speak with a confidence quite impossible in these latter days; the women would be able to speak, and the man to hear. It was a beaten road just then; and I daresay we should be no less scandalised at their plain speech than they, if they could come back to earth, would be offended at our waltzes and worldly fashions. This, then, was the footing on which Knox stood with his many women friends. The reader will see, as he goes on, how much of warmth, of interest, and of that happy mutual dependence which is the very gist of friendship, he contrived to ingraft upon this somewhat dry relationship of penitent and confessor.

It must be understood that we know nothing of his intercourse with women (as indeed we know little at all about his life) until he came to Berwick in 1549, when he was already in the forty-fifth year of his age. At the same time it is just possible that some of a little group at Edinburgh, with whom he corresponded during his last absence, may have been friends of an older standing. Certainly they were, of all his female correspondents, the least personally favoured. He treats them throughout in a comprehensive sort of spirit that must at times have been a little wounding. Thus, he remits one of them to his former letters, ‘which I trust be common betwixt you and the rest of our sisters, for to me ye are all equal in Christ.’1 Another letter is a gem in this way. ‘Albeit’ it begins, ‘albeit I have no particular matter to write unto you, beloved sister, yet I could not refrain to write these few lines to you in declaration of my remembrance of you. True it is that I have many whom I bear in equal remembrance before God with you, to whom at present I write nothing, either for that I esteem them stronger than you, and therefore they need the less my rude labours, or else because they have not provoked me by their writing to recompense their remembrance.’2 His ‘sisters in Edinburgh’ had evidently to ‘provoke’ his attention pretty constantly; nearly all his letters are, on the face of them, answers to questions, and the answers are given with a certain crudity that I do not find repeated when he writes to those he really cares for. So when they consult him about women’s apparel (a subject on which his opinion may be pretty correctly imagined by the ingenious reader for himself) he takes occasion to anticipate some of the most offensive matter of the ‘First Blast’ in a style of real brutality.3 It is not merely that he tells them ‘the garments of women do declare their weakness and inability to execute the office of man,’ though that in itself is neither very wise nor very opportune in such a correspondence one would think; but if the reader will take the trouble to wade through the long, tedious sermon for himself, he will see proof enough that Knox neither loved, nor very deeply respected, the women he was then addressing. In very truth, I believe these Edinburgh sisters simply bored him. He had a certain interest in them as his children in the Lord; they were continually ‘provoking him by their writing;’ and, if they handed his letters about, writing to them was as good a form of publication as was then open to him in Scotland. There is one letter, however, in this budget, addressed to the wife of Clerk-Register Mackgil, which is worthy of some further mention. The Clerk-Register had not opened his heart, it would appear, to the preaching of the Gospel, and Mrs Mackgil has written, seeking the Reformer’s prayers in his behalf. ‘Your husband,’ he answers, ‘is dear to me for that he is a man indued with some good gifts, but more dear for that he is your husband. Charity moveth me to thirst his illumination, both for his comfort and for the trouble which you sustain by his coldness, which justly may be called infidelity.’ He wishes her, however, not to hope too much; he can promise that his prayers will be earnest, but not that they will be effectual; it is possible that this is to be her ‘cross’ in life; that ‘her head, appointed by God for her comfort, should be her enemy.’ And if this be so, well, there is nothing for it; ‘with patience she must abide God’s merciful deliverance,’ taking heed only that she does not ‘obey manifest iniquity for the pleasure of any mortal man.’1 I conceive this epistle would have given a very modified sort of pleasure to the Clerk-Register, had it chanced to fall into his hands. Compare its tenor–the dry resignation not without a hope of merciful deliverance therein recommended–with these words from another letter, written but the year before to two married women of London: ‘Call first for grace by Jesus, and thereafter communicate with your faithful husbands, and then shall God, I doubt not, conduct your footsteps, and direct your counsels to His glory.’2 Here the husbands are put in a very high place; we can recognise here the same hand that has written for our instruction how the man is set above the woman, even as God above the angels. But the point of the distinction is plain. For Clerk-Register Mackgil was not a faithful husband; displayed, indeed, towards religion a ‘coldness which justly might be called infidelity.’ We shall see in more notable instances how much Knox’s conception of the duty of wives varies according to the zeal and orthodoxy of the husband.

As I have said, he may possibly have made the acquaintance of Mrs Mackgil, Mrs Guthrie, or some other, or all, of these Edinburgh friends while he was still Douglas of Longniddry’s private tutor. But our certain knowledge begins in 1549. He was then but newly escaped from his captivity in France, after pulling an oar for nineteen months on the benches of the galley Nostre Dame; now up the rivers, holding stealthy intercourse with other Scottish prisoners in the castle of Rouen; now out in the North Sea, raising his sick head to catch a glimpse of the far-off steeples of St Andrews. And now he was sent down by the English Privy Council as a preacher to Berwick-upon-Tweed; somewhat shaken in health by all his hardships, full of pains and agues, and tormented by gravel, that sorrow of great men; altogether, what with his romantic story, his weak health, and his great faculty of eloquence, a very natural object for the sympathy of devout women. At this happy juncture he fell into the company of a Mrs Elizabeth Bowes, wife of Richard Bowes, of Aske, in Yorkshire, to whom she had borne twelve children. She was a religious hypochondriac, a very weariful woman, full of doubts and scruples, and giving no rest on earth either to herself or to those whom she honoured with her confidence. From the first time she heard Knox preach she formed a high opinion of him, and was solicitous ever after of his society.1 Nor was Knox unresponsive. ‘I have always delighted in your company,’ he writes, ‘and when labours would permit, you know I have not spared hours to talk and commune with you.’ Often when they had met in depression he reminds her, ‘God hath sent great comfort unto both.’2 We can gather from such letters as are yet extant how close and continuous was their intercourse. ‘I think it best you remain till the morrow,’ he writes once, ‘and so shall we commune at large at afternoon. This day you know to be the day of my study and prayer unto God; yet if your trouble be intolerable, or if you think my presence may release your pain, do as the Spirit shall move you . . . Your messenger found me in bed, after a sore trouble and most dolorous night, and so dolour may complain to dolour when we two meet . . . And this is more plain than ever I spoke, to let you know you have a companion in trouble.’3 Once we have the curtain raised for a moment, and can look at the two together for the length of a phrase. ‘After the writing of this preceding,’ writes Knox, ‘your brother and mine, Harrie Wycliffe, did advertise me by writing, that your adversary (the devil) took occasion to trouble you because that I did start back from you rehearsing your infirmities. I remember myself so to have done, and that is my common consuetude when anything pierceth or toucheth my heart. Call to your mind what I did standing at the cupboard at Alnwick. In very deed I thought that no creature had been tempted as I was; and when I heard proceed from your mouth the very same words that he troubles me with, I did wonder and from my heart lament your sore trouble, knowing in myself the dolour thereof.’1 Now intercourse of so very close a description, whether it be religious intercourse or not, is apt to displease and disquiet a husband; and we know incidentally from Knox himself that there was some little scandal about his intimacy with Mrs Bowes. ‘The slander and fear of men,’ he writes, ‘has impeded me to exercise my pen so oft as I would; yea, very shame hath holden me from your company, when I was most surely persuaded that God had appointed me at that time to comfort and feed your hungry and afflicted soul. God in His infinite mercy,’ he goes on, ‘remove not only from me all fear that tendeth not to godliness, but from others suspicion to judge of me otherwise than it becometh one member to judge of another.’2 And the scandal, such as it was, would not be allayed by the dissension in which Mrs Bowes seems to have lived with her family upon the matter of religion, and the countenance shown by Knox to her resistance. Talking of these conflicts, and her courage against ‘her own flesh and most inward affections, yea, against some of her most natural friends,’ he writes it, ‘to the praise of God, he has wondered at the bold constancy which he has found in her when his own heart was faint.’3

Now, perhaps in order to stop scandalous mouths, perhaps out of a desire to bind the much-loved evangelist nearer to her in the only manner possible, Mrs Bowes conceived the scheme of marrying him to her fifth daughter, Marjorie; and the Reformer seems to have fallen in with it readily enough. It seems to have been believed in the family that the whole matter had been originally made up between these two, with no very spontaneous inclination on the part of the bride.4 Knox’s idea of marriage, as I have said, was not the same for all men; but on the whole, it was not lofty. We have a curious letter of his, written at the request of Queen Mary, to the Earl of Argyle, on very delicate household matters; which, as he tells us, ‘was not well accepted of the said Earl.’5 We may suppose, however, that his own home was regulated in a similar spirit. I can fancy that for such a man, emotional, and with a need, now and again, to exercise parsimony in emotions not strictly needful, something a little mechanical, something hard and fast and clearly understood, would enter into his ideal of a home. There were storms enough without, and equability was to be desired at the fireside even at a sacrifice of deeper pleasures. So, from a wife, of all women, he would not ask much. One letter to her which has come down to us is, I had almost said, conspicuous for coldness.1 He calls her, as he called other female correspondents, ‘dearly beloved sister;’ the epistle is doctrinal, and nearly the half of it bears, not upon her own case, but upon that of her mother. However, we know what Heine wrote in his wife’s album; and there is, after all, one passage that may be held to intimate some tenderness, although even that admits of an amusingly opposite construction. ‘I think,’ he says, ‘I think this be the first letter I ever wrote to you.’ This, if we are to take it literally, may pair off with the ‘two or three children’ whom Montaigne mentions having lost at nurse; the one is as eccentric in a lover as the other in a parent. Nevertheless, he displayed more energy in the course of his troubled wooing than might have been expected. The whole Bowes family, angry enough already at the influence he had obtained over the mother, set their faces obdurately against the match. And I daresay the opposition quickened his inclination. I find him writing to Mrs Bowes that she need no further trouble herself about the marriage; it should now be his business altogether; it behoved him now to jeopard his life ‘for the comfort of his own flesh, both fear and friendship of all earthly creature laid aside.’2 This is a wonderfully chivalrous utterance for a Reformer forty-eight years old; and it compares well with the leaden coquetries of Calvin, not much over thirty, taking this and that into consideration, weighing together dowries and religious qualifications and the instancy of friends, and exhibiting what M. Bungener calls ‘an honourable and Christian difficulty’ of choice, in frigid indecisions and insincere proposals. But Knox’s next letter is in a humbler tone; he has not found the negotiation so easy as he fancied; he despairs of the marriage altogether, and talks of leaving England–regards not ‘what country consumes his wicked carcass.’ ‘You shall understand,’ he says, ‘that this sixth of November, I spoke with Sir Robert Bowes’ (the head of the family, his bride’s uncle) ‘in the matter you know, according to your request; whose disdainful, yea, despiteful, words hath so pierced my heart that my life is bitter to me. I bear a good countenance with a sore troubled heart, because he that ought to consider matters with a deep judgement is become not only a despiser, but also a taunter of God’s messengers–God be merciful unto him! Amongst others his most unpleasing words, while that I was about to have declared my heart in the whole matter, he said, “Away with your rhetorical reasons! for I will not be persuaded with them.” God knows I did use no rhetoric nor coloured speech; but would have spoken the truth, and that in most simple manner. I am not a good orator in my own cause; but what he would not be content to hear of me, God shall declare to him one day to his displeasure, unless he repent.’1 Poor Knox, you see, is quite commoved. It has been a very unpleasant interview. And as it is the only sample that we have of how things went with him during his courtship, we may infer that the period was not as agreeable for Knox as it has been for some others.

However, when once they were married, I imagine he and Marjorie Bowes hit it off together comfortably enough. The little we know of it may be brought together in a very short space. She bore him two sons. He seems to have kept her pretty busy, and depended on her to some degree in his work; so that when she fell ill, his papers got at once into disorder.2 Certainly she sometimes wrote to his dictation; and, in this capacity, he calls her ‘his left hand.’3 In June 1559, at the headiest moment of the Reformation in Scotland, he writes regretting the absence of his helpful colleague, Goodman, ‘whose presence’ (this is the not very grammatical form of his lament) ‘whose presence I more thirst, than she that is my own flesh.’4 And this, considering the source and the circumstances, may be held as evidence of a very tender sentiment. He tells us himself in his history, on the occasion of a certain meeting at the Kirk of Field, that ‘he was in no small heaviness by reason of the late death of his dear bedfellow, Marjorie Bowes.’5
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