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Robert Louis Stevenson.

[) KATH has been very busy these last few years among

< our great men; and of that band of mighty ones
born during the first two decades of our century, only one or
two remain.  One by one they have gone from us, and the
losses have heen sad enough ; though our sorrow has been
softened by the thought that their work was done, and they
were ripe for the harvest, But our grief to-day is of another
temper. Though with a body broken and harassed by dis-
ease, and a disposition kindly, tolerant and mellow as that
of an aged saint, Robert Louis Stevenson never seemed to us
anything but young.  Many and various are the proofs of
his genius that he has left us, and yet with regard to him
we have always heen in an attitude of expectation, as if the
hest were yet to come.  And now as we realize that the
fountain of delight is dried up, and that no niore can ever
come; heve, indeed, is poignancy of grief.

Rarely has a literary man given promise in so many
directions.  Tn novels of sentiment and of adventure, in
essavs on men and hooks and human life, in the poetry of
child life, of national character, and of primitive legend, and
in the literature of travel and even of controversy, e made
experiments, and in every case the experiment was of value.
Whatever of truth there may be in the suggestion that if he
had confined himself to a more limited vange of expression
he might have produced something morve profoundly great,
we are bound to marvel at his versatility as a thing wonder-
ful even in itself ; and there is little doubt but that if he had
lived long enough to follow out that line on which he was
more and more concentrating his efforts, he would have
achieved results which would have made these earlier excur-
stons into many fields seem hut the necessary preliminary
reconnoitring of the ground.

Tt is fairly evident that it was to the writing of romance
that Mr. Stevenson had determined to devote himself chietly
in the future ; and it isin this department that he has left
the work which is most considerable in bulk, in popularity,
and, above all, in influence. We canonly guess what led him
to this choice, but if the power of an author to affect the
literature of his time is any index of his strength, it is cloar
that he chose that branch in which he was strongest.  For it
5 to Mr Stevenson most of all that we are indebted for the
chief impulse which has cansed and characterized that vevival
of the novel of incident and adventure, which has made the
complaint no longer possible, that no vomance is written in
these days.  That revival, no doubt, has its roots deeper
than the influence of any one man, and is to be accounted
for chiefly as the natural reaction from the supremacy of the
novel of psychological analysis ; but Robert Louis Stevenson
has done much to make that reaction a distinet advance,
instead of a profitless swing of the pendulumn to the other
extreme. “Kidnapped ” is not a mere return to Marryatt

and Fenimore Cooper, not even to Scott ; it is a return to the
picturesqueness and dramatic action of these earlier romance
writers with the addition of apowerof subtle characterisation
of which they knew little or nothing. Scott’s confession
with reference to Miss Austen is well-known: ¢ The big
‘how-wow ’ strain T can do myself, like any now going, - but
the exquisite touch which renders ovdinary commonplace
things and characters interesting from the truth of the
description and the sentiment is denied to me.” The ideal
which Stevenson seems to strive towards consists in a union
of these two qualities,chavacteristic of Scott and Miss Austen,
respectively, and it is clear that such a union was to be
expected as the next development in English fiction. Scott
succeeded magnificently with the characters that could be
treated in the © bow-wow fashion,” but with the commonplace
he notoriously failed. The character of Rol Roy, on the one
hand, and that of Edward Waverley on the other, will serve
as examples. Jane Austen, and in our own time writers of
the school of Mr. W. D. Howells and Mr. Henry James have
succeeded in making the commonplace interesting ; but, as is
often said, in their books “nothing ever happens.” Tt
remained for some one to write books in which something
does happen, and yet in which the ordinary non-heroic people
are interesting, and this Mr. Stevenson has done. For proof

of this we have only for a moment to consider how much of
the interest of the David Balfour stories depends upon the
delicate blending of innocent simplicity with shrewd sense
and honest uprightness in the character of that “wise youth,”




