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Introduction

Few Victorian writers have been interpreted in visual media as often as Robert Louis Stevenson (1850–1894). Stevenson wrote some of the most enduring stories of the nineteenth century at a pivotal moment in the history of illustrated fiction, and just before the dawn of motion pictures. Two works in particular, Treasure Island (1881) and Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886), have secured Stevenson’s place in popular visual culture, both novels having received a variety of cinematic treatments through the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. However, Stevenson is also the author who coined the phrase “Death to the optic nerve”. This seems a strange comment from a writer who was capable of conjuring such powerful visual imagery. This comment was made in a letter responding to comments made by his friend and peer, Henry James, who amongst heavy praise for Stevenson’s Catriona (1893) mildly criticised the lack of visual imagery within the novel; Stevenson was delighted with this observation, writing,

Your jubilation over Catriona did me good, and still more the subtlety and truth of your remark on the starving of the visual sense in that book. ’Tis true, and unless I make the greater effort—and am, as a step to that, convinced of its necessity—it will be more true I fear in the future. I hear people talking, and I feel them acting, and that seems to me to be fiction. My two aims may be described as—

1st      War to the adjective.

2nd     Death to the optic nerve.

Admitted we live in an age of the optic nerve in literature. For how many centuries did literature get along without a sign of it?1

Stevenson here admits that he seeks “the starving of the visual sense”, a stylistic project which had begun long before this novel. Stevenson’s sought to eradicate unnecessary detail from his fictive prose, and evolved towards a style that eschewed any superfluous elements. Stevenson referred to such detail as “irrelevant dexterity”, a phrase he uses to describe the contemporary fashion in art that sought to perfect technique at the expense of artistic truth.2 The result is a style that is both vivid and sparse. Stevenson’s friend and correspondent, the French critic Marcel Schwob, perhaps articulated Stevenson’s style most succinctly: “La raison m’en paraît être dans le romantisme de son réalisme. Autant vaudrais dire que le réalisme de Stevenson est parfaitement iréel, et que c’est pour cela qu’il est tout-puissant”, (“The reason seems to me to be in the romanticism of his realism. As much to say that Stevenson’s realism is perfectly unreal, and that is why it is all powerful”).3 This “unreal realism” is achieved through a closely studied technique that often suggests rather than describes an image. Stevenson sought a maximum of effect through the minimum of naturalistic detail. However, this “starving of the visual sense” is at odds with the fact that he sought the illustration of his novels, including Catriona. In other words, while his prose attempted to resist visual description, he wanted this same prose to be visually represented through illustration. Discussing the illustration of Stevenson’s work, John Scally has commented that “Stevenson was the most visual of writers”.4 This is true; however, a close reading of Stevenson’s stories reveals how little Stevenson actually renders through literal description. The character of Long John Silver is possibly the most famous example of this technique: having read the novel, the reader is left with a very strong visual impression of Long John, but as Chapter 3 demonstrates, there is very little in the way of visual description of the character. However, in a literary marketplace drenched in illustration, any illustrator to Stevenson’s stories is presented with obvious challenges: how do you illustrate something that is merely suggested, rather than described, by an author who leaves so much to the imagination? In Silver’s case, for example, there is a lack of concrete information in the text for an illustrator to draw from, other than his missing leg; how, as an illustrator, do you create a face that is “as big as a ham”?

Stevenson’s stories are also some of the most heavily illustrated novels of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as Scally’s centenary publication Pictures of the Mind: The Illustrated Robert Louis Stevenson has demonstrated. Treasure Island in particular has inspired some of the most famous book illustrations ever produced by N. C. Wyeth, which were painted in 1911, seventeen years after Stevenson’s death, and have been the reference point for many cinematic interpretations of this novel and other pirate films. However, what would Stevenson have made of these illustrations? Would the author himself have approved of Wyeth’s muscular, bullish Long John Silver? Wyeth’s illustrations were in fact the latest in a series of impressive illustrative interpretations, most notably by Walter Paget in 1899, and before that by the French artist Georges Roux for an 1885 edition. Roux’s illustrations were the first to be produced for the single book volume of the novel, and are therefore a very important template for what was to follow. Most significantly, however, Roux’s illustrations were produced during Stevenson’s lifetime, and Stevenson himself wrote an unpublished review of these pictures, from which we can learn a great deal about his opinions of the role and desired qualities of narrative illustration. Stevenson would find Roux’s illustrations “spirited”, but makes the comment that the faces of the characters were too “French”. It is unclear precisely what Stevenson means by this, but his review provides a theoretical platform from which to understand what he expected of illustrators, and the many ways in which an illustrator could subvert the narrative authority of the story they were illuminating.

As this book will demonstrate, Stevenson not only sought the illustration of his stories from the very beginning of his career, but he wrote extensively on the art of illustration and the pictorial arts in general, in essays, letters and even in his experimental self-illustrated poetry, Moral Emblems. Stevenson’s essays and commentary on the art of illustration, and the manner in which he attempted to influence how his work was illustrated, demonstrate that he not only had a clear vision of how his published work should look to a consumer, but also that he considered the illustration of his work to be an important artistic exercise, not merely a commercial one. Stevenson clearly thought and created stories through pictures from a very young age. As Scally points out, Stevenson was drawing pictures for his literature almost from the time he would write stories, the earliest known example being a watercoloured narrative picture-story of Moses leading the Israelites from slavery, which he wrote and illustrated at the age of six. A wonderful sketchbook from a family trip to the Riviera in 1863 (Stevenson being then thirteen years old), held in the Huntington Library in California, contains a mixture of topographical and architectural sketches, amongst a series of strongly imagined and highly caricatured characters, including “Sir D. Beelzebub”, a grinning, cloven-hoofed Satan figure. In some of the sketches, characters begin to appear within the topography he is surrounded by; amongst these, scenes of battles, riots and naval assaults begin to emerge. Even at this young age, Stevenson’s creative imagination was being informed by what he saw both in the real world and in his mind’s eye.5 A few years later at school, he would self-pen a fully illustrated literary magazine, The Sunbeam Magazine: An Illustrated Miscellany of Fact, Fiction and Fun (dated on the pencil-drawn title page as January 1866). As a young adult in Scotland, then in France, and later in the Pacific, he would sketch the landscape, often demonstrating considerable raw talent and a competent compositional eye. Perhaps his ultimate experiment with illustrated fiction came with Moral Emblems: as will be discussed, Stevenson again demonstrates a degree of ability in wood-block engraving, and his compositions reveal a keen understanding of composition and narrative progression, but they fall very short of the professional standards of engraving and illustration. What is clear, however, was that Stevenson had a very lucid, sophisticated theoretical understanding of the difficult relationship of text and image, and that he also understood how potently they could be wrought for both artistic and commercial purposes. Stevenson was a great writer about art, and an author who wanted to illustrate his own fiction but lacked the technical expertise to produce images for a highly competitive, highly professional marketplace for illustrated literature. For this reason, Stevenson had to rely on the talents of other people, on the connections and preferences of publishers, and in his late life from great distances, for the illustration of his work. He had his favourites: as a young, little read author of travel narratives, he courted great illustrators such as Walter Crane and Randolph Caldecott; as his novels achieved traction in the marketplace in the 1880s, he favoured the Scottish artist William Hole; and for the illustration of his Pacific fiction, he developed great respect for William Hatherell and Gordon Browne. He also raged in private to his publishers when illustrations failed his very specific criteria, and tried to ban certain artists from ever illustrating him again, unsuccessfully in the case of Alfred Brennan. In fact, if there was ever a choice between bad illustration and no illustration, he would choose the latter, as was the case with the first publication of A Child’s Garden of Verses: failing to attain the services of Caldecott, Crane or Kate Greenaway, Stevenson, with his friend and agent W. E. Henley, opted against any illustration of the volume. This fact is surprising, given first that Stevenson conceived the collection as an illustrated book, even suggesting how to illustrate specific poems, and secondly that A Child’s Garden of Verses has been so heavily illustrated ever since this first publication; it is difficult to find nineteenth or twentieth-century edition of A Child’s Garden of Verses without illustration. However, this episode reveals that, not for the first or last time, Stevenson had a very strong mental image of how his books should look when published, and the kinds of imagery that he expected to illustrate his work.

Stevenson’s writing about illustration, moreover, provides a complex and subtle appreciation of the nuances of narrative illustration in the nineteenth century, and therefore becomes an invaluable set of criteria by which to judge any contemporary narrative illustration. Much of this theory is provided by close analysis of his work in Henley’s Magazine of Art, for which he produced six essays on various aspects of contemporary visual arts, including illustration. A review of Samuel Bagster’s 1845 edition of Pilgrim’s Progress, for example, lauds the anonymous illustrations that lit up the narrative for Stevenson as a boy, who was given a copy of the volume as a seven year-old. He argues in “Byways of Book Illustration: Bagster’s Pilgrim’s Progress” that these illustrations helped his young self engage with and follow the story, and that they were both technically and compositionally strong narrative pictures. They aided narrative progression from one scene to the next, without robbing the text of its authority or undermining the poetic and metaphoric nature of the story.6 Stevenson understood that an illustrated book could and should be conceived as a single, unified work of art, even those produced for a mass market. Illustrators of stories, therefore, could also achieve artistic credentials as illustrators, and not simply as jobbing painters looking for work and exposure. For Stevenson, literary illustration was a great artistic skill. As his close friend and sometimes illustrator Will H. Low states in his Chronicles of Friendships,

There are comparatively few born illustrators, the majority of our men have been trained as painters and drift into illustration, because of all the branches of art it is the one most founded upon a commercial basis of demand and supply, and entrance therein is comparatively easy for the young artist without fortune, reputation, or powerful friends. Its demands to-day are but little short of the most exclusive of our exhibitions; and, since the advent of reproduction in colour, many of the pages of our magazines demand but little change to prove most acceptable to our exhibitions, where the dearth of pictures of human interest—which is the key-note of all illustration—is most keenly felt.7

Low touches on an issue that Stevenson understood artistically and critically. It is one thing to be a great painter, but it’s another to be a great illustrator of stories. The one does not guarantee the other. It seemed to Low and to Stevenson that exhibition painters who dabbled in illustration could often disrupt the continuity between text and image that illustrations demanded. Of those artists who illustrated Stevenson, William Metcalf provides the best example of this. Metcalf would become one of America’s leading impressionist painters in the early twentieth century, but as Chapter 5 will demonstrate, he fell short as an illustrator of Stevenson’s stories. By contrast, Stevenson was impressed by the work of the great American illustrator Howard Pyle, who not only illustrated but also wrote his own stories. As Stevenson hit fame in 1886, it was in America that illustration as an art form was being pioneered and championed by Pyle and his followers, among whom was Wyeth himself.

What constituted a good illustrator of fiction, however? An analysis of Stevenson’s writings on art, illustration and his correspondence with artists and publishers, helps to provide a very coherent critical framework from which to judge the success of narrative illustration. For Stevenson, technical ability was not enough; an illustrator had to understand his or her role within the production of a multi-media volume. In narrative illustration – the illustration of stories – the text should be the predominant, guiding medium. An illustration should elucidate text without deviating from it, in other words, without adding erroneous detail or missing crucial textual details; an example is provided in this book by H. M. Paget’s illustrations for the book-edition of The Black Arrow, which on first glance appear to be impressive, dynamic interpretations of the text, but which on closer examination betray Stevenson’s story through precisely such altering of narrative detail.8 A good narrative illustration should also, for Stevenson, depict moments of high action or drama in important settings, but without giving away the outcome of that action. For example, it was acceptable to depict two characters in a sword fight, but not to depict who wins the fight or how; the outcome was the text’s job, as Hole successfully demonstrates with his depiction of the duel between the Durrisdeer brothers in The Master of Ballantrae. Stevenson understood the high risks involved in bad illustration, which could derail the illustrated story as a hermetic work of art with a single vision defined by the author. An illustration has an advantage over text, in that it is always seen before the text is read. For this reason, it should be subservient to the text, and not abuse its power of immediacy over the viewer. Stevenson would articulate his frustration with bad illustration privately through correspondence to his publishers or associates, and even sometimes publicly, as he does with illustrations produced by Henley’s brother Anthony, for an essay entitled “Fontainebleau: Village Community of Painters” in The Magazine of Art; in the collected volume of the magazine for 1884, Stevenson adds a paragraph that takes issue with some of the illustrations that were published with the original number a few months previously, as if he were attempting to reclaim authority for the author over the illustrator, whom, he felt, had misrepresented some of the scenes he had written about.9 In an illustrated novel, the text, not the image, should be the authoritative medium, and good illustrators should be loyal the details and the spirit of the story they were illustrating.

Stevenson’s theories on the art of illustration would evolve further once he relocated to the Pacific, following the death of his father and his yearning for climes that would improve his health. Stevenson would immerse himself in the cultures and populations he encountered in the Pacific, with the initial intention of producing a “definitive” documentary work on Pacific Island civilizations. This tome would not materialize before his early death in 1894, but much of his fiction from the Pacific sought a truth to the life and conditions of his new home and its peoples. To this end, Stevenson now required even more from illustrators: not only did any illustrator of his Pacific fiction need to obey the laws of narrative illustration already laid out, but now they had to achieve a level of visual authenticity to Pacific topography, ethnicities, costumes and even flora. These challenges were compounded by the logistical complexities of late nineteenth-century trans-global publication. Stevenson, now writing from Tahiti, Hawaii, Sydney or Samoa, but being published from New York and London, had to trust publishers and artists thousands of miles away, while relying on transcontinental and trans-oceanic mail services. To generalize this process, Stevenson would produce a manuscript in his home of Vailima in Samoa, which would be sent to his publisher, Charles Scribner’s Sons, in New York and then on to Cassell and Co., in London; proofs would be worked up, sent back to Stevenson and returned again for publishing, often in numbers (such as Scribner’s Magazine or Black and White). If the works were to be illustrated (which they most often were), Stevenson would have to recommend illustrators he trusted, send draft chapters or outlines to those illustrators and then hope that the final illustrations were everything he expected from narrative illustration. In some cases, as with Hatherell and Browne, he was pleasantly surprised at the results; in others, as with Metcalf and Brennan, he was left disappointed. In all these cases, he had little to no control over how his stories were going to be illustrated. From the perspective of the illustrators, they were now having to draw scenes set in locations they had never set eyes on, such as the port of Papeete in Tahiti, or Native Hawaiian characters of Polynesian descent. Stevenson, aware of this disadvantage, would often direct illustrators – potential or actual – to photographs that had either been published in popular photographic albums, or that he had taken himself and sent on with his suggested scenes. As will be explained, photography was a constant source of inspiration and visual reference for Stevenson throughout his career, which took on a greater significance once in the Pacific.

This book therefore separates the illustration of his fiction between his European and his Pacific subjects. First, Chapter 1 will examine Stevenson’s early professional career as a writer, and his efforts to engage illustrators both to enhance the commercial appeal of his work in the marketplace, and to produce books of artistic integrity and beauty. Indeed, this balance of the commercial and the artistic was a constant source of tension with Stevenson, and when they did achieve the ideal balance, some of the most impressive illustrated novels of the nineteenth century were the result, including Kidnapped (1886) and The Master of Ballantrae (1889). In order to judge the merits of the first illustrations to Stevenson’s novels – referred to here as lifetime illustrations (illustrations produced with Stevenson’s knowledge or consent) – Chapter 2 will then analyze Stevenson’s essay writing on the subject of art and illustration, including his work for The Magazine of Art and essays produced throughout his career on the relationship between imagery and literature. Stevenson wrote on such apparently disparate subjects as the forests of Fontainebleau and Japanese art, but a close reading reveals common threads of artistic appreciation and theory, which in turn provides a useful framework for analyzing Stevenson’s style and his expectations of illustration. Chapter 3 will examine how Stevenson explored some of these theories for himself in a little-known, privately published experiment in illustrated fiction called Moral Emblems, and how he applied his theories to critique the first lifetime illustrations of Treasure Island by the French artist George Roux in a posthumously published essay. Using Stevenson’s own criteria, Chapter 4 will then closely examine the illustrations produced for those novels set in Britain (some of which were written from the Pacific). These are the novels that helped to create the visual language of the new romance for the late nineteenth century. Chapter 5 will discuss the novels and stories set in the Pacific. These works differ from the British novels, in that they move away from a discourse of romance towards one of exoticism; Stevenson invokes a vibrant world of Pacific islands and peoples, but one that is infused with the grating realism of white colonial intrusion. This is Stevenson’s contribution to the literary-visual discourse of the exotic, one that punctures the previous stereotypes of the Pacific that were predicated on the sexualised, available island maids or generalised African-type males. With both the British and Pacific novels, Stevenson’s guiding advice and subsequent critiques will be analysed, so that we can understand precisely what he valued as artistically successful illustrated productions.

The purpose of this analysis is to argue that Stevenson was responsible for the creation of a new literary-visual discourse, an aesthetic of the “new romance”, that reinvented and reinvigorated outdated models from earlier in the century, and which influenced popular literary-visual culture in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, including the new medium of cinema. My previous work focused on the illustration of a pioneer in illustrated fiction, Sir Walter Scott. However, Scott was writing and publishing in an era in which illustration was reserved for volumes of poetry, or for the illustration of long dead “canonical” writers; Scott and his publishers, in fact, established the platform from which the illustrated Victorian novel could be launched by Dickens and Thackeray.10 By stark contrast, Stevenson, in many ways the literary heir of Scott’s historical-romance mantle, was publishing in a marketplace drenched in various forms of illustration, including photography. In addition, the Waverley-style romance had come to be held as outdated by the 1870s, just as Stevenson was beginning his literary career, and the Waverley novels themselves were beginning to be sold and marketed as “boys’” books. Peter Keating quotes Kenneth Graham in marking 1887 as the year of “‘the recognition for the new romance’ because in that year George Saintsbury, Rider Haggard and Andrew Lang—the writers who, with the addition of Stevenson, were the major propagandists for romance—issued ‘manifestos on its behalf’”.11 In fact, these writers owed debts in part to Stevenson’s re-invigoration of historical romance over the previous four years, placing Stevenson at the forefront of an aesthetic movement that offered an alternative road to the realistic novels of Zola, Meredith and James. As Roslyn Jolly has remarked, “Stevenson’s name became associated […] with a kind of self-conscious anachronism: the revival of romance in an age of realism”.12 As Keating states,

The attractiveness of Stevenson rested on his possession of two highly-developed qualities which are rarely found together. He was an Aesthete and a writer of exciting stories. In an age which was becoming obsessed with the need to separate Art from Entertainment, Stevenson spoke and acted on behalf of both. If the experimental range of his work worried his admirers, there was still at the heart of it Treasure Island, Kidnapped, The Black Arrow and The Master of Ballantrae. They were the perfect antidote to naturalism. They were absorbing for children and adults; committed to action rather than analysis. …13

An overlooked factor in Stevenson’s reinvigoration of the romance, however, is illustration, and the visual presentation of his fiction in the marketplace. This new aesthetic was enhanced further by illustration, and that illustration was very often guided by Stevenson himself. This book, therefore, will build on Keating’s claim that Stevenson interwove high-art and popular fiction through the visualisation of his work, and actively helped to create a visual aesthetic that navigated a path between the high-concept publications of the Aesthetes (such as Walter Crane, William Morris and Aubrey Beardsley) and the new “black and white” illustrations of the realist novelists (such as James and Meredith).

Stevenson’s stories were competing with many forms of professionally illustrated, highly popular fiction. A glance through one of the magazine numbers in which Stevenson was published, such as the final story to be published with illustrations during his lifetime, The Ebb-Tide, reveals the importance of illustration to a browsing reader, and how they can betray the author in many different ways if they do not respect the authority of the author. The illustrations to The Ebb-Tide by an unidentified “W. H.” published in Jerome K. Jerome’s To-Day magazine, for example, lack any obvious narrative continuity; they depict objects of little importance to the story, often out of order in which they appear in the narrative, or loosely depicted characters who are not consistent either with their depiction in the text or with each other. The result is a very confusing set of images that undermine narrative progression or textual detail, and which conform to generalized, stereotyped imagery of the Pacific of the sort that Stevenson was deliberately attempting to deconstruct. Moreover, these images are small, unremarkable and are lost on the page amongst the text, doing little to encourage reader curiosity. Such imagery was a commercial problem for authors, who, especially if they were little known or attempting to establish themselves, relied heavily on the visual presentation of their works amongst the dozens of other authors and illustrations contained within these magazines. This book will demonstrate how Stevenson shared this precise concern at the beginning of his own career; he was desperate to secure the services of Crane, for example, in publishing his first book, An Inland Voyage, because he understood that a good illustration by an established artist would help sales. As if to prove his concern, the first publication of Treasure Island in Young Folks Paper in 1881 was accompanied by one sparse illustration, and did not move the kind of numbers he would become used to later in his career; and by contrast, he was delighted with the efforts of Young Folks’ syndicated artist William H. Boucher in 1883, who illustrated The Black Arrow in the same magazine with a series of very strong pictures. It might be little coincidence, therefore, that it was The Black Arrow, and not Treasure Island, that established Stevenson’s early fame amongst his boy-readers, before the crowning successes of Kidnapped and Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde in 1886. Good illustration contributed towards initial success in this popular market, establishing a foothold for a struggling author. It is also important to note that Stevenson’s new literary-visual aesthetic was born, like his career, in the pages of boys’ magazines; indeed, children’s fiction and childhood imagery were crucial to Stevenson’s literary imagination, and also his development of theories on art and illustration.

Finally, however, a close look at Stevenson’s consideration of illustration and the visual arts helps scholarship to understand the authorial imagination. Stevenson’s correspondence and essays reveal the visual aspects of the creative process behind some of his greatest fictional work. What becomes clear repeatedly is that stories often began with an image, whether in the author’s imagination, a photograph, a portrait, an illustration in another’s work or, in the case of Treasure Island, a map. Maps, as Chapter 1 will demonstrate, often both inspired and illustrated narrative. The two most famous maps of Stevenson’s novels, for Treasure Island and Kidnapped, both begin and complete the stories for the author, his characters and his readers. While the first was fictional, drawn by Stevenson and his son-in-law Lloyd Osbourne (and then re-drawn by Stevenson’s father following the loss of the original), and the second is a map of Scotland with an imaginary journey inscribed into the landscape, both these maps shape how the narrative is constructed by the author, and then read by the reader. As letters and essays reveal, Stevenson made sure that his stories were believable according to the topography of these maps: David Balfour’s journey, for example, was carefully considered for both time and physical prowess, so that the reader could believe that such an epic journey was at least possible. Stevenson wrote these novels with the maps as reference material; on completion, the maps became required visual material for the reader, so that the same references could be made by both young and adult consumers. In essence, Treasure Island and Kidnapped, in their book formats, became interactive texts, objects of play - toys. The map is also the motif that connects Stevenson’s British novels with his Pacific books, as both Island Nights’ Entertainments and A Footnote to History, Stevenson’s cultural history and plea for protection of his new home in Samoa, were published with maps. Understanding Stevenson’s various uses of maps can help us get much closer to the creative processes of one of the English language’s great story-tellers; glimpses of Stevenson’s pictorial creative processes reveal themselves. These examples are just few of many that help elucidate the authorial process; they help us to understand the skill of the stories themselves; they help us understand the complexity of the markets for illustrated fiction in the late nineteenth century; and they help us to understand what qualities might constitute effective literary illustration. This study also marks an important moment in the development of pre-cinematic popular visual culture, as Stevenson moulded a new type of fiction that enthralled a generation of readers and influenced the next generation of romance writers, illustrators and film-makers. Stevenson’s works are finally receiving the serious critical attention they deserve, and an analysis of his lifetime illustrations bring us closer to some of his theoretical, technical and commercial attributes as an author of his own time.
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1 A young author’s ideal illustrators

Stevenson’s first illustrated novel was published in 1884 in America, with four illustrations that he would later complain were “disgusting”.1 The novel was Treasure Island, which had been previously published in serial format in the boys’ magazine Young Folks Paper with one illustration; the artist referred to unceremoniously was Frank T. Merrill, who had gained a reputation in America as an illustrator of novels by, among others, Nathaniel Hawthorn, Mark Twain and Louisa May Alcott. The first European illustrated edition of Treasure Island was published in 1885 by Cassell and Co., using illustrations by the French artist Georges Roux, whose style of illustration was much more to Stevenson’s liking. In fact, as this book will demonstrate, Stevenson had clear and evolving ideas about the importance of suitable illustration of his novels, and that he was keen to marry his texts to imagery that would entice the reader, reflect and compliment his texts in the appropriate manner, and produce an attractive physical object for the purchaser. The problem lies in defining what Stevenson defined as “suitable” and “appropriate” illustration. This is further problematised by the vast array and long history of illustrated texts that had proliferated by the time Stevenson was publishing his novels. By the 1880s, there were many theories, practices and innovations within the field of illustrated literature, and there were many disagreements about its application and suitability for “serious” or high literature. The 1890s, in particular, saw the Arts and Crafts Movement of William Morris, Walter Crane and Aubrey Beardsley create sumptuous illustrated books that were heavily designed from cover to cover, almost making the text a facet of the books’ designs. At the same time, “children’s” illustrators were earning a reputation of their own: they were revered, publically and critically, but not considered as serious artists so much as highly skilled popular draughtsmen and women, interpreters of texts and trusted purveyors of popular culture and taste. Stevenson admired this latter group, which included luminaries such as Randolph Caldecott, Kate Greenaway and, in America, Howard Pyle. These artists in particular were attempting to marry imagery and text of their own composition, in addition to creating illustrations for famous authors of the day and great authors of the past. Stevenson did not necessarily see popular and high art as mutually exclusive; for him, a good story published for the masses in illustrated format could achieve the status of great art if appropriately conceived. Indeed, his novels tread this fine line between high art and popular entertainment, and his reputation as a serious artist has been threatened through popular interpretation as a consequence; we need only to consider the multifarious cinematic and television treatments and derivatives of Treasure Island and Jekyll and Hyde to appreciate this phenomenon.

However, it was precisely this marriage of high art and popular entertainment which led to Stevenson’s conception of a new visual discourse in illustrated literature: popular fiction of high artistic merit, illustrated by talented artists in a manner that would enhance the romance of the texts they adorned. As Stevenson understood, any visual interpretation of his work by an artist other than himself meant losing a level of aesthetic control over his creation. Visualisation by a third party is, to a greater or lesser extent, an adaptation, or appropriation of the author’s original vision; the illustration of the original novels is the point at which these adaptations begin.2 The end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth saw the ever increasing proliferation of illustrated literature that directly prefigured and influenced the cinematic age. It is essential, therefore, to understand how the authors themselves wanted their work illustrated, and, if possible, to glean how they themselves might visualize their own characters and settings. This is a difficult task given the breadth and depth of illustrative styles during this period. In between the designs of the Pre-Raphaelites, on the one hand, and the popular illustrated children’s fiction of Caldecott and Greenaway on the other, was a vast array of illustrative treatment of creative writing, much of which Stevenson was highly wary. By the 1880s, there were many different methods of printing and reproducing imagery, which had evolved from copper-plate engraving at the beginning of the century, through steel-plate engraving, wood-block and wood-engraving, lithography and various forms of photographic reproduction. Late Victorian Britain was awash in illustrated literature, and illustration of texts heavily influenced the interpretations of those texts by children and adults alike. While Stevenson was versed in many of the aspects of contemporary book illustration, his tastes for the illustration of his own work tended towards the more figurative, narrative style that can be traced back through the Hogarth-inspired works of George Cruikshank, Halbot Browne (Phiz), William Makepeace Thackeray and the illustration of Walter Scott’s Waverley novels. It is important to understand an essential difference in the role of illustration here: where the Kelmscott artists and publishers, for example, used illustration to decorate books, Stevenson wanted illustration to emphasize and elucidate narrative; in other words, illustration for Stevenson served his stories, and should never be merely decorative of the page. This chapter will discuss the earliest illustrations of Stevenson’s published works, particularly those of the children’s illustrator Walter Crane. In doing so, it will help to elucidate Stevenson’s priorities and tastes in the illustration of his work from the beginning of his career as a writer, from both an artistic and a professional perspective. It will end with a discussion of another crucial type of illustration that is indelibly linked to Stevenson’s oeuvre: maps. Maps were important visual stimuli to Stevenson’s creative imagination; moreover, in at least two instances, they become significant in not only illustrating the stories being told, but also in transforming the novels into interactive objects of recreation, or toys. This aspect of Stevenson’s literary-visual discourse would have a great influence on a subsequent generation of adventure and children’s writers, from Rider Haggard and J. M. Barrie, through Rudyard Kipling and J. R. R. Tolkien.

Walter Crane’s frontispieces

The three foremost children’s illustrators of the 1870s, Walter Crane, Randolph Caldecott and Kate Greenaway, would all be approached to illustrate Stevenson’s earliest works. In 1878, the year in which Stevenson was attempting to publish his first book-length work, An Inland Voyage, Crane’s was the most sought-after talent, being the most senior and experienced illustrator for Edmund Evans’s series of “toy books”. It is therefore of some significance that he was successfully recruited to illustrate An Inland Voyage in its first edition, years before Stevenson would achieve his fame. Crane cuts a curious figure in the subject of Stevenson illustration. He was Stevenson’s very first book-illustrator, providing the wood-cut frontispiece plate for An Inland Voyage, an artful travelogue recording a canoe trip up the River Oise through Belgium and France taken by Stevenson (Arethusa in the narrative) and his friend Sir Walter Grindley Simpson (Cigarette).3 When he provided this image, Crane was doing Stevenson and his publisher, Kegan Paul, a favour; Stevenson was an aspiring author of some critical but no popular success, while Crane was one of the most accomplished and famous illustrators of the day. Stevenson’s anxiety that Crane’s name appear in the title-page is revealed in a letter of 16 March 1878, in which he politely begs Crane to produce the illustration for the publisher as soon as he can:

You have written to him promising a frontispiece for a fortnight hence for a little book of mine—An Inland Voyage—shortly to appear. Mr Paul is in dismay. It appears that there is a tide in the affairs of publishers which has the narrowest moment of flood conceivable: a week here, a week there, and a book is made or lost; and now, as I write to you, is the very nick of time, the publisher’s high noon.

I should deceive you if I were to pretend I had no more than a generous interest in this appeal. For, should the public prove gullible to a proper degree, and one thousand copies net, counting thirteen to the dozen, disappear into its capacious circulating libraries, I should begin to perceive a royalty which visibly affects me as I write.

I fear you will think me rude, and I do mean to be importunate. The sooner you can get the frontispiece for us, the better the book will swim, if swim it does.4

Stevenson’s anxiety that the book “swim” in the market is a familiar refrain of aspiring authors who are dependent upon others for the successful publication of their first major work. Before the publication of Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde in 1886, Stevenson’s name alone might not have been enough to move large numbers of a travel journal. In this case, Crane’s name and work would be an asset to the sale of An Inland Voyage.

However, this did not stop a young Stevenson (28 when he wrote to Crane) from privately critiquing and criticising the proof-design Crane had produced for the volume. In a letter dated 27 February 1878, before he writes to Crane above, Stevenson writes to Sidney Colvin to offer a critical comment on Crane’s initial design: “I think you know all about the Crane sketch; but it should be a river, not a canal, you know, and the look should be ‘cruel, lewd, and kindly’, all at once’”.5 This is a reference to specific lines in his essay “Pan’s Pipes”, first published in London, on 4 May 1874, and republished in Virginibus Puerisque, in which he writes, “For it is a shaggy world, and yet studded with gardens; where the salt and tumbling sea receives clear rivers running from among reeds and lilies; fruitful and austere; a rustic world; sunshiny, lewd, and cruel”.6
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