                                                                                   “Glad did I live and gladly die”
                                                                                  R. L. Stevenson, “Requiem”
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R. L. S…. Robert Louis Stevenson (1850-1894), whose novels are gripping tales with atmosphere, character and action, is best known for his books “Treasure Islands” (1883), “Kidnapped” (1886), “Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde” (1886) and “The Master Ballantrae” (1889). As a novelist, he is often noted for the power of invention and depth of psychological insight found in his works – a skill defined by G. K. Chesterson as being able “to pick the right word up on the point of his pen” (4). His unfinished novel “The Weir of Hermiston” gives an inkling of what Stevenson’s art might have developed into had not his early death put an end to his endeavours (2).
Though primarily a novelist, Stevenson left a good collection of poems. His immortal book of poetry “A Child’s Garden of Verses” which is equally at home in the nursery and library was first published in1885. “Songs of Travel and Other Verses”, “Underwoods” (1887), “Ballad’s” (1890), thirty-eight poems in English and sixteen poems in Scottish comprise his entire poetic output. A special place in R. L. Stevenson’s poetry belongs to “Requiem”, one of his most famous poems.

Requiem

Under the wide and starry sky,
Dig the grave and let me lie.

Glad did I live and gladly die,

And I laid me down with a will.

This be the verse you grave for me:

Here he lies where he longed to be;

Home is the sailor, home from sea,

And the hunter home from the hill.
Note: A requiem or a requiem mass is a Catholic Church service in memory of someone who has recently died (8).
Stevenson meant this poem as an epitaph for himself. The poet wrote the epitaph in 1884, ten years before his death…
The aim of the research

What are the reasons that made R. L. S. write the epitaph for himself long before his death?

Why are the common words “the sailor”, “sea”, “the hunter”, “the hill” used by the poet in an epitaph traditionally characterized by elevated poetry?

We would like to suggest three hypotheses:
1) probably these words are associated with some people

2) maybe they reflect the poet’s dearest  memories

3) perhaps they bear some symbolic meaning.
The aim of the present research is to find out

1) under what circumstances R. L. Stevenson decided to write the epitaph for himself;

2) what the poet implied by using the simple words “the sailor - sea”, “the hunter – the hill” wishing them to be graved in “the verse” on his tombstone.

To achieve the aim we
· have studied Stevenson’s biography;

· have explored Stevenson’s poetry in the original including “A Child’s Garden of Verses”, “Underwoods”, “Songs of Travel and Other Verses”.

· have compared the poem “Requiem” with the above mentioned pieces of poetry in search of the ideas and images related to “sea and the hill”, “the sailor” and “the hunter”.

Background

Robert Louis (originally Lewis) Balfour Stevenson was born in Edinburgh on November 13, 1850. At eighteen, he decided to drop the Balfour from his name, as it seemed too long. And later for his pen-name he took R. L. S., three initial letters of his full name.
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His father Thomas Stevenson was a joint-engineer to the Board of Northern Lighthouses. His grandfather Robert Stevenson was a gifted engineer remembered in his native Scotland as the designer of twenty-three lighthouses and the inventor of flashing lights for navigation aids (6). It was from this side of his family that he inherited his love of sea and adventure.
[image: image5.jpg]



From his mother, Margaret Balfour, he inherited weak lungs. Since his childhood, Stevenson suffered from tuberculosis. During his early years, he spent much of his time in bed, in “the land of counterpane”, composing stories before he had learned to read (7).  He created his own world where “all the playthings came alive” and where he “was the giant great and still”.

When I was sick and lay a-bed, 
I had two pillows at my head, 
And all my toys beside me lay, 
To keep me happy all the day. 

And sometimes for an hour or so 
I watched my leaden soldiers go, 
With different uniforms and drills, 
Among the bed-clothes, through the hills; 

And sometimes sent my ships in fleets 
All up and down among the sheets; 
Or brought my trees and houses out, 
And planted cities all about. 

I was the giant great and still 
That sits upon the pillow-hill, 
And sees before him, dale and plain,
The pleasant land of counterpane.
(“The Land of Counterpane”, “A Child’s Garden of Verses”).
Robert’s maternal grandfather, Lewis Balfour, was a professor of moral philosophy and a minister. Little Robert often stayed at his grandfather’s estate, where he was encouraged to play outside and proved to be a wild and carefree child. Robert’s rich imagination carried him away to “foreign lands”, “to where the roads on either hand lead onward into fairy land”. Thus, nursing in him joy of freedom and the open road (5).
Up into the cherry tree

Who should climb but little me?

I held the trunk with both my hands

And looked abroad on foreign lands.
I saw the next-door garden lie,

Adorned with flowers, before my eye,

Adorned with flowers, before my eye,

That I had never seen before.
I saw the dimpling river pass

And be the sky’s blue looking-glass;

 The dusty roads go up and down

With people tramping in to town.
If I could find a higher tree

Farther and farther I should see,

To where the grown-up river slips

Into the sea among the ships,
To where the roads on either hand

Lead onward into fairy land,

Where all the children dine at five,

And all the playthings come alive.

(“Foreign Lands”, “A Child’s Garden of Verses”).
The workings of Stevenson’s imaginative mind are masterfully revealed in all his novels and poems, singing the joy of freedom and the open road.
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“Now I wonder”, said Stevenson, “what I inherit from the old minister. I must suppose, indeed, that he was fond of preaching sermons, and so am I”. It seems it was from his maternal grandfather that he inherited and developed his gift of story-telling.
And there was one more person who “led” Robert “through the uneven land” and “made” his “childish days rejoice!”. It was Alison Gunningham, his dear nurse, his “second Mother”. To her, “the angel of his infant life”, Stevenson devoted “A Child’s Garden of Verse”, probably the favourite among his volumes of poetry:

From the sick child, now well and old,
Take, nurse, the little book you hold.

A Child’s Garden of Verses
To Alison Cunningham From Her Boy
For the long nights you lay awake

And watched for my unworthy sake:

For your most comfortable hand 

That led me through the uneven land:
For all the story-books you read: 

For all the pains you comforted: 

For all you pitied, all you bore, 

In sad and happy days of yore…

                                          R. L. S. 
“Over the Hills and Far Away!”
For one and all, or high or low,
Will lead you where you wish to go;

And one and all go night and day

Over the hills and far away!

R. L. Stevenson, “A Song of the Road”
At the age of eleven Robert’s health had improved, so his parents prepared him for the University of Edinburgh, planning him to follow his father and grandfather and great-grandfather as a lighthouse engineer. During this period he read widely. Among Stevenson's own early favorite books, which influenced his imagination and thinking, were Shakespeare's Hamlet, Dumas's adventure tale of the elderly D'Artagan, Vicomte de Bragelone, and Walt Whitman's Leaves of Grass, "a book which tumbled the world upside down for me, blew into space a thousand cobwebs of genteel and ethical illusion, and having thus shaken my tabernacle of lies, set me back again upon a strong foundation of all the original and manly virtues” (7).
Stevenson entered the University at seventeen to study engineering. Soon he discovered he had neither the scientific mind nor physical endurance to succeed as an engineer. When his father took him for a voyage he found that, instead of being interested in lighthouse construction, his mind was teeming with wonderful romances about the coast and the islands which they visited. According to C. O. Peare, “Stevenson was rather tall by the time he was seventeen, but he was thin and frail-looking and hollow-chested. His hair had turned brown and he let it grow long like a poet. That made his long, narrow face look even longer. His eyes were his most attractive feature. They were big and deep and bright” (3).
Due to his ill health, he had to abandon his plans to follow in his father's footsteps. Stevenson changed to law and in 1875 he was called to the Scottish bar. By then he had already started to write travel sketches, essays, and short stories for magazines. His first articles were published in The Edinburgh University Magazine (1871) and The Portofolio (1873) (7). 

As the climate of Scotland was bad to Stevenson’s delicate health, he had to leave “hills of home, hills of sheep, and the homes of the silent vanished races, and winds, austere and pure”. It was in 1880 when R. L. S. started traveling worldwide in search of a healthier climate.

“Requiem”
Presentiment of imminent death
The summer of 1884. Hyeres, the south of France. Stevenson felt worse than ever. His wife Fanny sat by his bed day and night. Every breath might be his last. Besides he could hardly see as he had caught an infection in his eyes and he got rheumatism in one leg. He was so weak that he was not even permitted to speak. His right arm was fastened to his side so that he would not have another hemorrhage. If he wanted to tell Fanny anything, he wrote a note with his left hand. And he had the courage to write a few verses with his left hand (3). One of those was his famous “Requiem”. Robert Louis Stevenson meant it for his own epitaph wishing to be buried “under the wide and starry sky” because he thought he was going to die. Thus, “Requiem” voices the poet’s presentiment of imminent death. But this time R. L. S. survived and “Requiem” was destined to become part of his poetic heritage.

“The Vagabond”
Now that we have found out under what circumstances R. L. S. decided to write the epitaph for himself let us turn to the second item of our research, i. e. what the poet implied by using the simple words “the sailor - sea”, “the hunter – the hill”. After exploring Stevenson’s poetry dated to the period of 1884-1886 that included his hardest days in Hyeres we have discovered that the cycle of poems “A Child’s Garden of Verses” may shed light on the object of our study. Let us compare the lines of “Requiem” with those of “The Land of Story-Books” (“A Child’s Garden of Verses”). See the table below.
	Requiem
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Under the wide and starry sky,
Dig the grave and let me lie.

Glad did I live and gladly die,

And I laid me down with a will.
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This be the verse you grave for me:

Here he lies where he longed to be;

Home is the sailor, home from sea,
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And the hunter home from the hill.

	The Land of Story-Books
At evening when the lamp is lit,

Around the fire my parents sit;

They sit at home and talk and sign,

And do not play at anything.

Now, with my little gun, I crawl

All in the dark along the wall,

And follow round the forest track
Away behind the sofa back.

There, in the night, where none can spy,

All in my hunter’s camp I lie,

And play at books that I have read

Till it is time to go to bed.

There are the hills, these are the woods,

These are my starry solitudes;

And there the river by whose brink

The roaring lions come to drink.

I see the others far away

As if in firelit camp they lay,

And I, like to an Indian scout,

Around their party prowled about.

So, when my nurse comes in for me,

Home I return across the sea,

And go to bed with backward looks

At my dear land of Story-books.



Interpreting the table we can draw the following conclusions.
First. The line “Home is the sailor, home from sea” echoes the words “Home I return across the sea” from “The Land of Story-Books”.

As it follows from our research, the poet was destined to enjoy the sea by birth, the romantic streak of his nature and by his ill health. No wonder why the sea is the scene where many of his writings are set and he pities “the sailor ashore”.

Pity the bird that has wandered!

Pity the sailor ashore!

Hurry him home to the ocean,

Let him come here no more!

(“A Visit from the Sea”).

So the words “the sailor – sea” are related to the author himself reflecting his nature of “the Vagabond” and his associations with sea, adventure and open road.
Let the blow fall soon or late,

Let what will be o'er me;

Give the face of earth around,
And the road before me.

Wealth I ask not, hope nor love,

Nor a friend to know me;

All I ask, the heaven above

And the road below me.

(“The Vagabond”, “The Songs of Travel”).

Note: A vagabond is someone who wanders from place to place and has no home or job (old-fashioned) (8).

Second, the line “And the hunter home from the hill” is closely connected with Robert’s hunting experiences as described in “The Land of Story-Books”: “my gun, the forest track, my hunter’s camp, the hills, the woods, the roaring lions…” Stevenson’s imagination preserved the vividness of his boyhood’s visions, fantasies and emotions to the last.

All this leads to the conclusion that “the sailor” and “the hunter” is Stevenson himself and “home” symbolizes the place where the poet could find eternal peace and quiet.

Last Years

Wealth I ask not, hope nor love, 

Nor a friend to know me; 

All I ask, the heaven above 

And the road below me.
R. L. Stevenson, “Songs of Travel”
R. L. S. died ten years after he had written “Requiem”. His restless mind and rich imagination found peace and home far away from the “hills of home”, from his native Scotland. In June 1888 Stevenson, still in search of health, accompanied by his family set out for the South Seas, setting down on the island of Upolu in what is now Samoa.
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Here, after two aborted attempts to visit Scotland he established himself, upon his estate, which he named Vailima (“Five Rivers”). There Stevenson gained the affection of the natives, who knew him as Tusitala (teller of tales). 

For a time during 1894, Stevenson felt depressed; he wondered if he had exhausted his creative vein and completely worked himself out. He wrote that he had "overworked bitterly". He even feared that he might again become a helpless invalid. He rebelled against this idea: "I wish to die in my boots; no more land of counterpane for me. To be drowned, to be shot, to be thrown from a horse - ay, to be hanged rather than pass again through that slow dissolution." He then suddenly had a return of his old energy and began work on Weir of Hermiston. "It's so good that it frightens me," he is reported to have exclaimed. He felt that this was the best work he had done. He was convinced, "sick or well, I have had splendid life of it, grudge nothing, regret very little ... take it all over, I would hardly change with any man of my time" (5).
Without knowing it, he was to have his wish fulfilled. During the morning of December 3, 1894, he had worked hard as usual on Weir of Hermiston. During the evening, while conversing with his wife and straining to open a bottle of wine, he suddenly fell to the ground. He died within a few hours, probably of a cerebral hemorrhage, at the age of 44. The natives insisted on surrounding his body with a watch-guard during the night (5).
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They carried their Tusitala several miles upon their shoulders to the top of a cliff overlooking the sea, where he was buried “under the wide and starry sky…”.

“Under the wide and starry sky…”

Conclusions
We have to conclude that:

First. Robert Louis Stevenson wrote “requiem” during one of the hardest periods of his life. It was the time when the poet thought he was going to die. He meant it for his own epitaph. But R. L. S. got through the crisis and “the verse” was graved on the poet’s tombstone only ten years later. Therefore, he had his “will” fulfilled.

Second. To begin with, we would like to refer to the famous monologue known as “The Seven Ages of Man” (“As You Like It”) by William Shakespeare:
All the world's a stage, 
And all the men and women merely players; 
They have their exits and their entrances; 
And one man in his time plays many parts…

Summing up his life, Stevenson chooses two roles: “the sailor” and “the hunter”. These two simple words accumulate all the colours and richness of his life and reflect the strong romantic streak of his nature.

Thus, the hypothetical answers to the questions we have aimed our research at are partly right. The words “the sailor - sea”, “the hunter – the hill” are symbolic in reference to the poet’s individuality and associated with his life experience and best memories but have nothing to do with any other people.

To crown it all, “Requiem” meant by the author as an epitaph for himself has become Stevenson’s masterpiece. The line “Glad did I live and gladly die” is the evidence of the poet’s courage and stoicism in his life-long battle with a fatal illness.

Supplement

Being written over a hundred years ago, “Requiem” still arouses reader’s response and its lines, which are full of the music of the verse, inspire people to produce new pieces of poetry and music. 

Music by John G. Mackay
Text by R. L. Stevenson
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