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Abstract 

 

In the latter half of the 19th century, Robert Louis Stevenson set off on two journeys 

through Belgium and France, two travels that were to become the subject of his early 

travelogues An Inland Voyage and Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes. In these 

two travelogues Stevenson elaborates extensively on depictions of nature, and through 

these depictions, Stevenson suggests that there exists a special relationship between 

natural beauty and human emotion. In fact, this portrayal of human emotion as bound 

with nature can be considered as significantly Romantic. Consequently, this study 

investigates Stevenson’s depictions of natural beauty from the Romantic 

conceptualizations, the beautiful, the sublime, and the picturesque. However, these 

Romantic theories are subject to various definitions and perceptions by different 

aesthetes and intellectuals. Therefore, in this study a few important Romantic 

philosophers have been given special consideration, those are, Edmund Burke, 

William Gilpin, William Wordsworth, and John Ruskin. The analysis of Stevenson’s 

depictions is conducted by way of discussing excerpts and quotations from 

Stevenson’s writing in relation to these Romantic perspectives. Although these 

travelogues are misplaced as Romantic in terms of period of time, I argue that Robert 

Louis Stevenson’s depictions of natural beauty and human emotion in An Inland 

Voyage and Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes reveal an interesting Romantic 

sensibility, which is founded on a combination of the aesthetic and philosophical 

ideas of the picturesque, the beautiful and the sublime. 

 

Keywords: Robert Louis Stevenson; An Inland Voyage; Travels with a Donkey in the 
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A humble sketcher here laid down his pencil in 

despair. 

- Robert Louis Stevenson1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An Inland Voyage and Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes portray Robert Louis 

Stevenson’s travels through parts of Western Europe in the latter half of the 19th 

century, wherein Stevenson elaborates extensively on depictions of nature. These 

depictions of nature suggest that there exists a special relationship between human 

emotion and natural beauty. This connection is apparent throughout Stevenson’s 

discourse as he contemplates on human emotion and natural beauty. He states, for 

instance, that he finds that the “noble [chestnut] trees . . . have a certain palm-like air 

that impresses the imagination”, and that “to look down upon” these “old 

unconquerable chestnuts . . . is to rise to higher thoughts of the powers that are in 

Nature” (68-69 in TDC). He states also, for example, that he believes that “[t]here is 

nothing so much alive, and yet so quiet, as a woodland”, which he thinks makes “a 

pair of people . . . feel very small and bustling by comparison” (37 in IV). These short 

quotes serve aptly as immediate examples of how Stevenson elaborates on the 

relationship between natural beauty and human emotion, as he contemplates how this 

scenery “impresses” his imagination and makes him feel “small and bustling”. 

Stevenson’s thoughts on nature and human emotion are imitative of ideas 

conceived in Romanticism2; however, Stevenson’s elaborations on human emotion 

                                                
1 See Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes p. 68. 
2 Jerome Mcgann suggests in his work “Rethinking Romanticism”, that it is important to recognize that 
Romanticism is to be distinguished between “‘the romantic period’”, which is “a historical epoch”, and 
“‘romanticism’”, which is “a set of cultural/ideological formations that came to prominence during the 
romantic period”. He suggests that this distinction is significant as (for example) “so much of the work 
of that period is not “‘romantic’” (735), and so much work outside that period may in turn be 
Romantic. In this essay I will discuss how Stevenson’s travel writing deals with notions that have their 
roots in Romanticism, that is, in terms of Romantic ideology.  
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and natural landscape are subject to different interpretations of Romantic3 

abstractions. Stevenson’s depictions of human emotion and natural beauty can be 

analyzed in terms of different aesthetic conceptualizations that indeed were conceived 

in Romanticism. I examine Stevenson’s depictions of nature and human emotion 

essentially from the Romantic theories of the sublime, the beautiful and the 

picturesque. Examples from Stevenson’s works will be introduced and discussed in 

relation to these theoretical perspectives. However, for the sake of this discussion, it is 

necessary to first give a brief account of how these Romantic conceptualizations are 

characterized and elaborated in relation to this topic, as perceptions of these terms can 

vary among different aesthetes and intellectuals. Accordingly, the sublime was an 

aesthetic as well as a philosophical and psychological concept among the Romantics, 

which was significantly dealt with by artists and intellectuals as a way of regarding 

and “describing the grandeur of religious, literary and visual experiences” (Janowitz 

55). The sublime as a way of perceiving the grandeur of (for example) a visual 

experience is not generally an act of praising the beauty of landscape based “solely on 

formal aesthetic criteria (the harmony of colours or arrangements of lines)”, but rather 

“the power of places to arouse the mind to sublimity”, that is, the power to arouse our 

mind to a regard for landscape or natural scenery that suggests “that the universe is 

mightier than we are” (De Botton 165-169 original parenthesis). Contrarily, the 

beautiful can be distinguished from the sublime. Indeed, Edmund Burke elaborates 

extensively on this subject in his treatise, A Philosophical Enquiry Into the Origin of 

Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful, in which he argues that the sublime and the 

beautiful “are indeed ideas of very different nature, one being founded on pain, [the 

sublime] the other on pleasure [the beautiful]”. Burke argues that the beautiful objects 

in nature are “small . . . smooth and polished”, whereas the sublime objects in nature 

are “vast” and “rugged”. However, Burke also recognizes that these aspects are the 

general rule of differentiation, and both sublimity and beauty “may vary . . . from the 

direct nature of their causes” (296-297). Therefore, Burke distinguishes between these 

two aesthetic perceptions and suggests that they are founded as opposites, and thereof 

cannot be representative of the same depiction of natural scenery. In addition, the 

picturesque is a third aesthetic perspective on landscape, which seeks to contrast the 
                                                                                                                                       
 
3 In this paper “Romantic” is thoroughly spelt with the initial capital letter, as this does not confuse the 
meaning of the word with the common English word “romantic”, which has different connotations (see 
Oxford English Dictionary). 
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two notions of the sublime and the beautiful. It is an aesthetic concept that connects 

landscape and travel. And it was, at the time of its inception in the end of the 18th 

century, an aesthetic idea that had “educated and leisured” travelers seeking to find 

beautiful views in the countryside, views which resembled those portrayed in art from 

the previous century. One of the principal names associated with the inception of the 

picturesque is William Gilpin, and later also the art critic John Ruskin who continued 

to develop and question the concept of the picturesque in the mid to late 19th century 

(Farr 197-199). Although these travelogues are misplaced as Romantic in terms of 

period of time, I argue that Robert Louis Stevenson’s depictions of natural beauty and 

human emotion in An Inland Voyage and Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes 

reveal an interesting Romantic sensibility, which is founded on a combination of the 

aesthetic and philosophical ideas of the picturesque, the beautiful and the sublime.  

Stevenson establishes in Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes that his idea 

of acquiring pleasure in landscape is founded on his individual sensibility of natural 

beauty. He states, for instance, that upon regarding the scenic qualities of “Cheylard” 

and “Luc”, that he finds the landscape of these two areas to be “like the worst of the 

Scottish Highlands, only worse; cold, naked, and ignoble, scant of wood, scant of 

heather, scant of life”, whereby he concludes that it is beyond him “why any one 

should desire to visit either Luc or Cheylard” (31-32). However, having first 

established this unpleasant view of the scenery, which ought to be understood as a 

suggestion as to the general perception, he elaborates on why he finds traveling 

through this landscape to be pleasurable:  

For my part, I travel not to go anywhere, but to go. I travel for travel’s 
sake. The great affair is to move; to feel the needs and hitches of our 
life more nearly; to come down off this feather-bed of civilisation, and 
find the globe granite underfoot and strewn with cutting flints. Alas, as 
we get up in life, and are more preoccupied with our affairs, even a 
holiday is a thing that must be worked for. To hold a pack upon a pack-
saddle against a gale out of the freezing north is no high industry, but it 
is one that serves to occupy and compose the mind. And when the 
present is so exacting, who can annoy himself about the future? (32)  
 

This passage is one of the most significant passages of either of the two travelogues, 

as it reveals aspects of Stevenson’s idea of why and how he may experience nature in 

its most authentic sense. He means to evoke emotions of sensation by feeling “the 

needs and hitches of our life more nearly”, which he claims to be a question of 

“[coming] down off this feather-bed of civilisation”. And by placing the softness of 
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the allegorical “feather-bed” against the reality of “the globe granite” that is “strewn 

with cutting flints”, he emphasizes his intention to become a part of nature and to 

experience nature in its authentic sense, he is eager to form his personal experience of 

nature’s beauty. Therefore, Stevenson’s attitude towards nature and human emotion is 

dependent on certain psychological limitations and realizations. Dabney Townsend 

refers (in “The Picturesque”) to this kind of psychological pattern as “mental 

operations”, wherein natural beauty becomes the cause of subjective “emotional 

responses” of the perceiver; that is, it is the specific and individual emotional 

experience that creates a notion of beauty (372). Being aware of the general 

perception of his situation, Stevenson elaborates on his personal stance towards this 

matter and confirms that it is  “no high industry” “[t]o hold a pack upon a pack-saddle 

against a gale out of the freezing north”, wherein the reference to industry carries 

symbolic connotations, as he also contrasts aspects of urbanization with that of nature 

and the rural. And he concludes that this is an “affair” that “serves to occupy and 

compose [his] mind”, which can be understood as a reference to the health that he 

derives from being one with nature, as opposed to the sickness of the industrialized 

environment of the life in the city.  

 Stevenson’s notion of “travel[ing] for travel’s sake” is also interesting from a 

Wordsworthian aspect. Because in similarity with William Wordsworth (as he puts it 

in his “Preface” to Lyrical Ballads), Stevenson chooses a situation that enables him to 

“more nearly” “feel the needs and hitches of our life” (32), which is similar to 

Wordsworth’s theory of why “humble and rustic life” (33) is the most apt condition 

for Romantic contemplation. Wordsworth argues that  

. . . in that condition [of life] the essential passions of the heart find a 
better soil in which they can attain their maturity, are less under 
restraint, and speak a plainer and more empathic language. . . . In that 
condition of life our elementary feelings coexist in a state of greater 
simplicity, and, consequently, may be more accurately contemplated, 
and more forcibly communicated. . . . (33)  

 
Therefore, by choosing to “come down off [the] feather-bed of civilisation”, 

Stevenson sets himself up for unforeseeable emotional responses in nature. Thus, he 

may also (as Wordsworth puts it) allow his “essential passions” to “speak a plainer 

and more empathic language”, a phenomenon which ultimately renders him capable 

of “more forcibly” communicating his emotions through his Romantic perspective. 

This is significant, as he therefore may become a better “translator” of emotions, a 
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concept that Wordsworth emphasizes as crucial for the Romantic concerned with true 

representation of “that which the real passion itself suggests” (35). Consequently, 

Stevenson’s theory of “travel[ing] for travels sake” (32) suggests that he shares 

Wordsworth’s idea of how to acquire authentic representation of natural scenery in a 

passionate regard. In fact, Stevenson’s embrace for the Wordsworthian rusticity of 

traveling is apparent already in the very title of Stevenson’s travelogue, for he travels 

with a donkey, and not with the presumed flair of the British gentleman. The symbolic 

significance of the donkey is embraced by William Gilpin (in “On Picturesque 

Beauty”) as well, who states that “we admire more” the “ass” than the “horse” with 

regards to picturesque beauty (52).  

Stevenson’s sensibility of beauty in landscape is, indeed, eminently Romantic 

in terms of philosophical origin. Herbert M. Schueller argues (in “Romanticism 

Reconsidered”) that “[r]omanticism . . . allied man with nature to recognize, not [his] 

lordliness over it . . . but his membership in it”. He also suggests that the Romantics 

acknowledged that the mind has a limited ability to cope with “that which is far 

greater and far more enigmatic than he, [the Romantic as a human being]”, whereby 

Schueller suggests that “[m]an identifies himself with nature to rise above and include 

that which physically and conceptually is beyond him” (366). This can be seen in 

Stevenson’s Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes, as he explicitly states that he 

seeks to “come down of this feather-bed of civilisation” in order to “feel the needs 

and hitches of our life more nearly”. Thus he does, in Schueller’s terms, strive to 

“recognize . . . his membership in [nature]” (366). This is a significant aspect of 

Stevenson’s Romantic view of nature, as he therefore gives himself the physical 

conditions that might provide him with the most authentic emotional responses 

towards nature.  

Moreover, by recognizing his “membership” in nature (as Schueller 366 

describes it), Stevenson allows himself to gain radical perceptions of positive pleasure 

and beauty in nature, which challenges preexisting societal notions of pleasure and 

positive emotions. These radical ideas are made explicit in the chapter “A Night 

Among the Pines” (in TDC). In this chapter Stevenson challenges ideas of habitable 

conventions by choosing to lie down in “a dell of green turf” in the woods instead of 

spending the night at an ordinary inn. This is interesting as Stevenson elaborates on 

the emotional responses that this evokes in him, stating that he believes that “[w]hat 

seems a kind of temporal death to people choked between walls and curtains, is only a 
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light and living slumber to the man who sleeps afield” (54). He intensifies the 

emotional aspects of this depiction as he describes conventional housing as 

“[choking]” people into a “temporal death”, whereas he declares that sleeping “afield” 

supplies the man with the pleasure of “a light and living slumber”. In fact, he states 

later on that he “thought of horror of the inn at Chasseradès and the congregated 

nightcaps” (55), thereby continuing to challenge the notion of real human pleasure, 

suggesting that humanity’s relationship to nature needs to be scrutinized and 

questioned. Additionally, the Romantic concept of being one with nature instead of 

secluding oneself from it, provides for Stevenson a significant philosophical 

revelation as he states that he had “rediscovered one of those truths which are 

revealed to savages and hid from political economists”, or that he had “at least . . . 

discovered a new pleasure for [himself]” (56). Therefore, the Romantic preoccupation 

of finding the truth of human emotion by engaging on equal terms with nature, 

becomes evident in Stevenson’s Romantic philosophy on the relationship between 

nature and human emotion, especially as he challenges societal conventions and 

chooses to (or, perhaps, is emotionally compelled to) “[escape] out of the Bastille of 

civilisation”, and instead “become . . . a mere kindly animal and sheep of Nature’s 

flock” (55). Thereby, he develops a Romantic rhetoric that draws on the sharp 

antithesis of the “Bastille”, which he argues to be synonymous with conventions of 

civilized life, and being a “sheep of Nature’s flock”, which in his regard is 

synonymous with freedom. Thus, Stevenson possesses a sensibility of natural beauty 

that stems from ideas that are significantly Romantic, in the sense that Schueller 

argues is a way for “[man to identify] himself with nature to rise above and include 

that which physically and conceptually is beyond him” (366). And through this 

Romantic philosophy, Stevenson claims to have “rediscovered” one of the “truths” of 

the relationship between human emotion and natural beauty. 

The recognition of the pleasure of being one with nature persists throughout 

Stevenson’s depictions, which is profoundly influenced by his Romantic 

predecessors, such as Wordsworth. Indeed, William A. Madden suggests that 

Wordsworth introduced, in the early 19th century, a new perspective on natural 

beauty, “which exercised a profound influence, in England at least, through the rest of 

the century” (71). Thus, Madden declares that Romantic ideas persisted throughout 

the Victorian period. This, Madden suggests, rendered a sort of “Victorian 

sensibility”, in which the latter part of this period (just around the time Stevenson 
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wrote and published An Inland Voyage and Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes) 

saw a “retreat into individual preferences”, which was a “reaction among sensitive 

people away from what seemed the endemic brutality and ugliness of industrial 

society . . . which broke over England in the ‘seventies”, a movement that “had begun 

with the Romantics” (90-91). Consequently, the Victorian sensibility is rather a 

Romantic sensibility. And “the retreat into individual preferences” is overt in 

Stevenson’s sensibility, for he embarks not only on An Inland Voyage in terms of 

geographical direction, but also on a journey inwards into himself: 

I had dwindled into quite a little thing in a corner of myself. I was 
isolated in my own skull. Thoughts presented themselves unbidden; 
they were not my thoughts, they were plainly some one else’s; and I 
considered them like part of the landscape. I take it, in short, that I was 
about as near Nirvana as would be convenient in practical life; and if 
this be so, I make the Buddhists my sincere compliments; ’tis an 
agreeable state . . . not exactly profitable in a money point of view, but 
very calm, golden, and incurious . . . . It may be best figured by 
supposing yourself to get dead drunk, and yet keep sober to enjoy it. 
(99 IV)   
 

In this passage Stevenson depicts the mental state of tranquility that his voyage into 

nature and into himself brings about. His reference to his thoughts as being “part of 

the landscape” connects his pleasant mental state to the natural beauty in which he 

travels. The reference to this mental state as being “agreeable”, though “not 

profitable” in terms of monetary earnings, convey the kind of resentment of 

industrialization that Madden suggests compelled “sensitive people” to escape, and 

for Stevenson this resulted in his Inland Voyage, of which he finds that “this frame of 

mind was the great exploit of our voyage . . . [i]t was the farthest piece of travel 

accomplished” (99). Stevenson’s recognition of his membership in nature and 

detachment of humanity is emphasized herein, for he concludes that he becomes “the 

happiest animal in France” (100). Furthermore, his expression of “great exploit” in 

referring to his emotional gain of being in nature, is also a rhetorical phrasing with 

regards to the negative connotations of the exploits of industrial society in nature.  

The pleasure that is to be acquired by engaging into a close relationship with 

nature is repeatedly depicted in a beautiful perspective in Stevenson’s writing. He 

contemplates on his feelings towards nature in an early passage:  

I wish our way had always lain among woods. Trees are the most civil 
society. An old oak that has been growing where he stands since before 
the Reformation, taller than many spires, more stately than the greater 
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part of mountains, and yet a living thing, liable to sickness and death, 
like you and me: is not that in itself a speaking lesson of history? But 
acres on acres of such patriarchs continuously rooted, their green tops 
billowing in the wind, their stalwart younglings pushing up about their 
knees: a whole forest, healthy and beautiful, giving colour to the light, 
giving perfume to the air: what is this but the most imposing piece in 
nature’s repertoire? (38 IV)  
 

This passage is interesting as it contains several instances of praise for nature’s 

beauty; but even more significantly, it contains emotions of pleasure in natural beauty. 

In fact, by contemplating a wish for their (Stevenson and his companion’s) journey to 

solely have “lain among woods”, Stevenson concentrates the attention towards the 

pleasantness of being close to nature. And by suggesting that “[trees] are the most 

civil society”, he develops a sense of nature as more than beautiful scenery; he 

develops a sense of life within this beautiful scenery. Moreover, as he introduces the 

term “civil society” in reference to the woods, he puts himself on more equal terms 

with the scenery, a notion that clearly resonates his later becoming “the happiest 

animal in France” (100 IV). As such, the pleasantness of nature’s society emerges as a 

significant aspect of Stevenson’s Romantic sensibility. 

The notion of being on equal terms with nature (if these be equal) is 

intensified throughout Stevenson’s romantic depictions of the woods. Even though he 

states that the “old oak”, which is “taller than many spires, [and] more stately than the 

greater part of mountains”, and which has been “growing where he stands” for many 

hundred years, he also emphasizes that even these grand and beautiful trees are “liable 

to sickness and death, like you and me”. As such, he recognizes that humans and 

objects of nature, such as trees in this particular example, are equal in the sense of life 

and death in its barest meaning. Indeed, I suggest that by distinguishing this shared 

physical feature, Stevenson intensifies the degree of sensation in terms of human 

emotion in relation to the beauty of natural scenery. 

However, Stevenson also recognizes that nature’s beauty has a humbling 

effect for the human heart. As he states that “acres on acres full of such patriarchs” 

form “a whole forest, healthy and beautiful” that lends “colour to the light, [and gives] 

perfume to the air”, he depicts not only a sense of beauty in the scenery but also a 

sense of its greatness. This sensation appears more difficult to grasp for Stevenson as 

he contemplates whether this is not “the most imposing piece in nature’s repertoire”. 

Having previously established himself as a part of the scenery, rather than being a 
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mere observer, he ventures once again to become the external observer of this 

scenery, and is left with a striking emotion of positive humility for nature’s beauty. 

Therefore, he allows himself a sober positioning with the chance to contemplate and 

understand the true might of this “imposing piece” of natural scenery, thereby 

adhering to the Romantic idea of becoming part of nature, an idea which, according to 

Schueller, allows the individual to ascend to higher thoughts and understandings of 

the world (366). This idea provides for Stevenson a realization of nature’s true beauty, 

and renders him able to more strongly depict it as such.  

The emotion of positive humility that Stevenson experiences in this passage is, 

in fact, an emotion of sublimity. It is at least so in Burke’s understanding of the 

sublime, for Burke argues that sublimity is a sensation that must be regarded in 

various degrees, and he explicitly states that one of the “inferior effects” of the 

sublime is an emotion of “reverence” (130). He also contrasts the notion of sublimity 

to that of beauty in natural objects, stating that “[i]t is not the oak . . . or any of the 

robust trees of the forest which we consider as beautiful; they are awful and majestic; 

they inspire a sort of reverence” (266 emphasis added). In Burke’s notion the woods 

are not beautiful, as they are too robust to inspire an emotion of beauty. As such, 

Stevenson’s emotion of positive humility towards these woods can be understood as a 

lower degree of sublimity. And in addition to reverence, Burke also recognizes 

“greatness of dimension” (152) to be a cause of sublimity; however, he also states that 

of all different possible dimensions “length strikes least” in comparison to “height, or 

depth”, although depth is far more sublime than height; that is, height equals to look 

up an abject, and depth equals to look down an object (153). It is thus possible to 

distinguish Stevenson’s reference to the greatness of the woods as the lesser 

dimensions of sublimity, as he speaks of them in terms of “acres” (which is length) 

and being “taller than many spires” (height). Consequently, Stevenson’s depiction of 

the oak woods can be understood as evoked by an emotion of the most “inferior” 

degrees of the sublime.   

Evidently, Stevenson’s depictions of beauty in nature relate to Burke’s notion 

and definitions of sublimity and beauty in nature, although additional perspectives can 

be related. And as Stevenson was not only a literary artist but a keen painter as well, 

his depictions of beautiful landscapes may be investigated from this aspect. Stevenson 

says about himself that he was “a literary man, who drew landscapes and was going to 

write a book” (37 TDC). This is interesting because it reveals further why and how he 
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works with beauty and pleasure in his depictions. Liz Farr suggests that Stevenson 

was “indebted to [John] Ruskin” on his accounts on how to regard “excursive sight” 

in nature (201). And, in fact, John Ruskin was at the time of the mid 19th century 

“England’s leading critic of the visual arts” (Farr 200), which makes his thoughts on 

beauty and landscape important when considering Stevenson’s depictions of natural 

scenery in relation to human emotion.  

Although Ruskin’s theories on beauty and landscape are significant with 

regards to Stevenson, Gilpin’s theories on the subject should initially be considered. 

Gilpin elaborates (in “On Picturesque Beauty”) on how to acquire a picturesque sense 

of nature. Gilpin suggests that the picturesque is different from the beautiful, in the 

sense that the beautiful “please[s] the eye in [its] natural state” whereas the 

picturesque “please[s] from some quality, capable of being illustrated in painting” 

(34-35 original emphasis). Therefore, the picturesque depiction is not based on the 

same qualities as the beautiful. Indeed, Gilpin rebukes Burke’s definition of the 

beautiful:  

Mr. Burke, enumerating the properties of beauty, considers smoothness 
as one of the most essential. “A very considerable part of the effect of 
beauty, says he, is owing to this quality: indeed the most considerable: 
for take any beautiful object, and give it a broken, and rugged surface, 
and however well-formed it may be in other respects, it pleases no 
longer . . .”. (38-39 original emphasis)  
 

Gilpin argues that the picturesque beauty originates from the exact opposite qualities 

to those in Burke’s definition of the beautiful, for instead of being “neat and smooth”, 

the picturesque beauty requires “roughness” (40 original emphasis). Stevenson’s 

depictions of landscape resonate with Gilpin’s thoughts of the picturesque beauty:  

I beheld suddenly a fine wild landscape to the south. High rocky hills, 
as blue as sapphire, closed the view, and between these lay ridge upon 
ridge, heathery, craggy, the sun glittering on veins of rock, the 
underwood clambering in the hollows, as rude as God made them at 
first. There was not a sign of man’s hand in all the prospect . . . .” (35-
36 TDC)  
 

The depiction of this view relates to Gilpin’s definition of picturesque beauty as being 

dependent upon qualities suited to be painted, as Stevenson incorporates the 

roughness of the “rocky hills” with the “craggy” “ridges”, as well as explicitly 

contemplating the scenery in terms of light and coloring, such aspects as are relevant 

for painting. Furthermore, Stevenson later on declares that upon regarding this view 
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he feels that “[i]t was grateful to come . . . upon a scene of some attraction for the 

human heart”, and that “if landscapes were sold, like the sheets of characters of my 

boyhood, one penny plain and twopence coloured, I should go the length of twopence 

every day of my life” (36 TDC). The connection between Stevenson’s affection for 

landscape in this depiction and Gilpin’s theory of picturesque beauty is evident.  

Additionally, the suddenness of which Stevenson depicts these picturesque 

views is another phenomenon that Gilpin emphasizes as significant for the emotional 

effect of the picturesque beauty, as Gilpin states that there is no “greater pleasure 

[than] when a scene of grandeur bursts unexpectedly upon the eye” (108). 

Furthermore, this suddenness is also related to Stevenson’s attitude of embracing 

Wordsworth’s notion of rusticity, whereby the very rusticity enables the acquisition of 

picturesque beauty. Stevenson elaborates on this notion in stating that  

[i]t was a furious windy morning, with a sky much cleared, and long 
and potent intervals of sunshine; and I wandered until dinner in the 
wild country to the east, sorely staggered and beaten upon by the gale, 
but rewarded with some striking views. (49 TDC) 
 

In this passage the rusticity is apparent through Stevenson’s reference to the weather 

conditions that are not a pleasurable aspect, per se, as he finds himself “sorely 

staggered and beaten upon by the gale” in the “furious windy morning”. However, as 

he engages with nature on these terms he also feels “rewarded with some striking 

views”. It is compelling to relate Stevenson’s emotion of reward of the views to 

Gilpin’s notion that stresses the relation of suddenness and picturesque beauty. The 

overall depiction of the landscape with the “sky much cleared” that allows for the 

“potent intervals of sunshine” carries unmistakably picturesque connotations as well.  

In addition to Gilpin’s ideas on the picturesque beauty, two aspects of 

Ruskin’s theories regarding beauty and landscape can be related to Stevenson’s 

depictions of picturesque beauty. Indeed, Ruskin declares (in Lectures on Landscape) 

that depicting landscape “is to be a passionate representation” of things, something 

he explains “must be done . . . with strength and depth of soul”, and he maintains that 

“if you are without strong passions, you cannot be a painter at all” (33 original 

emphasis). And Stevenson stating that he finds the landscape to be of “attraction for 

[his] human heart” (36), resonates well with Ruskin’s theories of the passionate 

aspects of acquiring picturesque beauty.  
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However, the relation between Ruskin and Stevenson may be discussed 

further, for while Ruskin first and foremost was an art critic, he also encouraged 

people to conduct the act of “word painting”. He meant that word-paintings helped the 

artist to understand the beautiful qualities of a view, and suggested that by thoroughly 

engaging with one’s perceptions of the scenery it would lend the word-painting the 

most “authentic representation” (see De Botton 230-231). Both word-paintings and 

passionate representations clearly emerge in Stevenson’s depictions:    

. . . the river before us was one sheet of intolerable glory. On either 
hand, meadows and orchards bordered, with a margin of sedge and 
water flowers, upon the river. The hedges were of great height, woven 
about the trunks of hedgerow elms; and the fields, as they were often 
very small, looked like a series of bowers along the stream. . . . The 
heaven was bare of clouds. The atmosphere, after the rain, was of 
enchanting purity. The river doubled among the hillocks, a shining 
strip of mirror glass; and the dip of the paddles set the flowers shaking 
along the brink. (21 IV)  

 
By describing the river as “one sheet of intolerable glory”, and by saying that the 

“hedges [are] woven around the trunks”, and also stating that the river appears like “a 

strip of mirror glass”, Stevenson means to create depth and life into the imagery. 

Indeed, instead of saying that the sun is shining and the sky is blue, he finds 

expressions that imbed more emotion into the picture; he says that, “the heaven was 

bare of clouds” and that the river was like “a shining strip of mirror glass”. Thus, he 

creates a passionate word-painting of the landscape, which is different from a mere 

description of the scenery. Moreover, he intensifies the passionate representation of 

the scenery by stating that the river is “of intolerable glory” and that he believes the 

“atmosphere” to be of “enchanting purity”. Therefore, it is evident in this passage that 

Stevenson draws on some of Ruskin’s theories on how to represent landscape in the 

passionate and beautiful sense. Indeed, Stevenson reveals his passions through these 

conventions as a way of understanding the emotional responses that the very scenery 

evokes in him. He incorporates, in his sensibility of nature and human emotion, 

aesthetic tools of understanding the significance of beholding nature, as has been 

described by John Ruskin as “passionate representation” (33), where the significance 

of depicting landscape lies both with profound understanding of the passions, as well 

as with aesthetic excellence. 

 This passage, which has been discussed in terms of Ruskin’s concept of word-

paintings, also shows the kind of Romantic discourse of natural scenery that 
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Townsend discusses in his work “The Picturesque”. Townsend describes this 

Romantic discourse in terms of “evocative language”; that is, language that evokes an 

emotional response in its reader. Moreover, he suggests that “evocative language” is 

meant to “translate the visual”, which he describes altogether as a “picturesque 

attitude” towards landscape, so the picturesque attitude towards landscape relates art, 

poetry, and travel writing (371). The idea of translating the visual, as it were, is 

brought forth in Wordsworth’s “Preface” to Lyrical Ballads too, as he states that, “it is 

impossible for the Poet to produce upon all occasions language as exquisitely fitted 

for the passions, as that which the real passion itself suggests”, meaning that certain 

depictions are more challenging to shape in terms of expressions that accurately 

convey the emotions concerned. However, he suggests that the writer ought to 

“consider himself as in the situation of a translator” (35), and ought thus to find the 

most suitable “evocative language” (as in Townsend’s notion), in order to achieve the 

most authentic conveyance of an emotional experience.  

Townsend argues, further, that the later concepts of the picturesque “in 

subsequent romanticism . . . replaces the earlier aesthetics of nature as an idealization 

of confused ideas”, and proposes instead that the picturesque attitude towards natural 

scenery revolves around “a nature that expresses emotions and aesthetic qualities 

from the sublime to the beautiful” (373). Therefore, Townsend emphasizes the 

significance of Burke’s theories of the sublime and the beautiful; however, instead of 

placing Burke’s theories aside and distinct from the aesthetic concept of the 

picturesque, he emphasizes how the sublime and the beautiful are placed within the 

aesthetic which he refers to as a “picturesque attitude” (371). In fact, Townsend’s 

definition of the picturesque attitude clearly relates to the theories of picturesque 

beauty that were established by Gilpin, whose opinion on the matter is as follows: 

 . . . it may be useful to class [picturesque objects] into the sublime, and 
the beautiful; tho, in fact, this distinction is rather inaccurate. Sublimity 
alone cannot make an object picturesque. However grand the 
mountain, or the rock may be, it has no claim to this epithet, unless it’s 
form, it’s colour, or it’s accompaniments have some degree of beauty. . 
. . When we talk therefore of a sublime object, we always understand, 
that it is also beautiful. (105 original emphasis) 

 
Thus, in Gilpin’s view the sublime and the beautiful may always be present when the 

picturesque beauty is considered; consequently, emotions evoked by these notions 

may in a varying degree also be part of the complexity of the picturesque. 
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Townsend’s understanding of the picturesque stresses the significance of “expressive 

properties” in depictions, which is essentially an extensive incorporation of figurative 

language, as a way of conveying the emotional aspects that are present in the 

picturesque beauty (Townsend 372). The concept of expressive properties therefore 

relates to Ruskin’s theories on word-paintings, as well as to Wordsworth’s notion of 

translating the visual, in the sense that aspects of sublimity and beauty may be 

expressed as a combination of affections.  

 In the chapter “The Oise in the Flood” (in IV), Stevenson elaborates on 

depictions of natural scenery and emotional response that combine the sublime and 

the beautiful into a picturesque beauty. Stevenson writes in this chapter that  

[the] light sparkled golden in the dancing poplar leaves, and brought 
the hills into communion with our eyes. And all the while the river 
never stopped running or took breath; and the reeds along the whole 
valley stood shivering from top to toe. 

There should be some myth (but if there is, I know it not) 
founded on the shivering of the reeds. There are not many things in 
nature more striking to man’s eye. It is such an eloquent pantomime of 
terror; and to see such a number of terrified creatures taking sanctuary 
in every nook along the shore, is enough to infect a silly human with 
alarm. (51) 

 
The depiction of this passage is interesting because it is introduced by objects of 

beauty in the form of “the dancing poplar leaves” that sparkle in a golden hue, which 

brings the observers into “communion”. However, the depiction of the “shivering 

reeds” as “a number of terrified creatures” also denotes a sense of terror. Indeed, 

Stevenson declares that the emotional evocation of the reeds invokes in him a sense of 

“alarm”, although he fails to grasp the meaning of this terror until a later passage 

where he himself nearly gets dragged down into the rapid streams of the river, 

whereby he proclaims that “Death himself had me by the heels” (55), and concludes 

that he “had know an idea of [his] own why the reeds so bitterly shivered” (56). 

Therefore, Stevenson’s depiction of the river contains both aspects of beauty and 

sublimity, which consequently corresponds to Gilpin’s theory of the picturesque 

beauty where various degrees of both sublimity and beauty create the picturesque. 

Stevenson indicates that he understands the beauty of the scenery as constituent of the 

combination of beauty and sublimity by stating that  “Pan . . . plays the same air, both 

sweet and shrill, to tell us of the beauty and terror of the world” (51). As such, this 

passage shows how Stevenson places sublimity and beauty within a collective 
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picturesque sense of nature, which is a sensibility (towards nature) that involves 

emotions of both pleasure and terror. 

However, Stevenson’s idea of the picturesque beauty of the river is also, in 

part, rather not as philosophical as it is humorous. The humorous aspects of 

Stevenson’s picturesque attitude can be seen as he states, after having fallen into the 

river, that he “could have given any of [the reeds] a lesson” (56) of the terror of the 

“cruel . . . strong and cold river” (52). The element of irony, as regards the beauty of 

the river, becomes apparent as Stevenson previously states that “[i]f this lively and 

beautiful river were, indeed, a thing of death’s contrivance, the old ashen rogue had 

outwitted himself with us [for] I was living three to the minute”. Stevenson is 

mocking the presumed terror of the river and declares that he had “rarely had better 

profit [in his] life” (52), meaning that he felt more alive than ever, rather than 

experiencing the suggested terror of the river, although only to conclude that before 

long “Death himself had me by the heels”. As a result, the terror of the river 

eventually renders Stevenson as “a breathless sop, with a mingled sense of humor and 

injustice” (55). This aspect of wittiness, which emerges in Stevenson’s picturesque 

attitude towards natural beauty, may be regarded as part of his “individual preference” 

(see Madden 90) of experiencing and depicting nature’s beauty. And, in fact, 

Stevenson was regarded as both a very sensitive and a very witty man by his (then 

future) wife Fanny, who states in a letter that she found Stevenson to be “‘the wittiest 

man [she] ever met.’ But Fanny also found RLS very emotional” (Rankin 99). Thus, 

the aspects of sensitivity and wit of Stevenson’s personality constitute a plausible part 

of his Romantic sensibility.  

Another interesting aspect of the depictions in the passage of the river is 

Stevenson’s use of personifications, as regards the poplar leaves, the river, and the 

reeds. Wordsworth states (in his “Preface” to Lyrical Ballads) that he “utterly 

reject[s]” the use of personifications, as this is merely “an ordinary device” that serves 

“to elevate the style” of poetic discourse. However, he says that it is “a figure of 

speech occasionally prompted by passion” (34), and that this is all the more natural. 

Thus, it is possible to regard Stevenson’s personifications of nature from this 

perspective; that is, that the personification of the river, for instance, as “never . . . 

[taking] breath” is prompted by his passion. And, as has been discussed above, 

Stevenson’s sensibility appears to have him regarding nature in terms of life and 

mortality similar to the reality of human nature; thus, his personifications stem from a 
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particular aspect of his sensibility, one where he senses a shared physicality that 

makes him depict natural beauty from this perspective (compare with the discussion 

above on p. 7-8). In addition, the very circumstances of how he experiences nature are 

also interesting. He does not merely “observe” the river, he experiences the “life” of it 

as he has it carrying him in his canoe on top of it, which causes a particular sensation 

of the river, whereby his passions are prompted (to speak in Wordsworth’s terms) by 

this special relationship between himself and the river. And the personification of the 

river is his “translating” his emotions to the reader and the world.   

 In the next part of this very chapter, Stevenson once more emphasizes the 

pleasurable aspects of the scenery, as he states that: 

Towards afternoon we got fairly drunken with the sunshine and the 
exhilaration of the pace. We could no longer contain ourselves and our 
content. The canoes were too small for us; we must be out and stretch 
ourselves on the shore. And so in a green meadow we bestowed our 
limbs on the grass, and smoked deifying tobacco and proclaimed the 
world excellent. It was the last good hour of the day, and I dwell upon 
it with extreme complacency. (53)  
 

This passage primarily concerns pleasure and beauty, and it is depicted through the 

rhetoric of evocative language (which has been discussed above). As Stevenson 

declares that they felt “drunken with the sunshine”, and that the beauty of the scenery 

forces them to abandon the confinement of the snug canoes only to indulge in the 

pleasant resting in the grass of  “a green meadow”, he draws on the typically 

picturesque sense of beauty in landscape. And he states that they were so emotionally 

moved by this pleasant beauty that they “proclaimed the world excellent”, and he 

states that he “dwell upon” that moment “with extreme complacency”. Evidently, 

Stevenson is compelled to elaborate on his passions in a language that is characteristic 

of the picturesque Romantic discourse that is part of his sensibility of beauty in 

nature.  

Townsend suggests that another aspect of nineteenth century Romanticism is 

that perceptions of beauty in nature shift from being regarded as objective to 

subjective. He argues that instead of beauty in nature being merely revealed 

objectively through art, beauty in nature is understood as a subjective “emotion felt in 

different degrees by different people of different sensibilities” (372); that is, 

emotional aspects are emphasized over aesthetical conventions. In regarding 

Stevenson’s writing from this theory, another critical view of his picturesque sense of 
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nature is made possible. As he speaks of being “drunken with the sunshine” and of 

having a sudden need to “stretch” himself “on the shore” of a “green meadow”, he 

professes a strong emotional response towards the natural beauty of the scenery, 

which reveals how he experiences the beauty of the landscape, subjectively. If it thus 

were possible, in Townsend’s notion, to reveal senses of beauty in “different degrees 

by different people of different sensibilities” (372), Stevenson’s depictions of natural 

beauty spring from a profound degree of such emotional sensibility. This is important 

as it strengthens the argument that Stevenson’s picturesque depictions of nature 

indeed stem from a subjective experience of the sublime and beautiful, which is 

within his picturesque approach towards nature. A subjective experience of nature that 

issues from his psychological mode of perceiving natural beauty; this is a psycho-

aesthetic process which Townsend explains as “Beauty [being] dependent on the 

mind’s response” (372), which relates to the attitude towards natural beauty that 

Gilpin introduced, where emotions of beauty and sublimity forms the picturesque 

understanding of natural beauty. Therefore, Stevenson’s depictions of pleasure and 

terror in natural landscape are dependent upon his emotional response towards nature, 

which is part of his sensibility of acquiring beauty in nature.  

Stevenson also suggests that acquiring beauty and pleasure in nature is 

strongly related to various psychological characteristics of the individual. He states 

that while he “had been led . . . to expect a horrific country”, he finds instead that “to 

[his] Scottish eyes it seemed smiling and plentiful, as the weather still gave an 

impression of high summer to [his] Scottish body” (74). By ascribing himself the 

subjectivity of “Scottish eyes” and a “Scottish body”, Stevenson suggests that his 

emotion of pleasure and beautiful regard for this particular landscape is inevitably 

offset with the natural features of his native environment, which is the Scottish 

landscapes. In this sense, Stevenson’s Romantic sensibility is also, in part, a Scottish 

sensibility. And this suggestion, that acquiring beauty in nature is the result of the 

emotional response of the beholder, again supports Townsend’s notion that acquiring 

beauty in nature is the cause of “emotion felt in different degrees by different people 

of different sensibilities” (372). Consequently, Stevenson suggests that acquiring 

beauty in nature cannot be an objective process, since individual characteristics and 

perceptions render sensibilities to be highly affected by the emotional subjectivity of 

the perceiver. This can be considered as another part of his personality that influences 

his Romantic sensibility.  
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At last, I will add a few concluding remarks concerning Stevenson’s 

depictions of natural beauty and human emotion. Indeed, it has been the objective of 

this discussion to establish that Robert Louis Stevenson’s travelogues, An Inland 

Voyage and Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes, reveal a significantly Romantic 

sensibility of beauty and pleasure in nature. This sensibility is prominently related to 

typically Romantic conceptualizations of aesthetic representation and human emotion 

that has been established and elaborated by, among others, William Wordsworth, 

William Gilpin, John Ruskin and Edmund Burke. The significance of Stevenson’s 

sensibility emerges as a continuation of Romanticism in the Victorian period, which 

relates to common Romantic principles of defying and questioning humanity’s 

conventions of living. Stevenson’s sensibility shows this especially as he strives to 

engage into an equal relationship with nature, whereby he is compelled to “come 

down off [the] feather-bed of civilisation” and “feel the needs and hitches of our life 

more nearly” (32 TDC). However, Stevenson’s Romantic sensibility has also shown 

to be affected by aspects of his personality, as well as the societal changes of his time, 

which may be granted as the great cause of his travels; that is, for instance, his inland 

voyage is really an emotionally inward voyage into himself. Stevenson’s Romantic 

sensibility is that of his own; however, my discussion has shown that theories 

regarding the picturesque beauty offer a principal understanding of Stevenson’s 

attitude towards natural beauty and human emotion. And, in this picturesque attitude, 

the beautiful and sublime are regarded as significant notions of contrast. My study has 

also shown that beauty and human pleasure in nature are dependent on several 

different psychological aspects of perception. I have argued that Stevenson’s 

sensibility and his depictions of human emotion and nature spring from this 

psychological process, which in other terms is referred to as “emotional evocation”. 

Consequently, in understanding Stevenson’s sensibility as this combined psycho-

aesthetic framework where subjectivity of emotion becomes preeminent, a reason for 

further enquiry into continuation of Romantic sensibilities, and concepts of aesthetic 

representation, becomes imperative. 

In addition, I wish to relate a final reflection here to the epigraph on the very 

first page of this paper, which is cited from a passage of one of Stevenson’s 

travelogues. The meaning of the epigraph is metaphorical and it illustrates the 

emotional complexity comprised in Stevenson’s depictions of natural beauty. For by 

stating that “[a] humble sketcher here laid down his pencil in despair”, Stevenson, in a 



  Davidsson 19 

somewhat ironic tone, emphasizes the difficulty in trying to translate the beauty of 

nature into aesthetic representation. As such, the epigraph symbolizes the interesting 

perspective on natural beauty and human emotion that has been the subject of this 

study: Robert Louis Stevenson’s Romantic sensibility.     
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