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			Revisiting the ‘chambers of the brain’: Stevenson’s ‘A Chapter on Dreams’ between Poe and Wilde, with Sherlock Holmes 

			Jean-Pierre Naugrette

			In Stevenson’s essay ‘A Chapter on Dreams’, published by Scribner’s in January 1888, the anonymous narrator, soon coming out as Stevenson himself, uses two related images to describe the place where scenes from man’s past and his dreams join forces. They indeed provide the primary story-lines to be woven into scenarios by his Little People, or Brownies, which the writer, in the morning, will shape into a story: ‘that small theatre of the brain’ or, as he also puts it, ‘the chambers of the brain’. Together with Richard Dury and Richard Ambrosini in a DVD production entitled Il Teatro del cervello (2004),1 I have already worked on the first ‘theatre’ image in relation to Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886). Indeed, Dr Jekyll’s amphitheatre, inherited from a Dr Denman,2 is more often than not referred to as a ‘theatre’, a place where Jekyll-Hyde can change and shift identities like two different actors playing in turn the same part, or persona on what Lacan would call the Scene of the Unconscious. In ‘The Last Night’, Poole, Jekyll’s butler, keeps on referring to Hyde as having ‘a mask upon his face’, or ‘that thing in the mask’3 – certainly not his usual master, as he explains to Mr Utterson. The image corresponds to the etymology of per-sona, i.e. speaking through a mask, as Roman or Greek actors used to do: the highly debated issue of voices (who speaks behind the door of the cabinet, for instance) proves to be a key one during this ‘last night’. From a literary perspective, conceiving the brain of the writer as a ‘theatre’ associates the personal theatre and the imagination in a way consistent with Stevenson’s essay ‘A Penny Plain and Twopence Coloured’ (1884), in which he recalls buying, as a child, the cut-out figures of Skelt’s Juvenile Drama from a stationer’s shop in the Leith Walk, which prompted his imagination to work out and elaborate on scenarios of adventure. 

			The second image, that of the ‘chambers of the brain’, needs a more thorough, literary, critical and philosophical examination. Stevenson’s move from the area of Gothic conventions, which was still the case for Edgar Allan Poe or Oscar Wilde, to a more modern, professional one, which is the case of Sherlock Holmes, will not only appear as ground-breaking as far as the rising profession of the man of letters is concerned, but also paves the way for what we today would call the problematics of decluttering. 

			From Poe to Wilde: Gothic ‘chambers’

			Stevenson’s use of the image at the beginning of his essay is, not so strangely enough, related with theatre, when he argues that past experiences and past imagined experiences have the same status: ‘our old days and deeds, our old selves, too, and the very world in which these scenes were acted, all brought down to the same residuum as a last night’s dream, to some incontinuous images, and an echo in the chambers of the brain’.4 

			A slightly different association of chamber and memory is to be found in E. A. Poe’s famous story ‘Ligeia’ (1838), which begins: ‘I cannot, for my soul, remember how, when, or even precisely where, I first became acquainted with the lady Ligeia. Long years have since elapsed, and my memory is feeble through much suffering’.5 In that respect, we may read the opening sentence of Stevenson’s essay as an echo, if not a pastiche of Poe’s style and tone: ‘The past is all of one texture – whether feigned or suffered – whether acted out in three dimensions, or only witnessed in that small theatre of the brain which we keep brightly lighted all night long’ (‘A Chapter’, p. 153). Note the same word, ‘suffered’ and ‘suffering’, used in both cases (with different meanings: ‘endured distress’ and ‘experienced’). In Poe’s story, as in Stevenson’s essay, the issue of memory, of being able or unable to recall the past proves to be a key one: ‘There is no point, among the many incomprehensible anomalies of the science of the mind, more thrillingly exciting than the fact […] that, in our endeavors to recall to memory something long forgotten, we often find ourselves upon the very verge of remembrance, without being able, in the end, to remember’ (‘Ligeia’, p. 28). For Stevenson the interest is in the equivalence of remembered experience or remembered dreams with the mind as a ‘chamber’,6 while for Poe the interest is in the frustrated feeling of being close to remembering – but then also of entering a dream-like state which he too then associates with the same suggestive space.

			In the second half of the story, i.e. after the death of ‘the unforgotten Ligeia’, and his marrying Lady Rowena Trevanion, of Tremaine, the narrator’s imagination focuses on ‘that one chamber, ever accursed’ (p. 33) in the English abbey where he lives with his new wife. The word ‘chamber’ is repeated here many times, a lexical focus and nexus of obsession which crystallises and expresses ‘The phantasmagoric effect’ (p. 34) produced by this typical Gothic room: ‘The ceiling, of gloomy-looking oak, was excessively lofty, vaulted, and elaborately fretted with the wildest and most grotesque specimens of semi-Gothic, semi Druidical device’ (pp. 33-34). Like in many Gothic stories, it is the architecture itself that seems to wield an evil influence on Lady Rowena’s sudden illness: ‘the phantasmagoric influences of the chamber itself’ (p. 35), or ‘that fantastic chamber’ (p. 36), as the narrator puts it. The chamber here is both the Gothic topos of evil influence, and the very place where the memory of ‘the unforgotten Ligeia’ comes back, with a vengeance, like the powerful, destructive, Freudian return of the repressed: what psychoanalysts Abraham and Törok, in The Shell and the Kernel, call a ‘crypt’.7 In other words, this Gothic chamber is already a chamber of the brain, the confined place where memory may rush back although the past is seemingly ‘lost for ever’, and project shadows upon the wall: as Poe’s narrator puts it, ‘such as might be fancied for the shadow of a shade’ (p. 36). The Gothic ‘chamber’ of Poe’s story is the locus of past memories long dead but still alive, even when reduced to, as Stevenson says in his essay, ‘the same residuum as a last night’s dream, to some incontinuous images’: it is both the haunting, ‘ever accursed’ place where the past, as evil influence, is bound to return, but also a place, in the more creative sense, where fancy might try and reconstruct it, even out of a residuum, a chemical image which chimes in with Jekyll’s experiments in ‘the science of the mind’. In the second chapter of Jane Eyre (1848), Jane is locked in ‘the red-room’ described as ‘a spare chamber, very seldom slept in’, ‘one of the largest and stateliest chambers in the mansion’,8 which is supposed to be haunted. When she faces the looking-glass, she finds a ‘strange little figure there gazing’ at her: ‘I thought it like one of the tiny phantoms, half fairy, half imp, Bessie’s evening stories represented as coming out of lone, ferny dells in moors, and appearing before the eyes of belated travellers’ (p. 11). Again, the memory of a dead man – ‘I thought Mr. Reed’s spirit, harassed by the wrongs of his sister’s child, might quit its abode [… ] and rise before me in this chamber’ (p. 13) – is a haunting one. But the superstition attached to the Gothic ‘chamber’ is also a means of conjuring up the past, along with past stories: the imp she sees in the glass could well have been induced by those ‘passages of love and adventure taken from old fairy tales and other ballads’ (p. 7). The name of Bessie’s maid, Abbot, also conjures up old gothic novels, and, perhaps, Sir Walter Scott’s novel The Abbot (1820).

			In chapter 11 of The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), written only three years after ‘A Chapter on Dreams”, Wilde clearly echoes Stevenson’s metaphor in his description of Dorian’s nocturnal life when asleep:

				There are few of us who have not sometimes wakened before dawn, either after one of those dreamless nights that make us almost enamoured of death, or one of those nights of horror and misshapen joy, when through the chambers of the brain sweep phantoms more terrible than reality itself, and instinct with that vivid life that lurks in all grotesques, and that lends to Gothic art its enduring vitality, this art being, one might fancy, especially the art of those whose minds have been troubled with the malady of reverie.9

			Wilde’s evocation in the next sentences is clearly post-Jekyllian. ‘Gradually white fingers creep through the curtains, and they appear to tremble. In black fantastic shapes, dumb shadows crawl into the corners of the room, and crouch there’ (Dorian Gray, p. 145), can be read as a reminiscence of Mr Utterson’s reverie about Jekyll and Hyde – ‘Or else he would see a room in a rich house, where his friend lay asleep, dreaming and smiling at his dreams; and then the door of that room would be opened, the curtains of the bed plucked apart, the sleeper recalled…’ (Jekyll and Hyde, p. 15), an image which Stevenson obviously derives from the creation of the monster in Frankenstein.10  What matters here beyond the horror related to ‘the malady of reverie’ is that the phantoms should be ‘more terrible than reality itself’, that the life of the grotesques should be ‘vivid’: the ‘vitality’ of Gothic art is a sure sign and symptom that dreams, although horrible and fantastic, like in Fuseli’s famous pre-romantic painting The Nightmare (1781), can create enduring ‘figures’ in the same way as the writer’s task, and ‘the plastic part of literature’, according to Stevenson in his essay ‘A Gossip on Romance’ (1882), is ‘to embody character, thought, or emotion in some act or attitude that shall be remarkably striking to the mind’s eye’.11 

			Apart from their common use of the ‘chambers of the brain’ image, both Wilde and Stevenson share a definition of dreams as able to produce literary phantasies or ‘phantoms’ which may turn ‘the malady of reverie’, of Poesque as well as de Quinceyan inheritance, into a more positive conception of literary work. After all, Mr Utterson’s dream, although fatal to Mr Hyde, is creative in the sense that it produces a scenario of its own, a replay or rewriting (for the worse), ‘in a scroll of lighted pictures’ (Jekyll and Hyde, p. 14), of Mr Enfield’s first draft. We may thus view Mr Utterson as writing, for and on the screen of his troubled consciousness, a scene which will never be played out in the diegesis, except as a fantasy in the chamber of his brain,12 no less haunting and enduring because it is never played out. As Stevenson puts it in his essay ‘The Lantern-bearers’ (1888), which Richard Dury aptly quotes in the DVD Il Teatro del Cervello as characteristic of Stevenson’s imagination, ‘no man lives in the external truth, among salts and acids, but in the warm, phantasmagoric chamber of his brain, with the painted windows and the storied walls’13 –note the same adjective, ‘phantasmagoric’, as used several times by Poe. 

			Sherlock Holmes and the metaphor of the ‘brain-attic’
In December 1887, just one month before the publication of ‘A Chapter on Dreams’, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle published in Beeton’s Christmas Annual his first Sherlock Holmes story, A Study in Scarlet. In the second chapter of the novel entitled ‘The Science of Deduction’, Dr Watson famously cross-examines his new friend in order to assess the scope of his knowledge, his stronger and his weaker points. If Holmes seems proficient and knowledgeable in chemistry, sensational literature and British law, ‘My surprise reached a climax’, Watson writes, ‘when I found that he was ignorant of the Copernican Theory and of the composition of the Solar System. That any civilised human being in this nineteenth century should not be aware that the earth travelled round the sun appeared to be to me such an extraordinary fact that I could hardly realise it’. Smiling at his friend’s expression of surprise, Sherlock Holmes answers that now that he knows the theory, he will do his very best to forget it:

			‘You see,’ he explained, ‘I consider that a man’s brain originally is like a little empty attic, and you have to stock it with such furniture as you choose. A fool takes all the lumber of every sort that he comes across, so that the knowledge which might be useful to him gets crowded out, or at best is jumbled up with a lot of other things, so that he has a difficulty in laying his hands upon it. Now the skilful workman is very careful indeed as to what he takes into his brain-attic. He will have nothing but the tools which may help him in doing his work, but of these a large assortment, and all in the most perfect order.14

			In keeping with Locke’s definition of memory, in his Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689), as the ‘store-house’ or ‘repository’ of our ideas (vol. II, chap. 10, § 2), and before Georges Perec in Thoughts of Sorts,15 thinking properly is, for Holmes, about having the furniture of one’s intellectual tools ‘all in the most perfect order’.16 Similarly, what Stevenson is doing in ‘A Chapter on Dreams’ is a thorough survey of the ‘chambers of his brain’ viewed in terms of a house where the various parts of his psyche would be dwelling, and wondering which one of them is most ‘useful’ to his trade. Are dreams just so many ‘appalling nightmares’ or can ‘his power of dreams’ (‘A Chapter’, p. 155) prove useful to the writer of tales and stories? Part of the essay consists in removing those ‘dream-adventures’ into a house which would be the apt metaphor of the writer’s consciousness, where his ‘nocturnal dramas’ (p. 160) would be carefully, and not savagely, staged on the proper scene of writing. STEVENSON REMOVALS LIMITED, as Floc’h & Rivière slyly put it on the cover of their graphic, postmodern and metafictional story Le Rendez-vous de Sevenoaks..17

			Housing one’s Little People or Brownies ‘in a back garret’ (‘A Chapter’, p. 166) is a way of taking into one’s ‘brain-attic’ the right people, his ‘unseen collaborators’ (p. 167), thereby shifting Stevenson’s original theatrical metaphor in his essay onto a more utilitarian field – a field on which Holmes had trodden just one month before him. This points to a new approach of the literary profession as partaking of skilful workmanship, and not simply being under the influence of such phantasmagoria as Jekyll still called ‘the crowd of hideous images and sounds with which my memory swarmed against me’ (Jekyll and Hyde, p. 57). It is true that Stevenson’s ‘back garret’ is more a place of professional collaboration than a store of inert ‘tools’: the Brownies are ‘unseen collaborators’ and have a regular business relationship with the writer. Yet, like Holmes,18 he too sees this collaboration as a way of organizing his creative thinking. Taking stock of one’s potential, viewing one’s brain as a kind of factory, company or, say, start-up where each collaborator is in its right place is a means of putting some kind of ‘order’ into one’s dreams, transforming them into ‘dreamwork’ – or Traumarbeit, as Freud would argue a few years later in his Interpretation of dreams. In that sense, ‘A Chapter on Dreams’ is about how literary work should stem from dreamwork, and how to get it done in the right order.

			What Stevenson describes in his essay is the growing awareness that childhood dreams should not be ‘elbowed’ or ‘crowded out’ but, on the contrary, welcomed into ‘the chamber of the brain’. As such, the Brownies, Familiars or Little People should not be dismissed as uncanny, unwelcome presences. In his essay ‘A Difficulty in the Path of Psycho-Analysis’ (1917), Freud argues that the ego is not the master in his own house, a kind of psychological vexation at first, but soon to be understood as coming to terms with what looks like an uncanny part of oneself, which the Ego tends to dismiss and expel, while it is part and parcel of the self, which he addresses thus: 

			Nothing has entered into you from without; a part of the activity of your own mind has been withdrawn from your knowledge and from the command of your will. That, too, is why you are so weak in your defence; you are using one part of your force to fight the other part and you cannot concentrate the whole of your force as you would against an external enemy [...]19

			‘This, too, was myself’, Jekyll famously admits when first looking at himself in the mirror as Hyde (Jekyll and Hyde, p. 51). Stevenson’s Scottish version of the problem is to be found in his essay ‘The Foreigner at Home’ (1882), in which he argues that Scotland has often been considered as the obscure, darker, more savage part of the so-called United Kingdom. Coming to terms with one’s other side, channelling the Little People into literary collaboration is another way of saying, from a literary perspective this time, ‘This, too, was myself’ – and putting this other self to work.

			Towards decluttering

			In the Sherlock Holmes stories, the word ‘chamber’ still retains, at times, traces of its Gothic connotation. In ‘The Engineer’s Thumb’ the inside of the hydraulic press, ‘a particularly unpleasant thing for us if anyone were to turn it on’, as Colonel Lysander Stark explains to young Victor Hatherley, is clearly frightening: ‘The ceiling of this small chamber is really the end of the descending piston, and it comes down with the force of many tons upon this metal floor’.20 In The Sign of Four (1890), ‘Bartholomew Sholto’s chamber’ looks like a kind of Jekyllian ‘chemical laboratory’: what was Bartholomew Sholto exactly doing or rather concocting with his ‘carboys of acid’, which appear to be leaking so that ‘a stream of dark-coloured liquid had trickled out from it’?21 More disturbing perhaps, at the beginning of A Study in Scarlet, Watson describes Holmes experimenting in chemistry with his ‘fragile philosophical instruments’ (Study, p. 25): the adjective ‘philosophical’ still smacks of alchemy, of Frankenstein-like experiments – in which case, Sholto, Jekyll and Holmes would be colleagues in mad science – but the fact that they are ‘fragile’ could also suggest, in this very same chapter entitled ‘The Science of Deduction’, that a tentative, experimental method is about to be defined and put into practice, as it is the case when Holmes’s metaphor of the ‘brain-attic’ emerges on the next page. For Sherlock Holmes indeed, Gothic hauntings should be replaced by new, revolutionary scientific methods of investigation, ‘chambers’ in the Gothic, Poesque sense with ‘chambers’ in which a new profession is about to be housed. It is significant that Dr Watson should at times use the word ‘chamber’ to describe their own ‘lodging’, ‘rooms’ or ‘apartments’ at 221B, Baker Street, like at the beginning of ‘A Scandal in Bohemia’: ‘I rang the bell, and was shown up to the chamber which had formerly been in part my own’.22 This ‘chamber’ is often described as untidy, for instance in the opening paragraph of ‘The Musgrave Ritual’: ‘An anomaly which often struck me in the character of my friend Sherlock Holmes was that, although in his method he was the neatest and most methodical of mankind […], he was none the less in his personal habits one of the most untidy men that ever drove a fellow-lodger to distraction’.23 But beyond the apparent disorder of the chamber, what matters more is the tidiness of his brain-attic, the method in the apparent madness. Unlike in Jane Eyre, no madwoman, or madman for that matter, is to be found in the attic of Holmes’ brain, nor in his lodging, because he has elbowed or crowded out all useless junk of knowledge and memory and only kept the useful material. (In retrospect, we feel that this is what Rochester should have done in the first place.) In a similar way, Stevenson relates in his essay how he managed to relocate and shunt the ‘monstrosities and operations’ of his original nightmares into potential stories, as in Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, a ‘shilling shocker’ that originated from a creative nightmare providing ‘the matter of three scenes’ (‘A Chapter’, p. 167). In a sense, Stevenson declutters the theatre of the brain from its former Gothic, nightmarish, ghoulish actors and associates, and puts them to useful work in a story.

			Stevenson’s house metaphors (theatre, chambers, garret) 24  in ‘A Chapter on Dreams’ can be viewed as epistemological ones if read in relation to Sherlock Holmes and Freud as recording the rise of new professions at the end of the XIXth century: a consulting detective in Sherlock Holmes’ case, a consulting analyst in Freud’s, and in between, no less than a writer, in Stevenson’s case, who is fully aware of the tremendous potential of dreams if properly housed and stocked in the theatre or the chambers of the brain. If dreams can contribute to the profession of a man of letters, if the ‘amusement of story-telling’ is to become ‘a business’, then the ‘little people’, who ‘played upon their stage like children who should have slipped into the house and found it empty’ must now turn into ‘drilled actors performing a set piece to a huge hall of faces’. As he explains, ‘the pleasure, in one word, had become a business’ (‘A Chapter’, p. 159). For the first time perhaps in the history of literature, a novelist correlates a conception of the human psyche and the economy of writing, much in the same way as Sherlock Holmes, the modern detective, conceives his ‘brain-attic’ in terms of space saving and careful design, a kind of ‘less-is-more’ or ‘zen’ attitude avant la lettre. The first stage, where the house is ‘empty’, is probably a necessary step towards completion and success. ‘The Empty House’ in which Holmes returns to Baker Street after having allegedly met his death at the Reichenbach falls, even offers a minimalist conception and occupation of domestic space: for all we know, the empty house just across from 221B might well be one the detective’s secret haunts in London, a foil or double empty space from which Holmes and Watson watch and peer into the real flat opposite – they can even see a dummy of Holmes, a decoy which will deceive colonel Moran, a kind of theatrical mise-en-scène consistent with Holmes’ sense of the dramatic. In the story of his escape from the clutch of Professor Moriarty at Reichenbach, Holmes describes himself an expert at baritsu, ‘the Japanese system of wrestling’,25 a phrase which (remembering the close coordination of mind and movement in such Japanese arts) points to a form of conceptual framework, and supports a new philosophy of brain order, evolved by a brain of the first order. In this story first published by Collier’s in September 1903, his travel for two years in Tibet and visit to the head Lama in Lhassa, contemporary of Kipling’s Kim (1901), indeed delineate a form of Oriental wisdom.26

			 Today, Marie Kondo’s best-selling book The Life-changing Magic of Tidying Up: The Japanese Art of Decluttering and Organizing (2014) views tidying up as the practical form of a systematic, ‘zen’ way of thinking. But decluttering, more often than not, has less to do with tidying up a flat or a house than the brain or the mind: after Holmes, S. J. Scott and Barrie Davenport’s Declutter Your Mind: How to Stop Worrying, Relieve Anxiety, and Eliminate Negative Thinking (2016) also advocates the ‘decluttering’ of the mind as a new form of thinking and feeling better. In Season 4 of the television series Alias (‘Mirage’, disc 5), when CIA agents Sydney Bristow and Michael Vaughn break into the empty apartment of Jack Bristow, her father and their superior, a man of few words and many secrets, of cool command and perfect control, Michael says, while surveying the flat, ‘Not much for clutter, is he?’ – as if the flat were just an objective correlative, the chamber of his brain.
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Revisiting the ‘chambers of the brain’:
Stevenson’s ‘A Chapter on Dreams’ between
Poe and Wilde, with Sherlock Holmes
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In Stevenson’s essay ‘A Chapter on Dreams’, published by
Seribner’s in January 1888, the anonymous narrator, soon com-
ing out as Stevenson himself, uses two related images to describe
the place where scenes from man’s past and his dreams join
forces. They indeed provide the primary story-lines to be woven
into scenarios by his Little People, or Brownies, which the writer,
in the morning, will shape into a story: ‘that small theatre of the
brain’ or, as he also puts it, ‘the chambers of the brain’. Together
with Richard Dury and Richard Ambrosini in a DVD production
entitled I Teatro del cervello (2004),' I have already worked on
the first ‘theatre’ image in relation to Strange Case of Dr Jekyll
and Mr Hyde (1886). Indeed, Dr Jekyll's amphitheatre, inher-
ited from a Dr Denman,? is more often than not referred to as a
‘theatre’, a place where Jekyll-Hyde can change and shift iden-
tities like two different actors playing in turn the same part, or
persona on what Lacan would call the Scene of the Unconscious.
In ‘The Last Night', Poole, Jekyll's butler, keeps on referring
to Hyde as having ‘a mask upon his face’, or ‘that thing in the
mask® — certainly not his usual master, as he explains to Mr
Utterson. The image corresponds to the etymology of per-sona,
i.e. speaking through a mask, as Roman or Greek actors used to
do: the highly debated issue of voices (who speaks behind the
door of the cabinet, for instance) proves to be a key one during
this ‘last night’. From a literary perspective, conceiving the brain
of the writer as a ‘theatre’ associates the personal theatre and
the imagination in a way consistent with Stevenson’s essay ‘A
Penny Plain and Twopence Coloured’ (1884), in which he recalls





