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Paris  May 31— As Alexandra Lapierre's research dragged on and on, her friends worried that she had become too obsessed by the subject of her latest book. "Is Fanny you?" they would ask when she set off on yet another trip retracing the tumultuous life of the Indiana farm girl who married Robert Louis Stevenson. 

"Do you really want to spend five years with this woman?" they wondered anxiously. Ms. Lapierre laughed at the memory. She, too, often asked herself whether, in the end, anyone would care about Fanny. Yet she was caught. "I did not identify with Fanny in the sense that she was more adventurous than I am," the petite 39-year-old French writer explained. "But she appealed to me because she dared to live her life. I became a bit like an actress who feels herself in a role. I lived with Fanny day and night."  

The experience has proved good for both of them. Perhaps for the first time, Fanny Stevenson has emerged from under the immense shadow of her husband, the author of "Treasure Island" and "The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde." And "Fanny Stevenson: A Romance of Destiny," which has now been published in the United States by Carroll & Graf, has already sold more than 400,000 copies since Editions Robert Laffont brought it out here in French in 1993. 

"I came to Fanny because she was the 'wife of,' " admitted Ms. Lapierre, whose three previous books had modest sales. "I was intrigued because she was variously portrayed as bourgeoise and adventurer, bluestocking and seductress. But this is not a 'wife of' story. It is the story of a woman who happens to marry a man who becomes famous, but who has a life before and after that." 

Fanny's relationship with Stevenson was itself unusual enough. When they met in France in 1876, she was a 35-year-old married woman with two children who had arrived from the American Wild West and he was an unknown 25-year-old writer visiting from Edinburgh. They traveled the world together until his death on the Pacific island of Samoa in 1894. And she dedicated herself to preserving his memory until her own death in San Francisco in 1914. 

Yet it was her life before Stevenson that forged Fanny's strong character. Married at 16 and a mother soon afterwards, she learned to stand on her own when her first husband, Sam Osbourne, fought in the Civil War and then headed West in search of gold. In 1864, at 23, she left Indiana with her daughter, Belle, traveled to California via Panama and eventually caught up with Sam in a remote corner of Nevada. 

In the decade that followed, Fanny became a survivor -- of hardship in the hills, of poverty in San Francisco, of loneliness when her husband disappeared for two years and was presumed killed by Indians, and finally of Sam's constant betrayals. But in 1873, she discovered painting, and it was this new passion that inspired her to head for Europe, both to flee her husband and to develop her art. 

By then she had three children, and they accompanied her, although her youngest child died in Paris. Sam visited her twice in the hope of wooing her back to California, but she refused. By the time she finally returned in July 1879, she loved Stevenson and was ready to divorce Sam. Stevenson, always frail, often ill, followed her across America, and they married in May 1880. 

Ms. Lapierre's own background served her well in organizing her material. The daughter of the writer Dominique Lapierre, she was brought up surrounded by books. At the Sorbonne in Paris, she learned how to research. And, she said, her studies at the American Film Institute in Los Angeles and the University of Southern California taught her how to tell a story, "something we have forgotten a bit in French literature today." 

She describes "Fanny Stevenson" as a novelized biography because it includes dialogue and describes thoughts. But she insists it is not fiction. "What is the purpose of a biography?" she asked. "To tell a person's life as accurately and as honestly as possible." Eager not to betray her heroine, Ms. Lapierre not only researched all available documents, but also visited every place Fanny had been. 

She traveled to Indiana, Nevada, California and to Grez-sur-Loing, the village in Burgundy where Fanny met Stevenson. And to understand their married life, dominated as much by Stevenson's frequent illness as by his sudden fame, Ms. Lapierre followed the couple's wanderings across Europe, back to America and finally to the Pacific islands, where Fanny was sure her husband's health would improve

"When I went to Samoa, I found three things I could not have researched: the sound, the color, the smell," Ms. Lapierre noted. She particularly remembers climbing alone up Mount Vaia, where Stevenson was buried by Fanny and a cortege of Samoans on Dec. 4, 1894. "The climb changed my description of Stevenson's funeral," she said. "There was no noise. If I hadn't been there, I'd have probably put in parrots. And the path was muddy and very steep. When I arrived at the top, it was one of the greatest moments of my life." 

Ms. Lapierre said ample documentation in American and British libraries made it easier for her to follow Fanny after she met Stevenson. And she tapped this material to create dialogue and evoke thoughts. "Stevenson wrote an essay about falling in love in which he says it's very unlikely that two people in love can understand each other," she said. "And Fanny wrote a letter in which she speaks of love as based on mutual comprehension. I then turned this into a conversation." 

Fanny's saga of passion did not end with Stevenson's death. Back in San Francisco and still only 56, she became involved with a man half her age, the humorist Gelett Burgess ("I never saw a purple cow . . .). In 1903, a 23-year-old journalist, Edward Salisbury Field, fell for her and became her companion for the last 11 years of her life. Then, six months after she died, Field married her daughter, Belle, herself 20 years his senior, and together they took Fanny's ashes back to Mount Vaia. 

Ever since, students of Stevenson have wrestled with the question of whether Fanny helped or hindered his writing. Ms. Lapierre has reached her own conclusion. "He would certainly have existed as a writer without Fanny," she said. "He might have died, but that's another story. But what she did give him was the feeling for adventure. He was a man who dreamed and wrote about adventure. She embodied the American legend. She embodied adventure." 

And, Ms. Lapierre was asked, how was she affected by living with Fanny for five long years? "Well, I didn't fall in love with a 24-year-old," she said with a laugh. "But I think I felt that if she could do it, I could do it, too. Then there was the idea that fear, any kind of fear, can be conquered. And maybe I have learned to listen more than I would have naturally." Listen to whom? "To myself, of course," she burst out. 
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***

KIRKUS

FANNY STEVENSON (reviewed on February 15, 1995)
 Sprawling over the boundary between biography and fiction, a tale of the passionate adventures of Mrs. Robert Louis Stevenson (18411918). There was little in Fanny Stevenson's Indiana farm background that would predict her courageous flight from Victorian convention, unless it was her father's Universalist religion or his determination to teach his daughters to be independent-minded. After following her first husband to the mining districts of Nevada and then to San Francisco, she left him to study painting in France, where she met Robert Louis Stevenson. Ever determined to be in the forefront of artistic trends, Fanny returned to California and settled in Monterey, where Stevenson joined her. She divorced her unfaithful, alcoholic husband in the teeth of opposition from even her most liberal relatives and married Stevenson. They then set out on their well-documented wanderings in the south of France, New York, Hawaii, and the South Seas. Lapierre (daughter of Dominique Lapierre) focuses almost entirely on Fanny and her family, rescuing her from the condescension and even hatred of Robert Louis Stevenson's friends, admirers, and biographers. But is this rightly called a biography? In a preliminary ``warning to the reader,'' Lapierre asserts that the facts conveyed here are strictly true, but concedes that she has often taken the best parts of several letters and reconstructed a better one for her biography. Furthermore, she frequently composes hypothetical conversations in order to make a good story or to illustrate the states of mind of Fanny and those around her. Yet Lapierre reassures the reader, not only with recurrent warnings in the text about gaps in her knowledge, but with intelligent commentary and attention to telling detail. Having energetically retraced Fanny Stevenson's steps, she uses her own knowledge of Nevada, Panama, and Samoa to give the reader a sense of immediacy and place. Published in a smooth and unobtrusive translation from the French, this book is difficult to put down.

***

Publishers Weekly 

Robert Louis Stevenson's biographers are sharply divided over his American wife Frances (Fanny) Van de Grift (1840-1914), depicting her either as a muse, a saintly martyr or a dominating shrew. In this spellbinding biography, which is written like a romance novel, French novelist Lapierre portrays the Indiana-born farmer's daughter as an intrepid woman of rash energy, courage, violent emotion and charisma who sublimated her career as a painter in her possessive love for the tubercular Scottish novelist, children's writer and poet. They met in a French artists' colony when RLS was 25. Fanny, 10 years his senior and the mother of three, was separated from her first husband, Sam Osbourne, a gambler and womanizer whom she had blindly followed from a Nevada silver mining camp to San Francisco. Fanny's 14-year quest to restore the frail Robert's health, a quest which took them from London to Switzerland and Monterey, Calif., then to Hawaii and Samoa, makes this an intensely moving, colorful epic. Though some readers may demur at the highly novelistic approach and effusive prose, Lapierre provides ballast by creating dialogue from lines taken from the couple's letters and Robert's essays. FYI: The author is the daughter of Dominique Lapierre (Is Paris Burning?). This biography was a bestseller in France.

***

 Booklist, Patricia Hassler  

The winner of "Elle" magazine's Grand Prize for 1994 has sold nearly a quarter million copies in Lapierre's native France and is now available in an English translation. Fanny Van de Grift Stevenson's claim to fame has been her marriage to Robert Louis Stevenson. Here, Lapierre shows her as more Johnson than Boswell. The derringer-toting, cigarette-smoking Fanny captivated men with her dark skin and gypsy clothing. A lover of vagabonds and dreamers, she was a courageous, passionate, devoted blend of Annie Oakley and Hester Prynne who crossed the Isthmus of Panama with her young daughter, Belle, to follow her first husband to the Nevada gold mines. Later, she would defy Victorian standards by moving to France with her three children to study art. There she met and married Stevenson with whom she trekked the continents in search of a climate to safeguard his fragile health. For Stevenson, Fanny was adventure. For Fanny, Stevenson was all artistry. Lapierre offers a superbly passionate rendition of truth that flows with the pace of fine fiction. All dialogue in the book was taken directly from Robert and Fanny's essays and letters, and where necessary, Lapierre injects first-person clarification in a manner that is enlightening rather than intrusive. A captivating blend of scholarship and style.
***

	


