
robert louis stevenson the body snatcher

The Enduring Shadow of Robert Louis Stevenson's
The Body Snatcher
robert louis stevenson the body snatcher delves into a chilling tale that continues to
captivate readers and scholars alike, exploring the dark underbelly of medical
advancement and societal desperation in 19th-century Scotland. This seminal short story,
often overshadowed by Stevenson's more famous works, offers a stark and visceral
examination of morality, ambition, and the illicit trade in human remains. The narrative
skillfully blends gothic horror with historical realism, painting a vivid picture of grave
robbing and its grim consequences. From the shadowy alleys of Edinburgh to the hallowed
halls of medical schools, Stevenson crafts an atmosphere thick with dread and moral
ambiguity. This exploration will dissect the story's key themes, its historical context, its
literary significance, and its lasting impact on popular culture.
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Understanding Robert Louis Stevenson's The
Body Snatcher
Robert Louis Stevenson's "The Body Snatcher" is a potent short story that plunges readers
into the grim realities of 19th-century medical practices. While Stevenson is widely
celebrated for classics like "Treasure Island" and "Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr.
Hyde," "The Body Snatcher" stands as a testament to his versatility and his ability to
explore darker, more unsettling aspects of human nature and society. The story, first
published in 1884, is rooted in the historical necessity for cadavers for anatomical study, a
practice that led to the abhorrent trade of grave robbing and, in some horrifying cases,
murder. Stevenson masterfully crafts a narrative that is both a thrilling gothic tale and a
profound commentary on the moral compromises made in the name of scientific
advancement. The enduring power of "The Body Snatcher" lies in its unflinching portrayal
of the ethical dilemmas faced by medical professionals and the chilling consequences of
exploiting the vulnerable dead.



The Dark Genesis of The Body Snatcher:
Historical Context
To fully appreciate the chilling resonance of "The Body Snatcher," it is crucial to
understand the historical period in which it is set and the societal conditions that gave rise
to such a story. The mid-19th century in Britain, particularly in Scotland, was a time of
burgeoning medical science. As medical knowledge expanded, so did the demand for
human bodies for dissection and anatomical study. However, legal avenues for obtaining
cadavers were severely limited, creating a dangerous vacuum that was readily filled by
illicit means.

Anatomy and the Demand for Cadavers
In the 1800s, the study of anatomy was fundamental to medical education. Medical
students and surgeons relied on detailed dissection of human bodies to understand the
complex workings of the human form. The Anatomy Act of 1832 in Britain, while intended
to regulate the supply of unclaimed bodies from workhouses and hospitals, did not fully
alleviate the scarcity for many medical institutions. This scarcity meant that the cost of a
legal cadaver remained high, driving a persistent demand that overshadowed ethical
considerations.

The Infamous Burke and Hare Murders
The most infamous and direct inspiration for Stevenson's tale undoubtedly comes from the
real-life atrocities committed by William Burke and William Hare in Edinburgh between
1827 and 1828. These men were not merely grave robbers; they became murderers,
killing at least sixteen individuals to sell their fresh corpses to Dr. Robert Knox, a
prominent anatomist. The Burke and Hare murders sent shockwaves through Scotland and
beyond, highlighting the extreme lengths to which some would go to profit from the dead.
The notoriety of these events ensured that the concept of "body snatching" became deeply
ingrained in the public consciousness as a terrifying possibility.

Stevenson's Personal Connection and Inspiration
Robert Louis Stevenson spent a significant portion of his formative years in Edinburgh, a
city steeped in the history of medical practice and the shadow of the Burke and Hare
murders. He was intimately familiar with the Old Town, the closes and wynds where such
illicit activities likely transpired. While direct evidence of Stevenson's personal encounters
with body snatchers is scarce, the atmosphere of his upbringing and the lingering dread
surrounding the trade undoubtedly fueled his imagination. The story's setting in a
fictionalized Edinburgh, with its fog-laden streets and ancient institutions, directly reflects
this historical and personal connection.



Unpacking the Narrative: Plot and Characters
Robert Louis Stevenson's "The Body Snatcher" unfolds as a chilling encounter that probes
the dark psyche of those involved in the macabre trade of human remains. The story
eschews a straightforward protagonist in favor of an unsettling atmosphere and a palpable
sense of dread, focusing on the moral corruption that can fester beneath the surface of
respectable society.

The Unsettling Encounter
The narrative's core revolves around the character of Fettes, a medical student who finds
himself drawn into the shadowy world of body snatching. The story begins with Fettes
recalling a disturbing past encounter that haunts his present. This encounter is with Mr.
Kynaston, a man who embodies the sinister side of the anatomical trade. Kynaston, a
retired surgeon or anatomist, approaches Fettes with a proposition that is both lucrative
and morally repugnant: to assist him in procuring bodies, not through the already
questionable act of grave robbing, but through more direct and horrifying means. The
tension in this section arises from Kynaston’s persuasive yet sinister demeanor and
Fettes’s growing unease and eventual complicity.

Fettes and His Fellow Students
Fettes is not presented as a hardened criminal but rather as a young man grappling with
ambition, poverty, and the moral compromises demanded by his chosen profession. His
fellow students, also struggling financially, are similarly tempted by the prospect of easy
money. Stevenson uses their collective desperation to illustrate how societal pressures
and economic hardship can push individuals toward unethical behavior. The shared guilt
and the camaraderie forged in these illicit activities create a disturbing bond among the
students, highlighting their gradual descent into moral darkness. They are depicted as
individuals who, at first, may have harbored reservations but eventually become
desensitized to the enormity of their actions.

The Enigmatic Mr. Kynaston
Mr. Kynaston is the story's most enigmatic and terrifying figure. He represents the apex of
depravity within the body-snatching trade, having moved beyond mere grave robbing to
become a murderer for profit. His interactions with Fettes are characterized by a chilling
pragmatism and a complete lack of remorse. Kynaston’s pronouncements are often laced
with dark humor and a cynical understanding of human nature. He operates as a dark
puppet master, manipulating the young students into serving his gruesome needs. His
character serves as a stark warning of the dehumanizing effect of unchecked ambition and
the complete erosion of moral boundaries.



Key Themes in The Body Snatcher
Robert Louis Stevenson's "The Body Snatcher" is a story rich with thematic depth,
exploring complex issues that were highly relevant in his era and continue to resonate
today. The narrative serves as a powerful commentary on the ethical tightrope walked by
medical professionals, the dehumanization inherent in certain trades, and the enduring
burden of guilt.

The Ethics of Medical Progress
A central theme in "The Body Snatcher" is the conflict between the pursuit of scientific
knowledge and the ethical boundaries that should govern it. The story forces readers to
confront the question of whether the advancement of medicine justifies morally
questionable or outright criminal acts. The desperation of medical students and
practitioners for anatomical material, while understandable in the context of scientific
progress, is presented as a breeding ground for depravity. Stevenson doesn't offer easy
answers, instead highlighting the inherent dangers when the pursuit of progress overrides
fundamental human respect.

The Dehumanization of the Dead
The story powerfully illustrates the dehumanization that occurs when human bodies are
reduced to mere commodities. The cadavers, once living individuals with lives, families,
and histories, become "subjects" or "pieces of business" for the body snatchers and the
anatomists. This reduction of the human form to an object for sale or study is a key
element of the story's horror. Stevenson emphasizes the moral decay that accompanies
such a trade, showing how it erodes the perpetrators' empathy and respect for human life,
both living and dead.

Guilt, Conscience, and Retribution
The narrative is deeply concerned with the psychological toll of guilt and the inescapable
nature of conscience. Fettes, despite his initial involvement, is clearly tormented by his
past actions. The memory of Mr. Kynaston and the deeds they committed continues to
haunt him, manifesting in psychological distress and a profound sense of unease.
Stevenson suggests that even if societal retribution is avoided, internal retribution in the
form of guilt and psychological torment is inevitable for those who transgress fundamental
moral laws. The lingering presence of the dead and the memory of their stolen lives serve
as a constant reminder of their transgressions.

Social Inequality and Exploitation
Beneath the surface of the narrative lies a critique of social inequality and the exploitation
of the poor and vulnerable. The victims of body snatchers were overwhelmingly those who
had no one to claim their bodies or whose deaths occurred in impoverished circumstances.
The trade in dead bodies disproportionately targeted the marginalized, whose lack of



social standing rendered them easier targets. Stevenson subtly points to the economic
desperation that drives both the sellers and, to some extent, the buyers in this grim
market, highlighting how societal structures can foster and perpetuate such horrific
practices.

Literary Style and Atmosphere
Robert Louis Stevenson's mastery of prose and his keen understanding of atmosphere are
on full display in "The Body Snatcher." The story is a prime example of gothic literature,
employing a range of stylistic techniques to create a sense of unease, dread, and
psychological terror.

Gothic Elements and Suspense
Stevenson expertly weaves traditional gothic elements into his narrative. The setting,
often depicted as fog-bound and shadowy Edinburgh, contributes to a sense of isolation
and decay. The story relies heavily on suspense, building tension through suggestion
rather than explicit gore. The fear of the unknown, the dread of discovery, and the
psychological torment of the characters are paramount. The use of internal monologue
and Fettes's disturbed recollections further enhances the gothic mood, drawing the reader
into his fragmented and guilt-ridden consciousness.

Stevenson's Masterful Prose
The language used by Stevenson is both precise and evocative. He employs vivid imagery
and carefully chosen vocabulary to paint a grim and unsettling picture. His descriptions of
the anatomical theatre, the dimly lit rooms, and the furtive movements of the characters
contribute to the story's oppressive atmosphere. The dialogue, particularly that of Mr.
Kynaston, is sharp and carries a chilling subtext, revealing much about character and
intent without explicit exposition. Stevenson’s control over his language allows him to
convey complex emotions and moral ambiguities with striking clarity.

The Power of Suggestion
One of the most effective aspects of "The Body Snatcher" is Stevenson's reliance on the
power of suggestion. Instead of graphically depicting the act of grave robbing or murder,
he hints at these events, allowing the reader's imagination to fill in the horrific details.
This technique amplifies the terror, as the imagined horrors are often far more potent
than anything explicitly described. The story’s power lies in what is unsaid, in the implied
atrocities that haunt Fettes and, by extension, the reader.



Adaptations and Cultural Impact
The enduring creepiness and potent themes of Robert Louis Stevenson's "The Body
Snatcher" have ensured its continued relevance and appeal, leading to several notable
adaptations and a lasting impact on the horror genre.

Film and Television Interpretations
Perhaps the most famous adaptation of "The Body Snatcher" is the 1945 RKO Pictures film
starring Boris Karloff as the menacing Mr. Kynaston (renamed Joseph in the film) and Bela
Lugosi. This cinematic version, while taking liberties with the source material, successfully
captures the gothic atmosphere and the chilling dynamic between Kynaston and the
medical students. The film is celebrated for its palpable sense of dread and Karloff's iconic
portrayal of the villain. Numerous other television and radio adaptations have also
explored the story's themes, bringing Stevenson's grim narrative to new audiences across
different mediums.

The Legacy of The Body Snatcher in Horror
Robert Louis Stevenson's "The Body Snatcher" has left an indelible mark on the horror
genre. The story’s exploration of the macabre trade in human remains, its examination of
moral compromise, and its chilling depiction of professional ambition gone awry have
influenced countless subsequent works. It prefigured many of the ethical questions that
continue to be explored in medical horror and crime fiction. The narrative's blend of
historical realism and supernatural dread established a benchmark for tales of dark
secrets and the consequences of disturbing the natural order. The concept of the
respectable facade hiding unspeakable evil, a staple of horror, is powerfully realized in
this story.

Why Robert Louis Stevenson's The Body Snatcher
Still Matters
Robert Louis Stevenson's "The Body Snatcher" transcends its historical setting to offer a
timeless exploration of enduring human anxieties and moral quandaries. The story's
continued relevance lies in its unflinching gaze at the darkest aspects of human ambition
and the ethical compromises that can arise in the pursuit of knowledge and profit. It
serves as a potent reminder that the advancement of society often comes at a cost, and
that the exploitation of the vulnerable, even centuries later, remains a grim possibility.
The narrative’s masterful blend of historical context, psychological depth, and gothic
atmosphere ensures that it continues to resonate with readers, prompting reflection on
the blurred lines between necessity and depravity, and the indelible stain of guilt.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central premise of Robert Louis Stevenson's
'The Body Snatcher'?
The story revolves around two medical students, Robert Macfarlane and his friend, who
are involved in the illicit trade of corpses for anatomical study, facing the moral and
psychological consequences of their actions.

Who are the main characters in 'The Body Snatcher' and
what are their roles?
The primary characters are Robert Macfarlane, a medical student haunted by his
involvement in grave-robbing, and his friend, who appears more pragmatic but is
complicit. Dr. Knox, the anatomy lecturer, is also a significant, albeit off-stage, figure
driving the demand for bodies.

What historical context influences 'The Body Snatcher'?
The novella is set against the backdrop of 19th-century medical advancements and the
societal need for anatomical knowledge, which led to a shortage of legal cadavers. This
created a black market for bodies, often supplied by 'resurrectionists' or 'body snatchers'.

What are the key themes explored in 'The Body
Snatcher'?
The story delves into themes of guilt, morality, the corrupting influence of ambition, the
blurred lines between scientific progress and unethical practices, and the psychological
toll of forbidden actions.

How does Stevenson build suspense and atmosphere in
'The Body Snatcher'?
Stevenson uses vivid descriptions, a brooding and often somber setting (London's fog and
dark alleys), unsettling dialogue, and a sense of encroaching dread and psychological
torment to create a suspenseful and atmospheric narrative.

What is the significance of the character of Mrs. Mary
in the story?
Mrs. Mary represents a moral counterpoint to the students' actions. Her presence, and the
details of her life and death that are revealed, serve as a constant reminder of the human
cost of their trade and the guilt Macfarlane carries.



What is the enduring relevance of 'The Body Snatcher'
in contemporary society?
'The Body Snatcher' remains relevant for its exploration of ethical dilemmas in scientific
pursuit, the consequences of societal pressures on individual morality, and the
psychological impact of complicity in wrongdoing, issues that continue to resonate today.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Robert Louis Stevenson's "The Body Snatcher," with short
descriptions:

1. The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. This iconic novella by Stevenson himself
explores the duality of human nature. It follows a London lawyer who investigates the
curious relationship between his friend Dr. Henry Jekyll and the malevolent Edward Hyde.
The story delves into themes of good versus evil, repression, and the dark side of scientific
ambition, mirroring the morally ambiguous actions found in "The Body Snatcher."

2. Frankenstein. Mary Shelley's seminal work of Gothic and science fiction literature
presents the story of Victor Frankenstein, a young scientist who creates a sentient being
in an unorthodox scientific experiment. The novel grapples with the ethics of creation, the
consequences of ambition, and the monstrous nature that can arise from unchecked
scientific pursuit, echoing the grave-robbing and anatomical explorations present in
Stevenson's tale.

3. Dracula. Bram Stoker's classic vampire novel, while dealing with supernatural horror,
shares a sense of dread and the violation of the dead. The narrative involves the Count
Dracula's predatory nature and his need to traverse to new lands, often with implications
of disturbing established order and respecting the boundaries between life and death, a
theme that resonates with the desecration of corpses in "The Body Snatcher."

4. The Picture of Dorian Gray. Oscar Wilde's philosophical novel examines beauty,
morality, and the corrupting influence of a hidden life. Dorian Gray's portrait ages and
decays in his stead, reflecting his sins and inner corruption. The novel’s focus on a hidden,
decaying aspect of a person and the societal implications of concealed actions offers a
thematic parallel to the clandestine and morally suspect dealings in Stevenson's story.

5. Dr. Mortimer's Hand. While fictional, this title evokes the era and the anatomical
interests that fueled Stevenson's "The Body Snatcher." The narrative would likely explore
the macabre fascination with the human body, medical advancements, and the ethical
compromises made in the pursuit of scientific knowledge, placing it squarely within the
atmospheric and thematic concerns of the original tale.

6. The Insanity of Dr. MacFarlane. This imagined title suggests a psychological thriller
focused on a medical professional whose grip on reality is slipping, perhaps due to their
involvement in illicit activities. The narrative could delve into the mental toll of procuring
bodies for dissection and the breakdown of sanity that might accompany such a
profession, mirroring the unsettling psychological states of characters in "The Body
Snatcher."



7. A Dark History of Anatomy. This title points to a non-fiction or historical fiction account
exploring the real-life practices of grave-robbing and the clandestine procurement of
bodies for anatomical study in past centuries. It would likely detail the motivations,
methods, and societal consequences of these practices, providing a factual or dramatized
backdrop to the world Stevenson depicted.

8. The Whispering Scalpel. This title evokes a sense of hidden danger and the tools of
medical dissection. The story could be a mystery or horror novel where a scalpel is not just
a tool but an instrument of dark deeds or a silent witness to ghastly proceedings. The title
hints at the secrecy and grim nature of medical practices that Stevenson's story brings to
light.

9. Resurrection Men of London. This title directly references the historical term for those
who illegally exhumed bodies for medical purposes. A book with this title would likely be a
historical drama or thriller, immersing readers in the gritty underworld of 19th-century
London, detailing the lives and desperate acts of individuals involved in the resurrection
trade, providing a direct narrative link to the world of "The Body Snatcher."
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