
markheim by robert louis stevenson

Markheim, a compelling short story by Robert Louis Stevenson, delves into the complexities of human nature,
morality, and the struggle between good and evil. Set against the backdrop of a Victorian-era London, the
narrative explores the psychological turmoil of its protagonist, Markheim, who grapples with his conscience
after committing murder. This article will provide a comprehensive analysis of the story, its themes,
characters, and the philosophical questions it raises.

Synopsis of Markheim

The story opens on Christmas Eve in a dimly lit antique shop where the protagonist, Markheim, enters with a
nefarious plan. He is a man of questionable morals, driven by greed and desperation. As he contemplates his next
move, he is confronted by the shopkeeper, who unwittingly becomes a victim of Markheim’s violent aspirations.

After committing the murder, Markheim is faced with the consequences of his actions. He finds himself in a
psychological battle with his own conscience, personified by the mysterious figure of the shopkeeper, who seems
to come back to life to engage Markheim in a profound conversation about morality, fate, and the nature of
evil.

Setting and Atmosphere

The setting of "Markheim" plays a critical role in establishing the story's mood. The antique shop, filled with
relics of the past, symbolizes the weight of history and the inevitability of moral reckoning. The dim lighting and
the ambiance of Christmas Eve contribute to a sense of foreboding and isolation. This atmosphere enhances the
psychological tension that Markheim experiences as he grapples with his actions and the implications of his
moral choices.

Themes in Markheim

Stevenson's "Markheim" is rich in thematic content. The following sections will explore the central themes that
emerge throughout the narrative.

The Duality of Human Nature

One of the most prominent themes in "Markheim" is the duality of human nature. Markheim embodies the conflict
between his darker impulses and the innate desire for redemption. The story illustrates that every individual has
the capacity for both good and evil, and it is the choices they make that ultimately define them.

- Internal Conflict: Markheim's struggle with his conscience highlights the internal conflict that exists within
all individuals. As he debates the morality of his actions, the reader is drawn into his turmoil.
- External Influence: The enigmatic figure of the shopkeeper serves as a catalyst for Markheim's introspection.
Their dialogue forces Markheim to confront the consequences of his actions and the potential for change within
himself.

Morality and Consequence

The theme of morality is intricately woven into the fabric of "Markheim." Stevenson's portrayal of Markheim's



crime serves as a vehicle for exploring larger questions about ethical behavior and the nature of sin.

- The Weight of Guilt: After committing murder, Markheim is enveloped by guilt, which manifests as a
psychological burden. The shopkeeper's ghostly presence amplifies this guilt, prompting Markheim to reflect on
the gravity of his actions.
- Consequences of Choices: Stevenson's narrative suggests that every choice has consequences. Markheim’s
path toward evil ultimately leads him to a point of no return, forcing readers to consider the repercussions of
their own decisions.

The Nature of Evil

Stevenson presents a nuanced view of evil in "Markheim." Rather than depicting evil as an external force, the
story illustrates that it is an intrinsic part of human nature.

- Evil as a Choice: Markheim’s actions are not dictated by fate but are the result of his choices. This agency
raises questions about accountability and the potential for redemption.
- The Complexity of Evil: The dialogue between Markheim and the shopkeeper reveals that evil is not always
straightforward. Markheim's self-awareness and his desire for change complicate the narrative, suggesting that
redemption is possible, albeit challenging.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Markheim" are intricately crafted, each serving a specific purpose in advancing the story's
themes.

Markheim

Markheim is a deeply flawed protagonist whose internal struggle drives the narrative. His character can be
analyzed through several lenses:

- The Antihero: Unlike traditional heroes, Markheim is morally ambiguous. His motivations stem from greed and
desperation, yet he exhibits moments of introspection that hint at a desire for redemption.
- Symbol of Humanity: Markheim represents the common struggle between good and evil. His conflict resonates
with readers, offering a reflection of their own moral dilemmas.

The Shopkeeper

The shopkeeper serves as a crucial foil to Markheim. His character embodies wisdom and moral clarity,
challenging Markheim's perspective.

- The Voice of Conscience: The shopkeeper's ghostly presence symbolizes Markheim's conscience, forcing him to
confront the ethical implications of his actions.
- Philosopher Figure: Through his dialogue, the shopkeeper presents philosophical arguments about morality,
choice, and the essence of evil, prompting readers to engage with these concepts.

Philosophical Underpinnings

Stevenson’s "Markheim" is not just a tale of crime; it is also a philosophical exploration of human nature. The



story poses several existential questions:

- What defines a person: their actions or their intentions?
- Can one truly change, or are we prisoners of our nature?
- What is the relationship between free will and moral responsibility?

These questions resonate throughout the narrative, encouraging readers to reflect on their own lives and the
choices they make.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Robert Louis Stevenson’s "Markheim" is a multifaceted exploration of morality, human nature,
and the complexity of evil. Through the psychological turmoil of its protagonist, the story invites readers to
grapple with profound ethical questions that remain relevant today. The interplay between Markheim and the
shopkeeper serves not only to advance the plot but also to illuminate the internal conflicts that define the
human experience. As we navigate our own lives, the themes presented in "Markheim" remind us of the importance
of our choices and the potential for redemption that exists within us all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Markheim' by Robert Louis Stevenson?

The central theme of 'Markheim' explores the duality of human nature, the struggle between good and evil, and
the concept of redemption.

How does the setting of 'Markheim' contribute to the story?

The setting, primarily in a dimly lit antique shop on Christmas Day, enhances the story's atmosphere of moral
tension and isolation, reflecting Markheim's inner turmoil.

What is the significance of the character Markheim in the story?

Markheim represents the archetype of a man facing a moral crisis, embodying the conflict between his desires and
his conscience as he grapples with the consequences of his actions.

What role does the mysterious visitor play in 'Markheim'?

The mysterious visitor serves as a catalyst for Markheim's introspection, challenging him to confront his
choices and consider the possibility of redemption or further moral degradation.

How does Stevenson use symbolism in 'Markheim'?

Stevenson employs symbolism, such as the antique items in the shop representing past choices and the struggle
for identity, to illustrate the complexities of Markheim's character and his moral dilemmas.

What philosophical questions does 'Markheim' raise?

The story raises philosophical questions about free will, the nature of evil, and whether individuals can
change their fate or are bound by their past actions.



How does 'Markheim' reflect Robert Louis Stevenson's own views on
morality?

'Markheim' reflects Stevenson's interest in the duality of human nature and morality, showcasing his belief that
individuals are capable of both great good and profound evil.

In what ways is 'Markheim' relevant to contemporary discussions about
morality?

'Markheim' remains relevant as it delves into timeless issues of moral choice, personal responsibility, and the
consequences of one's actions, echoing modern debates about ethics and personal integrity.
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