
robert louis stevenson the body snatcher
Robert Louis Stevenson: The Body Snatcher is a compelling tale that delves into the dark
themes of morality, life, death, and the ethical dilemmas surrounding the medical profession in the
early 19th century. Published in 1884, this novella stands out not only for its gripping narrative but
also for its exploration of the human psyche and the moral quandaries faced by individuals.
Stevenson, known for classics such as "Treasure Island" and "Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde,"
uses "The Body Snatcher" to probe the depths of human nature and the societal norms of his time.

Background and Context

Historical Context

"The Body Snatcher" is rooted in the historical practices of body snatching that occurred in the early
19th century. During this period, the demand for cadavers for medical research surged, leading to a
grim trade where grave robbers would exhume bodies to sell to medical schools. This practice was
largely fueled by the lack of legally available bodies for anatomical study, which in turn raised
significant ethical questions about life, death, and the treatment of the deceased.

Stevenson’s novella reflects the anxieties of his time, particularly concerning the burgeoning field of
medicine and the often macabre lengths to which individuals would go to advance scientific
knowledge. The story is set in Edinburgh, which was a hub for medical education and
experimentation, making it an apt backdrop for such a tale.

Robert Louis Stevenson: A Brief Biography

Robert Louis Stevenson was born on November 13, 1850, in Edinburgh, Scotland. He was a prolific
writer whose works spanned various genres, including novels, essays, and poetry. Stevenson's literary
career began in earnest with the publication of "Treasure Island" in 1883, which became a classic of
children's literature. Following that success, he published "The Body Snatcher," a work that
showcases his fascination with the macabre and the complexities of human morality.

Stevenson's writing is characterized by its vivid imagery, rich character development, and an
exploration of the dualities of human nature. His personal experiences, including his struggles with
illness and his travels across the globe, profoundly influenced his literary voice.

Plot Summary

"The Body Snatcher" centers around the character of Dr. Fettes, a young medical student who works
under the tutelage of the morally ambiguous Dr. Macfarlane. The story unfolds through Fettes's
experiences as he becomes increasingly entangled in the dark world of body snatching.



1. Dr. Fettes: A medical student with a promising future, Fettes is drawn into the world of illegal
cadaver procurement.
2. Dr. Macfarlane: A skilled surgeon and Fettes's mentor, Macfarlane reveals a troubling side as he
engages in unethical practices.
3. The Body Snatcher: The character of John Gray, a notorious body snatcher, serves as a catalyst for
the story’s moral conflicts.

The narrative begins with Fettes recounting his experiences with Macfarlane, which leads to the
revelation of their involvement in body snatching. The tension escalates when they are confronted
with the consequences of their actions, culminating in a chilling and thought-provoking conclusion.

Themes and Analysis

Morality and Ethics

At the heart of "The Body Snatcher" lies a profound exploration of morality. The novella raises critical
questions about the ethical implications of scientific advancement and the lengths to which
individuals will go in the name of progress. Fettes's moral dilemmas force readers to confront the
question: What is the price of knowledge?

- Consequences of Actions: The characters' decisions lead to dire consequences, illustrating the notion
that unethical practices cannot remain hidden indefinitely.
- Duality of Human Nature: Stevenson masterfully depicts the conflict between the noble pursuit of
knowledge and the darker impulses that drive individuals to commit heinous acts.

Life and Death

The themes of life and death are intricately woven throughout the narrative. The act of body
snatching serves as a metaphor for the tension between the two, as characters grapple with the
impermanence of life and the ethical considerations surrounding the treatment of the dead.

- Respect for the Dead: The story prompts readers to reflect on societal attitudes toward death and
the inherent dignity of the deceased.
- Fear of the Unknown: Characters experience fear and anxiety regarding death, which influences
their actions and moral decisions.

The Role of Science

Stevenson’s novella also critiques the scientific community and its sometimes ruthless pursuit of
knowledge. The characters embody the tension between the noble aspirations of science and the
ethical compromises made in its name.

- Ambivalence towards Progress: The story reflects a skepticism of scientific progress when it



disregards moral considerations.
- Human Experimentation: The characters' willingness to exploit the dead for knowledge raises
questions about the boundaries of scientific inquiry.

Character Development

Dr. Fettes

Dr. Fettes serves as the protagonist and moral compass of the story. His journey from an eager
student to a man burdened by the weight of his choices illustrates the impact of moral ambiguity on
an individual's character.

- Transformation: Fettes's character evolves as he confronts the consequences of his actions and
grapples with his conscience.
- Symbol of Innocence: Initially, Fettes represents the innocence of youth, but he gradually becomes
aware of the darker aspects of human nature.

Dr. Macfarlane

Dr. Macfarlane embodies the tension between scientific ambition and ethical responsibility. His
character serves as a foil to Fettes, highlighting the potential for moral corruption within the medical
profession.

- Moral Ambiguity: Macfarlane’s willingness to engage in body snatching reflects a pragmatic
approach to science that prioritizes knowledge over ethics.
- Manipulation: He manipulates Fettes, illustrating the seductive nature of power and knowledge.

John Gray

John Gray, the body snatcher, represents the darker side of human nature. His character serves as a
catalyst for the exploration of the novella's themes, particularly the moral implications of his actions.

- Embodiment of Fear: Gray's actions evoke fear and revulsion, highlighting society's anxiety about
death and the treatment of the dead.
- Complexity: Despite his villainous role, Gray elicits sympathy as a character trapped by
circumstance and desperation.

Conclusion

In "The Body Snatcher," Robert Louis Stevenson crafts a haunting narrative that challenges readers to
confront the ethical dilemmas surrounding life, death, and the pursuit of knowledge. Through his rich



character development and exploration of dark themes, Stevenson invites us to reflect on the moral
complexities inherent in the human experience. The novella remains a significant work in the canon of
Gothic literature, resonating with contemporary audiences as we continue to navigate the ethical
challenges posed by scientific advancement. Stevenson's ability to weave a compelling story with
profound moral questions ensures that "The Body Snatcher" will endure as a powerful exploration of
the human condition for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Body Snatcher' by Robert
Louis Stevenson?
The main theme of 'The Body Snatcher' is the moral ambiguity of medical ethics, particularly in the
context of body snatching and the quest for scientific knowledge.

Who are the central characters in 'The Body Snatcher'?
The central characters include Dr. Fettes, a medical student, and Mr. K—, a grave robber who
becomes his morally questionable mentor.

What historical context influenced the writing of 'The Body
Snatcher'?
The story was influenced by the real-life body-snatching practices in 19th-century Edinburgh, where
medical schools often required fresh bodies for dissection.

How does Stevenson explore the concept of life and death in
'The Body Snatcher'?
Stevenson explores life and death through the juxtaposition of the medical profession's pursuit of
knowledge and the ethical implications of stealing bodies for that knowledge.

What literary techniques does Stevenson use in 'The Body
Snatcher'?
Stevenson employs vivid imagery, gothic elements, and a suspenseful narrative style to create a
chilling atmosphere and engage readers.

What impact did 'The Body Snatcher' have on horror
literature?
The story is considered a significant contribution to horror literature, influencing later works that deal
with themes of resurrection and the ethical boundaries of science.



How does the ending of 'The Body Snatcher' reflect the story's
themes?
The ending leaves readers with a sense of unresolved tension and moral questioning, highlighting the
inevitable consequences of unethical choices in the pursuit of knowledge.

In what ways does 'The Body Snatcher' reflect societal
attitudes toward science in the 19th century?
The story reflects a societal fascination with and fear of scientific advancements, particularly in
medicine, and addresses the ethical dilemmas that arose during that period.
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