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Context
Target your thinking
●
●
●

●

What is meant by ‘context’? (AO3)
How did Stevenson’s life influence his work? (AO3)
How did scientific advances and other literary works in the nineteenth
century inform Stevenson’s work? (AO3)
What was London like in the time of Stevenson? (AO3)

What is context?
Knowledge of context will help you understand and appreciate your
reading of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, but what exactly is context?
GRADE BOOSTER
If you are entered for the Edexcel examination, AO3 is
not assessed on the Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde question. You
might still like to read the material in this section,
however, because it will increase your background
knowledge and make your study of the text more
meaningful.

Context is a wide-ranging term. It refers to the scientific advances and
the historical and political circumstances of the time, as well as to the
author’s beliefs about those circumstances. It also refers to the way that
more personal events in the author’s own life may have influenced his or
her thinking and writing. Finally, it may refer to literary context, and so
it is important to be aware of developments in literature at the time.
In the exam, part of the question will be extract-based and for this you
are expected to be familiar with what has gone before and what comes
after (particularly what comes immediately before and after) the events
recorded in the passage. Remember, your purpose is primarily to interpret
the text and to show how the text fits into the context. Make sure that
your comments show how context relates to the text and use evidence
from the text to support your viewpoint. Do not get side-tracked into
giving a potted biography of Stevenson, or explaining historical events.
Stick to the text and comment on how context might have influenced
Stevenson’s craft or viewpoint.

Literary context: where
the text stands in relation
to its genre or how the
writer might have been
influenced by the work of
other writers.
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Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde
Romanticism: an artistic
and literary movement
in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries
that had an emphasis
on emotions, particularly
horror and terror. It
contrasts with Classicism
and Rationalism,
which were based on
reason, analysis and
individualism.

The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, or as it was called originally
Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, was written by Robert Louis
Stevenson in 1886 and is a fine example of Gothic literature (see page 14
below), which was popular in Victorian times. Publishers later changed the
title to The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde to make it grammatically
correct, but that was not Stevenson’s original intention. This genre
combines fiction with horror and Romanticism and, as the original title
implies, there is also an element of the detective genre in this particular
short novel or novella (meaning small novel).
Almost everyone in the English-speaking world has heard of ‘Jekyll and
Hyde’, and the idea that the phrase represents a split personality – a
struggle between good and evil inside the same person, or a person suffering
from a severe personality disorder – has become the subject of films, TV
series, musicals, comics and comedy sketches for over a century. The Robert
Louis Stevenson webpage http://robert-louis-stevenson.org currently lists
134 films (of which 69 versions are considered very loose interpretations).
Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde is considered to be the most popular literary work
adapted to film.
The original title Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde has the ring of
a crime novel or a detective story, rather like Conan Doyle’s Sherlock
Holmes stories, and if that were the case it appears to fall to Utterson
to solve the mystery … except there is now no mystery. Most modern
readers know the ending before they read the beginning. It is no longer a
case to be solved but a story of horror, of terror and of the supernatural.
Stevenson explores the idea of ‘the duality of human nature’ (see
‘Themes’, page 41) by creating a main character who can transform
himself, initially at will, into his alter ego or other self, so he can indulge
his bestial nature and commit, with impunity, random acts of violence,
murder, and other unspecified crimes. This character doesn’t even suffer
from a guilty conscience when he changes back to Dr Jekyll. Jekyll sees
himself as being completely innocent of the atrocities committed by
Hyde, as he is not that person.
Despite a general familiarity with the dual personality or, as often
misnamed, ‘the split personality’, most readers are only really familiar
with the contents of the final chapter: ‘Henry Jekyll’s Full Statement of
the Case’. Films concentrate on the transformation of Jekyll to Hyde
in a spectacular science-fiction, sensationalist way. Stevenson does not
present it this way. His is a story of horror and terror, the things dreams
are made of: indeed the story came to him in a dream.
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Context

Robert Louis Stevenson’s life (1850–94)
Robert Louis Stevenson was born in Edinburgh into a family of famous
lighthouse engineers and, although his father would have liked him
to follow the family tradition, because of his ill health he studied
law instead. His family were devout Presbyterians and his nanny
was believed to be very strictly religious. It is thought that when he
grew up, Stevenson rejected their strict, sober ways and enjoyed a
more bohemian style of living. He rejected Christianity and declared
himself an atheist. He fell in love with a married American woman,
Fanny Osbourne, who was ten years older, and married her when
her divorce was finalised. At the time, this was considered quite
scandalous.
Charles Dickens had written A Christmas Carol for the Christmas
market in 1843 and Stevenson followed his example by timing the
publication of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde in order to maximise sales. Gothic
fiction was popular and a good money-spinner, and Stevenson suffered
from ill health and was struggling to support his family. He remained
financially dependent on his father well into his adult life and spent much
of his life travelling to countries with warmer climates to alleviate the
symptoms of a respiratory disease for which there was no known cure at
the time.

p Robert Louis Stevenson
Presbyterian Church: a
strict Protestant Christian
sect that follows the
teachings of John Calvin
and adheres strictly to
the Ten Commandments.
Bohemian: a
nonconformist writer
or artist who lives an
unconventional lifestyle,
which often scandalises
people who uphold more
traditional values regarding
personal freedom, sex
and family life.

p Service in St Giles's Church, Edinburgh
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Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde
Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde took Stevenson about ten weeks to
write and it is thought to have been based on a dream he once had.
Many people believe that the story grew out of the conflict he felt from
having grown up in a strictly religious family and the natural urges and
the freedom he experienced later in his life. It is thought this may have
caused him to question the relationship between the modern ideas of
psychology and the religious values of his upbringing. The sales from the
novella gave him financial independence from his father, which of course
allowed him greater freedom and autonomy.
GRADE BOOSTER
It is helpful to have some knowledge of Stevenson’s
life as well as understanding the wider context of
the novel, which may have affected the presentation of
characters or themes. There is little to be gained,
however, by simply ‘bolting on’ biographical or
cultural details. They must always be related to the
question you are answering.

Stevenson’s London
The setting for Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde is Victorian London, which was in
many ways a very different place from the city we know today. Many
people believe that Stevenson transposed his tale to London in order
to gain wider appeal, but that he had his native Edinburgh in his mind.
Dickens had already achieved great success by setting several of his novels
in London, and Conan Doyle would go one step further by incorporating
several real London venues into his Sherlock Holmes stories, published
a year after Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. London clearly seems to have been a
winning formula for literary success.
The nineteenth century was a time of huge social, scientific and
technological change and with that change came an increase in crime and
many social problems. It was the beginning of the Industrial Revolution,
which transformed England from a mainly rural economy to an industrial
one, with thousands of poor country-folk flocking to the cities in search
of work. Foundries and factories were emerging on an unprecedented
scale, and effluent and raw sewage were being pumped into the River
Thames. Without an infrastructure to support them, many people were
forced to live in unsanitary and overcrowded conditions.
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Context

p Slums in Victorian London

The alleys and courts of the city were dark and dirty; pollution gave rise
to smoke and fog, often associated with crime and degeneracy. Stevenson
uses Chapter 4 ‘The Carew Murder Case’ in particular to raise awareness
of this, when Utterson takes Inspector Newcomen to Hyde’s house at
nine in the morning:
‘…the fog lifted a little and showed him a dingy street, a gin palace,
a low French eating-house … and the next moment the fog settled
down again on that part, as brown as umber and cut him off from
his blackguardly surroundings.’

Night was seen as a time of lawlessness, mystery and fear. In Dr Jekyll and
Mr Hyde light and dark are used very effectively to create atmosphere and
reveal character. The two violent episodes – the trampling of the small girl
and the murder of Danvers Carew – both take place either late at night or
in the early hours of the morning, illuminated by either numerous street
lamps (which would be much less bright and more yellow than we are
used to today) or a full moon.

Build critical
skills
How is night-time
How is night-time
associated with
crime and secrecy
in the novella?
It appears that
Utterson, Enfield
and Poole have an
inclination to walk
around the streets
of London in the
middle of the night
or take it upon
themselves to visit
Jekyll or Lanyon
at this time. How
might this add to
the horror and
terror of the novel?
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Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde

The Gothic novel
The literary tradition of the Gothic novel began with Horace Walpole’s
novel The Castle of Otranto, written in 1764. Like Gothic films, the Gothic
novel is written to frighten, thrill and terrify the reader, and there are
numerous features or motifs that characterise a Gothic novel, although
not every novel contains every feature.
This new genre became a tremendously popular source of entertainment
as it caught the imagination of the educated reader at a time when
science and industry were developing rapidly and social conditions were
changing – causing people to question the role of religion in their lives as
the ethics of work and wealth were shifting.

Common features of Gothic novels
●

●
●
●
●
●
●

●

●

●

●
●

●

●

●

Set in a spooky castle or stately home built in a Gothic period or in
the style of Gothic architecture and in a poor state of repair.
Set in a house with a forbidden wing or secret passages.
Involve a house whose owner is a sinister recluse.
Include a crime or crimes as part of the story.
Show a fascination with the past.
Set in foreign parts.
Involve weather which is often stormy, windy, dark and foggy or misty,
with occasional sun, moonlight or artificial light for contrast.
Explore strangely frightening and strangely familiar emotions, such as
sexual desire, pleasure, power, pain (as in Bram Stoker’s Dracula).
Shock the readers out of their complacency and take them beyond
their everyday experience.
Open up the possibility of the existence of things beyond reason, such
as through profound supernatural events.
Address hidden emotions, fears or desires that might enslave a person.
Contain monsters, controlling and menacing male figures, damsels in
distress, pious virgins who are prone to fainting, other characters who
are prone to fainting.
Often have an unbelieving character who is eventually convinced of
the supernatural.
Explore conflicts between science, philosophy and accepted religious
values.
Morally uplifting – good always conquers evil.
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Context
Writers were by no means compelled to stick to a strict formula, and
as the Gothic style developed these features seemed to evolve. The list
is by no means exhaustive and writers like Stevenson developed their
own individual style, including features they felt enhanced the thrill and
excitement experienced by the reader. The overall effect of these features
was for the reader to experience fear and horror through the suspension of
disbelief, yet feel the comfort of a moral ending where good conquers evil,
the righteous are rewarded and the wicked characters meet a sticky end.
It is interesting to note at this point that none of the characters actually
witnesses Jekyll’s full transformation into Hyde, i.e. his descent into evil.
Enfield and Utterson catch only a glimpse of this horror in ‘The Incident
at the Window’. Consider the effect the reverse transformation from Hyde
into Jekyll had on Lanyon and you begin to understand the power of evil.

Build critical
skills
When you have read
the novel, decide
which of these
Gothic motifs have
been addressed
by Stevenson
and explain how
they have been
addressed.

Possible interpretations of Dr Jekyll and
Mr Hyde
All readers bring their own experience and ideas to whatever they read.
Reading is not a passive activity: we can understand what we read only
in the context of what our life experiences have been so far. We bring
our own thoughts and feelings to whatever we read and these influence
the effects a novel has on us. Many of us have a rich history of reading
literary works, seeing films and watching dramas, whether at the cinema
or on TV. We read newspapers and we are familiar with crime and
punishment. We have formed our own ideas about justice, good and evil,
and historical events. Many of us have experienced some kind of religion
or we know people who have been influenced greatly by a religious faith.
Imagine all these elements forming our personal lens, through which we
study Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde.

Context and Assessment Objectives
(AOs)
When addressing the Assessment Objectives that relate to the context of
the novel it is good to show you have interpreted Stevenson’s work, but
always be aware that there are many possible interpretations and yours
is just one of those. To be taken seriously you must be able to justify
your interpretation using sound reasoning and evidence from the text as
a whole. This is rather like a detective fitting evidence together in order
to develop an hypothesis. If any of the evidence doesn’t fit, the detective
has to go back to the drawing board. When satisfied that all the evidence
has been taken into account, he or she forms a theory that must be
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Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde
tested before any firm conclusions are drawn. It is wise to keep an open
mind about what Stevenson intended and always to frame your answers
as possible interpretations. You cannot draw any definitive conclusions.
It is particularly important not to draw any conclusions relating to the
autobiographical nature of the novel, although it is perfectly acceptable
to draw parallels with possible beliefs and events of the time.
Stevenson’s work is a classic, which means it has a lasting relevance way
beyond its time and makes sense even when new scientific discoveries
and technological advances have been made.

Victorian society
Many novelists have written about the nature of Victorian society as
exemplified in history books. The workhouse was in existence; crime was
rife, particularly in the growing cities; there was a big gap between the
rich and the poor. Established religion was powerful. Respectable people
went to church and performed charitable works. There was a notion
of the ‘deserving’ poor and the ‘undeserving’ poor. The former endured
hardship without complaint and showed excessive gratitude for any
crumb thrown to them from the rich man’s table; the latter were thieves
and vagabonds who were not content to go hungry and reap their reward
in heaven. It was all to do with respectability (see ‘Themes’, page 46).
Sobriety, restraint, prudence, thrift, modesty and chastity were the virtues
held up for people – especially poor people – to aspire to. There was
an underlying belief that rich people were rich because they deserved
to be and that was what God wanted, and that the converse was true
also. There was also a tradition of philanthropy, of rich men setting up
charities to help the deserving poor. These included William Booth, the
founder of the Salvation Army, and the Cadbury family in Bourneville,
who were famous for looking after their workers. Such charities did their
best to reach the most needy, but they could not change the lives of
the majority.
Many rich people paid lip service to Victorian virtues, but this was a
veneer designed by the Victorians to make them seem caring. The reality
was different. Poor people were hanged for petty theft. Women were
the property of their husbands or fathers – if they were lucky enough
to have a protector; otherwise they could be exploited in every way
by their masters. Only male property owners were allowed to vote,
so women and working-class men had no power. Many men, women
and children survived by prostitution. Male homosexuality was illegal;
female homosexuality was believed not to exist. The fact that male
homosexuality was illegal gave rise to it being termed ‘the blackmailer’s
charter’. Interestingly, both Utterson and Enfield believe that Jekyll is
being blackmailed by Hyde!
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Context
This is the historical context of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde and so it is easy
to see how the novel could be seen as a critique of a male-dominated
society, where successful men were outwardly charitable and concerned
for the less fortunate but committed shady acts under the cover of
darkness. This is implicit throughout the novel but none of these acts
is made explicit, though we are told that certainly Jekyll – even before
he became Hyde – did things he might be ashamed of in his youth,
as did the ultra-respectable Utterson. The concept of the duality of
human nature and the duality of society lends itself beautifully to
Victorian times.
What could the shameful acts committed by Jekyll and Utterson include?
Indulging excessively in alcohol or drugs? Gambling? Visiting mistresses
or prostitutes? Pursuing (then-illegal) homosexual relationships? There
are many possibilities. (They are just possibilities! Under no circumstances
are you to come to a definite conclusion regarding the sexual orientation
of the characters, but it is acceptable to point out that they were
unmarried and attended men-only social evenings.)
The lifestyle of Stevenson’s characters is very individual. The main
characters are all middle-class, unmarried men. They are all mature. Most
of them have a tendency to walk the streets late at night and in the
early hours of the morning, whether on business or seeking pleasure is
not stipulated. None of the women in the novel is named and all but the
small girl are servants.
Clearly Jekyll is experimenting with psychotic drugs such as laudanum
(which was not illegal), and this forms the basis of the story. The taking
of laudanum was widespread in Victorian times, both as pain relief and
as a recreational drug. Laudanum was a solution of opium drugs (modern
forms of which are heroin, morphine and codeine) in alcohol.
Could an interpretation be that the novel is a warning about the dangers
of drug-taking and its possible side effects? This clearly fits a modern
context, as research suggests that taking certain illegal drugs may
contribute to psychosis (mental illness) in some people. British society did
not become unduly alarmed about recreational drug use until the 1960s,
however, when it spread into youth culture. A more likely interpretation
in Victorian times would be that the novel serves as warning about the
dangers of science and scientific research running out of control.
It is easy to visualise Stevenson’s fascination with the activities of
such an underworld, having been brought up within such a restrictive
environment, and once he had cast off his religious upbringing and
declared himself an atheist, there was a whole ‘other’ world for him to
explore in his writing and possibly in his private life, though there is no
evidence in the text to support the notion that it is autobiographical in
any way.

GRADE BOOSTER
Be careful
about drawing
definite
conclusions,
but by all
means stick
to the facts
and present
these ideas as
possibilities
in your exam
responses.
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Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde

Grade FOCUS
Grade 5
To achieve a Grade 5, students need to show a clear understanding of the context in which the novel
was written.
Grade 8
To achieve a Grade 8, students need to make perceptive, critical comments about the ways that
contextual factors affect the choices Stevenson makes.

[*** TSN: Start
of box type
‘BOX04’. ***]
Review
your
learning

(Answers are given on p. 100.)
1 What stopped Stevenson from following his chosen profession?
2 What is meant by the term ‘context’?
3 What was the greatest change that the publication of Dr Jekyll
and Mr Hyde made to Stevenson’s life?
4 How might the ideas in Stevenson’s novel be relevant to society
today?
5 Why do you think Stevenson chose to set Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde
in London?
6 What are the differences between a Presbyterian and a
bohemian lifestyle?
7 What do you understand by the term ‘Gothic’?
8 What was laudanum?
9 Name two aspects of Stevenson’s upbringing that he rejected as
an adult.
10 What important piece of advice have you been given in this
chapter about addressing context in your essays?
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