
The Body Snatcher Robert Louis Stevenson

The Body Snatcher is a chilling tale penned by the renowned Scottish author Robert Louis
Stevenson. A master of both adventure and horror, Stevenson weaves a compelling
narrative that delves into the dark underbelly of Edinburgh during the early 19th century.
This novella, published in 1884, highlights the moral dilemmas faced by its characters and
serves as a reflection of societal issues surrounding body-snatching, medical ethics, and the
quest for knowledge. In this article, we will explore the key themes, characters, and the
historical context of Stevenson's work, along with its enduring impact on literature and
popular culture.

Historical Context

The Anatomy Act of 1832

To understand the backdrop of The Body Snatcher, one must consider the historical context
in which it was written. The early 19th century in Britain was a time of significant change,
particularly within the medical field. The Anatomy Act of 1832, which was enacted to
address the shortage of cadavers available for medical research, transformed the



landscape of anatomy studies. Prior to this act, medical schools relied heavily on the illegal
practice of body snatching—digging up graves to procure corpses for dissection.

- Body snatchers, often referred to as "resurrectionists," operated in secrecy, driven by the
lucrative demand for cadavers.
- The act made it legal for unclaimed bodies, such as those of criminals, to be used for
research, but the stigma and fear surrounding the acquisition of bodies persisted.
- This environment of desperation and secrecy forms the basis of Stevenson's narrative,
showcasing the moral conflicts that arise when the pursuit of scientific knowledge
intersects with ethical considerations.

Edinburgh: A City of Shadows

Edinburgh, the setting for The Body Snatcher, was a hub of medical progress but also a city
rife with crime and poverty. The stark contrasts between the enlightenment of scientific
discovery and the grim realities of life in the city provide a rich backdrop for Stevenson's
story.

- The city’s graveyards, filled with the remains of its past citizens, became the hunting
grounds for body snatchers.
- A culture of fear and mistrust developed as families became wary of the potential loss of
their loved ones, leading to increased security measures around graves.
- The tension between the pursuit of knowledge and the sanctity of human life is a recurring
theme in Stevenson's work, illustrating the moral quandaries faced by society.

Plot Summary

The Body Snatcher is primarily narrated by Fettes, a medical student who becomes
embroiled in the world of grave robbing. The story begins with Fettes recounting his
experiences with Dr. Wolfe Macfarlane, a charismatic and skilled surgeon who harbors dark
secrets.

Key Events

1. Introduction to Fettes and Macfarlane:
- Fettes, who works in a dissecting room, is introduced to Macfarlane, who is well-respected
in the medical community.
- Their relationship develops as they engage in discussions about anatomy, ethics, and the
means by which they acquire cadavers for study.

2. The Dark Deal:
- Fettes learns that Macfarlane has been involved in body snatching, acquiring corpses from
graveyards to fulfill the demands of their profession.
- A series of unsettling events unfold, revealing Macfarlane’s willingness to cross moral
boundaries for the sake of scientific advancement.



3. The Haunting Revelation:
- As the story progresses, the grisly truth about Macfarlane's methods comes to light,
culminating in a shocking revelation concerning one of the bodies they have procured.
- The horror of the situation intensifies as Fettes grapples with the implications of their
actions.

4. The Climax:
- The narrative reaches a climax as Fettes confronts Macfarlane about his unethical
practices, leading to a chilling confrontation that forces both characters to confront their
own humanity.

Character Analysis

The Body Snatcher features a small but impactful cast of characters, each of whom
embodies different aspects of the moral dilemmas presented in the story.

- Fettes: The protagonist, Fettes is a representation of the conflicted medical student torn
between his ambition and his ethical beliefs. His journey through the novella reflects the
internal struggle faced by many in the medical field during this era.

- Dr. Wolfe Macfarlane: A charismatic yet morally ambiguous figure, Macfarlane represents
the darker side of scientific pursuit. His character embodies the conflict between the desire
for knowledge and the ethical implications of acquiring it through unethical means.

- The Resurrectionist: This character serves as a reminder of the lengths to which
individuals would go to achieve their goals. This figure is essential in highlighting the
desperation that led to body snatching and the commodification of human remains.

Themes and Motifs

Stevenson's The Body Snatcher is rich in themes that resonate with readers even today.
The interplay of morality, science, and the human condition is at the forefront of the
narrative.

Moral Ambiguity and Ethical Dilemmas

The novella raises critical questions about morality in the pursuit of knowledge:

- The ethical implications of body snatching reveal the tension between scientific
advancement and respect for the dead.
- Characters are often faced with decisions that force them to weigh their personal
ambitions against the societal norms of their time.



The Nature of Evil

Stevenson explores the concept of evil, particularly through the character of Macfarlane:

- Macfarlane’s descent into moral depravity illustrates how ambition can corrupt and lead
individuals to commit heinous acts.
- The story suggests that evil may not always be an external force but can manifest within
individuals driven by desperation or ambition.

The Fear of the Unknown

The novella evokes a sense of fear, not only through its macabre subject matter but also
through the societal anxieties of the time:

- The fear surrounding body snatching reflects a broader anxiety about scientific
advancements and the unknown consequences they may entail.
- The haunting atmosphere of Edinburgh serves to heighten this fear, creating a palpable
tension that permeates the narrative.

Impact and Legacy

Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Body Snatcher has left an indelible mark on literature,
influencing countless works across genres. Its exploration of complex themes and moral
dilemmas continues to resonate with readers and writers alike.

Influence on Literature and Film

- The novella has inspired adaptations in various forms, including stage plays, films, and
even television series.
- Its themes of ethical quandaries in science and the nature of evil have been revisited in
contemporary works, highlighting the timelessness of Stevenson's narrative.

Continued Relevance

- As modern society grapples with similar ethical dilemmas in medicine and scientific
research, The Body Snatcher serves as a cautionary tale about the potential consequences
of unchecked ambition.
- The moral questions raised in the novella encourage ongoing discussions about the
intersection of science, ethics, and humanity.



Conclusion

In conclusion, The Body Snatcher by Robert Louis Stevenson is a profound exploration of
the dark corners of human ambition and the ethical dilemmas that arise in the pursuit of
knowledge. Through its rich characters, haunting atmosphere, and thought-provoking
themes, the novella stands as a testament to Stevenson’s literary prowess. As readers
continue to engage with this chilling tale, its relevance remains undiminished, prompting
reflection on the moral responsibilities that accompany scientific inquiry. The legacy of The
Body Snatcher endures, reminding us that the quest for knowledge must always be
tempered with ethical consideration and humanity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main plot of 'The Body Snatcher' by Robert
Louis Stevenson?
The story revolves around the dark activities of grave robbers in 19th-century Edinburgh,
focusing on the partnership between Dr. Fettes and the notorious body snatcher, Mr. K——,
who supply cadavers for medical research.

What themes are explored in 'The Body Snatcher'?
The novella explores themes of morality, the ethics of medical science, the duality of
human nature, and the conflict between life and death.

How does 'The Body Snatcher' reflect the medical
practices of its time?
The story highlights the desperate need for cadavers in medical schools during the 19th
century, illustrating the lengths to which individuals would go to obtain bodies for study,
often leading to unethical practices.

Who are the main characters in 'The Body Snatcher'?
The main characters include Dr. Fettes, a medical student; Mr. K——, the body snatcher;
and Dr. Wolfe Macfarlane, a respected physician with a troubling past.

What is the significance of the title 'The Body
Snatcher'?
The title refers to the practice of stealing corpses from graves, which is central to the plot
and serves as a metaphor for the moral decay and desperation present in the pursuit of
knowledge at any cost.

How does Stevenson use horror elements in 'The Body



Snatcher'?
Stevenson employs elements of horror through suspenseful storytelling, vivid descriptions
of grave robbing, and the psychological torment experienced by the characters, particularly
Fettes as he confronts his own complicity.

In what ways has 'The Body Snatcher' influenced
popular culture?
The novella has influenced various adaptations in film, television, and literature, often
inspiring works that explore similar themes of body snatching and the ethical dilemmas of
medical science.
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