[Book group notes]

What’s a ‘shilling shocker’?
This book was written in a very particular form – the ‘shilling shocker’ which was meant (in an age before TV and cheap paperbacks) as a gift for the holidays, a thriller, something for people who had time to sit down and enjoy a good exciting read.  It deliberately spins out the story so as to keep for the very end the revelation that the good doctor and the evil twin are the same person.  Once you know that, the tension in the story is a lot less, so Stevenson (or ‘RLS’) kept it for the very end.
The story is layered which means it gives you a series of people telling you the same or related facts, and you get closer and closer to the truth as you reach the middle.  Not that you ever reach the truth for there remain things which you never do find out – what Hyde got up to – specifically – in London, what Jekyll had been doing in his early life in that undescribed one-tenth of his career which was not “effort, virtue and control”.  
So the structure makes it a journey of exploration as Utterson tries to solve the puzzles surrounding his closest confidant. And it’s very cleverly worked out, not least because you don’t get quite enough at any one time to be sure of the plot. That’s one of the essences of good thriller and mystery writing.  It’s true in some very great books (Conrad’s Heart of Darkness) and it’s true in any one of thousands of thrillers and mystery books and short stories.  And it’s true in film, where a lot of horror/mystery/science fiction filming deliberately leaves you short of information, or is filmed in semi-darkness to make you unsure of what you’re seeing. Just how little detail can the author give you and let you imagine the rest for the story to still work?
Who do you think takes the poison behind the locked door at the end as Utterson and Poole are trying to get in?  Is it the doctor with his dying breath – he says in his last letter that if Hyde finds the letter he will tear it, but there the letter is in full sight.  Is it Hyde – whose voice comes through the locked door begging for mercy? 

Which one do you think actually drank the poison?  Was it Jekyll trying to atone for his sins?  Or Hyde in terror of imprisonment which he could not face?

The setting – is this Edinburgh or is this London?

This is a book it’s very easy to imagine as set in Edinburgh, even though RLS probably thought setting it in London would increase sales.  Go down to his birthplace on Howard Place in Edinburgh, and visit the Botanic Gardens and imagine the silence and how individual sounds hit you from a distance (go back and look at Utterson trying to hear Hyde’s footsteps in the story). Go to Leith Walk even now, when it’s so changed from RLS’s time, and it’s easy to imagine a dark city, full of doctors and lawyers and the other professional men who were RLS’s parents’ guests and friends.  It’s easy to see two sides to Edinburgh – a glance at Deacon Brodie’s tavern, a quick reading of James Hogg’s The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner or RLS’s story The Body Snatchers. RLS found growing up in New Town Edinburgh frustrating and as a teenager he hated accepting other people’s ideas of good behaviour.  It’s not hard to read some of the author, and his childhood home, into this story.

Where did Stevenson get the idea for the story? 
The history of the writing of Jekyll (Stevenson would have pronounced it ‘Jee-kill’) is a long-drawn out one since RLS left different versions of how it came to him – but it’s believed to have been from a dream which he then worked up over several weeks, changing his mind and enlarging the original version. No doubt some of it came from a nightmare. It’s been reported that RLS’s wife, Fanny Stevenson, got him to burn the first draft of the story, perhaps to keep him from tainting his recently established reputation as a bestselling children’s author, having published Treasure Island just a few years earlier. 

The story is still working powerfully with modern critics, including those interested in RLS's treatment of the unconscious and the subconscious, and his depiction of a society where women play so small a part as they do here - a few servants, an appalling housekeeper, harpies in the street avenging the little girl.  There has been a good deal of writing about the possible readings of this story as homoerotic and that debate continues.
Is it a classic?

There are lots of authors who credit RLS and this book as having influenced their own writing. Ian Rankin has stated that in his book Hide and Seek, he wanted to update Robert Louis Stevenson's the Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde for the modern age.
There have been various theatrical and radio adaptations of the story, even musicals, and over 100 films versions, or ones closely related to the story. Hyde has appeared as a primary character in Alan Moore's comic series, The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen, and in the movie Van Helsing. He even appears in Scooby-Doo and the Reluctant Werewolf. The movie Mary Reilly was based on a novel by Valerie Martin, a re-working of Stevenson’s plot centred around a maid in Jekyll’s household. 

Most recently, in 2007, the story was re-invented in a TV serial in the UK called Jekyll.  James Nesbitt played a modern Jekyll whose Hyde wreaks havoc in twenty-first century London. This serial was not an adaptation of Stevenson's book, but rather a continuation taking place in the present day: the original book and both Dr Jekyll and Stevenson are prominently featured within the story. 
The story of Jekyll and Hyde is so steeped in our culture, the idea of a ‘jekyll and hyde’ character is common place; this is the book everyone thinks they know, even if they actually haven’t read it.

Where’s the science?
You’ll notice there’s almost no science, the vaguest details of the experiment only.  There’s no explanation of which drugs and what impurities made the experiment work – it’s very hard for a scientifically trained observer to dismiss it as nonsense since there is almost nothing scientific to dismiss.  That’s why the story has endured through decades of scientific experiment and the rise of many schools of investigation of the inner and subconscious life which this book anticipates.  

A favourite theme of science fiction short story and film writers over the last half century has been people who change their identity, who do not know their own identity (think of the movie Blade Runner) or who may look human but turn out not to be (think of the movie Alien). RLS’s story has obvious attractions for this kind of plot: it fascinates, too, many people who are interested in the subconscious mind and there has been extensive writing on these possibilities.  Some splendid parodies, particularly in cartoon form, have been made.  But in that, and in the theatrical adaptations, people have not always attended to the central idea in this book – that Jekyll and Hyde are the same person, not two struggling enemies.   It is as “polar twins” that RLS devised the character, but the character finally is one person, and it is that person who accepts the terrible responsibility for the experiment gone wrong, and takes the poison.  But which hand held the poison?

Ahead of its time?
The book was an instant success on publication, and has remained a best seller to this day.  Although other Stevenson works addressed the darker side of Scotland and the dualities so evident - Alan Breck and Davie Balfour in Kidnapped and Catriona, the struggle between the generations in Weir of Hermiston or the deadly feud between the brothers in The Master of Ballantrae - this was a one-off in what could be regarded as a kind of science fiction, although not very scientific, but chiming with the sense at the time of the developments going on in medicine and the understanding of the human mind.  
The twentieth-century has been full of books which amplify these interests, particularly those which examine the different constituents of what it means to be Scottish - Highland, Lowland, town, country - and how hard it is to be sure of one's own identity and to remain sure at a time of change.  
A book as recent as James Robertson's The Testament of Gideon Mack shows how the questions thrown up by Stevenson, and by Hogg's The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner, can still be reworked powerfully in the twenty-first century to depict the age-old question of someone struggling to find their own identity.  When Jekyll sees himself for the first time in the mirror as Hyde, he feels not revulsion but "a leap of welcome".  He may look different, but "this, too, was myself". Accepting that fact, and the challenges it raises, is still a powerful stimulus to writers today.
The book raises many questions: Do we understand ourselves, let alone other people?  What does the book say about repression?  About a class system so rigidly exclusive?  About a society where the only female characters seem to be maidservants, harpies or morally dubious?  
Read on...if you liked this book, why not try...

James Hogg, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner

Muriel Spark, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie
Ian Rankin, Hide and Seek 

Robert Louis Stevenson, The Body Snatcher
James Robertson, The Testament of Gideon Mack
Jenni Calder, RLS: Life Study of Robert Louis Stevenson
Roger Swearingen, The Prose Writings of Robert Louis Stevenson: A Guide

Jenni Calder, Stevenson and Victorian Scotland (which includes an excellent essay by David Daiches that will help anyone studying the Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde).

Visit the City of Literature website for more information about the Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde and literary Edinburgh.
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