
Navigating Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde’s London 

Lydia Lutton suggests that a close analysis of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde in relation to its social and 
historical contexts can be revealing both of the text and of the period in which it was written. 

In this tale of the dangers of alienating body from soul and deed from conscience, Jekyll's sense of 
self-division has been viewed as analogous to, or fostered by, divisions existing within British society. 
1880s London was a city of stark contrasts: geographic segregation, economic divisions and political 
tensions. 

By the 1880s London was an immense world-city, culturally and economically important, yet socially 
and geographically divided and politically incoherent. London was the largest city in the world, 
numbering 4 million inhabitants. In many ways the bustling, growing and multi-layered city of 
London gives Hyde an anonymous freedom as he is able to hide his despicable behaviour and go 
unnoticed by the many strangers who roam the streets. In addition, the West End of Mayfair had 
undergone significant renovation in the second half of the century; from a wealthy residential area it 
had been transformed into the bureaucratic centre of empire, the focus of transport, 
communication and entertainment. However, this world city seemed fragile and vulnerable with 
distressing effects felt through the Long Depression (1873-1896), a decline in London's traditional 
industries, and the absence of a unified and systematic water and health system causing frequent 
outbreaks of disease. Accompanying this malaise was significant social division. 

In the mid 1880s London was also gripped by the threat of Irish Fenian terrorist activities, a threat 
that was exacerbated by a lack of political organisation. The 'heavy cane' with which Hyde 'clubs' Sir 
Danvers Carew is reminiscent of a shillelagh, a wooden cudgel associated with the violence. 

The symbol of Jekyll's house raises the theme of the double, not only within the character but in 
terms of divisions within Victorian society. Dr. Jekyll lives in a well-appointed home, characterised by 
Stevenson as having 'a great air of wealth and comfort.' His laboratory is described as 'a certain 
sinister block of building ... [which] bore in every feature the marks of profound and sordid 
negligence.' With its decaying facade the laboratory quite neatly symbolises the corrupt Hyde. 
Correspondingly, the respectable, prosperous-looking main house symbolises the respectable front 
Jekyll wants to present to the public. Moreover, the connection between the buildings similarly 
corresponds to the connection between the personas they represent. The buildings are linked but 
look out on two different streets: the casual observer cannot detect that the structures are parts of a 
whole, just as Utterson cannot, or will not, acknowledge the relationship between the two. 

Darkness and Fog  

Stevenson's 'nocturnal', foggy, lamp-lit city setting is fitting for a society where secrecy and hypocrisy 
dominate. Most of the characters seem to be coming and going either late at night or in the early 
hours of the morning. Their activities remain unspecified or unquestioned by the vague, unreliable 
narrator Utterson, as Enfield admits: 'I was coming home from some place...about three o'clock of a 
black winter morning.' Throughout the novel, Stevenson establishes a link between the urban 
landscape of Victorian London and the dark events surrounding Hyde. He achieves his desired effect 
through the use of horror imagery, in which dark streets twist and coil, forming a sinister landscape 
befitting the crimes that take place there. Terrifying visions of the city also appear in Utterson's 
nightmares: 

'He would be aware of the great field of lamps of a nocturnal city. . . . The figure [of Hyde] . . . 
haunted the lawyer all night; and if at any time he dozed over, it was but to see it glide more 



stealthily through sleeping houses, or move the more swiftly . . . through wider labyrinths of lamp-
lighted city, and at every street corner crush a child and leave her screaming.' 

Hyde appears as an unidentifiable supernatural 'figure' as he 'glide[s]' rather than walks along the 
city streets. He is a growing presence in Utterson's mind seen in the repetition of 'more', evidence 
that Utterson's imagination is 'enslaved', and prefiguring his increased influence over Jekyll. 

Later, as Utterson rides to Hyde's apartments in Soho, he gets overwhelmed by the dark smog of the 
newly industrialised city. By the late 19th Century smoke pollution in industrialised London had 
become so thick that when mixed with fog it produced sky-darkening choking hazes that could last 
for weeks. The 'chocolate-coloured pall' is once again symbolic, not only its unique colouring 
reflecting the strange events surrounding the enigmatic Hyde, but also his own usual response to the 
events in the story. 

'A great chocolate-coloured pall lowered over heaven... there would be a glow of a rich, lurid brown, 
like the light of some strange conflagration.' 

Here the fog represents the lawyer's confusion as he struggles to comprehend Jekyll's attachment to 
Hyde. Furthermore it reflects his prevailing gloomy mood, and the oppressive atmosphere following 
the death of Carew. In addition, the funereal connotations present in the metaphor 'pall', a cloth 
covering a coffin, reminds the reader of Carew's shocking murder, but also foreshadows Jekyll's end. 

Locked Doors, Secrecy, Evasion and Hypocrisy  

Victorians could be said to suppress their true convictions and their natural tastes, sacrificing 
sincerity to propriety. They presented themselves as being incredibly pious and moral; they talked 
noble sentiments and many lived quite otherwise. They shut their eyes to what was ugly or 
unpleasant, pretending it did not exist. They conveniently looked the other way, often believing that 
candour did more harm than good. This need for secrecy, and wish to 'shut out' harsh reality, is 
symbolised effectively in the numerous locked doors present in the text: the strange door that 
Enfield encounters is always locked, Jekyll's laboratory is described as a 'windowless structure' and 
the three windows in the doctor's cabinet are barred with iron. After the incident with Dr Lanyon the 
reader is presented once again with the metaphor of the locked door, 'On the 12th, and again on 
14th the door was shut to the lawyer', an unwell Jekyll urges Utterson of the need for closed doors, 
secrecy and silence, 'I mean from henceforth to live a life of extreme seclusion'. He has withdrawn 
himself to such an extent that the servants in his own household have seen little of him. What was 
condemned was not sin but open sin and in this way, the evasion, or self-deception is hypocritical. 

For the characters in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, preserving one's reputation emerges as all-important. 
The prevalence of this value system is evident in the way that upright men such as Utterson and 
Enfield avoid gossip at all costs; preferring to remain silent, they see gossip as a great destroyer of 
reputation. In one of the most significant scenes, Utterson and Enfield are on one of their Sunday 
walks and speak to an ill Jekyll at his window, 'they saw it but for a glimpse, for the window was 
instantly thrust down...they turned and left the court without a word. 'The men continue in 'silence', 
afraid and shocked at what they recognise in Jekyll's face. Similarly, when Utterson suspects Jekyll 
first of being blackmailed and then of sheltering Hyde from the police, he does not make his 
suspicions known; part of being Jekyll's good friend is a willingness to keep his secrets. Throughout 
the novel, the characters demonstrate an inability to fully express themselves, or choose to withhold 
highly important information. For example, in the very first chapter, Enfield claims he does not want 
to share the name of the man who trampled the young girl in order to avoid gossip. However, after 
finally naming Hyde, he and Utterson end the conversation abruptly, as they feel discussing the topic 



any further would be inappropriate for all parties involved. Similarly, Utterson withholds relevant 
information from the police following Sir Danvers Carew's murder by choosing to keep Hyde and 
Jekyll's relationship secret. These silences reflect the confines of Victorian morality: while avoiding 
gossip is an admirable quality, evasion and self-deception are hypocritical to a modern reader. 

Violence  

Stevenson not only satisfies society's taste for 'shockers' or 'penny dreadfuls' in the horrific tale of 
Hyde's attack on Sir Danvers Carew MP, he is clearly commenting on the motiveless violence on 
London's streets, foreshadowing Jack the Ripper's attacks in London's East End in 1888. The attack is 
gruesome, the 'innocent' old man's bones are 'audibly shattered', the body is 'mangled'. Even the 
most 'aged and beautiful gentlemen', a respected figure in society, cannot escape. The murder 
weapon, a cane, is indeed broken in two after being used to beat the victim. 

The oppositions between the evil, violent Hyde and others repeatedly blur. In the account of his 
trampling the child, as in the later account of his attack on Carew, his evil is presented as gratuitous, 
violent aggression, which Jekyll amplifies by describing Hyde's monstrous depravity as 'drinking 
pleasure with bestial avidity from any degree of torture to another'. But he is not just an isolated 
embodiment of rage and cruelty; from the beginning his actions appear to contaminate others. 
Enfield tells how, after he has captured Hyde, he, the child's family, and even the doctor become 
possessed 'with desire to kill him...I never saw a circle of such hateful faces', 'we were keeping the 
women off him...wild as harpies'. Those who confront Hyde seem to turn into his doubles. 

Isolation  

Jekyll isolates himself to avoid accountability for the actions he considers shameful. Henry Jekyll has 
apparently had at best limited tolerance for the bonds of friendship. It is unthinkable that a wife or 
family member should be allowed to share this secret life. Only the bonds of male friendship remain 
to Jekyll and they will be sacrificed through his creation of Hyde. A decade before the present action, 
a quarrel with Lanyon over the theories that will produce Hyde breaks 'a bond of common interest.' 

Jekyll and Hyde's London is presented as a male space with few women, with little comfort, closed to 
love's lessons in self-revelation and compromise. While there are two or three servant girls, these 
are no more than character types: the conventional hag, a faceless little girl running for help - the 
'gentle sex' has no part in the action. The lack of women, taken together with the story's lack of 
specific detail about Jekyll's night-time activities, could be said to imply that Jekyll is indulging in 
homosexual practices behind the Victorian veil. Moreover, in his will Jekyll calls Hyde his 'friend and 
benefactor', an ambiguity that leaves their 'relationship' open to interpretation. Arguably Jekyll 
replaces the traditional wife with Hyde as he locks himself away in his laboratory in an inversion of 
the domestic intimacy shared with a partner, describing their relationship using an image of 
matrimony as 'closer than a wife, closer than an eye'. Stevenson felt that society was not functioning 
successfully in this comment on the individualising effects of an emerging modern democracy. The 
Victorian woman was viewed as benevolent, sensitive, caring, and her absence in the text, suggests 
that these virtues are missing in the city. This is further suggested by the unstable image of Hyde 
also as a 'child of Hell', a Social Darwinist nightmare of regression to the level of a rebellious child 
with a lack of moral accountability. Stevenson comments on the damage that can be done by sexual 
Puritanism present in Victorian society: Jekyll can see no way out of his cycle of pleasure and 
remorse but to give license to his desires, 'I knew myself...to be more wicked, tenfold more wicked, 
sold a slave to my original evil.' 

 



Conclusions  

In travelling the streets of 1880s London, Stevenson engages with an eternal human conflict: the 
battle between the desires of the flesh and those of the spirit. The text also incorporates society's 
fears about the unknown dangers present on the city streets. It can also be read as a prophecy about 
the advancing powers of Science. It is, however, clearly a trenchant criticism of Victorian society's 
repressive standards of virtue and respectability. 
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