What inspired the Author

  The unusually clear dream vision of Jekyll and Hyde and the terror it inspired in the thirty-six-year-old Stevenson suggest that the idea had a strong root in Stevenson's personality. From biographical data and the comments of Stevenson's contemporaries, we are able to determine that this was indeed the case and that the concept of an outwardly respectable man leading a double life whose dark side included immorality or even crime preoccupied Stevenson from his early childhood. 


The image of Jekyll and Hyde appears to have had its origin in a real personage of Stevenson's native city of Edinburgh -- Deacon Brodie (1741-1788). William Brodie was a successful carpenter and cabinet-maker and so highly regarded in his craft that he became "deacon" or president of the Edinburgh carpenters' trade. Far from having the solid churchgoing habits that his title might suggest to those unacquainted with its professional significance, Deacon Brodie spent many happy hours on Sunday mornings making wax impressions of the door locks of friends and neighbours who were at services. For Brodie led a double life -- by day he pursued his carpentry, and at night he was a daring housebreaker. The houses and offices he raided (at first alone and later as leader of a gang of three other men) included many he had previously visited to make repairs or perform other work of his trade. Between blows of hammer and strokes of saw he had taken the opportunity to make copies of keys and locks and to observe room arrangements and the arrival and departure schedules of inhabitants and workers.
Some victims who witnessed his night time incursions thought they recognized him under his black gauze mask, but kept their own counsel, out of either friendship or disbelief. The next morning Brodie would condole with them on their losses or would be in attendance at the town council, of which he was an ex officio member, helping formulate plans to catch the audacious criminal. Brodie's career ended when a member of his gang gave him away to the authorities after a disappointing raid on the Scottish Excise Office. Brodie fled and was caught in Holland, where he was making profitable use of his fugitive hours learning the art of forgery from an itinerant expert. 


The Deacon was hanged in 1788 at the Edinburgh Tolbooth Prison. Legend has it that he was hanged on a gallows that he had built in the course of his carpentry for the city, but unfortunately this supreme irony is not borne out by chronology. 
Deacon Brodie seized on the imagination of his townspeople and they have never forgotten him. In addition to the fascination of his double life, it was obvious to the people of Edinburgh that he was not attracted to crime primarily by love of gain, although it cannot have.
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