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1 Divisions in the metropolis, the individuality and 
duality of man
1.1 State of the metropolis
Many of the concerns and anxieties of the long nineteenth century converged and found 

their expression in the fin-de-siècle English novel. Rapid expansion of cities, especially 

London, scientific and technological advances, diminishing authority of the Church and 

religion, evolving political map of Europe and general enfranchisement, with the improving 

status of women, all sent shockwaves through the social, political and moral landscapes of 

the late nineteenth century.

In the heart of the empire, in London, one of the most acute problems was overpopulation. 

The rapid growth of the city from some million inhabitants in 1800 to 4.5 million in the 

1880s and 7 million by the First World War1  meant that the living conditions, especially of 

the working classes, took an abysmal plunge. The city  was divided socially and 

geographically between the affluent boroughs of the West and the swarming slums of the 

East End. The bleak conditions in Whitechapel and other areas in the East End are vividly 

described by Andrew Mearns in ‘Bitter Cry of Outcast London’ (1885):

To get into them you have to penetrate courts reeking with poisonous and 

malodorous gases arising from accumulations of sewage and refuse scattered 

in all directions and often flowing beneath your feet; courts many of them which 

the sun never penetrates, which are never visited by a breath of fresh air, and 

which rarely  know the virtues of a drop of cleansing water. You have to ascend 

rotten staircases, which threaten to give way beneath every step, and which, in 

some cases, have already broken down, leaving gaps that imperil the limbs and 
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lives of the unwary. You have to grope your way along dark and filthy passages 

swarming with vermin. Then, if you are not driven back by the intolerable 

stench, you may gain admittance to the dens in which these thousands of 

beings who belong, as much as you, to the race for whom Christ died, herd 

together.2

Accounts of the poor neighbourhoods of London were not always sympathetic. Poverty 

was tendentiously associated with a criminal mindset and atavism, and the urban poor 

were often seen as reverting to an earlier primitive type of humans.

The possibility of degeneration was one of the more prominent concerns of the Victorian 

era. Using scientific methods, Darwin showed not only that humans evolved from simpler 

life forms but also that they  had more in common with apes and other beasts than they 

thought. Max Nordau, the foremost proponent of the theory of degeneration, claimed that 

the immorality of the working classes and the decadence of the bourgeois aristocracy 

would lead to racial degeneration, a process which in his opinion had already begun, and 

he gave as evidence the living standard and the physical appearance of the working 

classes and the scandals pointing to the perverted nature of the upper classes. Another 

supporter of the degeneracy theory, Cesare Lombroso, who founded the new ‘science’ of 

criminal anthropology, claimed that criminal tendencies could be measured by certain 

physical features. Lombroso associated habitual criminality  with such ‘telltale signs’, 

inherited from the primitive ancestors of man, as specific configuration of cheek bones or 

the shape of the skull. Unsurprisingly, Lombroso found these features predominantly in the 

members of the working classes.
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In fiction, degeneracy was expressed through the motif of the ‘other’ figuring as a double to 

the advanced, civilised society. Greenslade explains the phenomenon thus:

The secret sharer was emblematically  figured for a post-Darwinian culture as 

the beast in man. Fear of the hidden presence of a ‘monstrous’ and disruptive 

energy was experienced and articulated as the surrendering to that influence. 

Age-old hierarchies, which had assumed unquestioned relations of authority 

and subordination – civilised and brutish, higher and lower, mind and body, 

reason and instinct – were under pressure as never before. The fear of atavism, 

of reversion to a lower state, offered the perfect medium for the expression of 

these worrying questions.3

Putting evolutionary  theories to use in his bleakly scientific rendering of an apocalyptic 

future in The Time Machine, Wells warned of the consequences of the kind of class 

isolation already in place in London at his time, and of the apparent decaying of culture 

and morals. The fear of reverting to a ‘bestial’ state went hand in hand with suspicion of 

unrestraint physical appetites, of sexuality, as evidence of the primitive condition taking the 

upper hand. Ambiguous sexuality  found its way into The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr 

Hyde, Dorian Gray as well as Dracula.

Dr Jekyll is prevented from enjoying the kind of pleasures he gravitates towards by his 

social status, by expectations imposed on him by society. For a  time he seems to 

successfully  avoid the dilemma by creating an alter ego, Mr Hyde, as an outlet for his 

desires, but this only aggravates his inner conflict. For Dorian Gray, the disguise that 

allows him to enter the opium dens and brothels of the East End is partly his unnaturally 
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innocent visage and partly  his wealth. Count Dracula’s thirst for blood has explicit sexual 

connotations, too.

The restraint imposed on the sexuality of the respectable citizens widened the rift between 

the West and East End. The barrier, however, was far from impassable. Like Hyde and 

Dorian, well-to-do gentlemen often crossed it in search of ‘illicit pleasures’. Prostitution 

soared in Victorian London, catering to all kinds of tastes. In 1885, London was 

scandalised by the account in the Pall Mall Gazette of buying a  child for sexual 

enjoyment4. ‘The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon’ was a  piece of investigative 

journalism by  W. S. Stead which revealed the exploitation of the poor. Stead describes 

how he was able to procure a virgin daughter from her drunk mother, with the father’s 

unvoiced consent, for the low sum of five shillings. Similarly, in Dorian Gray, Sibyl’s mother 

is happy to leave her daughter act in the theatre in exchange for a lump  sum from the 

proprietor. Later she does not hesitate to give consent to Sibyl’s marriage with Dorian, 

even though all she knows about him is that he is rich.

Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, which came out in the same year as Stead’s 

reportage, does not state explicitly the goal of Hyde’s nightly journeys to the East End but 

there can be little mistake about their true objective. Aside from child prostitution, regular 

prostitution was also of growing concern, not least for the transmission of venereal 

diseases from East End brothels into the ‘respectable households’ in the West. The Ripper 

murders, which have not ceased to fascinate the public, were linked in popular imagination 

to Stevenson’s novel. As Wilde’s and Stevenson’s novels reflected the sordid realities of 

the metropolis, the Gothically bizarre Ripper murders imitated their art bringing down the 

barriers between life and fiction.
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Gentlemen, like Dorian Gray, Lord Henry Wotton or Mr Hyde, could by virtue of their 

wealth cross the social barriers and walk unhindered along the streets of Whitechapel. 

They could, at their leisure, spend entire days watching the working classes go about their 

business. These strollers, or flâneur, could then talk and write about degeneracy  in the 

comfort of their studies and clubs, or warn others about the destructive potential of the 

mob.

Mr Hyde is almost torn to pieces by a crowd of ‘female harpies’ when he runs over a little 

girl in the street. He is only saved by the presence of a fellow gentleman, a medical doctor 

who happens to be passing. Hyde’s appearance is ‘unnatural’, repulsive and monstrous, 

yet it is never exactly explained what makes him such. He embodies everything the polite 

society fears, the beast within a gentleman. The house he lives in also has a peculiar 

double existence. Where Hyde enters it, it appears decrepit and low, unlived-in, concealed 

in a dark alley. However, it is also connected to Jekyll’s mansion which lies in ‘a square of 

ancient, handsome houses’5. This points out the proximity of the fashionable districts to the 

disreputable East End, with the geography mirroring the split in Jekyll’s psyche.

The house has its own dark secret like its master’s soul. Despite the disgust of the 

disgruntled servants, whose apparent peer Hyde is, he has a free run of Jekyll’s house 

further alloying the high- and low-brow elements, blurring the line between respectability 

and infamousness.

While it could be indulgent to the moneyed flâneur, polite Victorian society was also 

remarkably intolerant to outsiders. Kathleen L. Spencer finds a  surprising degree of 

similarity  between it and the traditional societies in which witchcraft was persecuted. In 
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such societies, she writes, ‘the universe is dualistic: what is inside is good, what is outside 

is bad.’6  While the late Victorians did not explicitly  attribute the evil in society  to witches, 

they manifested the same fear of outsiders and the exaggerated idea of what was at stake 

if they let them in. Hence, the intense pressure on the middle class to conform to an 

increasingly vague set of moral commandments.

Dracula is an outsider par excellence. Coming from Eastern Europe, he represents 

a  Catholic and feudal tradition rife with superstition. He is a  monster improbably yet 

dangerously materialised in the heart of Victorian society. Vanquishing him takes the 

specimen Anglo-Saxon Protestant rationalists who employ science to do so. Like Mr Hyde, 

Dracula represents what the Victorians feared most in themselves. The unrestrained 

animalism and sexual appetite that threatened the laboriously created self-image of the 

nation. Dracula is repeatedly described as degenerate, selfish and possessing a childish 

brain7. As such he cannot hope to match the educated minds of English Vampire hunters. 

Expelling the monster from their society, returning thereby to the safe and ordinary world of 

the novel’s opening, these Englishmen triumph culturally over a  representative of the 

‘lesser’ races.
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1.2 The Urban Gothic
The novel as an outlet for the anxieties and concerns of the English had been steadily 

growing in popularity  throughout the century. In the 1880s and 1890s, a debate broke out 

over the suitability  of the realistic method for expression of these sentiments. The ‘high 

realism’ of the 1870s was, according to its critics, limited to and by the ‘gross reality’ it 

depicted – its plots were minimal, characters flat, and the novels, in effect, dull and trivial. 

The genre of romance, which had hitherto been looked down on by intellectuals, was on 

the other hand going through a  revival. It found staunch partisans in writers like Doyle, 

Kipling, Stevenson, Stoker, Wilde and others.

In 1884 Stevenson argued for the merits of the romance as opposed to realism in his 

essay ‘A  Humble Remonstrance’, his chief tenet being that ‘…no art does “compete with 

life.” Man’s one method, whether he reasons or creates, is to half-shut his eyes against the 

dazzle and confusion of reality.’8  In other words, art derives its power from abstraction, the 

‘half-shutting’ of one’s eyes to avoid the unnecessary, the incidental, and enable focussing 

on one’s true object.

Within the romance the sub-genre of ‘the fantastic’, or Gothic, was gaining popularity  and 

became the medium for dramatising the many paradoxes in the lives of late Victorians.

Andrzej Zgorzelski offers a useful definition of the fantastic. The genre is typified by ‘the 

breaching of the internal laws which are initially assumed in the text to govern the fictional 

world.’9  In other words, the vision of the fictional world, which is typically mimetic and 

recognisably our own, is violently breached by  the appearance of the fantastic element. 
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This element then transforms the fictional world so that it no longer transgresses the laws 

of reality. Fictional characters react to this fantastic element with fear or revulsion, as what 

they encounter is not only unexpected but also unnatural or monstrous. The narrative 

voice typically emphasises this violation of the accepted rules, and draws attention to the 

logical paradox present in the seeming impossibility of the fantastic occurrence juxtaposed 

to its tangible reality.

In the late Victorian context, most authors of the fantastic insisted on the absolute 

modernity  of the setting, and made it a predominantly urban one as the majority  of Britain’s 

population had by then been living in cities. In contrast to the earlier Gothic fiction, there 

was no distance between the world of the fictional characters and that of the reader, 

making the fantastic all the more haunting for its immediate spatial and temporal proximity.

This often resulted in the blurring of the boundaries of the everyday and the unnatural. 

When an elixir transforms the venerable Dr Jekyll into a low-life, it is difficult to distinguish 

whether it is through science or by magic. Yet the transformation itself constitutes 

a fantastic element which violates the reader’s accepted view of the world.

The fantastic ‘other’ of earlier Gothic fiction, Ann Radcliffe’s and others’, relied for its effect 

on an exotic element which was sufficiently far from home to be credible and enjoyable in 

the safety of knowing its remoteness. The fin-de-siècle romance, however, relocated the 

Gothic horrors onto the English soil, into the immediate vicinity  of the readers’ homes. 

Even more alarming was the transition from an evil which came exclusively from the 

outside, typically in the person of an exotic villain, to a darkness which lurked in the hidden 

recesses of the soul of any respectable citizen.

In 1891 Oscar Wilde published The Picture of Dorian Gray, a story of split personality 

which no doubt owed some of its inspiration to Stevenson. Dorian Gray is not only 
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a charming member of the upper classes but also an unnatural monster with a perverted 

appetite for the pursuit of hedonistic enjoyment, without regard for anything or anyone 

else. What makes the novel so disturbing is not only Dorian’s lack of sympathy and 

concern for the laws of the society, but also the existence of the supernaturally live portrait 

cum conscience locked up in the attic of his perfectly modern house.

In her study of romance, Gillian Beer says of the genre that ‘[it] is mimetic at a mythic level. 

It forms itself about the collective subconscious of an age. … it can allow us to participate 

dramatically for a time in the distinctive psychic stresses of alien societies.’10 The fin-de-

siècle romances did indeed explore the ‘collective subconscious’ of the age, putting up 

a  mirror to the readers’ experience. In his defence of Dorian Gray, addressed to the 

outraged editor of the Scots Observer, Wilde shows how literal this mirror could be: ‘Each 

man sees his own sin in Dorian Gray. What Dorian Gray’s sins are no one knows. He who 

finds them has brought them.’11
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1.3 Individuality and self-consciousness
Writing about the conditions of the industrial workers in England, many Left-leaning 

thinkers of the period stressed what the German socialists called the sense of alienation 

(Entfremdung) and isolation (Vereinzelung), connecting these conditions with the prevalent 

‘doctrine of individualism’, or political and economic liberalism. In The Condition of the 

Working Classes in England Friedrich Engels described the ‘brutal indifference, the 

unfeeling isolation of each in his private interest’ pervasive in London of the mid-nineteenth 

century.12

In French context, the word ‘individualisme’ had already been used systematically in the 

mid-1820s. Coined by the disciples of Claude Henri de Saint-Simon, it expressed their 

‘horror of social atomisation and anarchy’ in the wake of the Enlightenment.13  It was 

identified with the social, moral and political isolation of individuals, with the abandoning of 

social regulation and solidarity.

Reaction against it found expression in the Romantic movement which called for greater 

harmony and unity  in social relations.14  In contrast to individualism, Individualität as 

understood by the German Romantics stood for personal independence and self-

realisation. Except among the earliest generation, however, this ‘individual self-fulfilment’ 

was expected lead to ‘the organic unity of individual and society’.15

Closely related to the German idea of Individualität is John Stuart Mill’s concept of 

individuality as development toward the fullest, most harmonious expression of one’s 
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powers. Such development would, moreover, involve a ‘certain transformation both in 

one’s previous desires and in one’s relationships to those aspects of personality, both 

cognitive and affective, that have been implanted by custom, authority  and tradition,’16 

making this development especially important in the context of fin-de-siècle Gothic fiction.

Mill borrowed his concept of individuality  from Wilhelm von Humboldt, who in turn was 

a disciple of Kant and Fichte. From these philosophers he adopted an understanding of 

human nature as defined by dualisms of reason and sense, moral obligation and individual 

inclination, ideal and actual man, abstract understanding and sensibility, freedom and 

necessity.17  Characteristic of the Romantic movement was the effort to imagine a  life in 

which all these opposing elements could be harmonised. Humboldt wrote that ‘the ultimate 

object of all our mortal striving is solely  to discover, nourish, and recreate what truly exists 

in ourselves and others.’18

In his On Liberty, Mill praises the passions and willpower of the archaic man who little 

heeded the strictures of morality and conscience. Society then tamed this strong, amoral 

man partly  through political power and partly through religion. Though this process was 

admittedly  necessary for the development of civilisation it also caused people to lose their 

spontaneity and authenticity imposing upon them a ‘lifeless conformity, nowadays 

exercised officially through religion and unofficially by the “masses”’.19
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Mill’s tenet would find a sympathetic listener in Wilde who claimed in ‘The Critic as Artist’ 

that

Sin is an essential element of progress. Without it the world would stagnate, or 

grow old, or become colourless. By its curiosity Sin increases the experience of 

the race. Through its intensified assertion of individualism, it saves us from 

monotony of type. In its rejection of the current notions about morality, it is one 

with the higher ethics.20

Sharing in Goethe’s spirit, Mill also asserted that individuality  could not exist without 

development: ‘It is not by wearing down into uniformity  all that is individual in themselves, 

but by cultivating it, and calling it forth … that human beings become a beautiful and noble 

object of contemplation.’21

Like the Romantics, fin-de-siècle authors of romance resisted a  mechanical and 

determinist account of life. They rebelled not only  against the formal requirements of 

realism but also against the bigoted morals their art was expected to convey. Taking up the 

Romantic heritage, they explored the possibility of reconciling one’s individuality to the 

larger framework of society, and lashed out against the prudishness and hypocrisy  of the 

Victorian mores.

Self-consciousness must always be at the core of individuality. Both Stevenson and Wilde, 

I think, would agree that ‘one must see the individual manifested both in the mores, roles, 

and values received from society,’ as well as ‘in the struggle to transcend and reshape 

these influences.’22  Without the former, individuality would be empty, and without the latter 
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it would lapse into conformity. This is the idea at the core of the doppelgänger split which, 

however, for both Stevenson and Wilde was ultimately destructive, rather than creative.

The split between the individual and social aspects of consciousness can also be 

described in terms of social psychology. George Herbert Mead is thought to be the author 

of the distinction between the ‘I’ and the ‘me’, in which the former represents the potential 

of an individual to act in unanticipated authentic ways, while the latter depends on the 

expectations of others.23  Further developing this theory, Kenelm Burridge called Mead’s 

‘me’ a ‘person’, an aspect of the self which is ‘colonised and formed by social roles,’ 

reinforcing ‘the structure of a given tradition in a system of rationalisations.’24

                                                                   Michal Macura' The doppelgänger in fin-de-siècle Victorian literature

16

23 Hinchman 771.

24 Kenelm Burridge. ‘Someone, No One: An Essay on Individuality’ (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1979) in Hinchman 772.



1.4 Psychological and cultural splits
The tension between the imposed restraint of civilisation and the pursuit of one’s desires is 

the signature dilemma of the fin-de-siècle romance. The conflict is frequently  personified 

by the character of a double who represents the protagonist’s cultural and psychological 

other. When Jekyll writes in his journal about the discovery  of two sides of human 

personality, ‘man is not truly  one, but truly two,’25  he is preparing ground for the 

introduction of Hyde. Duality is a word which not only means that there is two of 

something, but also, and more importantly, that a certain thing or person is to be perceived 

as two. Literature has dealt with duality since antiquity, for example in Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses or Plato’s Phaedo; and dualistic (or dialectic) tendencies in philosophy 

had been evolved and elaborated long before the (re)appearance of literature of duality at 

the end of the eighteenth century. Moreover, dualistic thought has long been part of the 

popular culture, and one need not go too far to look for examples: the belief in the 

attraction of opposites, the idea of the necessary evil, of dialectical progression – or even 

the duality of body and soul – have been cultural mainstays of the Western world for 

millennia.

Literary duality consists of components which may complete, compete, resemble or repel 

one another. Their roles alternate between partnership  and enmity, and they nearly  always 

clash in a  dialectical fashion. However, they should be understood as equally  true 

portrayals of character; both the public and private selves are inextricable parts of it. 

Jekyll’s confession reads: ‘It was on the moral side, and in my own person, that I learned 

to recognise the thorough and primitive duality of man; I saw that, of the two natures that 
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contended in the field of my consciousness, even if I could rightly  be said to be either, it 

was only because I was radically both,’26 (my emphasis).

This does not mean, however, that the two always work towards a common goal. On the 

contrary, literary doubles are usually fatal, or at least hostile, to the self. In traditional 

understanding, encounters with a double were considered bad omens, or even portents of 

death27. Doubles were seen as double-dealers, linking the phenomenon to some inherent 

dishonesty or moral deficiency in the host. Dealing with doubles was considered meddling 

with dark powers, and doubles were frequently interpreted as the Devil in disguise come to 

Earth to capture lost souls, as is the case in Hogg’s Justified Sinner.

More often than not, the self and the double function as paradigms of good and evil, they 

embody the oppositions of emotion and reason, civility and barbarity, culture and 

degeneracy. A  double can be identified with some part of one’s personality which 

constitutes an internal threat to the integrity  of the self. Duality  itself is often triggered, or 

realised, as a response to demands made, or pressures engendered, by the environment. 

The environment, which brings forth the double from its host, however, typically also 

stigmatises duality as ominous and destructive, and promotes a belief in the necessity  of 

a single self.28 The double is an unwelcome haunting presence wherever it appears. Being 

haunted by an exotic spectre may be bad enough but being haunted by one’s self strikes 

at the very  foundations of identity. The appearance of a  double calls into question the 

sanity of the host, and sets off a gradual ostracism at the end of which the protagonist 

usually meets his death (or incarceration outside of the bounds of society, as in 

Dostoevsky’s The Double).
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The modern literary  double is a beast of German provenance, and the term doppelgänger, 

which is often used to describe it, comes from Jean Paul Richter’s 1797 novel Siebenkäs. 

It is defined in a  footnote as ‘Leute, die sich selber sehen’ (’people who can see 

themselves’) emphasising the visual, objective aspect of the phenomenon. Its history, 

however, starts with the growth in popularity  of Mesmerism and the experiments aiming to 

separate from the mind the ‘second self’ which resides in the unconscious. Jean Paul 

Richter’s doppelgänger was taken up by Goethe, Tieck, Kleist and other German writers 

who further developed the concept, with Hoffmann identifying it with a part of personality 

constituting an internal threat. Schlegel pointed out the dramatic aspect of the 

doppelgänger, the continuous presence of internal dialogue:

…so deeply  is this dualism rooted in our conscience, that even when we are, or 

at least think ourselves alone, we still think as two, and are constrained as it 

were to recognise our inmost profoundest being as essentially dramatic. This 

colloquy with self, or generally, this internal dialogue, is so perfectly  the natural 

form of human thinking, that even the saintly solitaries of bygone centuries, who 

in the Egyptian deserts or the Alpine hermitages devoted a half-life to meditation 

on divine things and mysteries, were often not able otherwise to indicate the 

results of such meditations, to invest it in another dress, to bring it into any other 

form of exposition than that of a dialogue of the soul with God.29

From Germany the vogue for duality spread throughout Europe. It found a particularly 

congenial soil in the Gothic strain of literature popular in the Scotland and England of the 

nineteenth century, which gladly  accepted the semi-magical idiom of the new 

pseudosciences concerned with the unconscious – Magnetism and Phrenology. At its best 

and most organised, the Gothic mode enabled the authors of doppelgänger fiction to 
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explore the fringes of received morality  in contemporary society as well as expose the 

threat posed by desire divorced from all reason and common sense. However, duality was 

also often treated as an abracadabra, a kind of magic trick, a fitting complement for the 

narrative excesses of the Gothic: spells, magical powders and elixirs.

Karl Miller describes the doppelgänger as ‘the clinical phenomenon of multiple identity, 

which opens itself to the world and to the experience of others, which both enhances and 

annihilates the self’30. This definition stresses several facts about the doppelgänger – it is 

a phenomenon of psychological origin which modifies its host’s experience of the world in 

a significant way, but which is not limited to the subject’s mind. The double and its actions 

mould the environment in a way which registers not only on the host but on others as well. 

The destructive potential of the double typically has its roots in the subject’s reaction to 

a perceived deficiency. In other words, the unknown and undesirable in one’s character 

are projected onto an external agent.

The modern Gothic as the host form of this protean character is described as ‘a narrative 

of altered selves and shifting, fluid identities within a  metropolis that itself has lost 

coherence and stability’31 . Transformations are a key aspect of the genre. The double is 

a shapeshifter set free in a mutating environment. We have already touched upon some of 

the transformations of the life in nineteenth century London, a reality made more exotic in 

the works of Wilde; one whose very normality Stevenson made into a backdrop for his 

masterful use of the uncanny; and one which Wells saw as fatal for the continued 

existence of mankind.

The reasons for popularity of the fin-de-siècle Gothic should be looked for in late Victorian 

culture’s fascination with the human psyche. In 1860s and 70s a variety of discourses on 
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consciousness and the subconscious evolved which later converged in the new discipline 

of psychology. This was a period ‘utterly enthralled by the contemplation of psychological 

limit cases and borderlands. Mesmerism, hypnotism, telepathy, telekinesis, second sight, 

somnambulism and other abnormal or paranormal states of consciousness were the 

subject of scientific inquiry and popular speculation.’32 Not only did this broaden the range 

of topics writers could explore and enrich their arsenal of literary devices but it also made 

for very ‘marketable’ fiction. Writers like Stevenson, Wilde, Wells or Conrad, however, 

restrained the use of paranormal and supernatural and focussed primarily on the 

psychological drama rather than the more glaring elements of the Gothic.
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1.5 The doppelgänger distinguished
Unlike what is conventionally understood as ‘a double’, or an individual who resembles 

somebody else, the doppelgänger results from a split in the self which often reveals itself 

in multiple identities. Still, the doppelgänger is primarily a visual phenomenon. The subject 

sees its alter ego, or alternately is seen by  it, as an individual. Psychiatry calls the 

phenomenon of self-seeing autoscopy, and it is a defining feature of the doppelgänger 

fiction. Even in Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, Jekyll beholds and appraises himself as Hyde in 

many mirror scenes. The doctor even has a mirror installed in his laboratory to be able to 

visually monitor his transformations. The first sight of the other is described with a kind of 

relief, or even joy, of being able to attribute to the suppressed self a visual identity different 

from Jekyll’s own:

There was no mirror, at that date, in my room; that which stands beside me as 

I  write, was brought there later on and for the very purpose of these 

transformations. The night, however, was far gone into the morning – the 

morning, black as it was, was nearly ripe for the conception of the day – the 

inmates of my house were locked in the most rigorous hours of slumber; and 

I determined, flushed as I was with hope and triumph, to venture in my new 

shape as far as to my bedroom. I crossed the yard, wherein the constellations 

looked down upon me, I could have thought, with wonder, the first creature of 

that sort that their unsleeping vigilance had yet disclosed to them; I stole 

through the corridors, a stranger in my own house; and coming to my room, 

I saw for the first time the appearance of Edward Hyde.33
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Webber says of the phenomenon that ‘it seems that the subject may not so much have as 

actually  be the doppelgänger by seeing itself. This visual double-bind provides the model 

for the general divisive objectification of the subject in the case of the doppelgänger.’34

Coupled with the condition of double seeing is double speaking. The doppelgänger’s 

speech ‘echoes, reiterates, distorts, parodies, dictates, impedes, and dumbfounds the 

subjective faculty  of free speech.’35 Hyde’s language is a dark double, his voice is guttural, 

he barks and hisses rather than speaks. And it influences the language of Jekyll’s 

confession, too. His fatherly  indulgence of Hyde results in dissembling of the grim reality of 

his deeds, as well as hypocritical downplaying of Jekyll’s own ‘proclivity  for vice’. The 

language of the novel mirrors this by being pushed out of the normal usage to draw 

attention to certain passages. One that stands out in the memory of most readers is in the 

‘trampling scene’:

the two ran into one another naturally enough at the corner; and then came the 

horrible part of the thing; for the man trampled calmly  over the child’s body and 

left her screaming on the ground. It sounds nothing to hear, but it was hellish to 

see. It wasn’t like a man; it was like some damned Juggernaut.36

What sticks in mind is the disturbing contrast. While the encounter seems brief and 

accidental, the unusual choice of the word ‘trample’ implies something much more 

malevolent and insistent. The impression is reinforced by the parallel to a ‘Juggernaut’. In 

capitalised form the word refers to an image of a Hindu deity  which, in the Indian city of 

Puri, is driven through the streets on a heavy chariot under whose wheels worshippers 
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would traditionally  throw themselves. In yet another contrast, Hyde speaks like a moneyed 

gentleman oblivious of the horridness of his behaviour (after all, the victim is the ‘rabble’ of 

society): ‘we were keeping the women off him as best we could, for they were as wild as 

harpies. I never saw a circle of such hateful faces; and there was the man in the middle, 

with a kind of black, sneering coolness – frightened too, I could see that – but carrying it 

off, sir, really like Satan. “If you choose to make capital out of this accident,” said he, “I am 

naturally helpless. No gentleman but wishes to avoid a scene,” says he. “Name your 

figure.”’37 His language here mirrors that of Jekyll – his chief concern is to avoid scandal.

According to Webber the doppelgänger also ‘represents the performative character of the 

subject. Selfhood as a metaphysical given is abandoned here to a process of enactments 

of identity always mediated by  the other self.’ In other words, the double’s actions and its 

very  existence define the subject, whose very nature, psychology and anxieties are 

reflected and embodied in the double and its behaviour.

The doppelgänger frequently becomes a vent for the subject’s repressed sexual desires.  

It ‘recurrently introduces voyeurism and innuendo into the subject’s pursuit of a visual and 

discursive sense of self.’38 Sexual innuendo comes to the fore in Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde as 

well as in Dorian Gray. Apart from the explicit sexual motivation of the protagonist’s a 

sense of this is also apparent in the narrative itself, in description of locations for instance:

The street was small and what is called quiet, but it drove a thriving trade on the 

weekdays. The inhabitants were all doing well, it seemed, and all emulously 

hoping to do better still, and laying out the surplus of their grains in coquetry; so 

that the shop fronts stood along that thoroughfare with an air of invitation, like 

rows of smiling saleswomen. Even on Sunday, when it veiled its more florid 
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charms and lay comparatively empty of passage, the street shone out in 

contrast to its dingy neighbourhood, like a fire in a forest; and with its freshly 

painted shutters, well-polished brasses, and general cleanliness and piety  of 

note, instantly caught and pleased the eye of the passenger.39

As Dury  points out, the passage is filled with double meaning.40  The shop fronts with ‘an 

air of invitation’ are compared to smiling saleswomen, which recalls prostitutes; the veiled 

‘florid charms’ sounds like a euphemism for the sexually attractive body parts.

The subject and alter ego are frequently caught up in power play. Mastery  of the self is 

uncertain and exchanged in turns between the self and the other. After the murder of Sir 

Danvers Carew, Jekyll is appalled at Hyde’s brutality and stays off the transforming 

draught for two months and ‘leads a life of such severity as [he] had never before attained 

to’. Then, however:

But time began at last to obliterate the freshness of my alarm; the praises of 

conscience began to grow into a thing of course; I began to be tortured with 

throes and longings, as of Hyde struggling after freedom; and at last, in an hour 

of moral weakness, I once again compounded and swallowed the transforming 

draught.41

In Jekyll’s confession such ‘hours of moral weakness’ keep  alternating with periods of self-

imposed severity – the mastery of the self is neither Jekyll’s, nor Hyde’s. Even when Jekyll 

ceases to be able to transform back into his former self, Hyde is not completely  in control. 

When Utterson and Poole finally force the door into Jekyll’s chamber, they find everything 

in order: ‘There lay the cabinet before their eyes in the quiet lamplight, a good fire glowing 
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and chattering on the hearth, the kettle singing its thin strain, a drawer or two open, papers 

neatly set forth on the business table, and nearer the fire, the things laid out for tea; the 

quietest room, you would have said, and, but for the glazed presses full of chemicals, the 

most commonplace that night in London.’42  Not even Hyde could suppress all of Jekyll’s 

habits.

The doppelgänger represents a fragmented identity, multiple copies of the self exist in 

different places at the same time. For instance, Dorian Gray’s portrait ages behind 

a curtain in the attic room while Dorian himself explores the various pleasures offered by 

the denizens of the East End; Jekyll wakes up one morning to find the reflection of Hyde 

staring at him from the bedside mirror. H. G. Wells’s Morlocks and Eloi represent two 

polarised sides of degenerated humanity  who evolved below and above ground 

respectively; in this account it is the subterranean realm which puts up  a mirror to the 

other. The doppelgänger literature pushes the autonomy of the subject to its limits to 

demonstrate its relativity. ‘The subject is always also constructed as object by and for 

another.’43  While the double would, on the one hand, appear to replicate and extend the 

subject’s autonomy, it also halves or even cancels out the identity of the subject.

We have already said that a power-struggle inheres between the subject and its 

doppelgänger. This dialectic, however, is rarely a progressive one that would tend towards 

a resolution of the split that caused the doppelgänger to appear in the first place. On the 

contrary, there is no recognition, no anagnorisis that would reconcile the two halves into 

a single identity, other than death.

Even though we are tempted to see a plain bipolar split in the case of Jekyll-Hyde, the 

situation is more complicated. Jekyll and Hyde share in the narrative first person as well as 
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their memory, they do ‘meet’ each other as we have shown, and they do fight for control 

over the self. The split is therefore dialectical rather than diametrical and the identity of the 

subject becomes an object of struggle for control over speech and visual identity alike.

In Dorian Gray and Jekyll and Hyde the doubling is of a disfiguring rather than mimetic 

nature. Metamorphosis is literal and recurrent for Jekyll, while the picture continually bears 

the burden of Dorian’s actions and reflects the self which is concealed under his mimicry  of 

innocence. Conrad’s Secret Sharer is perhaps an exception to the fin-de-siècle English 

literature of doubles in that the doppelgänger is no grotesque Gothic creation but is 

innocently realistic in shape. There is some contention, though, over whether Legatt really 

is the narrator’s double or just a  random acquaintance who enables the protagonist to 

project his sense of loneliness and uncertainty onto another. The case of Wilde’s Teleny is 

somewhat similar but we shall return to that novel later.

In most doppelgänger stories there can be no easy distinction between the subject and the 

other. This dialectic nature of the double also means that it cannot be neatly split into 

a  transgressive, rampant, instinctual id and a  corrective, socialising super-ego. The two 

selves are dialectically interdependent.

Indeed, the doppelgänger enables the understanding of subjectivity through antithesis, the 

existence of the other. In Jekyll and Hyde it represents a psychoanalytic element in the 

history of the eponymous ‘strange case’. It records the secret, fugitive life of a well-to-do 

bachelor who struggles with the desire to leave the society of other arid bachelors like 

himself, to pursue his sexual fantasies through the nightlife of his double, Hyde.

The existence of doppelgänger points to a profound anxiety of the subject, an essential 

lack within the real self which must be supplied ‘from without’. In other words, the inner 

reality of the subject moulds the outside reality. The figure is both realistic in that it 
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represents an actual psychological state of the subject and fantastic because it essentially 

duplicates the real by unreal. The apparent security of the self is balanced out against the 

insecurity of the double, and the two are by definition dialectically interdependent.

                                                                   Michal Macura' The doppelgänger in fin-de-siècle Victorian literature

28



2 The strange case of Mr Stevenson
In his biography of Robert Louis Stevenson Frank McLynn writes about Jekyll and Hyde 

that it is concerned ‘with the kind of darkness in the heart of human beings that would 

produce the death camps of the twentieth century’44. It reflects many of the anxieties of the 

fin-de-siècle society and undermines its complacent self-image. McLynn calls it 

‘a devastating blow to Victorian optimism’. Indeed, the novel points out many of the ills that 

plagued the nineteenth century metropolis: stark social contrasts of the East and the West, 

abuse of the poor by the well-off, child prostitution and other issues.

Stevenson’s own life was strikingly close to Dr Jekyll’s. There have been speculations 

about his homosexuality, asexuality or otherwise, prompted, among other things, by the 

absolute lack of female characters in his fiction. Whichever may be the case, it is certain 

that Stevenson’s early life was torn between the principles instilled by a  strict, 

unsympathetic Covenanting upbringing followed by  studies of law at the university in 

Edinburgh to satisfy Stevenson’s father. At the same time, Stevenson reportedly enjoyed 

a  wild  nocturnal life in the dingier districts of Edinburgh where he was a well known 

presence in taverns where the Edinburgh’s working, and sometimes criminal, classes 

gathered. His later growth in stature as a best-selling author and ‘Scotchman of the world’, 

as Henry James once called him45, was complemented by his experience of émigré reality 

of the United States and Samoa. His unassuming manner and drab outfit was matched by 

the aristocratic status Stevenson enjoyed in his new homeland in the Pacific: 

One day in 1889, some three years after the appearance of Jekyll and Hyde, a 

party  of strangers was observed making its way  along the main street of the 

port Apia on the South Sea island of Samoa … One of the party was a sallow 
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male scarecrow of about forty, whose ailing look bore a kind of charm or 

promise. There was a woman in a straw hat, with a guitar, and a young man 

with a ukulele who wore gold ear-rings and glasses tinted dark blue. Rovers? 

Beachcombers? Hopeful travellers? Holy drop-outs? An anglican missionary 

guessed them to be a variety troupe, come from San Francisco … No. This was 

Stevenson, his American wife Fanny, and Fanny’s son, Lloyd Osbourne.

Before long, the party presented a different aspect. At Vailima they set 

themselves up in a grand house … on an estate with a pair of waterfalls. They 

took sides in the quarrels of the island’s native patriciate … and they were 

waited on by  a household of native servants, the males handsome and 

colourfully skirted with bare brown torsos and loyal hearts.46

When Stevenson died at the age of forty-four, he received a king’s burial at the hands of 

his native servants – he was carried atop  the tallest peak of the island. The dismal 

childhood filled with nightmarish stories from Scotland’s recent and bloody past, which 

were narrated to him in a cold and damp  house by  a god-fearing Scotch nanny, stood in 

the starkest contrast possible to this later life in the tropical paradise of Samoa, where 

Stevenson was himself the weaver of stories, and like a benevolent chief to ‘his natives’.

Some of the contradictions of Stevenson’s life also spilled onto the pages of his works. ‘An 

author may be thought to create a second self, an alter ego, in the art he creates; and he 

may lose himself in it,’ says Miller.47 Although achieving impersonality  and independence 

of art was, in theory, the goal of the writers of romance, reality was often different. Even if 

Stevenson led an apparently contented adult life, he may have longed to release his inner 
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Hyde at times. In one of his letters sent shortly before his death Stevenson writes that if he 

could relive his life, he would have ‘honoured sex more religiously’:

If I had to begin again – I know not – SI JEUNESSE SAVAIT, SI VIEILLESSE 

POUVAIT … I know not at all – I believe I should try to honour Sex more 

religiously. The worst of our education is that Christianity  does not recognise 

and hallow Sex. It looks askance at it, over its shoulder, oppressed as it is by 

reminiscences of hermits and Asiatic self-tortures. It is a terrible hiatus in our 

modern religions that they cannot see and make venerable that which they 

ought to see first and hallow most. Well, it is so; I cannot be wiser than my 

generation.48

Stevenson’s fiction was classed by many as the ‘light literature’ of adventurous romance 

for which the newly literate masses were hungry. Indeed, Jekyll and Hyde enjoyed 

massive popular success and became a literary blockbuster nearly overnight. The first run 

sold 40,000 copies and ‘was read by those who never read fiction, quoted in pulpits and 

made the subject of leading articles in religious newspapers’.49

Like H. G. Wells’s Time Machine, Jekyll and Hyde dramatised the nineteenth century  fears 

of creeping degeneration occasioned by the relative comfort and lack of motivation for 

further development enjoyed by the leisure classes. Degeneration as a return to an earlier 

state, atavism, was part of the perceived social malaise posing threat to the cultivated 

society of Victorian Britain, and its world spanning empire. Hyde exemplifies the ‘beast 

within’ that many contemporary writers and authors of degeneration theories feared lurked 
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within Victorian society. His ‘troglodytic appearance’, low robust stature, was seen as 

a reversion to an earlier type of humanity. Such physiology was seen by  many as an index 

to the racial past.50 In Criminal Man, Cesare Lombroso conducted an earnest research into 

bodily deformities of convicted criminals and ‘Stevenson’s first readers could easily  discern 

the lineaments of Lombroso’s atavistic criminal’ in Hyde because his treatise was so well 

known.51

Jekyll is well aware of the theories of the day which linked evil to physical decay; however, 

he is also characteristically in two minds about dissociating himself wholly from Hyde: 

‘Even as good shone upon the countenance of the one, evil was written broadly and 

plainly on the face of the other. Evil besides (which I must still believe to be the lethal side 

of man) had left on that body an imprint of deformity  and decay. And yet when I looked 

upon that ugly idol in the glass, I was conscious of no repugnance, rather of a leap of 

welcome. This, too, was myself. It seemed natural and human.’52  Even though Jekyll is 

reconciled to, and even feels sympathy with, the existence of the deformed and decayed 

Hyde, he also says that ‘even a deeper trench than in the majority  of men, severed in me 

those provinces of good and ill which divide and compound man’s dual nature … Though 

so profound a double-dealer, I was in no sense a hypocrite; both sides of me were in dead 

earnest’.53 Arguably, though, Jekyll is being an arch-hypocrite as the entire experiment is 

designed to help him dodge responsibility.

When Jekyll, torn between gaiety and gravity, devises a semi-magical elixir to separate 

part of his nature – ‘the original evil’ with its shameful pleasures – he is attempting to 
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separate the unconscious from the conscious. It is significant that Jekyll’s ‘id’, Hyde, is akin 

to a  child, unheeding of social conventions or the needs of others, a perfectly  egotistic 

being – whose stature, even, is compared to a child’s. Childhood desires and experiences, 

real and imaginary, are buried beneath layers of experience and social convention as one 

gets older. Locked within the unconscious they are intimately ours, yet usually inaccessible 

to the waking brain. In his essay ‘A Chapter on Dreams’ Stevenson uses the metaphor of 

the little people (modelled after the helpful Scottish spirits, ‘brownies’) who are part of him, 

but ‘somehow seem to know more about himself than he does.’54  They reveal this 

knowledge in fragments of stories, in the form of dreams whose message and motivation 

are not very  clear. Stevenson’s contemporary, Sigmund Freud, built his psychoanalysis 

around interpretation of dreams because he believed that dreams reveal more about 

ourselves than anything else, even if they are composed so creatively that it is next to 

impossible to glean any information from them.55  While Freud in his clinical experiments 

sought to reveal the therapeutic value of analysis of dreams, Stevenson explores the role 

of dreams in the creative process. The essay is not so much concerned with self-analysis 

as with the artist’s struggle to reproduce the feelings invoked by dreams. He recounts 

a dream he had of a dog:

Something about this dog disquieted the dreamer; it was quite a nameless 

feeling, for the beast looked right enough—indeed, he was so old and dull and 

dusty  and broken–down, that he should rather have awakened pity; and yet the 

conviction came and grew upon the dreamer that this was no proper dog at all, 

but something hellish. A great many dozing summer flies hummed about the 

yard; and presently the dog thrust forth his paw, caught a fly  in his open palm, 
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carried it to his mouth like an ape, and looking suddenly up at the dreamer in 

the window, winked to him with one eye.56

More interesting than the dream itself, its content or message, is to Stevenson the fact that 

after this encounter with a ‘devilish brown dog’ nothing else of note happens in the dream. 

The ‘imperfect dreamer [is] unable to carry the tale to a fit end and [falls] back on 

indescribable noises and indiscriminate horrors.’57  For Stevenson the professional 

challenge is to continue that dream to a worthy  ending. This begs the question to what 

extent can art produced on the basis of dreams be considered impersonal.

Stevenson’s allegory of a dreamer is based on personal experience. Speaking throughout 

of the dreamer in third person he asserts that, in retrospect, memory  makes little difference 

between what happens during the day and what the mind dreams at night. Sometimes 

dreams are the more vivid and palpable, and thus more ‘real’, of the two. He describes 

how the faculty of dreaming develops. As a child he suffered nightmares which 

‘confounded together … the practical and everyday trouble of schools tasks and the 

ultimate and airy one of hell and judgment’, later his dreams gained more continuity and 

detail ‘as [befitting] a mind better stocked with particulars’. At university he began to ‘dream 

in sequence and thus to lead a double life – one of the day, one of the night – one that he 

had every reason to believe was the true one, another that he had no means of proving to 

be false.’ He recounts a dream ‘stocked with particulars’, with a compelling plot, and points 

out with some wonder that despite being to all intents and purposes author of the dream 

he could not fathom what the motivation for the heroine’s actions was until she revealed it 

at the very  end of the dream. ‘It was not his tale,’ it belonged wholly  to the unconscious 
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(the ‘little people’). He confesses that often the inspiration for his writing came from 

dreams. Naturally, they would be only glimpses of scenes – and much would have to be 

polished and added. Stevenson’s waking self, for instance, ‘[did] most of the morality,’ for 

the ‘Brownies have not a rudiment of what we call conscience.’58

Stevenson’s ‘A  Chapter on Dreams’ explores one significant aspect of the Gothic fiction, 

namely the element of the uncanny, or in its original German, das Unheimliche. From 

1860s the buzzword ‘unconscious cerebration’ gained some traction thanks to two essays 

on the topic by Frances Power Combe in Macmillan’s Magazine.59  Unconscious 

cerebration refers to all mental activities which take place outside of and without our 

conscious awareness. Stevenson and Combe both strike the same tune in pointing out 

that much of the brain’s activity is inscrutable, or – in a crisp phrase of Combe’s – that ‘our 

brains sometimes think without us.’60

The Gothic fiction, by its very nature, seems to call for stylistic excess, convoluted phrase, 

alogical progression and fractured narrative. Stevenson’s writing, however, foregrounds 

the contrast between ‘normal’ consciousness and the out-of-place, or the uncanny. This is 

further underpinned by the tensions between content and style. Much of the effect of Dr 

Jekyll and Mr Hyde consists in the fact that the novel is stylistically  trim, even curbed by its 

matter-of-fact language despite the fantastic goings-on. In 1919 Freud defined the 

uncanny as ‘that class of frightening which leads back to what is known of old and long 

familiar.’61  We encounter the uncanny when we temporarily regain a state of mind 
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associated with childhood.62  Freud suggests that in fiction the sensation of the uncanny 

may only work within the context of reality. If the writer departs in his narrative from the 

regular experience and invokes the supernatural, he will lose the surprising effect of the 

uncanny which arises from disjunction between rational and irrational experience. It is 

characteristic of the modern Urban Gothic that it relies on a mimetic representation of the 

world as we know it, as well as the use of the fantastic. In Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde some of 

the most effective moments originate precisely in the contrast between the quotidian and 

the out-of-place. This is, for instance, the case in a scene we have already mentioned: 

after Utterson and Poole break the door to Jekyll’s study, where Hyde had barricaded 

himself, they find everything in its place. The logs in the fireplace are burning, everything is 

meticulously arranged by the doctor’s hand – but on the floor lies the deformed corpse of 

Hyde.

In Stevenson’s novel even the language itself becomes uncanny. Small deviations from the 

normal syntax and little aberrations in the received meaning of words lead to an altered 

perception of the text. Richard Dury compares the experience of reading Stevenson to 

hearing or reading ‘a  strange but perfectly understood dialect or familiar foreign 

language.’63 Much of the pleasure of reading Stevenson, Dury  argues, comes from words 

being arranged in unexpected sequences and from a fresh way of conceptualising the 

world. A feeling of uncanniness is produced thanks to words being used in a way which is 

both familiar and unfamiliar. Stevenson himself comments on this in his seminal essay ‘On 

Style in Literature: Its Technical Elements’ first published in The Contemporary Review in 

1885, one year before the publication of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. In the first section of the 
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essay Stevenson discusses the revitalisation of words through their use in context. He also 

analyses the interaction of the stylistic pattern with the content (the ‘meaning’ of a text). 

Imposing new meanings on familiar words mirrors Wittgenstein’s belief that ‘the meaning 

of a word is its use in language,’ in other words, language is not controlled by any external 

agent, or authority, but defined by its use and constantly in the state of flux.64 Language in 

transformation is also discussed by Jacques Derrida who, however, goes even further in 

asserting an uncertainty of authorial intention. According to Derrida words with double, 

undecidable meanings – like Plato’s pharmakon which can mean both a cure and a poison 

– frustrate the potential of a text to mean the same thing to more than one person.65

In ‘Technical Elements of Style’ Stevenson discusses the challenges of using the plain 

medium of language for immaterial objectives:

Now the first merit which attracts in the pages of a good writer, or the talk of a 

brilliant conversationalist, is the apt choice and contrast of the words employed. 

It is, indeed, a strange art to take these blocks, rudely conceived for the 

purpose of the market or the bar, and by  tact of application touch them to the 

finest meanings and distinctions, restore to them their primal energy, wittily shift 

them to another issue, or make of them a drum to rouse the passions.66

Dury shows how Stevenson matches style to content even in this theoretical work. Indeed, 

in the phrases ‘tact of application’ and ‘touch them to the finest meanings’ both ‘tact’ and 

‘touch’ are shifted out of their usual meaning. Tact, which normally means ‘skill and 

sensitivity in dealing with others or with difficult issues’, is here used in the sense of careful 
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or considerate manipulation with words, adding a very intimate dimension to the writer’s 

relationship  with his matter. This impression is further reinforced by the word ‘touch’; 

a writer is compared to a mason who takes rude blocks and gently  turns them into an 

instrument of passion. Typical of Stevenson is the absence of technical jargon from this 

passage.

The process of creating meaning is synthetic. Stevenson compares the writer to a juggler 

of oranges who, for the reader’s enjoyment, ‘takes up at once two or more elements or two 

or more views of the subject in hand; combines, implicates, and contrasts them; and while, 

in one sense, he was merely seeking an occasion for the necessary  knot, he will be found, 

in the other, to have greatly enriched the meaning, or to have transacted the work of two 

sentences in the space of one’67. Derangement of phrases from ‘their (so-called) natural 

order is luminous for the mind.’ The reader and writer cooperate to create the meaning; 

reading pleasure is contingent on the active collaboration of the reader. Reflecting on this, 

Henry James said of Stevenson that he ‘delights in a style, and his own has nothing 

accidental or diffident; it is eminently  conscious of its responsibilities and meets them with 

a kind of gallantry  – as if language were a pretty  woman and a person who proposes to 

handle it had, of necessity, to be something of a Don Juan’68.

The language of Stevenson’s novels is often self-reflexive. When, for instance, at the 

beginning of his confession Jekyll writes: ‘when I reached years of reflection, and began to 

look round me and take stock of my progress and position in the world, I stood already 

committed to a profound duplicity of life. Many a man would have even blazoned such 

irregularities as I was guilty  of; but from the high views that I had set before me, I regarded 
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and hid them with an almost morbid sense of shame.’69  ‘Duplicity’ is here used in the 

archaic meaning of ‘the state of being double’ but the more usual meaning of 

‘deceitfulness’ seeps in, as Jekyll tries to present himself in a good light; ‘committed to’ is 

also rather unusual in this context. No less peculiar is the usage of ‘ambition’ in the 

passage several pages later: ‘At that time my virtue slumbered; my evil, kept awake by 

ambition, was alert and swift to seize the occasion; and the thing that was projected was 

Edward Hyde.’70  Ambition is implies soaring to moral or at least material heights, and is 

a  highly unusual choice of word in the context of one’s evil self. Similar examples of 

doppelgänger language abound.

In short, language itself displays a sort of double life in Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Even if few 

readers stop to consider the implications of the individual words (or phrases, as Stevenson 

often uses even prepositions in an almost synaesthetic way blending different 

connotations), one feels there is something uncanny  going on in the story whose language 

displays mutations and double-dealing similar to those taking place in the plot. These 

transformations also encourage a more active collaboration between the author and 

reader in the determination of meaning.

Through his very existence Jekyll subverts Lombroso’s notion of criminality  as associated 

with a certain class of men. Jekyll’s premise that ‘man is not truly one, but truly two’ and 

that it is ‘the curse of mankind that these incongruous faggots [should be] thus bound 

together – that in the agonised womb of consciousness, these polar twins should be 

continuously  struggling’ leads him to conduct the experiment that produces the kind of 

extreme personality Lombroso describes in his treatise. The eventual futility  of the 

experiment and Jekyll’s death underpin Stevenson’s point that criminal mind is not 
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confined to the East End poor. Similarly, the members of the ‘Suicide Club’ of the New 

Arabian Nights who escape ennui through their murderous pastime are all members of the 

upper classes.

Criminals were not only seen as deformed but also as morally insane while morality was 

associated with both good mental and physical health. With almost a  father’s indulgence 

for a  son, Jekyll attributes such moral insanity  to Hyde following the murder of Carew: 

‘I declare, at least, before God, no man morally sane could have been guilty of that crime 

upon so pitiful a provocation; and that I struck in no more reasonable spirit than that in 

which a sick child may break a plaything.’71  An account follows of the ‘insane’ pleasure 

Hyde derives from the murder: ‘With a transport of glee, I mauled the unresisting body, 

tasting delight from every  blow,’72 and of the subsequent feeling of dread: ‘[I] fled from the 

scene of these excesses, at once glorying and trembling, my lust of evil gratified and 

stimulated, my love of life screwed to the topmost peg.’73  With both extremes of Jekyll’s 

personality isolated, Hyde has no moral check on his instincts and behaves like a ‘slave of 

the impulses which [he] receives’.74  What Stevenson does here, is explore the effect of 

removing all moral restraints from the individual to expose what lies within. Jekyll, stripped 

of the veneer of civilisation, becomes the beast Hyde. However, this surgical separation of 

good from evil is shown to be impracticable.

In 1879 Henry Maudsley averred that morality was an intrinsic feature of civilisation: ‘Good 

moral feeling is to be looked upon as an essential part of a sound and rightly developed 

character in the present state of human evolution in civilised lands; its acquisition is the 
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condition of development in the progress of humanisation. Whoever is destitute of it is to 

that extent a defective being; he marks the beginning of race degeneracy.’75  Absence of 

good morals was to be seen as a mark of creeping degeneracy in the very heart of polite 

society and undermined the belief in its soundness.

For Jekyll, happiness is linked to immorality as much as morality, and the attempt to 

separate the two, to satisfy the dictate of society on the one hand, and to absolve oneself 

of all the blame on the other, proves thoroughly destructive.

The rapid growth of London over the course of the nineteenth century supported the sense 

of immense anonymity which made it possible for men like Jekyll to lead double lives: 

respectable fathers of West End families would seek forbidden pleasures in the seedier 

boroughs of the East End. Likewise, Hyde is a largely  anonymous presence. Although he 

‘gives a strong feeling of deformity,’ Enfield ‘couldn’t specify the point. He’s an 

extraordinary looking man, and yet I really can name nothing out of the way.’76  Hyde’s 

stealthy shadow haunts Utterson in his dreams: 

It was but to see [the figure of Hyde] glide more stealthily through sleeping 

houses, or move the more swiftly and still the more swiftly, even to dizziness, 

through wider labyrinths of lamplighted city, and at every street corner crush a 

child and leave her screaming. And still the figure had no face by which he 

might know it.77
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Hyde is also hard to place geographically. He enters Jekyll’s house where ‘the buildings 

are so packed together about the court that it’s hard to say where one ends and another 

begins’78 so it is nearly impossible to track him down.

Jekyll rejoices in the lack of responsibility and loss of restraint offered to him by disguise. 

He compares this anonymity to taking action through a proxy but being able to feel the 

thrill of it himself:

Men have before hired bravos to transact their crimes, while their own person 

and reputation sat under shelter. I was the first that ever did so for his 

pleasures. I was the first that could plod in the public eye with a load of genial 

respectability, and in a moment, like a schoolboy, strip  off these lendings and 

spring headlong into the sea of liberty. But for me, in my impenetrable mantle, 

the safety was complete. Think of it – I did not even exist!79

This is further emphasised by the ease, Jekyll boasts, with which he may erase the marks 

of his crimes: ‘Let me but escape into my laboratory  door, give me but a second or two to 

mix and swallow the draught that I had always standing ready; and whatever he had done, 

Edward Hyde would pass away like the stain of breath upon a mirror.’80

Where respectability confines Jekyll to enclosed spaces, such as Utterson’s fireside or the 

rooms of his club, Hyde is a creature of the open. This geographical split is symptomatic of 

the Jekyll–Hyde dichotomy. When Jekyll sits on a bench in the Regent’s Park to enjoy the 

rare winter sun and take in some fresh air, he begins to transform into Hyde. The open 

space becomes a metaphor for all the possibilities denied to Jekyll because of his social 

standing. Again, the dialectic interdependence of the two selves is stressed as the story 
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progresses. As Jekyll begins to turn into Hyde more and more often, he seeks the refuge 

of his laboratory and cannot enjoy the comforts of his house; neither can Hyde indulge his 

pleasures because he is a wanted criminal and cannot venture outdoors. Hyde is thus 

confined to remain indoors and Jekyll is denied his own chambers. Both the subject and 

the doppelgänger are violently removed from their environments of choice.

Hyde is an upper class flâneur strolling the streets of the East End, but he is also the 

Gothic monster who prowls the city at night with sinister intent. Conversely, he seeks the 

safety of enclosed cabs during the day. Like Wells’s Morlocks, he shuns the sun and revels 

in the darkness. With the trampling of a helpless girl and the murder of Carew the originally 

harmless curiosity of a flâneur takes an altogether more sinister turn. The city which offers 

its tabooed pleasures to Jekyll also provides sanctuary  for the criminal Hyde. The streets 

of the night city  are empty, sparsely lit and the omnipresent fog muffles all sounds. 

Contributing to the anonymity provided by the sheer number of people living in the city is 

the absence of street lamps from some parts of the East End well into the 1890s. Street 

lighting started to be installed in the City and Westminster from the 1680s and by the early 

nineteenth century most of the West End had been covered with gas lamps. At its end, 

however, it was still missing in the East. In 1888 The Star called for the installation of 

lighting to prevent street crime and make the area safer: ‘The cry of the East End is for 

light – the electric light to flash into the dark corners of its streets and alleys, the magic 

light of sympathy and hope to flash into the dark corners of wrecked and marred lives.’81 

Dryden compares Hyde to other ‘nocturnal prowlers’: Frankenstein’s monster which shuns 

daylight and Dracula, the night  terror who cannot bear exposure to sunlight. Filled with 

these Gothic monsters, ‘night is the domain of the “other”, camouflaging the identity and 
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criminal activity,’ and it helps them to ‘penetrate safe domestic environments.’82  Utterson 

has nightmares of the ‘monster’ Hyde waking up Jekyll in the dead of night, Dracula preys 

on women in their own bedrooms.

Unlike the rest of Hyde’s activity, which is hidden from the reader, both the trampling and 

murder scenes are illuminated by light; it is moonlight in the case of the former and 

lamplight in the latter that allows witnesses to take in the brutality of Hyde’s actions. Light 

also forces Hyde to flee the scene. Justice metaphorically shines on the evil of the night. 

However, Hyde transcends the Gothic stereotype of a night-prowling evil and begins to 

haunt Jekyll in broad daylight. Jekyll recalls with dread going to bed in his original shape 

and waking up  as Hyde in the morning. When he transforms into Hyde in the full view of 

the public in Regent’s Park, he has lost what little control he thought he had possessed 

over his ‘evil twin’:

I began to be aware of a change, in the temper of my thoughts, a greater 

boldness, a contempt of danger, a solution of the bonds of obligation. I looked 

down; my clothes hung formlessly on my shrunken limbs; the hand that lay  on 

my knee was corded and hairy. I was once more Edward Hyde. A moment 

before I had been safe of all men’s respect, wealthy, beloved – the cloth laying 

for me in the dining-room at home; and now I was the common quarry of 

mankind, hunted, houseless, a known murderer, thrall to the gallows.83

A kind of justice is being carried out here exposing Jekyll’s conscience to public judgment.

On the night that Enfield nearly  runs into Hyde as he tramples a little girl, street lighting 

provides little comfort, and evokes in the reader the sight of candles lit in a church:
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I was coming home from some place at the end of the world, about three o’clock 

of a black winter morning, and my way lay through a part of town where there 

was literally nothing to be seen but lamps. Street after street, and all the folks 

asleep  – street after street, all lighted up  as if for a procession and all as empty 

as a church – till at last I got into that state of mind when a man listens and 

listens and begins to long for the sight of a policeman.84

Soho where Hyde has his lodgings seems continually buried in twilight. Stevenson invokes 

a marvellous range of poetic devices to describe what the lawyer Utterson sees in this part 

of London which reflects the inner darkness of Jekyll’s soul:

It was by this time about nine in the morning, and the first fog of the season. A 

great chocolate-coloured pall lowered over heaven, but the wind was continually 

charging and routing these embattled vapours; so that as the cab crawled from 

street to street, Mr. Utterson beheld a marvellous number of degrees and hues 

of twilight; for here it would be dark like the back-end of evening; and there 

would be a glow of a rich, lurid brown, like the light of some strange 

conflagration; and here, for a moment, the fog would be quite broken up, and a 

haggard shaft of daylight would glance in between the swirling wreaths. The 

dismal quarter of Soho seen under these changing glimpses, with its muddy 

ways, and slatternly passengers, and its lamps, which had never been 

extinguished or had been kindled afresh to combat this mournful reinvasion of 

darkness, seemed, in the lawyer’s eyes, like a district of some city in a 

nightmare.85
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This part of the city seems unable to wake up from its nightmarish nocturnal existence, the 

‘slatternly  passengers’ recall prostitutes. Conrad similarly  draws attention to the darkness 

in the heart of the metropolis which, in theory, basks in the light of civilisation: ‘A haze 

rested on the low shores that ran out to sea in vanishing flatness. The air was dark above 

Gravesend, and farther back still seemed condensed into a mournful gloom, brooding 

motionless over the biggest, and the greatest, town on earth.’86  White men keep  this 

darkness inside them as they travel into the far reaches of Europe’s empires, and Conrad’s 

novella retains its lack of optimism for the white man until the end: ‘The offing was barred 

by a black bank of clouds, and the tranquil waterway leading to the uttermost ends of the 

earth flowed sombre under an overcast sky – seemed to lead into the heart of an immense 

darkness.’87

The dualistic portrayal of the metropolis as a place of inner darkness and barbarism 

covered with a veneer of sophisticated civilisation persisted throughout the fin-de-siècle 

literature – it is to be found in the Gothic paradoxes of Stevenson, Conrad and Wilde but 

also in Wells’s dystopian depiction of a future London in The Time Machine. Wells’s future 

further polarises the social divide rather than harmonise it: the Eloi and Morlocks live in a 

cannibalistic symbiosis which reverts the nineteenth century image of the blood sucking 

aristocrat.

London of Jekyll’s time is a place of striking contrasts, Jekyll’s or Utterson’s comfortable 

mansions where warm friendly fires seem to always be burning are in direct opposition to 

Hyde’s squalid living in Soho, or the rundown façade of the side-street entrance to Jekyll’s 
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house through the old laboratory. Indeed, Jekyll’s house itself shares in its master’s 

duality; the ‘Hyde’ part of the house is described thus:

A certain sinister block of building thrust forward its gable on the street. It was 

two storeys high; showed no window, nothing but a door on the lower storey 

and a blind forehead of discoloured wall on the upper; and bore in every 

feature, the marks of prolonged and sordid negligence. The door, which was 

equipped with neither bell nor knocker, was blistered and distained. Tramps 

slouched into the recess and struck matches on the panels; children kept shop 

upon the steps; the schoolboy  had tried his knife on the mouldings; and for 

close on a generation, no one had appeared to drive away these random 

visitors or to repair their ravages.88

This is in miniature the split between the West and East End living. The servants who work 

in the mansion and in the Soho house also display the qualities of the respective parts of 

Jekyll’s soul. While Poole tries to safeguard the privacy  and reputation of his master, the 

hypocritical woman of Hyde’s Soho living, so ingratiating with Hyde himself, welcomes with 

glee the opportunity to hurt him:

‘Very well, then, we wish to see his rooms,’ said the lawyer; and when the 

woman began to declare it was impossible, ‘I had better tell you who this person 

is,’ he added. ‘This is Inspector Newcomen of Scotland Yard.’

A flash of odious joy appeared upon the woman’s face. ‘Ah!’ said she, ‘he is in 

trouble! What has he done?’89
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The duality of Jekyll-Hyde also has a sexual dimension – with a good measure of 

uncertainty  attached to it. Jekyll himself plays the part of an arid bachelor who seems 

contented to spend his evenings in the company of other old bachelors like himself. The 

demand for purity in the men of certain class and public standing is suggested as one of 

the reasons for Jekyll’s having created Hyde. Hyde’s relation to women is complicated. He 

unfeelingly tramples a little girl and coldly attempts to settle this with a wad of banknotes. 

When a girl tries to sell him a box of matches, intending perhaps to sell him another kind of 

wares, he frightens her with a curse and makes her flee in fear. Repressed homosexual 

identity has been suggested for Jekyll-Hyde by Elaine Showalter and Wayne 

Koestenbaum who draw parallels with Stevenson’s own ambiguous sexual life. Showalter 

maintains that in Stevenson’s artistic and bohemian circles ‘male appreciation of Steveson 

was often intensely physical’; Koestenbaum points to Stevenson’s close relationship with 

his stepson Lloyd Osbourne and suggests it may have had origins in repressed 

homosexual feelings.90  Regardless, the turn of the century  in Britain was the time when 

homosexuality  in bohemian circle was in vogue, and the favourite object of public outrage. 

The Labouchère Amendment of 1885 outlawed all forms of male homosexuality, practiced 

both publicly  and in private. Showalter also writes that ‘the Victorian homosexual world had 

evolved into a  secret but active subculture, with its own language, style, practices and 

meeting places. For most middle-class inhabitants of this world, homosexuality 

represented a  forced double existence, in which a  respectable day-time world, often 

involving marriage and family, existed alongside a night world of homoeroticism.’91 In any 

case, Jekyll and Hyde is a novel about repression, and if this repression seeps into the 

way the narrative itself is constructed – as it most probably does – then much is repressed 
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in the text itself. Hyde is a repressed part of Jekyll’s self and as such may easily  represent 

any homosexual urges the venerable doctor must suppress to appeal to his readers. At 

any rate Stevenson exploits the arid and asexual isolation of the upper-class gentlemen to 

set it against Hyde’s unbridled hedonism. According to Arata ‘it is one of Stevenson’s 

triumphs that he transforms the hearth – that too familiar image of cosy Victorian 

domesticity – into a symbol of these men’s isolation and repression’.92  As in most other 

Stevenson’s works the role of women is marginalised to the extreme. Moving at the edges 

of his fiction world they are certainly no companions to men like Jekyll or Utterson, and it 

has been suggested that the lack of female element contributes to the general creepiness 

of the novel.93  Writers more sensitive to the topic of male homosexuality have asserted 

that the early readers of Jekyll and Hyde may have read the strange intimacy  between the 

doctor and the mister in an altogether different light. The exclusive maleness of the novel 

also succeeds in conveying an image of London as a brutal, threatening, dismal place 

where the likes of Hyde prowl in the night more or less unrestricted and prey on their 

innocent victims much like Wells’ Morlocks prey on the Eloi in his Time Machine.

Stevenson returned to the theme of duality  in his 1889 novel The Master of Ballantrae. 

Again it is the conflict between morality, loyalty to one’s family  and the adventurous, 

reckless strife for self-definition and authenticity, clash of the restlessness against 

sedentary life, which takes centre stage. The doppelgänger is not explicitly present as two 

sides of one character but as two characters – brothers. As in Jekyll’s ‘Statement’, the 

narrator is not completely  reliable. From the start he seems to be guiding the reader to 

reach a certain kind of stance on the central conflict. He is a staunch advocate of Henry, 

the perceived martyr-champion of virtue, with the other brother James portrayed as 
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bloodsucker whose parasitic existence leaves the rest of the family crippled. The brothers 

are described as polar opposites of ethics and morality, the sedentary Lord as the white 

King on the chessboard fighting for sheer survival against the charismatic and villainous 

Master.

However, it would be completely un-Stevensonian not to complicate this relationship. The 

‘respectable’ brother becomes infected with a strain of his doppelgänger, turns vengeful, 

violent and a drink addict. The ‘evil’ brother, on the other hand, shows unexpected 

largesse, intellect and empathy both to his native Indian servant Segundra Dass and to the 

narrator himself, effecting a twist in the tone of the framing narrative itself in the latter part 

of the novel. The reader is left suspecting the narrator of succumbing to James’s ‘poisoned 

sweet talk’ but the simple truth may be that the doppelgänger dilutes the self through 

continued interaction.

Space again plays an important part in the portrayal of the conflicting selves. Henry is 

confined in closed spaces, be it castle Durrisdeer, his American estate or the inn in the 

town of Albany where he slowly succumbs to drink. James, on the other hand, is always 

the exile, always in the outdoors – on military campaigns, buccaneering, sewing in the 

streets in the sight of his brother’s friends, and eventually departing on an expedition in the 

wilderness. The dualistic setting then determines the essential character features of each 

brother.

In his ‘Note to The Master of Ballantrae’ Stevenson casts some light on the character of 

the Master, admitting that it may reflect something of his own ambitions: ‘We have all 

a certain attitude toward our own character and part in life; we desire more or less identity 

between the essence and the seeming; we put the two in different relations of cause and 

effect, some living up to the appearance, others trimming the appearance to the life; and 
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the secret of the Master is principally this, that he is indifferent to the problem,’ and further, 

‘[the Master] is a live man, a full man, in every  other point a human man, he has this one 

element of inhumanity. Abjectly  fond of admiration, he is careless, how or for what he is 

admired in error; whether for a fact or for a lie, or (whether by different people) for 

incongruous pretensions.’94

The incongruity between ‘the essence and the seeming’ highlighted in this quotation is 

a  familiar ground of the doppelgänger. The Master is a brilliant fake, and we are offered 

little insight into his soul, which intensifies that impression. The Scottish use of ‘Master’ is 

a title given to the successor to a laird. It bears more significance, though. James remains 

master of the situation wherever he appears, his character grows larger than life because 

it is always described with revery, and from afar – in memories of the family, in the 

memoirs of Chevalier Burke and in Mackellar’s account. Stevenson calls his a ‘very 

ordinary and despicable character magnified’ in the ‘Note’, a  regular sort of attention 

monger. The Master tells Mackellar during their voyage to America: ‘had I been the least 

petty chieftain in the Highlands, had I been the least king of naked negroes in the African 

desert, my people would have adored me. A bad man, am I? Ah! but I was born for a good 

tyrant! … become my slave, my chattel, a thing I can command as I command the powers 

of my own limbs and spirit – you will see no more that dark side that I turn upon the world 

in anger. I must have all or none.’95

Yet, for a  more complete picture we must look to the relationship  between the two 

brothers. Neither is complete without his other half and there is a  fluid interchange 

between the two. They share a place in the affections of a father, a woman and a servant; 
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they share common spaces and common vices. It may have seemed, to the early readers 

of the novel, that the character of Henry has simply been spoiled through contact with 

James. I would argue rather that the two are connected and in dialectic exchange from the 

start: after the duel when James is thought dead, Henry falls unconscious for many weeks 

sharing in the fate of the other; they are alternately in exile; alternately loved; alternately 

vengeful and suffering. When Henry sees hair still growing on the buried body of James, 

he dies from shock, so the two brothers are linked until the very last moment.

In contrast to Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, the doppelgänger of The Master of Ballantrae is not 

occasioned by a voluntary split of personality by means of the fantastic. Rather than one 

individual split in two behavioural extremes by means of the fantastic, James and Henry 

are portrayed as two individuals between whom a  dialectic dynamic creates 

a doppelgänger bond. Each of the brothers ends up internalising some part of the other so 

that they are virtually  indistinguishable by the end of the novel. Evil and virtue are no 

longer as clear cut.

The heterogeneity of the novel, especially in relation to the protean character of the two 

brothers has been attributed to the long pauses in its writing and the change of scene96 – 

the story was begun in 1887 in a cabin on the shores of Saranac Lake in the Adirondack 

Mountains close to the Canadian border and finished on Tahiti and Hawaii two years later.

I would argue, however, that this lifelike relativity is a device of Stevenson’s, one we have 

seen him apply to great effect in Dr  Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Even more importantly, the 

brothers’ bond is not the only duality in the novel. It is Mackellar’s outlying narrative that 

forms the true ‘other’ to James Durie’s charm, oratory skills and largesse: it is the contrast 

between clerkly prose and eloquent speech, between an old bachelor and an 
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accomplished womaniser, between the reader of the Bible and the reader of Clarissa. The 

Master’s wanderlust, irresistible attractiveness and effortless intelligence are the antithesis 

of Mackellar’s sedentary nature, common looks and studied wisdom. Rather than just 

another rendition of Cain and Abel, The Master of Ballantrae also seems to be the story of 

a  struggle between the narrator and his material, and his innermost inclinations, or in 

Stevenson’s words, between ‘the essence and the seeming’.
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3 Wilde imaginings
Beside fairy tales, short stories, plays and one (or two) novels, Oscar Wilde was famous 

for his aesthetic theory which revolved around not a  few paradoxes. His essays on the 

function of art, in form of dialogues, were published as part of the volume Intentions in 

1891. It is not our goal here to delve deep into Wilde’s theory of art but I would still like to 

mention several points which are particularly pertinent to the works discussed here in light 

of his concept of the self.

In ‘The Critic as Artist’ Wilde argues the necessity of embracing the art of all the bygone 

centuries in order to become absolutely  modern, rejecting the sufficiency of the moment 

and anachronistically  countering the Victorian passion for progress.97 For Wilde, the art of 

any given period was not so much contingent on external conditions as a  voluntarily 

chosen mode of expression. One could, therefore, use literary forms of the Antiquity or 

Middle Ages in the nineteenth century if one needed, to complement other literary modes 

and moods.

Echoing Pater, Wilde speaks of ‘personality’, or a  kind of self, whose potency springs 

precisely from comprising, creating and remaking multiple moods, masks and poses.98  In 

effect, Wilde’s self-creative ‘personality’ is defined by its multiplicity. By that, it challenges 

the Victorian ideal of a  self-contained individual, echoing instead the Romantic idea of 

Individualität with its ongoing self-realisation in a  dialectic relationship  with the 

environment.

In ‘The Decay of Lying’ it is the ‘cultured and fascinating liar’, an artist, whose ‘very 

existence, a  constant act of self-invention’ constitutes a  protest against mindless 
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conformity.99  Famously claiming that ‘Life imitates Art far more than Art imitates Life’100 , 

Vivian asserts that Impressionism taught people to see fog, not the other way around, as 

‘poets and painters’ revealed to them ‘the mysterious loveliness of such effects.’ What the 

metaphor amounts to is that the culture conditions our way of seeing. Wilde, moreover, 

claims that even ‘Nature’ is our creation in that the concept depends for its existence on 

the human brain, attacking realism and the idea that art should, or indeed can, constitute 

a mimesis of reality.

The relationship between art and the artist is also one of the topics of Wilde’s The Picture 

of Dorian Gray, the novel that could, quite conceivably, be called The Picture of the Artist. 

There is not much character to speak of in Dorian Gray  in the opening of the narrative. It 

would not be altogether amiss to think of him as a blank canvas, a void which is filled with 

life by his friends Basil Hallward and Lord Henry Wotton. The three take part in a social 

experiment, turning a live person into a work of art (something that Wilde himself would be 

thought of as doing). The recurrent question throughout Dorian Gray is how much of the 

artist and how much of his subject is present in a portrait101. There is some disagreement 

over this question. Basil first asserts that ‘an artist should create beautiful things but put 

nothing of his own life into them. We live in an age when men treat art as if it were meant 

to be a form of autobiography.’102 However, he is not able to follow through on his mission 

statement. Shortly before, he confesses to his friend Henry that ‘every portrait that is 

painted with feeling is a portrait of the artist, not the sitter … the sitter is merely the 

                                                                   Michal Macura' The doppelgänger in fin-de-siècle Victorian literature

55

99 Danson 42.

100 Danson 43.

101 Miller 226.

102  Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray (New York: Brentano’s, 1906) 16. Questia <http://

www.questia.com/read/1391895/the-picture-of-dorian-gray> 15 May 2013.

http://www.questia.com/read/1391895/the-picture-of-dorian-gray
http://www.questia.com/read/1391895/the-picture-of-dorian-gray
http://www.questia.com/read/1391895/the-picture-of-dorian-gray
http://www.questia.com/read/1391895/the-picture-of-dorian-gray


accident, the occasion.’103  Henry wittily  underpins this by saying that truly great artists live 

absolutely uninteresting lives and only fulfil their potential in the art they create: ‘Good 

artists exist simply  in what they make, and consequently  are perfectly uninteresting in what 

they are. A great poet, a really great poet, is the most unpoetical of all creatures.’104  After 

all, Basil will not exhibit Dorian’s portrait because ‘there is too much of [himself] in it.’ The 

fated beauty of the portrait reflects Basil’s character and his love for Dorian rather than 

Dorian’s simple physical self. In the Preface to the novel Wilde writes: ‘The artist is the 

creator of beautiful things. To reveal art and conceal the artist is art’s aim. … It is the 

spectator, and not life, that art really  mirrors.’105  On the first couple of pages, art is said to 

mirror the artist, the subject, as well as the spectator.

The Picture of Dorian Gray is not particularly  innovative in its use of the Gothic mode 

(mirrors, doubles, physical change are all stock Gothic devices), yet it is an extremely 

important example of how the genre reflected on the social issues of the fin-de-siècle 

Britain. Wilde is a skilful satirist and he mocks both the Gothic mode and the contemporary 

social conventions in his shorter pieces ‘The Canterville Ghost’ and ‘Lord Arthur Savile’s 

Crime’, as well as the spread of literary  doubles in ‘The Importance of Being 

Earnest’ (whose playful tone is best shown in Cecily’s reproof to Algernon: ‘I hope you 

have not been leading a double life, pretending to be wicked and being really good all the 

time. That would be hypocrisy.’106).
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But Dorian Gray is no doubt his most important, and earnest, work of fiction and it makes 

a significant foray into the doppelgänger territory. In it Wilde shows how extreme hedonism 

and narcissism can lead to an irreconcilable split in personality, and the horrors that self-

love is capable of inflicting on others – suicide, murder – ultimately leading to one’s own 

death. Echoing Dr Faustus’s thirst for the unattainable, Dorian sells his soul in exchange 

for eternal good looks. The desire for immortality of appearances at the expense of 

complete moral dissolution, and hypocrisy to oneself are the theme of Dorian Gray. In 

contrast to Hyde whose degeneracy is reflected in his repulsive looks, the atavism and 

moral regress of Dorian Gray is hidden in the guise of beauty  and upper-class chic, even 

his name bears witness to art and beauty. Significantly, none of the characters of the novel 

(perhaps with the exception of Sibyl Vane) are portrayed as morally sound. Lord Henry 

Wotton pours sophist poison into Dorian’s ears, Basil Hallward is shown as selfish and 

preoccupied with art, Sibyl’s mother is willing to marry off her daughter to anyone with 

enough wealth, Alan Campbell has a dark secret or two in his past that make him 

susceptive to Dorian’s blackmail, and the list goes on. Dorian Gray is thus a much more 

aggressive critique of the Victorian mores than Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde which, on the 

surface at least, seems to be dealing with a case of singular deviation.

Dorian’s wish to avoid the hand of time and turn it against his avatar rather than his own 

beauty may seem innocent at first – until he offers his soul in the bargain showing that he 

values appearance above the essence:

I shall grow old, and horrible, and dreadful. But this picture will remain always 

young. It will never be older than this particular day of June … If it were only the 

other way! If it were I who was to be always young, and the picture that was to 
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grow old! For that – for that – I would give everything! Yes, there is nothing in 

the whole world I would not give! I would give my soul for that!107

Dorian Gray also draws attention to some of the topics outlined in Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde: 

the divisions of fin-de-siècle London, the flâneur as a sexual predator, tension between the 

essence and the seeming. Dorian’s pursuit of beauty, not only in art but in life itself, is 

mirrored by the sordid reality of life in the East End boroughs in which he gratifies his 

desires. The novel also shows how hollow a life of artifice and aestheticism would be in the 

absence of a conscience.

The novel was first published in serial form in the Lippincott’s Magazine. Its first edition 

caused outrage with barely veiled homosexual allusions that many associated with another 

Victorian scandal, the ‘Cleveland Street affair’, in which telegraph boys were procured for 

an upperclass gay brothel. The affair involved aristocracy as high and lofty  as Prince of 

Wales’ household, and in publishing Dorian Gray at this time, Wilde touched a raw nerve 

of the Victorian public.108  In the face of this wave of outrage, Wilde had to remove the 

more overt homosexual allusions, and he added six more chapters to the manuscript. It is 

characteristic of the book’s duality that it could be quoted both by Wilde’s prosecutors and 

defenders during his trial: the former cited its apparent decadence and the danger its 

amorality  presented, while the latter pointed out that the purpose of the book was precisely 

to teach a moral lesson.109 The portrait is a disinterested judge of Dorian’s character, and 

its frown is Wilde’s message.
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Dorian Gray blurs the boundary between identities, as well as between art and reality, one 

of Wilde’s greatest topics. The living Dorian sports the visage of the painting, the painting 

lives the life of its model. One is created by Hallward, the other by Wotton who both have 

a  stake in Dorian’s character. Finally, Oscar Wilde pointed out that they all also had 

something of himself; ‘Wotton was what the world thought him to be, Dorian what he 

wanted to be, and Basil what he believed himself to be.’110  Dorian is to Wotton what Hyde 

is to Jekyll, a younger self which allows the older man to enjoy pleasures otherwise 

inaccessible to him: ‘He was conscious that … To a large extent, the lad was his own 

creation.’111  Even with a number of deleted passages, there is still a  tangible homoerotic 

overtone in Wotton’s desire to dominate Dorian: ‘He would seek to dominate him – had 

already, indeed, half done so. He would make that wonderful spirit his own. There was 

something fascinating in this son of Love and Death.’112 While Jekyll may not exactly have 

been able to dominate Hyde, to the early  readers of that novel, the strange intimacy of the 

two men may have evoked the impression that they were, in fact, lovers.

In contrast to Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, Dorian Gray shows that vice exists in all social 

milieus. It is not restricted to the streets of Soho but is also presented in full view in the 

drawing rooms and gentlemen’s clubs of the West End. In Wilde’s London, corruption 

exists on all levels of society and is not simply confined to a laboratory hidden in the back 

yard of a  fashionable house. For Joyce Carol Oates, the theme of Dorian Gray is that of 

a  fall from innocence.113  Dorian’s new hedonism is reminiscent of the antinomianism of 

Hogg’s Robert Wringhim in the belief that the end justifies any means. Dorian feels himself 
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absolved from the effects of his actions by the portrait which, seemingly, absorbs his 

corruption. However, when Dorian decides to destroy the portrait which ‘had been like 

conscience to him,’114  he transfers the effects of that conscience to his own person, and 

like Jekyll he dies a deformed thing; mutated by the effects of his actions. Although both 

narratives are stories of diabolically changed individuals, which on their surface resemble 

the Faustus myth, Jekyll’s and Dorian’s dualities are emblematic of the social divisions and 

hypocrisies of the fin-de-siècle Victorians. It is characteristic that each tries to assuage his 

conscience; Jekyll tells the reader that ‘It was thus rather the exacting nature of my 

aspirations than any  particular degradation in my faults, that made me what I was,’115  and 

Dorian tries to give the impression of a reformed man when he determines ‘to leave [Hetty 

Merton] as flowerlike as I had found her,’116  in hope that his picture-conscience would 

improve. However, the  little smile of vanity around the portrait’s mouth only points to the 

hypocrisy of his actions.

As in Stevenson’s texts, geography mirrors the split in psyche in Dorian Gray. In the 

following passage, Wotton’s hedonistic theory of philosophy, explained over a fine meal, 

contrasts with Dorian’s actual search for the beauty Wotton promises him in the seediest 

London neighbourhoods, the ‘splendid sins’ to be experienced among the ‘sordid sinners’:

I remembered what you had said to me on that wonderful evening when we first 

dined together, about the search for beauty being the real secret of life. I don’t 

know what I expected, but I went out and wandered eastward, soon losing my 

way in a labyrinth of grimy streets and black, grassless squares. About half-past 

eight I passed by an absurd little theatre, with great flaring gas-jets and gaudy 
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play-bills. A hideous Jew, in the most amazing waistcoat I ever beheld in my life, 

was standing at the entrance, smoking a vile cigar. He had greasy ringlets, and 

an enormous diamond blazed in the centre of a soiled shirt.117

The diamond on a soiled shirt resembles Sibyl Vane whom Dorian finds inside the shabby 

East End theatre amidst the ‘grimy streets’ and ‘grassless squares’. It is no accident that 

the play  which catches Dorian’s attention that night is Romeo and Juliet. Romeo is played 

by ‘a stout elderly gentleman, with corked eyebrows, a husky tragedy voice, and a figure 

like a beer-barrel’, Mercutio by a ‘low comedian, who had introduced gags of his own and 

was on most friendly terms with the pit’; in other words, the matter is denigrated by the 

venue. Sibyl on the other hand is described as a fine work of art: ‘a little flower-like face, 

a  small Greek head with plaited coils of dark-brown hair, eyes that were violet wells of 

passion, lips that were like the petals of a rose’.118  A sight ‘good enough for us, Harry,’ 

says Dorian, confirming the presence of a socio-cultural boundary between the two worlds; 

a sense of superiority that Sibyl is audacious enough to hope to traverse.

As Dorian’s ‘other’ Sibyl comes close to the rare phenomenon that is the female 

doppelgänger of the fin-de-siècle novel. Webber points out that the ‘doppelgänger host 

and visitant are axiomatically gendered as male … where female figures are doubled, it is 

typically  as the objectification of a polarised male subject’119. It is useful then to compare 

Dorian and Sibyl to verify this thesis. Both start out beautiful and ‘innocent’ but their lives 

take different courses. Dorian’s world of glitz, pomp  and obsession with beauty stands in 

sharp contrast to Sibyl’s. She lives with her mother in a cramped flat, their ‘dingy sitting-

room’ contains but ‘one arm-chair’. Life has taught her mother, herself a single parent and 
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an implied victim of a gentleman’s fancy, to be drearily practical – in face of the daughter’s 

fit of joy at having met Prince Charming, the mother keeps her eye on numbers: ‘You must 

not think of anything but your acting. Mr. Isaacs has been very good to us, and we owe 

him money.’120  However, she is perfectly willing to trade Sibyl to Dorian against 

a ‘contract’: ‘if this gentleman is wealthy, there is no reason why she should not contract an 

alliance with him. I trust he is one of the aristocracy. He has all the appearance of it…’121 

Both Dorian and Sibyl are delighted when their isolated worlds collide but the motivation of 

each is very different. Sibyl is looking for a partner for life, Dorian merely  admires a work of 

art, an actress playing a role, and his interest quickly cools off when Sibyl turns into a real 

woman with real expectations. No longer wanted, the disillusioned Sibyl commits suicide. 

However, given her lower class origin, the death is regarded only as a tasteless threat to 

Dorian’s reputation; Wotton warns him ‘you must not be mixed up in it. Things like that 

make a man fashionable in Paris. But in London people are so prejudiced. Here, one 

should never make one’s début with a scandal. One should reserve that to give an interest 

to one’s old age.’122

In a  way, Sibyl’s death creates a  precedent which Dorian follows. Like her, Dorian is 

spurned by a  ‘lover’ – his portrait which refuses to fulfil his expectations when it does not 

mend itself following Dorian’s hypocritical attempt at ‘good deeds’. Sibyl is, in effect, one of 

the mirrors put up for Dorian’s soul in the novel, if not technically his  true doppelgänger. 

Halberstam points out that there is another duality in Dorian Gray that concerns the 

relationship  between Sibyl Vane and Dorian Gray. Halberstam associates Dorian’s love of 

decor, artifice and illusion with homosexuality  and the drab reality  of Sibyl’s life, which 
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disgusts Dorian, with heterosexuality.123  Indeed, Dorian admits he is unmoved by his 

young lover’s death, dismissing out of hand any attraction he may have felt towards her – 

other than the aesthetic: ‘this thing that has happened does not affect me as it should. It 

seems to me to be simply like a wonderful ending to a wonderful play. It has all the terrible 

beauty of a Greek tragedy, a tragedy in which I took a great part, but by which I have not 

been wounded’.124  Dorian’s is the aesthete’s amoral view of art as superior to reality. He 

knows that he ‘murdered [Sibyl] as surely as if I had cut her little throat with a knife’, but it 

is somehow less affecting than if it had happened in a play: ‘the roses are not less lovely 

for all that. The birds sing just as happily in my garden. And to-night I am to dine … go on 

to the Opera, and sup somewhere, I suppose, afterward. How extraordinarily  dramatic life 

is! If I had read all this in a book, Harry, I think I would have wept over it.’125  The episode 

goes a  long way towards explaining Dorian’s Weltanschauung and helps prepare the 

reader for his detachment from the murder of Hallward and the gruesome way  in which he 

forces Alan Campbell to make the body disappear.

The ‘closeted self’ represented by Hyde and Dorian’s picture may refer to homosexuality 

and other suppressed desires, the ‘other’ of these spotless men. Dorian not only locks his 

conscience with a  key in a disused attic room that had been his study  (evoking former 

childish innocence) but, honouring the Gothic thirst for the uncanny and occult, he also 

pulls over it ‘a large purple satin coverlet heavily embroidered with gold, a splendid piece 

of late seventeenth-century Venetian work that his grandfather had found in a convent 

near Bologna’ which ‘had, perhaps, served often as a pall for the dead’. The dead thing is 

Dorian’s conscience and moral intelligence: ‘what the worm was to the corpse, his sins 
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would be to the painted image on the canvas. They would mar its beauty, and eat away its 

grace. They would defile it, and make it shameful. And yet the thing would still live on.’126 

The narrative suggests that Dorian’s extreme deeds have a longevity far beyond the usual, 

they surpass the individual and spread into more general human experience. This is an 

indestructible manifestation of evil. But the picture does not merely capture Dorian’s sins 

as a  chronicle might; what is even more important is Dorian’s own awareness that the 

picture liberates him from the traditional bounds of society, it brings him eternal youth, 

immortality and a sense of not having to answer for his actions. There is an active dialogue 

between the spotless Dorian and the ageing, corrupt and deteriorating picture as Dorian 

regularly surveys it, first with dread and then with pleasure. He is obsessed with it, and 

cannot bear to be separated from it for very long, just like Jekyll cannot resist the 

temptation of turning into Hyde. The picture not only records Dorian’s evil but in giving him 

licence similar to Hogg’s justified sinner also spurs him into further extremes. Wilde’s is not 

a  straightforward moral parable but the novel definitely should not be read as a  blunt 

encouragement for people to behave recklessly and have  a  good time, as Wilde’s 

prosecution would assert during his trial. The picture does censor Dorian’s actions, and its 

hideousness towards the end of the story impels Dorian to attempt to destroy it. In 

attempting to get rid of the record of his evil, however, Dorian destroys himself – the actual 

root of this evil. Similarly, Hyde destroys himself when he tries to kill his conscience – 

Jekyll.

Although the authorship of Teleny cannot with certainty be attributed to Oscar Wilde, the 

work being in all probability a collaborative one, Wilde is thought to have, in the very  least, 

inspired it, and perhaps edited it, adding the final touches. The work has been 

marginalised in the literary canon partly on the account of its dubious authorship  and partly 

                                                                   Michal Macura' The doppelgänger in fin-de-siècle Victorian literature

64

126 DG 175-6.



because of its pornographic character. It is remarkable that this sensational novel, whose 

primary interest lies in de-tabooing the topic of homosexuality, should bear such similarity 

to Dorian Gray, especially insofar as the motifs are concerned: both works use the motif of 

the doppelgänger to explore the relationship between the artist, his art and the emotions 

that inform it. It is, therefore, useful to compare them.

Pianist Teleny’s music depends for its vigour on a mystic telepathic bond between him and 

Camille, the narrator. Teleny speaks of a ‘sympathetic listener’ whom he needs to be able 

to produce original work with feeling, ‘someone who feels, while listening, exactly  as I do 

whilst I am playing, who sees perhaps the same visions as I do–’127

When Camille ceases to think of Teleny and no longer comes to see his performances, 

Teleny’s art withers; he goes ‘through his pieces in a most humdrum, lifeless way, so very 

different from his former brilliant execution.’128  Similarly, Basil Hallward’s unnatural 

masterpiece is a tribute to his love for Dorian Gray, and he never again creates another 

such painting when deprived of Dorian’s company.

Camille and Teleny  are not only  lovers but also two halves of one whole that complement 

each other. Repeatedly  the narrative stresses the parallels in their thought processes, 

emotions, tastes and perceptions. The bond between the two is depicted not only as 

carnal but also as deeply  spiritual with an emphasis on the visual aspect. Not only do the 

protagonist and his other, Teleny, share visions but they are also remarkably alike, ‘almost 

of the same build, of about the same age, as well as identical tastes – the people who saw 

us always arm in arm, ended by not being able to think of the one apart from the other,’ 

and ‘our natures seemed to be bound to one another by a secret affinity.’129
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When Camille encounters his complementary other, Teleny, he realises the 

incompleteness of his solitary existence: ‘There was an emptiness in me, still I could not 

understand if the void was in my heart or in my head. I had lost nothing and yet I  felt 

lonely, forlorn, nay almost bereaved.’130 This feeling of partial bereavement is underscored 

by a stock Gothic device of mirroring. As Camille looks in the mirror, he sees Teleny ‘in it 

instead of myself; and behind him arose our blended shadows.’131  The blended shadows 

point to a shared experience and a strong bond, which may be even more personal than 

simply sexual. In a  number of passages an identity is established between the 

protagonists. When Camille wants to touch Teleny, his ‘hands wandered over his head, his 

neck, his shoulders, his arms, I  could not feel him at all; in fact, it seemed to me as if 

I were touching my own body.’132  Another instance of the Gothic, as well as an insidious 

wink to the doppelgänger theme is in the uncanny likeness of the boy born of the sexual 

union between Teleny and the countess, to Camille.

Like the other works treated here, under its Gothic veneer Teleny has a more serious 

mission. That of soliciting toleration for homosexuals who were persecuted not only by 

public opinion but also in the courts of law.

Throughout the novel, the question is repeatedly  asked why homosexuality  should 

constitute such transgression of the society’s mores. It is repeatedly  referred to as ‘sin’, 

‘vice’ and ‘crime’. In accordance with his upbringing and social conditioning, Camille tries 

to suppress this ‘unhealthy’ inclination and forget his love for Teleny: ‘unlike poodles, or 

young Arabs, I had been inculcated with all kinds of wrong ideas, so when I understood 

                                                                   Michal Macura' The doppelgänger in fin-de-siècle Victorian literature

66

130 Ibid.

131 Ibid.

132 Ibid.



what my natural feelings for Teleny were, I was staggered, horrified; and filled with dismay, 

I resolved to stifle them.’133

Resolving to suppress the carnal element of his bond to Teleny, Camille wants to remain 

the artist’s Platonic muse, ‘I resolved to keep aloof from him, to be his motive power, his 

guiding spirit … As for the fire of lewdness burning within me – well, if I  could not 

extinguish it, I could at least subdue it.’134  However, sexual frustration hounds Camille on 

every step, forcing him finally  to contemplate suicide. At the last moment, however, like 

a deus-ex-machina, Teleny materialises to help Camille open his eyes and avoid death.

Afterwards Camille begins to assert his individuality through a passionate sexual bond with 

Teleny but his journey to self-realisation is repeatedly frustrated by doubts over the 

sinfulness of their bond, fear of the reaction of the public, of persecution. These doubts 

alternate with bitterness and dismissal of the senseless bigotry of both religion and society:

‘Would any father induce a beloved child to disobey him, simply  to have the 

pleasure of chastising him afterwards? Would any man deflower his own 

daughter, not out of lust, but only  to taunt her with her incontinence? Surely, if 

such a man ever lived, he was after Jehovah’s own image.’135

And similarly, ‘I cursed this narrow-minded society of ours, that only thrives upon 

hypocrisy. I cursed our blighting religion, that lays its veto upon all the pleasures of the 

senses.’136

Echoing the New Hedonism of Dorian Gray, albeit with more restraint, Camille explains to 

his interlocutor, whose ‘questions’ form the framing narrative of the novel, that both virtue 
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and ‘vice’, or sexual enjoyment, have their place in life and should not be violently 

separated: ‘virtue is the sweet flavour of the peach; vice, the tiny droplet of prussic acid – 

its delicious savour. Life, without either, would be vapid.’137  How can a ‘crime against 

nature’ bring ‘peace and happiness’ to one’s own nature, is the question Camille asks 

himself, inviting the wrath of the men of immaculate reputations, with ‘clay-cold heads and 

lukewarm hearts’. These men, like the old general, Dr Charles or the various European 

nobility Camille meets at Briancourt’s secret orgies, show a stern face to the public but 

indulge in all sorts of unconventional sexual practices behind the closed doors. Thus, on 

his journey to self-realisation Camille encounters not only sympathy but also rampant 

hypocrisy and the double standards of the society he lives in.

But Camille is too much part of this society to be able to absolve himself of its conditions. 

Blackmailed, he has the choice of being ‘proclaimed a sodomite in the face of the world, or 

to give up  the man who was dearer to me than my life itself? No, death was preferable to 

either.’138  The interlocutor jumps in pointing out the inconsistency of Camille’s stance. On 

the one hand he declares he ‘would have liked the whole world to know of your love for the 

pianist,’ on the other he is mortally afraid of coming out with his sexual orientation. This is 

the paradox at the centre of Teleny: in Victorian society ‘at any cost, appearances must be 

saved; for ranting editors are jealous gods, and their wrath is implacable, for it pays well, 

as good people like to know what naughty folks do.’139 In this tongue-in-cheek way, Wilde 

reveals the hypocrisy of the press and public who, on the one hand, try hard to give the 

impression of disgust at ‘illicit’ sexuality, and on the other, are constantly  thirsting for racy 

details of this forbidden life.
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Teleny also allows space for some self-reflexive humour. The doppelgänger theme is 

playfully subverted in an exchange between Camille and Teleny: ‘perhaps then, we are 

alike in looks as well as in tastes. Who knows – you are, perhaps, my doppelgänger? Then 

woe to one of us!’ After this, Teleny explains the superstition of his ‘home country’ where 

meeting one’s alter ego is considered a bad omen and a sign of impending death. With 

two failed suicide attempts by Camille and the ultimately  successful Teleny’s, this scene 

has a typically Wildean touch to it. Firstly, it reveals the textuality of the work and, 

secondly, it mocks the somewhat overused Gothic device of doubling, and the 

predictability of some Gothic texts.
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4 Conclusion
The answer to the question of why the doppelgänger developed into such prominent 

literary presence during the last decades of the nineteenth century is to be looked for in 

equal measure in the social climate of the era and in the then-nascent science of 

psychology. The early psychologists and their predecessors who dabbled in Mesmerism 

and Animal Magnetism did much to uncover the workings of the repressed part of one’s 

self and its complicated relationship  with consciousness. The doppelgänger is not a fin-de-

siècle invention. Even in the sphere of literature, it is a much older phenomenon and 

certainly  not Victorian in its origin. But in fin-de-siècle Britain it matured and spread thanks 

to a  unique mix of circumstances which included the unprecedented and largely 

uncontrolled growth of the metropolis, the growing gap  between the lifestyles of the poor 

and the wealthy, the groundbreaking scientific discoveries and the disillusionment that 

followed in the wake of the high-Victorian mood of optimism and self-confidence of the 

industrialist super power.

The doppelgänger is almost always triggered by a  repression of some kind, typically 

engendered by the demands and expectations of one’s environment. This also means that 

it is tied to its environment, mirrors it and is reflected by it. It is not so much a figure, as an 

intense dialectic relationship between the subject and the other.

It can constitute a  conscious escape away from conscience, in itself a  social construct. 

Both Jekyll and Dorian are conscious of possessing a fantastic device, or alter ego, which 

enables them to forget the dictates of public opinion and of the other institutions of 

civilisation such as the system of laws which are in place to ensure a certain degree of 

conformity. And they  break these laws in full knowledge of doing so, even revel in the fact. 
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The doppelgänger allows them to avoid responsibility for their actions; it allows them to 

realise the ambitions of their subconscious.

The doppelgänger is often, though not always, the subject’s creation and is therefore to be 

appreciated in terms of art. We have earlier shown the complicated set of artist–creation 

relationships between Dorian Gray, Lord Henry Wotton, Basil Hallward and the painting, 

not to mention Wilde himself. For Jekyll, Hyde is also his creation, his masterpiece, not 

achieved by painting or skill in rhetorics, but by science. The question is always how much 

of the artist goes into his creation, and also how much the creation itself – the work of art – 

is necessary to sustain the creator’s self. For Basil, painting a portrait of Dorian is fatal. 

Teleny withers without the admiring presence of Camille who informs his music, and 

invigorates it. There is, moreover, the contest between bland static realism, as embodied 

by Sibyl when she leaves the theatre, and the fantastic, the potential to create and 

reshape one’s personality. On a mimetic level, the contrast between the essence and the 

seeming is the mainstay of the doppelgänger. Jekyll and Dorian may look spotless but 

each have their guilty secret stowed away in a closet. It is a  relief for Jekyll to see that 

Hyde is so completely  unlike himself that he is sure to avoid all suspicion. Dorian too 

enjoys every wrinkle and scar on the portrait which ages and becomes horrid as he stays 

beautiful. The painting might as well stand for ‘drab realism’ while Dorian deems himself 

free to define his individuality. The ending to the novel of course complicates the notion of 

this freedom. Dorian can be seen either as a protagonist of a tragedy, or as a dangerous 

transgressor of the most fundamental law of humanity who is punished as he deserves.

The doppelgänger is also an exile, forced from its original environment by its unfitness to 

remain. James in The Master of Ballantrae is one such exile. However, Stevenson shows, 

both in Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde and in The Master of Ballantrae that the self and other soon 

share in exile. Henry abandons Durrisdeer to follow his brother into exile and wilderness, 
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while Jekyll, haunted by the revealing transformation, cannot even walk freely in his own 

house, where he too is an exile of sorts.

While the fin-de-siècle doppelgänger is informed by the Romantic idea of an individuality 

struggling for self-definition, Victorians problematise the notion by showing how fatal the 

process can be. Unlike the ideal Romantic individual, the protagonist of the doppelgänger 

fiction is never reconciled with his environment and ends up being an ultimately tragic 

figure. If the stories of Wilde and Stevenson have any ‘moral’ to share, it is that ‘virtue’ and 

‘pleasure’ should not be violently separated. Instead, harmony should be sought for, even 

if one’s environment makes this nearly impossible.

The doppelgänger of the Urban Gothic conducts a serious exploration of the implications 

of the social developments which started at the beginning of the industrial era and 

culminated in the two World Wars in the twentieth century. It is an expression of the rift in 

human psyche caused by these developments. Looking beyond the scope of this work, the 

doppelgänger certainly did not disappear in the first half of the twentieth century. It has 

been repeatedly put to use in literature wherever the need arises to explore complex and 

ambiguous psychological issues which seem to resist the more traditional literary 

treatments.
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Český abstrakt
Odpověď  na otázku, proč se doppelgänger, čili fenomén dvojnictví, těšil na sklonku 

devatenáctého století takové popularitě, je třeba hledat jednak v sociálním klimatu doby 

a  jednak ve zrodu psychologie. Zakladatelé této vědecké disciplíny významně přispěli 

k formulaci teorií o podvědomí a jeho komplikovaném vztahu k vědomí.

Doppelgänger je téměř vždy spojený s  potlačením některé složky osobnosti, obvykle 

v důsledku požadavků a očekávání ze strany společnosti. Doppelgänger je proto pevně 

svázán s  prostředím, které mu dává vzniknout. Není ani tolik literární postavou, jako 

spíše intenzivním dialektickým vztahem mezi dvěma složkami osobnosti.

Vznik doppelgängera může představovat útěk před svědomím, které je samo o  sobě 

společenským konstruktem. Jak Dr Jekyll, tak Dorian Gray jsou si plně vědomi příležitostí, 

které jim alter ego skýtá, a jsou díky němu s to ignorovat diktát veřejného mínění a dalších 

institucí, jejichž cílem je udržovat určitý stupeň konformity  ve společnosti. Doppelgänger je 

realizací podvědomých ambic.

Doppelgängera lze nahlížet i  v  kontextu díla a  umělce. Nasnadě je v  tomto kontextu 

otázka vztahů mezi Dorianem Grayem, Lordem Henry Wottonem, Basilem Hallwardem 

a  Dorianovým portrétem, neřkuli Oscarem Wildem. Rovněž Hyde je Jekyllův výtvor, 

mistrovské dílo „vědy“.

Důležitým rozměrem doppelgängera je (často vynucený) exil. Tento prvek je mimořádně 

silný ve Stevensonově knize The Master of Ballantrae, nicméně vyskytuje se i v knize Dr 

Jekyll a pan Hyde.

Viktoriánský doppelgänger vychází z  romantické představy individuality  coby realizace 

potenciálu jedince navzdory požadavkům prostředí (společnosti). V  kontextu 

analyzovaných děl jde o značně problematický  koncept, jelikož jak Stevenson, tak Wilde 
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zdůrazňují bezvýchodnost takového počínání. Varují především před násilným 

odlišováním „ctností“ od „neřestí“, a naopak hájí myšlenku harmonie mezi všemi složkami 

osobnosti.
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English abstract
To understand why the doppelgänger, or the phenomenon of double personality, 

developed such literary presence in the fin-de-siècle Victorian Britain we must look to the 

dramatic social changes which had taken place since the beginning of the Industrial 

Revolution, as well as to the nascent science of psychology and its preoccupation with the 

subconscious in relation to consciousness.

The doppelgänger typically emerges where one component of personality  is suppressed 

due to supra-individual requirements and expectations. The doppelgänger is, therefore, 

closely  linked to its environment. It is not so much a literary figure as an intense dialectical 

relationship between two sides of personality.

The doppelgänger frequently constitutes a flight from the conscience, which in itself is 

a social construct. Both Dr Jekyll and Dorian Gray  are fully conscious of the possibilities 

open to them through their alter egos – they may ignore the dictates of the public opinion 

as well as other institutions whose goal is effect a certain degree of conformity in society. 

The doppelgänger enables the subject to realise its unconscious ambitions.

The doppelgänger may also be analysed in the context of the artist and their creation. 

Dorian Gray, Lord Henry  Wotton, Basil Hallward and Dorian’s portrait, leaving aside Wilde 

himself, are woven into an intricate web of relationships, from inspiration, through creation 

and re-creation of personalities. Similarly, Mr Hyde is Jekyll’s creation, a masterpiece of 

‘science’.

Another important aspect of the doppelgänger is the often enforced exile. This motif is 

particularly prominent in Stevenson’s The Master of Ballantrae; however, it is also present 

in Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde.
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The fin-de-siècle doppelgänger is informed by  the Romantic concept of individuality  as 

a  realisation of one’s potential in defiance of the requirement’s of the environment 

(society). However, Stevenson and Wilde problematise this notion, emphasising the failure 

of separating the authentic from the imposed. Avoiding a violent split between ‘vices’ and 

‘virtues’, they argue for harmony between all components of personality.
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