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CONTEXT

CAONTEXT

obert Louis (originally Lewis) Stevenson*Victorian

was born in November 1850 in Edinburgh,

Scotland. His father was an engineer, and his

mother was from a family of lawyers and
ministers. Like many other parents of their time, the Stevensons
imparted to their son the Victorian* values of piety, industry, and
practical success. Robert was somewhat fearful of his strict, no-
nonsense father, a fact that would later be evident in the numer-
ous antagonistic or spiritless father-son relationships depicted in
his novels. Robert was a solid student, obeying his father’s
wishes by enrolling in Edinburgh University’s engineering depart-
ment with the eventual aim of joining his father’s firm, which
specialized in the construction of deep-sea lighthouses. Stevenson
soon rebelled against this plan and reached a compromise with
his father by pursuing legal studies. He frequently passed his sum-
mer vacations in France with his friends, who were mainly bo-
hemians and artists. At the age of twenty-five, Stevenson passed
the bar, but he knew he was not a lawyer at heart and never
practiced. Around that time, he published his first essay, a travel
piece*, and his literary career began.

Stevenson’s dissatisfaction with his father’s practical ca-
reer advice was characteristic of his broader disillusionment with
the ideals of Victorian society. To Stevenson, it seemed that the
entire nation considered working hard its highest duty. However,
the young Stevenson frequently dreamed of escape from
engineering, from Scotland, and from Victorian responsibility in
general. Not surprisingly, many of his works demonstrate a sharp
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¥ TREASURE ISLAND

tension between upstanding duty and reckless abandon. Perhaps
the most notable instance of this tension is Dr. Jekyll and Mr.
Hyde (1886), in which these two opposing impulses are at war
within one man, eventually tearing him apart. A later, less fa-
mous work, The Master of Ballantrae (1889), showcases two
Scottish brothers who represent duty and recklessness, and good
and evil. Treasure Island also features a conflict between respect-
ful gentlemen and carefree pirates. Perhaps because of
Stevenson’s commitment to both duty and art, his works never
clearly separate the opposing moral forces. The good and the
bad are always inextricably bound to each other. As we see in
Treasure Island, the dastardly pirate Long John Silver remarks
how similar he is to the novel’s upstanding young hero, Jim
Hawkins.

The idea of escape was equally important in Stevenson’s
life and work. In 1876, on one of his visits to France, Stevenson
met an American woman named Fanny Van de Grift Osbourne.
At thirty-six, she was more than ten years older than he, and,
furthermore, she had also been previously married and had two
small children. In a most un-Victorian fashion, Stevenson fell
deeply in love with Osbourne. Two years later, he followed her
as she returned to California to finalize her divorce, a journey he
described in The Amateur Emigrant (1879). Stevenson and
Osbourne married in California and spent their honeymoon at an
abandoned silver mine.

Stevenson got along well with Osbourne’s children. It was
while drawing a map with her son Lloyd that Stevenson came
up with the idea of writing Treasure Island. The novel’s focus
on voyaging became even more important in Stevenson’s life when
his doctors advised him to seek a better climate for his health.

3
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CONTEXT

* TREASURE ISLAND

In 1888, Stevenson and his family set sail for the South Seas,
arriving in Samoa* and taking up residence there in 1889. When
he died in 1894, Stevenson was buried on top of Mount Vaea*,
an unconventional burial site that symbolizes the spirit of moral

nonconformity and independent thought that he strove to con-

vey in his works. ¥
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PLOT OVERVIEW

PLOT OVERVIEW

Jim Hawkins is a young boy who lives at his parents’

inn, the Admiral Benbow*, near Bristol*, England, in the

eighteenth century. An old sea captain named Billy Bones

dies in the inn after being presented with a black spot*,
or official pirate verdict of guilt or judgment. Jim is stirred to
action by the spot and its mysterious, accurate portent of Billy’s
death. Hastily, Jim and his mother unlock Billy’s sea chest, finding
a logbook and map inside. Hearing steps outside, they leave with
the documents before Billy’s pursuers ransack the inn.

Jim realizes that the contents he has snatched from the sea
chest must be valuable, so he takes one of the documents he
has found to some local acquaintances, Dr. Livesey and Squire*
Trelawney. Excited, they recognize it as a map for a huge trea-
sure that the infamous pirate Captain Flint has buried on a dis-
tant island. Trelawney immediately starts planning an expedition.
Naive in his negotiations to outfit his ship, the Hispaniola*,
Trelawney is tricked into hiring one of Flint’s former mates,
Long John Silver, and many of Flint’s crew. Only the captain,
Smollett, is trustworthy. The ship sets sail for Treasure Island
with nothing amiss, until Jim overhears Silver’s plans for mutiny.
Jim tells the captain about Silver and the rest of the rebellious
crew.

Landing at the island, Captain Smollett devises a plan to get
most of the mutineers off the ship, allowing them leisure time
on shore. On a whim, Jim sneaks into the pirates’ boat and goes
ashore with them. Frightened of the pirates, Jim runs off alone.

From a hiding place, he witnesses Silver’s murder of a sailor

7
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¥¢ TREASURE ISLAND

who refuses to join the mutiny. Jim flees deeper into the heart
of the island, where he encounters a half-crazed man named Ben
Gunn. Ben had once served in Flint’s crew but was marooned
on the island years earlier.

Meanwhile, Smollett and his men have gone ashore and
taken shelter in a stockade the pirates have built. Jim returns to
the stockade, bringing Ben with him. Silver visits and attempts
a negotiation with the captain, but the captain is wary and re-
fuses to speak to him. The pirates attack the stockade the next
day, and the captain is wounded. Eager to take action, Jim fol-
lows another whim and deserts his mates, sneaking off to hunt
for Ben’s handmade boat hidden in the woods.

After finding Ben’s boat, Jim sails out to the anchored ship
with the intention of cutting it adrift, thereby depriving the pi-
rates of a means of escape. He cuts the rope, but he realizes his
small boat has drifted near the pirates’ camp and fears he will
be discovered. By chance, the pirates do not spot Jim, and he
floats around the island until he catches sight of the ship drift-
ing wildly. Struggling aboard, he discovers that one of the
watchmen, Israel Hands, has killed the other watchman in a
drunken fit. Jim takes control of the ship, but Israel turns against
him. Jim is wounded but kills Israel.

Jim returns to the stockade but finds it occupied by the
pirates. Silver takes Jim hostage, telling the boy that the captain
has given the pirates the treasure map, provisions, and the use
of the stockade in exchange for their lives. Jim realizes, however,
that Silver is having trouble managing his men, who accuse him
of treachery. Silver proposes to Jim that they help each other
survive by pretending Jim is a hostage. However, the men present
Silver with a black spot and inform him that he has been de-
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