


Logline

When two impoverished men in 1820s Edinburgh 
discover they can profit from selling corpses to an 
ambitious surgeon, a string of murders follows—pitting 
loyalty against conscience, and plunging them into a city 
where science, greed, and guilt collide with deadly 
consequences.

 



Series Overview
In 19th-century Edinburgh, as medical science races ahead of morality, two 
impoverished Irish immigrants — the opportunistic William Hare and the more 
hesitant William Burke — discover a gruesome path to profit: supplying fresh corpses 
to the esteemed Dr. Knox, a brilliant anatomist desperate to stay ahead of his rivals. 
What begins as an act of convenience quickly spirals into premeditated murder, as 
Hare pushes deeper into darkness while Burke clings to a crumbling conscience. 
Meanwhile, Knox’s ambition blinds him to the origins of the bodies that fuel his fame, 
and local journalist Alastair Johnson, haunted by his mother’s stolen corpse, begins to 
investigate the disturbing rise in fresh cadavers.

As the body count grows and loyalties fracture, tensions ignite between partners, 
families, and institutions. Burke and Hare’s deadly enterprise begins to unravel under 
the weight of guilt, suspicion, and public outrage. Helen, Burke’s partner, emerges as 
the moral compass he can no longer follow, while Margaret Hare reveals a chilling 
pragmatism. When a victim’s murder is witnessed by a child, the conspiracy begins to 
collapse that will lead to a trial that grips the city. With reputations shattered and 
lives lost, Burke and Hare delivers a chilling exploration of complicity, ambition, and 
the price of progress — a true-crime saga where survival breeds monsters, and 
silence is deadlier than the blade.



Themes

Moral Complicity
The series explores how people — from 
Burke to Knox to Margaret — become 
morally complicit not through overt evil, but 
through rationalization, fear, and necessity. It 
asks whether inaction is as damning as the 
act itself, especially when everyone benefits 
from turning a blind eye

Survival vs Conscience
Burke’s internal conflict becomes the heart of 
the series: his desperation to provide, to be 
respected, and to hold onto Helen collides 
with a growing guilt he cannot outrun. In 
contrast, Hare thrives without reflection, 
forcing the audience to examine how poverty 
distorts ethical boundaries.

Cost of Progress
Set during a time of medical revolution, the 
show critiques how society elevates 
knowledge while devaluing humanity. Dr. 
Knox’s ambition is noble in theory — but 
lethal in practice. The bodies fuel research, 
but they also reveal a system where the poor 
are both invisible and expendable.

Power and Protection
From Knox's immunity to Hare's freedom, the 
series interrogates structural injustice. 
Despite equal guilt, different characters face 
radically different consequences. The series 
uses history to explore timeless questions of 
class, accountability, and selective justice.



Tone & Style

• Tone - Dark. Gritty. Morally complex
• Burke and Hare maintains a restrained but atmospheric tone, grounded in 

realism and layered with psychological tension. The series avoids 
sensationalism, instead focusing on the emotional decay, quiet complicity, 
and everyday desperation that give rise to horror. Subtle gallows humour 
occasionally flickers through, but always in service of character and truth. 
It's a drama about monsters made, not born — and the silence that helps 
them thrive.

• Pacing - Deliberate, escalating, and emotionally charged.
• The series favours tight character-driven pacing over fast-cut plotting. 

Dialogue is lean and loaded with subtext, while tension builds steadily 
through unspoken glances, shifting alliances, and the growing inevitability 
of collapse. Each episode escalates the stakes: from survival to murder, 
from partnership to betrayal, from denial to justice. Violence, when it 
arrives, is abrupt and impactful — always earned by character choice and 
consequence.

• Genre - Historical Crime Drama / True Crime Limited Series
• Rooted in real events, Burke and Hare sits at the intersection of historical 

drama and true crime, with psychological thriller undertones. Like modern 
prestige series (Peaky Blinders, The Knick), it explores social structures, 
class, and power within a dramatized historical framework. The limited 
series format allows for a complete arc — a beginning, descent, and 
reckoning — with no need for continuation.



The World

Edinburgh in the 1820s is a city of stark contrasts — a gothic landscape where Enlightenment ideals clash with rotting tenements, and scientific ambition thrives alongside poverty and 
death. Above ground, it is a hub of innovation and medical discovery; below, it's a place of shadows, where the poor are crowded, forgotten, and easily exploited. 

The city's winding closes and fog-choked streets mirror the moral murk of its inhabitants — a place where ambition can justify anything, and silence is often more valuable than truth. In 
Burke and Hare, Edinburgh isn’t just a backdrop — it’s a living force that shapes the choices, hides the crimes, and ultimately buries the consequences.



The Characters

William Hare
Instigator, predator, and opportunist
Charming on the surface but calculating beneath, Hare sees murder as just another form of 
commerce. A natural manipulator, he exploits Burke’s loyalty and others' silence to feed his 
ambition and ego.

William Burke
Accomplice, conscience, and crumbling man
Burke begins as a man trying to survive, but guilt erodes his sense of self. Torn between 
devotion to Helen and fear of Hare, he becomes a tragic figure — complicit, haunted, and 
ultimately destroyed by his own silence.

Margaret Hare
Survivor, partner, and silent accomplice
Pragmatic and emotionally removed, Margaret is quick to see the financial upside of the 
murders. With a murky past and a cold eye for profit, she plays the game quietly — and 
walks away untouched.

Helen McDougal
Moral compass, partner, and emotional anchor
Helen is Burke’s partner and the story’s voice of conscience. Strong-willed and clear-eyed, 
she resists complicity and ultimately chooses integrity over love, even as it costs her 
everything.

Archibald Johnson
Truth-seeker, sceptic, and reluctant hero
A grieving journalist investigating the grave robbing epidemic, Johnson is sharp, persistent, 
and emotionally raw. As he closes in on the truth, he faces violence, isolation, and a city 
desperate to forget its sins.

Dr. Robert Knox
Anatomist, visionary, and wilful enabler
Brilliant and driven, Knox values progress above morality. Though he never kills, his wilful 
ignorance fuels the crimes — and his refusal to take responsibility reveals the quiet cruelty of 
ambition unchecked.



Episode 1 – “Old Donald”
When a tenant dies in Hare’s overcrowded lodging house, he and Burke discover they 
can sell the body to Dr. Knox, a celebrated anatomist in need of cadavers. The easy 
money opens a dark door, and soon, the line between opportunity and murder 
begins to blur. 

While Hare is emboldened, Burke hesitates. Helen, Burke’s partner, expresses deep 
concern, while Margaret Hare remains coolly curious. As their first victim is taken by 
force, a young boy witnesses more than anyone realizes — and the killing business 
begins.



Episode 2 – “The Business 
Grows”

Burke and Hare continue their murderous enterprise, targeting society’s most 
invisible victims. Hare becomes increasingly dominant, while Burke begins to fracture 
under the weight of guilt and Helen’s growing disapproval. 

Dr. Knox, basking in acclaim, avoids asking questions about the freshness of his 
corpses. Meanwhile, journalist Archibald Johnson investigates a string of grave 
robberies tied to his mother’s disappearance — and uncovers a disturbing pattern. As 
profits rise, so do tensions within the group.



Episode 3 – “We Agreed”
Burke attempts to end the partnership, but Hare manipulates him into committing 
one final murder. When Hare invites an elderly woman to stay at Burke’s without his 
consent, the power dynamic between them ruptures. 

Johnson’s investigation leads him dangerously close to the truth, resulting in a violent 
assault that leaves him shaken and isolated. With trust eroding and guilt consuming 
Burke, the conspiracy begins to crack — and the cost of silence grows heavier.



Episode 3 – “The Reckoning”
The body of Mrs Docherty is discovered, triggering the collapse of the entire 
operation. The police can’t find the body but Johnson tips them off. 

On arrest, Hare and Margaret provide King’s Evidence to save their necks and Helen is 
admonished, leaving Burke to face justice.

Dr. Knox avoids scandal but not shame as his career collapses. Justice is partial. The 
truth is buried. But for some, the scars remain.



Scenes

Burke and Hare meet with priest to arrange 
burial of Old Donald, but intend to remove
His body from the coffin.

Archibald Johnson enters the slums to find 
Janet Brown. Crossing a courtyard, children 
run past dressed for Halloween.

Dr. Knox and Professor Munro discuss the 
appropriation of bodies at a gentlemans’ 
club.



Scenes

Andrew Merrilees appears from out of the 
shadows to meet Archibald Johnson.

Burke and Hare pull a cart with a tea chest 
containing a body through the dark streets.

Mary Paterson talks to Archibald Johnson in 
tavern.



Scenes

Hare hides in the cellar with a tea chest 
containing a body.

Sgt. Fisher confronts Burke in the lodgings. A victim wails in terror as Hare approaches.



Scenes

Jessie and Mary Knox meet Sir Walter Scott at 
charity bazaar.

Margaret Hare entices Daft Jamie with an 
apple.

Lawyer questions witness in the trial.



Burke and Hare – The West Port Murders

A Limited Series by Stephen Hall

Contact: https://www.hereandback.co.uk/episode1

“Murder for profit. Silence for survival.”
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