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Abstract | This essay aims to discuss how science fiction works, namely adaptations 
of adventure classics, can allow us to think about the present by looking at the past. It 
begins by providing a definition of concepts such as steampunk and neo-Victorianism 
and explaining why they are relevant in this context. It then focuses on the analysis of 
the movie Treasure Planet (2002) as a steampunk adaptation of Stevenson’s Treasure 
Island (1883), highlighting the various aspects that link the two works, as well as the 
ones that set them apart. Ultimately, this essay seeks to address the retrofuturistic nature 
of steampunk narratives of this kind, finishing with a reflection on how this particular 
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work can be but one example of a narrative that chooses to display the present by 
rethinking the past and projecting the future.  
 
Keywords | steampunk; retrofuturism; neo-Victorianism; Treasure Planet; Treasure 
Island. 
 



 

Resumo | O presente ensaio visa discutir a forma como obras de ficção científica, 
nomeadamente que adaptem clássicos de aventura, podem permitir pensar no presente, 
olhando para o passado. Começa por apresentar uma definição de conceitos tais como 
steampunk e neovitorianismo, bem como explicar a sua importância neste contexto. 
Centra-se, depois, na análise do filme Planeta do Tesouro (2002) enquanto adaptação 
steampunk da Ilha do Tesouro (1883) de Stevenson, destacando os vários aspetos que 
ligam e distinguem as duas obras. Em suma, este ensaio procura abordar a natureza 
retrofuturista das narrativas steampunk deste tipo, terminando com uma reflexão sobre 
como esta obra em particular pode ser apenas um dos exemplos de uma narrativa que 
opta por mostrar o presente repensando o passado e projetando o futuro. 
 
Palavras-Chave | steampunk; retrofuturismo; neovitorianismo; Planeta do Tesouro, 
Ilha do Tesouro. 





 

Utopia, Neo-Victorianism, and Steampunk 
Even though people have been projecting idealizations of the perfect society 

since the dawn of time, it was only with Thomas More’s Utopia (1516) that this 

unnamed notion became linked with the term. At the time of its coining by More, utopia 

“derived from a play on two Greek words, ‘good place’ and ‘no place,’ ‘utopia’ and its 

variants, utopian and utopianism, are almost always associated, even when the specific 

vision is considered appealing, with the impractical, the unrealistic, and the 

impossible.” (Gordon 362) But if it is true that the practice of conceiving a utopia had 

been around before, it is also true that it developed beyond the meaning attributed by 

More. As is stated by Vieira: 

 

The word utopia has itself often been used as the root for the formation of 
new words. These include words such as eutopia, dystopia, anti-utopia, 
alotopia, euchronia, heterotopia, ecotopia and hyperutopia, which are, in fact, 
derivation neologisms. And with the creation of every new associated word 
the concept of utopia took on a more precise meaning. (3) 
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In the same way, when Foucault speaks of utopia, he also speaks of its derivations, 

focusing on other spaces, or rather, heterotopias, a concept that he explains through the 

image of the mirror: 

 

The mirror is, after all, a utopia, since it is a placeless place. In the mirror, I 
see myself there where I am not, in an unreal, virtual space that opens up 
behind the surface; I am over there, there where I am not, a sort of shadow 
that gives my own visibility to myself, that enables me to see myself there 
where I am absent: such is the utopia of the mirror (24) 
 

Considering that mirrored images are intrinsically linked with utopian views, 

this explanation becomes very relevant since, as a matter of fact and not coincidentally, 

the image of the mirror (more specifically the rearview mirror) is a very well-liked 

metaphor amongst neo-Victorian scholars, for when we turn to the Victorian Era: 

 

we never really encounter ‘the Victorians’ themselves but instead a mediated 
image like the one we get when we glance into our rearview mirrors while 
driving. The image usefully condenses the paradoxical sense of looking 
forward to see what is behind us, which is the opposite of what we do when 
we read history in order to figure out the future. It also suggests something 
of the inevitable distortion that accompanies any mirror image, whether we 
see it as resulting from the effects of political ideology, deliberate 
misreading, exaggeration, or the understandable simplification of a complex 
past. (Joyce 4) 
 

As such, Neo-Victorianism exists as a cultural and literary trend and it started 

being developed as a field of study that surfaced from revivalist tendencies that draw 

from the Victorian Period and seek to recover this era in some way. 1  (Ramos, 

“Neovitorianismo” n.pg) As for neo-Victorian fiction, Llewellyn defines it as “those 

works which are consciously set in the Victorian period (…), or which desire to re-

write the historical narrative of that period by representing marginalized voices, new 

histories of sexuality, post-colonial viewpoints and other generally ‘different’ versions 

of the Victorian.” (165) The importance of this definition comes from the emphasis on 

criticism that is the basis of neo-Victorianism, for despite the tendency to label the wish 

to look back as utopian, it “is as much about criticism and critical thought as it is about 

 
1 Paraphrased from Portuguese original, own translation. 
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the creative, re-visionary impulses towards the historical found in contemporary 

literature, art, TV adaptations, or the heritage industry.” (Llewellyn 179) 

One of the appeals of creating fiction set in a past time like the Victorian Era, 

besides the much-praised aesthetic motifs, is the opportunity to deal with contemporary 

problems in a non-contemporary setting. Transporting modernity into alien settings 

allows for the possibility to highlight by contrast our own values and assumptions, 

making it easier to tackle complex ethical questions and explore sensitive matters 

openly. (Heilmann and Llewellyn 10) Another important aspect of neo-Victorianism is 

the (critical) revere of technological advancement, and it is through this facet that neo-

Victorianism is reflected in the steampunk trend. 

The term steampunk was coined by sci-fi writer K. W. Jeter in 1987 when 

talking to Locus magazine. The author used it to refer to works of fiction inspired by 

19th century scientific and technological advances: “Personally, I think Victorian 

fantasies are going to be the next big thing, as long as we can come up with a fitting 

collective term… like ‘steampunks,’ perhaps.” (Jeter quoted in VanderMeer and 

Chambers 48) Though it started by referring to literary works, the trend grew popular 

in the 1990s and evolved into a subcultural movement; when associated with fiction 

today, it stands as a subgenre of science-fiction. While steam refers to the steam power 

of the Industrial Revolution, punk evokes a social component related to the musical 

movement of the same name, a call for action and individuality associated with 

rebellion, characteristic of the subculture.  

As a cultural and aesthetic movement, steampunk stands for marking a 

difference and asserting one’s identity through a specific style that combines traditional 

Victorian and Gothic trends with Punk elements. VanderMeer and Chambers  identify 

some key motifs, namely, a varied range of gadgets like goggles and pocket-watches, 

top hats, corsets, aviator jackets, etc., ( 132, 138) some of these elements can also define 

the characters of fictional works of this kind. Besides this distinctive fashion style, 

steampunk narratives can be recognized by a series of elements, from which we can 

highlight: engines, gears, mechanical prosthetics, steam power, and clockwork 

mechanisms (steam engines, airships, submarines, time machines, weapons, gadgets) ( 

49, 53). This subgenre is also known for its typical character tropes: the mad 
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scientist/inventor, the adventurer/explorer, the magician/psychic, and the detective (9). 

2 

Furthermore, as a branch of neo-Victorianism, one of the ways in which 

steampunk allows for critical readings of both Victorian and Contemporary trends is 

through the exploitation of the bridges between the Industrial and Digital Revolutions. 

This is mainly accomplished by conveying perceptions of the future in both eras and 

presenting arguments about technology’s potentialities, which is but one of steampunk's 

many alluring pillars, both in fiction and the movement it spawned. Steampunk is thus 

simultaneously retro and forward-looking in nature, it also evokes a sense of adventure 

and discovery, and embraces divergent and extinct technologies as a way of talking 

about the future (VanderMeer and Chambers 9). Therefore, I will now look at the 

steampunk animation movie Treasure Planet (2002) in order to understand how the 

movie functions as a mirrored image of the past that reflects the present and through 

which we can think about the future. 

 

Adapting Treasure Island 
One of the most direct ways to address the present in the past is through 

adaptation, which Julie Sanders defines as “reinterpretations of established texts in new 

generic contexts or perhaps with relocations of an ‘original text’ or source text’s 

cultural and/or temporal setting, which may or may not involve a generic shift.” (19) In 

this case, Treasure Planet is regarded as an adaptation, not only because it constitutes 

a transposition from novel to movie, but also because it makes a cultural and temporal 

relocation of the source text. Treasure Island, by Scottish author Robert Louis 

Stevenson, was first published as a novel in 1883 (Lowne and Stewart n.pg.) and it 

targeted young boys who might be prone to one day be a part of the leading forces of 

the British Empire.3 

Though the work is well known for being a classic children’s adventure novel, 

it hides a deeper meaning. In Treasure Island, we follow young Jim Hawkins as he 

embarks on a journey to try and assert his identity as a gentleman. He intends to do so 

by going on an overseas adventure and serving the British Empire, however, in the end, 

 
2 All of these tropes can de embodied in characters that are purely fictional, based on real figures, or 
even, based on famous literary figures from the Victorian Era. 
3 Many early editions, including the first one, had a preface entitled “to the hesitant purchaser” meant 
to attract young boys with promises of great adventures. 
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he is left with no treasure and no sense of self. Thus, what may on the surface look like 

a simple invitation to pursue adventure, ends up being a warning against the dangers of 

the Empire, the errors of colonization, and the impossibility of thriving in the heart of 

a degenerate and corrupt society. Through the familiar tropes of pirates and gentlemen, 

Stevenson manages to appropriate a beloved genre and use it to camouflage a deeper 

message. 

Conversely, Treasure Planet takes the classic adventure basis of the book and 

turns it into a sci-fi piece. For the most part, the narrative structure remains very close 

to the novel, dealing with a young Jim Hawkins that sees his search for treasure and 

self, raided by evil pirates. Disguised by the appeal of the coming-of-age story and the 

compelling steampunk aesthetic, on a subtler note, similarly to the novel, the movie 

addresses social problems of its time. Still, though it deals with many of the same 

complex matters, by finishing the narrative with a happy ending, the movie ends up 

conveying a brighter, more positive message, presenting the viewer with a rather 

utopian look upon the problems it addresses. 

Although the novel does not appear to have any direct correlation with 

steampunk, it does share many of its basic tropes, even if not immediately recognizable. 

While it is true that the novel does not focus on technological advancements 

whatsoever, it is directed at young people, much like any animation movie would be, 

and it deals with key steampunk themes, namely, the conflict with the Other, and the 

corruption of the self. Hence, what makes for an interesting analysis is to explore why 

and how Treasure Planet transforms the source text. 

 

21st century America looking at 19th century Britain 
As we are trying to understand how problems of the present can be explored in 

settings of the past, it becomes essential to point out some aspects of the society the 

movie is representing, as well as the connections with Victorian Britain, that will be at 

the basis of the adaptation. Being that Treasure Planet is an American adaptation of a 

British classic, we will have to consider not only the American social panorama but 

also the relationship between the two countries involved, and it is safe to say that this 

relationship is as complicated as the individual history of either nation. For we must 

not forget that the US started by being a British colony, a fact that is interesting to 
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explore considering that many of the most famous writers and editors of steampunk 

tend to be American rather than British:  

 

The relative reluctance of 21st century British men and women to reenact 
their nation’s violent colonizing past is understandable, but it calls into 
question American steampunks’ enthusiasm for affecting (often 
stereotypically) British personae, histories, and ritual. Whether critical or 
nostalgic, American steampunk unerringly reconfigures British history in 
order to enact it from the British perspective, taking for granted the so-called 
special transatlantic relationship in order to assume ties of cultural kinship 
and even identity. (Cochran 1) 

 

As such, with the US being a relatively young country with its own violent history, 

shifting the focus of the narrative into Britain’s dark past can be a strategy, not only to 

highlight Britain’s colonial history but more importantly, to paint America in a 

preferable light by comparison. In this sense, the adventure genre and the steampunk 

aesthetics end up being an ideal way to divert attention from sensitive American 

problems while at the same time displaying the nation in all its glory. 

Still on the matter of colonialism, it is important to keep in mind that in 

Victorian Britain the adventures of world exploration and crossing of new horizons 

were made by venturing into the untamed seas. At the time there were still unknown 

frontiers to be discovered on Earth and the power of the British Empire came from the 

ruling of the oceans. In parallel, the American territory was settled by conquering and 

pushing the western frontier, which presented many of the same issues as the expansion 

of the British Empire by sea. Meanwhile, in contemporary America, having the whole 

world been discovered and the western frontier disappeared, the new frontier became 

space. There was no longer a race for Africa or a dispute over the American territory, 

but there was a race to the moon. Thus, the matter of space exploration became a crucial 

trait of the nation that first sent a man to the moon. Hence why a Victorian setting 

resonates with the American people, and as such, it is not uncommon that fiction of the 

late 20th and early 21st centuries recreates maritime adventure scenarios in outer space. 

Another matter worth mentioning is that, at the beginning of the 21st century, 

America was a victim of a massive terrorist attack that would come to change the world. 



 116

9/11 was the first attack the United States sustained in its own territory;4 it was a trauma 

that shook the nation to its very core. Besides the loss of thousands of lives, the 

overwhelming distress that was to follow, and the economic decline, the attack led to 

President Bush's call for a global War on Terror. The political tension that emerged 

between the US and Iraq culminated in the Iraq war of 2003, an event that would not 

only lead many people to join the army but also greatly influence how the American 

military was seen by the general public (an issue that is vaguely addressed in the 

movie). The aftermath of the attack heavily influenced every aspect of American life, 

the production of fiction being no exception. 

 

Steampunk and Animation 
In order to understand the changes that occur in the adaptation and what can be 

inferred from them, we should first start by exploring the implications and possibilities 

provided by the animation format and the steampunk aesthetics. For that purpose, we 

will now look at some characteristics that help to define the nature of the movie, starting 

with the animation techniques that make a piece so different in style and tropes so close 

to the source text. An important thing to consider is that “while designing for Treasure 

Planet, the crew operated on a rule they call the 70/30 Law (an idea that art director 

Andy Gaskill has credited to Ron Clements), which meant that the overall look of the 

movie’s artwork should be 70% traditional and 30% sci-fi.” (“Treasure Planet” n.pg.) 

This contributed to the very particular aesthetic that was achieved, which despite 

relying heavily on technological elements also focused on capturing the allure of 

tradition. But more than that, the movie also incorporated what were, at the time, 

innovative techniques in terms of the animation production process itself. 

Another essential technique, which becomes very interesting in this context, is 

Hybrid Animation, “the combination of two-dimensional (2D) and three-dimensional 

(3D) animation media.” (O’Hailey 5) The mixing of the two mediums can mean that 

different characters can be rendered in one medium or the other, or both at the same 

time, as is the case of John Silver: while the arm, eyepiece, and peg leg are 3D, the rest 

of the character’s body is 2D. (O’Hailey 94) This technique contributes not only to 

assert the style but also adds narrative depth, for instance, reflective of his ambiguous 

 
4 Here the Pearl Harbor attack is not being considered as it was not an attack on continental America, 
but rather on Hawaii, an island state. 
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personality and name, Silver’s character design accentuates his grey nature. Such a 

feature is accomplished not only by taking his famous peg leg and turning him into a 

cyborg but also by animating the two parts (man and machine) in different mediums. 

Moreover, the fact that, for the animation of the cyborg’s movements, the 3D elements 

– the mechanical ones – follow the lead of the 2D – the human – (O’Hailey 94) can also 

be an interesting point for the analysis of the man/machine relationship. 

On the other hand, in alignment with the steampunk motifs, we can focus 

attention on the lack of a defined space and time; we know the characters live in a planet 

called Montressor, but the rest of the environment is a mystery as there is no clear sense 

of time or space. Furthermore, the fact that the directors chose to present an outer space 

with an atmosphere, allowing for literal ships to roam space, only adds to the difficulty 

of placing the action. Most of these choices, namely that of setting the movie in outer 

space, according to writer Rob Edwards, were made in order to “make the story as 

exciting for kids now as the book was for kids then.” (“Treasure Planet” n.pg.) It is also 

through the space setting that many of the technological elements characteristic of 

steampunk are made possible: ships become space ships, steam power becomes solar 

energy, the island becomes not only a planet, but a giant mechanical one, and the map 

is a gadget. In this way, the intriguing elements which recreated in their original form 

would have been too common are transformed by the steampunk aesthetic to capture 

the attention of a new, modern audience. 

What makes all these elements even more interesting is their relevance within 

the story. For instance, the map is a gadget that must be unlocked through a specific 

pattern, once that happens, it projects a hologram of the galaxy along with coordinates 

and directions to Treasure Planet. Not only that, but it also functions as a key that, when 

inserted into the correct slot of the mechanical planet, has the function of opening 

portals into other dimensions. These are elements that stand as technological marvels 

and surprise and mesmerize the characters. However, other technologic elements that 

can be impressive to the viewer are portrayed as just a regular part of life; namely, Jim's 

solar surfboard, space ships with solar sails, and holograms instead of photographs or 

book illustrations.5 Therefore, when considering the ways in which these elements are 

 
5 These technological and futuristic elements being presented as a regular part of life remind us of other 
classic sci-fi movies, such as Back to the Future Part II, that envision a future where such gadgets (like 
the famous hoverboards) are the norm, setting the bar for what the audience should expect their own 
future to look like. 
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depicted and what their function is within the story, we can see that by recreating a 

work of the past and designing it in a futuristic manner, Treasure Planet’s characteristic 

animation and distinctive style become extremely important in what concerns the 

possibility of interpreting contemporary ideologies. 

 

Jim and Silver: Heroes and Pirates of the New World 
The matter of imperialism, explored mainly through Jim and Silver’s characters, 

is a central one in Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island. This is a subject that does 

not disappear in the adaptation, in fact, the idea that “there are much worse remedies 

than a few character-building months in space,” (“Treasure Planet Script” 11) perfectly 

parallels the Victorian overseas tradition of adventure in which “heroism was enhanced 

by both distance and exotic locales.” (MacKenzie 6) The ultimate goal of these so-

called adventures would be to construct the Imperial man, defined by John Beynon as 

 

a patriotic servant of Queen, country, and Empire, the attributes of whom 
were adventurousness and fearlessness, stoicism, emotional reticence and 
coolness under pressure, a strong sense of fair play and justice, physical 
fitness and the capacity to take the lead as the occasion demanded. (162) 

 

All attributes that Treasure Planet’s Jim embodies perfectly. Moreover, the patriotic 

and imperialist militarism that was fueled by British schools as the army rose in the 

public’s esteem and became a source of local and civil pride (MacKenzie 5) can also 

be seen at the end of the movie. 

After Jim proves himself worthy, by displaying all the qualities of the Imperial 

man and saving the crew, Captain Amelia is more than eager “to recommend you [Jim] 

to the interstellar academy. They could use a man like you.” (“Treasure Planet Script” 

50) Jim’s happy ending, then, comes to pass when he graduates from the academy, a 

young cadet, a grown man, accepted and even revered by society. In Victorian Britain, 

“the growth of popular imperialism linked fantasies of heroic masculinity with 

representations of British national identity” (Ramos, “New Imperialism” 90); said 

visions of heroism linked with patriotism are also quite common in America, and this 

movie is no different. While Stevenson’s goal was to deconstruct this unattainable ideal 

(hence why Treasure Island’s Jim does not manage to become an Imperial man) and 

criticize the activities of the Empire, directors Clements and Musker’s goal would be 

to propagate the ideal of heroism realized in service of the nation. 
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Even though these Victorian ideals of masculinity and honor are materialized 

in Jim’s character, there is another essential side to him, the rebel, the punk. 

Characteristic of the steampunk genre, Jim embodies some qualities of its most 

recognizable tropes besides the adventurous spirit; he is also a very gifted child, a sort 

of inventor (he knows how to work the map, builds his own surfboards since the age of 

8, masters new skills with ease, quickly learns how to fly the longboats, etc.). Further, 

and more in line with the steampunk subculture, he is also portrayed as troubled youth 

of sorts. For most of the movie he is shown rebelling against the mainstream culture 

and society around him, he wants to be different, he wants the opportunity to discover 

and establish his identity free from others’ expectations, making him a hero that the 

audience would easily relate to. 

By portraying Jim in this way, the goal would be for the audience to not only 

root for him but also to follow and learn from him. By telling the story of a troubled 

youth that manages to find his way, the movie presents us with the model young 

Americans would be encouraged to follow so they too could find their brighter future. 

Since this is a cinematographic work, the paratextual elements become extremely 

relevant when constructing and presenting Jim’s character. Some of the visual elements 

that help establish his rebelliously punk attitude include not only facial expressions and 

body language but also his clothes and his style. For the creation of Jim’s style, “John 

Ripa cited James Dean as an important reference because ‘there was a whole attitude, 

a posture’ wherein ‘you felt the pain and the youthful innocence.’” (“Treasure Planet” 

n.pg.) Even though his style is well established, it undergoes some alterations that serve 

as a way to mark his evolution. In the beginning, he uses darker clothes (black boots 

and jacket), an earring, and a ponytail. But, as the narrative progresses, he starts wearing 

lighter colors until his last appearance in a white uniform with no earring and his hair 

cut, symbolic of letting go of his childish revolt and assuming a more respectable role. 

Nevertheless, his boots remain black, which can be a representation of him establishing 

his nonconformism as a part of his newfound identity. 

For the purposes of his evolution, a lot can be inferred from the songs that 

accompany his journey as well. Jim’s wishes of achieving manhood and establishing 

his identity on his own terms are made clear in the song “I’m still here.” His feelings 

of revolt towards the world that surrounds him are made clear in verses such as these: 

“I won’t listen anyway / you don’t know me, / And I’ll never be what you want me to 
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be”;  “and what do you think you’d understand / I’m a boy no, I’m a man / You can’t 

take me and throw me away.” (Johnny Rzeznik n.pg.) However, since the song 

accompanies a key-moment in his evolution, he also starts to show some signs of 

needing guidance and a desire to belong: “And I wanna tell you who I am / Can you 

help me be a man? / They can’t break me / As long as I know who I am.” (Johnny 

Rzeznik n.pg.) Showing this rebellious protagonist overcoming his difficulties on his 

own terms would hopefully inspire the audience to do the same. 

It is also in this scene that we learn that Jim’s father was a soldier that, after 

spending most of Jim’s childhood away, ended up abandoning him and his mother. It 

is in this camouflaged way, through a few shots in a montage, that the movie alludes to 

the issue of children being left without a parent due to the activities of the army, 

showing one of the negative aspects of military service. Contrary to the book where 

Jim’s father simply died, this shift is how the movie chooses to introduce the lack of a 

father or father figure as one of the aspects standing between Jim and manhood. The 

person that eventually ends up filling this role by mentoring Jim is none other than John 

Silver which causes more problems than it solves, “for Silver is the leader of the pirates 

and ostensibly the villain of Treasure Island, but he consistently looks after Jim 

Hawkins, and they become, in a wonderful stroke of irony, like father and son.” (Butts 

330) The relationship between the two characters is, therefore, central in both works; 

however, it is more explored in the movie.6 Since Silver is presented as a morally grey 

character, assuming the role of the villain in many occasions, the father-son relationship 

with Jim is also going to be an ambiguous one,7 ranging from healthy to problematic 

throughout the movie. 

Moreover, much like what happens in the novel, Silver’s character becomes a 

symbol of the threats of the world. For Victorian Britain it was a threat to the Empire 

and the integrity of the British gentleman; for 21st century America, it is the 

technological revolutions of the Digital Era. In Treasure Planet, more than being a 

pirate, Silver is a cyborg, half-man, half-machine. This difference still allows us to 

explore issues such as the capability of man for good and evil while adding another 

 
6 The fact that this relationship becomes more prominent in the movie aligns with a neo-Victorian trend 
to question and replace outdated images of a typical family model composed by mother father and 
child/children; focusing instead on the idea of found family. 
7 It is through this ambiguity that the movie is able to express that while it is important for the hero to 
ask for and accept help, even if it comes from unexpected role models, it is also possible to outgrow 
those mentors and follow his own path. 
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layer of meaning, representing goodness through the human and evil through the 

machine. Furthermore, in moments when man and machine are being pitted against 

each other, more than establishing a relationship of good vs. evil, what is being 

established is a relationship of power that emphasizes the need for human control.8 This 

becomes evident when Silver has to choose between saving the treasure and saving 

Jim’s life; he is holding on to the treasure with his cyborg’s arm but ends up letting go 

and saving Jim, with his human hand, making clear he chose his human side, his good 

side. The relationship between men and machines becomes then a prominent (if not too 

idealistic) subject in the movie. 

 

Other Representations 

The different threats the movie deals with are presented not only by Silver, since 

all pirates are portrayed monstrously, which highlights the threat of degeneration much 

like in the novel, and it reminds us of how inferior races and ‘freaks’ were portrayed in 

works of the Victorian Era. On the other hand, we also have entirely mechanical beings, 

like the police officers at the beginning, as well as the castaway, who in the movie is 

replaced by a malfunctioning automaton, B.E.N. “I’m B.E.N. Bioelectronic Navigator.” 

(“Treasure Planet Script” 35) Interestingly enough, B.E.N., being 100% mechanical, is 

animated entirely in a 3D medium; he is also another technological invention that 

cannot work properly until Jim fixes him, reinforcing the idea that in the war between 

man and machine, man is always superior. Even though some of the mechanical beings 

are portrayed as good characters (perhaps to reinforce the good possibilities of 

technology), they remain inferior, proving that threats of otherness are as real in the 21st 

century as they were in the 19th. 

Last but not least, a crucial modification that is due to the changing times is the 

introduction of female characters. As Peter Hunt mentions in his introduction to 

Treasure Island, in Victorian works, the hero usually has a mother of whom he can 

think fondly – otherwise, female characters are rare (xxi). To counter this tendency, in 

the movie, Jim’s mother, Sarah, is a much more present figure than in the book. She is 

presented as a complex character, a strong woman, a single mother, and a (struggling) 

 
8 In this sense, the matters of colonization that can be studied in the novel regarding the degenerate pirates 
and the gentlemen can also be observed in the movie by looking at the portrayals of machines and the 
influence they can have over men. 
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business owner. We understand that she has a strong but slightly complicated 

relationship with Jim but still has a significant part in shaping him. The other female 

with a relevant role in the story is Captain Amelia. Not only does she take up a function 

that is male-dominated and symbolic of masculinity, but she does so while maintaining 

a feminine figure and displaying a strong personality with traces associated with 

manliness. She also commands respect from the beginning, her femininity standing as 

no impediment. In a world where women’s place in society is still far from ideal, the 

addition of these characters shows an improvement in comparison to the past. However, 

the fact that the addition of only two named female characters constitutes a milestone 

allows us to consider the problem of the representation of the women in fiction in the 

past as well as in the present, raising questions such as: is it enough? What can this 

mean for the future of fiction? Will we be satisfied with this symbolic addition and 

leave it at that, or will it be a starting point for greater change? 

 

Final Remarks 

Taking into account what has been said, it is safe to assume that the source text 

appealed to the creators because the plot, setting, characters, and themes could all be 

relevant in a contemporary context. The core of the story remains the same, while the 

changes that occur are directly affected by the contemporary society that is making 

those same changes. The movie manages to explore themes similar to those of the novel 

(that remain relevant to this day) in a more familiar setting, as to attract attention, but 

not so familiar that they become too mundane and therefore unappealing (this is 

achieved by turning it into a futuristic sci-fi movie). The time and setting relocation 

also allow for many current issues to be camouflaged as problems of the past; however, 

it is the different ways in which similar problems are addressed that show us how 

notions of the past, present, and future also differ. While Treasure Island stands as a 

warning against the dangers of imperialist actions, Treasure Planet actively ignores 

warnings of the past by showing the present in an exceeding positive light, reinforcing 

unattainable notions of grandeur, and, therefore, ending up projecting a utopian vision 

of a hypothetical future. 

In this sense, the fact that America was only then starting to recover from a 

massive terrorist attack might have influenced the decision to opt for a happy ending, 

since the audiences would not want to face matters of corruption and destruction but 
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rather a positive message of encouragement. While “Stevenson’s work demonstrated 

how the traditional structure of the adventure story could be a magnificent instrument 

for raising serious issues,” (Butts 330) Treasure Planet shows us how sci-fi (via 

steampunk) stands as a genre equally capable of addressing the same serious issues. 

However, we can also see how the sci-fi format gives way for idealized versions of the 

present and future to come to light. Thus, it is in this way that this movie takes a work 

from the past, redesigns the setting in a futuristic style, and rewrites the plot in light of 

the present while also setting a hopeful message for the future. 
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