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One section of the 16,000 books in the Conan Doyle Collection 

Sherlock Holmes made his very first appearance in 1887 in ‘A Study in Scarlet’. 

His creator was Arthur Conan Doyle, a young doctor living in Southsea, 

Portsmouth. Doyle built on the success of this first story and continued writing 

further adventures for Sherlock Homes for another forty years. He could never 

have predicted that his creation would prove such a huge success for 

generations to come, completely overshadowing his subsequent fictional 

heroes, Brigadier Gerard and Professor Challenger. 

Almost a hundred and forty years on, and this amateur detective, with his 

iconic deerstalker and magnifying glass, is still with us.  

 

 

 

His books have since been translated into more than ninety languages, 

including Bengali, Finnish and Japanese, and adapted into countless films, plays 

and television series. There are plenty of spin-offs by later writers too, such as 

the 1939 film ‘The Voice of Terror’, which sees Holmes fighting off Nazis; and 

BBC’s ‘Sherlock’.  Comic parodies are also plentiful, such as ‘The Mystery of the 

Leaping Fish’ (1916), and Peter Cook and Dudley Moore’s spoof version of ‘The 

Hound of the Baskervilles’ (1978). 
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Poster: Pursuit to Algiers starring Basil Rathbone and Nigel Bruce 

 

The plots, in all their detail, continue to inspire debates and numerous articles 

and books, while around the world enthusiasts have set up Sherlock Holmes 

societies to share ideas and activities. Typing ’Sherlock Holmes’ into any search 

engine yields an almost infinite number of results, reflecting the vast scale of 

this global phenomenon.  

Although not considered ‘high-brow’ literature, the stories, surprisingly, 

continue to fascinate both academics and non- academics alike.   

There cannot be many other fictional characters who have achieved this level 

of fame, so just what is our fascination with all things Sherlock? 

 

Is it perhaps because we know that the stories will excite us, but never take us 

out of our comfort zone? 

 ‘I think, Watson, that if we drive to Baker Street we shall just be in time for 

breakfast’ concludes one of his adventures. It’s a warm and comforting notion 

that appeals to us all. 

When first published, the world of Sherlock Holmes with its horse-drawn cabs 

and gas lighting, was already known to its readers. It was the world that they 

too inhabited. Although modern readers today will have a more nostalgic view, 

many films and television series depict the period so well that we almost feel 

we know it.  
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Many modern thrillers and horror stories can be disturbingly violent and 

unsettling. By contrast, we know that whenever Holmes takes us with him on 

his adventures, whatever dangers we may face, Sherlock will (almost) always 

win the day. The stories routinely end reassuringly, with Sherlock Holmes 

safely back in his study. Sherlock Holmes will never give us bad dreams. 

 

Another reason could be our fascination with sensational real-life crimes and, 

more importantly, how they are solved. ’Eliminate all other factors, and the 

one which remains must be the truth’ is a recurrent theme in the stories. 

Crime novels, hugely popular today, were already in existence before Sherlock 

Holmes arrived on the scene. 1841 saw the publication of Edgar Allan Poe’s 

‘Murders in the Rue Morgue’ and Wilkie Collins’ ‘The Woman in White’ (1859). 

The heroes of both, like Holmes, use evidence and observation in their quest 

for the truth, and Holmes is also able to put aside any emotional involvement 

in order to concentrate on the facts, as ’the most perfect reasoning and 

observing machine that the world has ever seen’. 

Doyle develops these ideas, taking Holmes’s abilities and techniques to an 

even higher level by including scientific evidence. Holmes documents much of 

the results of his scientific research, ‘Here is my monograph upon the tracing of 

footsteps’. 
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One of Doyle’s university tutors was Professor Joseph Bell, a pathologist. At a 

time when forensic science was still in its infancy, Bell relied on detailed 

observation and scientific analysis when determining the cause of death. Doyle 

had long been impressed by these techniques, and we see Holmes using these 

very same methods to track criminals. In  ‘The Beryl Coronet’ for example we 

see him examining and analysing footprints in the snow to establish the facts, 

‘There was a double line of tracks of a booted man… the first had walked…the 

other had run swiftly’.  

We are still intrigued and impressed by such developments. Television’s hugely 

popular ‘Crime CSI’ (CBS) and ‘Silent Witness’ (BBC) for example, both feature 

teams of top forensic scientists who use their skills to solve murders.  

 

Holmes is able to gather a lot of useful information from people’s appearances 

too, and acutely aware that others do not share his skill, constantly remarking 

to the long-suffering Watson, ‘You see but you do not observe’. 

In ‘A Case of Identity’ he is able to deduce that his visitor, Miss Mary 

Sutherland, is a ‘type-writist’, short-sighted, and left home in a hurry, purely by 
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studying her clothing, using a process of observation and deduction. We are 

captivated by the way he is able to spot such clues and evidence that others, 

including the readers, fail to note.  

Such skills and abilities would be of little use of course without a vast store of 

knowledge to back them up. 

Sherlock Holmes has an enviable ability to gather and memorise a wide range 

of facts that frequently prove useful in his investigations, ’It is a hobby of mine 

to have an exact knowledge of London’. Train timetables, tide times, tattoo 

marks, even London soil types, are among the many examples. ’…after walks 

[Holmes] has shown me splashes upon his trousers, and told me by their colour 

and consistence in what part of London he had received them.’ 

 

Although nobody likes a ‘show-off’, we cannot be other than amazed and 

impressed when his knowledge is put to such good use. His ability to 

distinguish between over a hundred different types of tobacco ash for 

example, ’my special knowledge of tobacco ashes’, helps him track down a 

killer in ‘The Boscombe Valley Mystery’, ‘It was an Indian cigar, of the type that 

are rolled in Rotterdam’. 

 

Ghost stories, still popular today, have been around for centuries. 

Traditionally, families in Victorian and Edwardian Britain would gather at 

Christmas Eve to share such stories, and earlier authors such as MR James and 

Sheridan Le Fanu capitalised on this trend.  

We have an appetite for the macabre too. Gruesome murders, such as that at 

Polstead, Suffolk in 1827 (The Red Barn Murder) captured the public 

imagination. It was so widely reported in all its grisly detail that the site 

became a magnet for souvenir hunters. ‘There's the scarlet thread of murder 

running through the colourless skein of life, and our duty is to unravel it, and 

isolate it, and expose every inch of it.’  

Arguably Doyle also tapped into the ever popular and long-established 

tradition, of earlier, Gothic novels such as Frankenstein (1818), and Jane Eyre 

(1847). He apparently once said that Edgar Allan Poe’s Gothic Horror stories 

were "a model for all time." The influence is clear: Holmes’ cases are often 

dark and seemingly bizarre with enticing titles. In ‘The Adventure of the 

Copper Beeches’ we have many of the ingredients of classic horror: a 
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kidnapped heiress; a lock of hair; a mystery room and dire warnings not to 

cross the threshold. ‘The Hound of the Baskervilles’ gives us a spectral dog, 

while ‘The Adventure of the Speckled Band’ is a classic locked room murder 

mystery.  

 

 
International Fandom - Invitation to a Sherlock Holmes formal dinner 

 

Despite this, a small number of the stories are much lighter and more comic in 

tone. In ‘The Red–headed League’ we see a different side to Holmes’s 

character, ‘(Holmes) burst out into a roar of laughter’, ‘your case… is most 

refreshingly unusual’. Although more humorous, the plots are still elaborate 

and convoluted, requiring Holmes’ deductive powers as much as any of the 

more serious stories.  It seems that Doyle enjoyed creating these lighter 

episodes - apparently ‘The Red-headed League was one of his favourite plots.   

‘The Adventure of the Blue Carbuncle’ is a delightful seasonal story published, 

appropriately, in January 1892. It concerns a hat, a Christmas goose and a 

stolen gem. 

 

Another engaging aspect of Doyle’s stories can be found in his fairly liberal and 

inventive use of disguises for Holmes, ‘Accustomed as I was to my friend’s 

amazing powers in the use of disguises.’  
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They are in fact so good that at times he fools even Watson himself, ‘grinning 

at my surprise, was none other than Sherlock Holmes’.  

In ‘A Scandal in Bohemia’, Holmes takes on the guise of a horse groom: ‘Be one 

of them and you will know all that there is to know’, he tells Watson. He can 

observe and ask questions without arousing suspicion. 

Going under cover also protects him from very real danger. In ‘The Man With 

the Twisted Lip’ he is aware that ‘Had I been recognized in that den my life 

would not have been worth an hour’s purchase.’ 

Other characters get their chance to dress up and deceive Holmes in turn. ‘A 

Scandal in Bohemia’ features two humorous examples, which meet with 

varying success.  

The idea of ‘dressing up’ in this way is theatrical and visually appealing- the 

idea of pretending to be someone we are not, and seeing who we can trick. It’s 

used by Doyle to both highlight the comic and reinforce the threat of danger. 

 

 
Poster advertising one of the first Sherlock Holmes stage productions 
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Ultimately one of the main attractions is the character of Sherlock Holmes 

himself. He is not a paid professional detective, but enjoys solving crimes as a 

way of exercising his brain. ‘I crave for mental exaltation. That is why I have 

chosen my own particular profession’. Unlike the police, he is not constrained 

by lack of resources or having to follow rules. He is a free spirit who can devote 

himself wholeheartedly to cracking cases, frequently depriving himself of food 

and sleep in the process. We stand in awe of such dedication. 

Holmes is a character of strong extremes too, perhaps best described by 

Watson, ‘The swing of his nature took him from extreme languor to devouring 

energy’. There are two distinct states for Holmes. His mind ‘rebels at 

stagnation. Give me problems’. When deprived of such intellectual exercise he 

quickly sinks into despair, resorting to cocaine (legal at that time) to provide 

stimulation, only to be roused to a ‘devouring energy’ whenever presented 

with a new and perplexing crime to solve. ‘then it was that the lust of the chase 

would suddenly come upon him’ writes Watson. Holmes is seen as ‘a man 

whose knowledge was not that of other mortals’, powerfully suggesting that 

he is almost god-like in his ability. 

Holmes’s investigations provoke the strongest of emotions in him: we see him 

both intensely excited at the prospect of another case, ‘The game is afoot’ (a 

hunting reference) and helpless with laughter at the success of his disguise. He 

becomes totally absorbed in a way that few of us lesser mortals could hope to 

achieve.  

Holmes also delights in impressing others with his superior skills, and noting 

their reactions. As Watson tries unsuccessfully to look for clues, Holmes is 

condescending, ‘Sherlock Holmes’s quick eye took in my occupation, and he 

shook his head with a smile as noticed my questioning glances.’ Holmes goes 

on to describe himself as, ’the last and highest court of appeal in detection’ as 

the police are always ‘out of their depth’. More than a touch of arrogance 

perhaps? Impressive nonetheless. 
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A bust of Sherlock Holmes in the Conan Doyle Collection 

 

Rather appealingly, Holmes is a man of mystery too. Because the stories are 

narrated by Dr Watson, we only ever have brief glimpses into Holmes’s life. 

There are some references to cases that Holmes has worked on without 

Watson, but tantalisingly we never get to hear any of the details. ‘From time to 

time I heard some vague account of his doings’ So apart from his music and 

science experiments, what does he do when Watson is not there?  ‘Oh, didn’t 

you know?’ 

 We are fleetingly introduced to his brother Mycroft, but learn little otherwise 

of his family, or his background. We know virtually nothing of his routines or 

even the source of his income (it seems he does not always charge for his 

work). Where did he learn his detection skills? 

The fact that he prefers his own company enhances the mystique, making him 

something of a recluse. ‘Holmes, who loathed every form of society with his 

whole Bohemian soul’. 

Like many heroes, Sherlock Holmes is an outsider, a solitary figure from 

another world. When needed, he steps forward, using his powers for good and 

asking little in return. Then he returns to his solitude. 
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Some of his modern ‘successors’ are perhaps Television’s Inspector Morse, 

Rebus and Vera* for example. They too are fictional detectives, gifted, but with 

personality traits that make them difficult to work with - do they remind us of 

anyone? 

We are attracted to such mavericks of course because they break the rules that 

we dare not. 

There are of course many more aspects of the Sherlock Holmes stories that 

ensure their continued interest and success. Could it be the finely detailed 

descriptions? The range of other characters? Holmes’s relationship with the 

police? The elaborate plots maybe? The list is endless. 

One thing is certain though, that whenever we finish reading a Sherlock 

Holmes adventure, we are always left wanting more. 

*These successful television programmes are based on novels: Colin Dexter’s 

‘Inspector Morse; Ian Rankin’s ‘Rebus’, and Ann Cleves ‘Vera’ series. 
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Suggested Follow-up Activities 

 

 If you’re fairly new to Sherlock Holmes, perhaps you might want to give 

him a try now. ‘The Adventures’ are a good introduction. 

 If you’re already familiar with the stories, you might want to think about 

what you consider the most important reasons for their success. 

 You could maybe try some of Conan Doyle’s other works, fiction and 

non-fiction. Can you tell they’re by the same author? 

 If you have access to the internet, you could try researching the history 

of forensics - it's fascinating stuff! 
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Quiz- Arthur Conan Doyle (Multiple Choice) 

 

1) He owned a horse which he named after which of his fictional characters? 

 a) Brigadier Gerard b) Sherlock Holmes c) Professor Challenger 

 

2) He was born in which city? 

 a) Glasgow   b) Stirling    c) Edinburgh. 

 

3) He worked as a ship’s surgeon on which of these?  

 a) a whaler  b) a Royal Navy battleship)      c) Queen Victoria’s yacht   

 

4) He volunteered as a surgeon during which conflict? 

a) Boxer Rebellion (China)   b) Second Boer War (South Africa)   c) Great 

War, Ypres, Belgium 

5) He played golf in the USA with which celebrity?                                                     

   a) Rudyard Kipling      b) Harry Houdini   c) Bram Stoker 

6) Ernest William Hornung was the author of the popular ‘Raffles’ stories. How 
was he related to Conan Doyle? 

a) His cousin   b) His brother-in-law   c) His step-brother. 

7) We know that he played for an amateur Portsmouth football team. Which 

team sport did he not play whilst living in Portsmouth? 

 a)  bowls   b) rugby  c) cricket 

 

8) Which of the following is correct? 

a) He believed that women should have the vote. b) He believed that 

women should not have the vote. c) He believed that women were equal 

to men. 
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Quiz: Sherlock Holmes 

 

a) Which actor played Sherlock Holmes in the 1939 version of ‘Hound of 

the Baskervilles? 

b) Sherlock Holmes used three, made of briar, cherry-wood and clay. What 

were they? 

c) Which two actors played Dr Watson in the Granada TV series of the 80s? 

d) Which female character is portrayed in films and on TV, but we never 

really get to meet in the novels? 

e) In which country was Watson serving when he was shot? 

f) Which story is set in Switzerland? 

g) Which novel has its roots in India? (Clue: there’s a number in the title) 

h) What type of animal features in ‘The Speckled Band’?  

i) In which story does Sherlock Holmes disguise himself as both a vicar and 

a stable groom? (Clue: it sounds shocking!) 

j)  Who was the illustrator for the Sherlock Holmes stories featured in The 

Strand? 

 

 

 

A Sherlock Holmes cartoon  
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Answers: Arthur Conan Doyle 

1: A Conan Doyle rode with Chiddingfold (Surrey) Hunt, and named his 

horse Brigadier Gerard, possibly in honour of his fictional hero. 

2: C Edinburgh 

3: A He worked on a whaling ship ‘Hope’ in the Arctic seas, during the 

1880s. 

4: B In 1900 Doyle volunteered as a surgeon in the Second Boer War, 

and was based at Bloemfontein 

5: A Apparently Doyle visited Kipling in the USA in 1894 where they 

played an impromptu game of golf in a field. 

6: B Hornung was Doyle’s brother–in-law: he married Doyle’s sister 

Constance in 1894. 

7: B Although a keen rugby player, Doyle did not play for a Portsmouth 

team. He was a member of both bowls and cricket teams though. 

8: B Apparently Doyle was concerned that women, being of superior 

intelligence, already had influence enough over their husbands when it 

came to voting.  

 

 

Answers: Sherlock Holmes Quiz 

 

a) Basil Rathbone 

b) Pipes 

c) David Burke & Edward Hardwicke 

d) Mrs Hudson 

e) Afghanistan 

f) The Final Problem 

g) The Sign of Four 

h) A snake 

i) A Scandal in Bohemia 

j) Sidney Paget 

 

 

 

 


