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Chapter I:  Why Holmes is God 
 
     The part of the Holmes stories that is myth takes the form of oblique suggestions such 
as the one in which Watson almost seems to be saying Holmes is omnipotent: “So 
accustomed was I to his almost invariable success that the very possibility of his failing 
had ceased to enter my head” (“A Scandal in Bohemia”).  Holmes is God so to speak and 
deals justly, punishing the wicked and rewarding the righteous.  “I am the last court of 
appeal”, he says (“The Five Orange Pips”).  Indeed it is good Christian theology that 
Holmes be judge of the world since he is also creator of the world.  Unlike the other 
characters of fiction, who wander helplessly in a maze created by their author to whatever 
conclusion of bliss or misery that author may deign to give them, Holmes is his own 
author.  As Holmes explains to Watson, the feats of reasoning with which he astonishes 
the less gifted use the same “meretricious…effect” as Watson’s own stories, that of for a 
time concealing the facts that when revealed will elucidate the mystery.  But he is reader 
as well as writer as he then further explains:  while he is in the process of solving a case 
he is temporarily in the position of Watson’s readers.  But only temporarily:  he is 
determined to solve the mystery, to become author as well as reader; he is about to 
become, he is in process of becoming, both at once:   
 

“[Sometimes]…the reasoner can produce an effect which seems 
remarkable to his neighbour, because the latter has missed the one little 
point which is the basis of the deduction.  The same may be said, my dear 
fellow, for the effect of some of these little sketches of yours, which is 
entirely meretricious, depending as it does upon your retaining in your 
own hands some factors in the problem which are never imparted to the 
reader.  Now, at present I am in the position of these same readers, for I 
hold in this hand several threads of one of the strangest cases which ever 
perplexed a man’s brain, and yet I lack the one or two which are needful to 
complete my theory.  But I’ll have them, Watson, I’ll have them!”  His 
eyes kindled and a slight flush sprang into his thin cheeks.  For an instant 
the veil had lifted upon his keen, intense nature….”                             

                                                                     (“The Adventure of the Crooked Man”.) 
 
Holmes confesses he is in the position of the mystified reader, but vows he will become 
as the mystifying writer, as Watson, except that it is of the real world that he speaks.  
Only God can be at once the reader of the complete text and the writer in the process of 
creating it, and the world God creates is text.  No wonder that Watson sees the veil lift 



upon a keen, intense nature, but why does not the brilliance of it destroy him as the direct 
vision of God destroys that character in the myth?  Because it is his own nature:  the three 
authors Holmes, Watson and Conan Doyle, creating three separate text-worlds, are yet 
one.  In “The Adventure of the Gloria Scott”, the author Conan Doyle presents the story 
of his narrator Watson who in turn presents that of his narrator Holmes; the effect is 
curious, like a nest of boxes, and the three texts (one real and the other two fictitious) are 
identical.  There is even a part of the narrative where a fourth, innermost box or narrative 
appears, that of Victor Trevor; and then there is a fifth within that, Trevor’s father’s story, 
that contains the solution of the mystery:  the suggestion is that the multiplication of 
stories-within-stories could proceed to infinity.  And the mystery solved by Trevor’s 
father’s story is bizarre enough:  it is the question how Trevor’s father could die of 
reading a certain (cryptic) text, as if a text could somehow contain an actual weapon, a 
real thing of power and instead of the mere representations of things we assume texts to 
be limited to.  (A text may warn, threaten, but can it kill?)  That the text is cryptic makes 
it a mystery within a mystery and a further nesting.  That it is a real weapon as well as a 
mere representation of real things recalls the way Conan Doyle’s text is in the first place 
and at once both a real text and Watson’s (and others’) fictitious text(s). 
 
     And then a God that writes the universe and at the same time reads it is also the text as 
well as the author, the God of a pantheistic universe.  Thus those who insist that Holmes 
is alive or was a real person are partly missing the point.  Holmes is not just a symbol of 
the power of the imagination, he is the power of the imagination.  Of course, there is a 
profound ambiguity in the idea of “power” in the Holmes stories.  It may be dominance 
or it may be shared power.  Within the body of the pantheistic God-Holmes, all beings 
share as equals, but in the hierarchical universe dominated by the superior God-Holmes, 
he is alone and absolute.  Despite Holmes’s many failures and his and Watson’s 
insistence on these failures, the simple paradigm of the detective story is “Detective 
solves mystery and returns world to primal state of justice.”  Justice here is absolute, not 
relative. The notion of Holmes as God is often a fanciful, playful notion, but as well the 
stories often insist that he is above other humans, his knowledge is superior to theirs, his 
abilities also, he is not limited by their limitations.  The stories encourage their reader to 
identify with Holmes, with his superiority over Fate and over the generality of humans, 
however mediocre or inferior that reader in his real life may feel himself to be.  There is 
something democratic, pantheistic maybe, in this descent of the god, encouraging the 
reader to find the divine in himself–at least, the male reader; there is little to encourage 
the female reader to identify with the image of the superior male. 
 
     Indeed the female reader may notice Holmes’s (Watson’s, Doyle’s) use of the 
misogynist word “meretricious” in the long passage I quoted at the beginning, where 
Holmes says his demonstrations of his skill in deduction produce the same “meretricious” 
effect as Watson’s stories themselves, by hiding some of the facts.  The word means 
“lying”, and in the manner of a prostitute (“meretrix”).  Prostitutes lie, users of this word 
are saying; prostitutes feign love to gain money from men.  There is no hint in this story 
that the men are paying their money on purpose to buy this display of sham love, which 
therefore cannot be considered a lie.  The prostitute is not lying, she is doing what she is 
paid to do; the man who pays her and resents her is lying to himself and projecting that 



lie upon her.  The male reader who identities with Holmes may be lying to himself in a 
similar way, if he identities with Holmes’s superiority to compensate for his belief in his 
own inferiority, if he truly believes at once in his own superiority and inferiority.  
Perhaps Holmes (Watson, Doyle) anticipates he may become an object of resentment, as 
a kind of prostitute, if he makes a lying offer of superiority, of a share in his own 
superiority, to his (Watson’s, Doyle’s) reader.  In calling the effect of his displays 
“meretricious” he seems to ward off resentment by denying his superiority.  The artist 
Holmes, the author Watson-Doyle, fears he may become a prostitute if taking money 
forces him into a lie he does not intend, makes him seem a liar to the one who pays the 
money.  Hence Doyle’s mildly resentful attitude to Holmes as expressed in the “Preface” 
to The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes:  “I had fully determined at the conclusion of ‘The 
Memoirs’ to bring Holmes to an end, as I felt that my literary energies should not be 
directed too much into one channel.”  He tried to kill Holmes so that less of his creative 
energy would go into writings of popular appeal, more into writings to be dignified 
strictly as “literary”. 
 
       Holmes is the reader whose reading is writing, who is himself the text; he is nature, 
the god of pantheism.  He is the magician who by imagining makes real the thing he 
imagines, and the artist who in presenting the unreal, the imaginary, stirs up in his 
audience or viewer real flesh and blood emotions.  Yet the audience at the play feels the 
whole time that the event is playful, that the emotions are pleasant rather that painful: 
play emotions, make-believe.  The emotions are at the same time real and make-believe 
emotions.  It’s when the element of play is forgotten that the dominance replaces the 
sharing of power.  An example of something similar is the power of the dead Colonel’s 
face to make its beholders swoon in “fear and horror”:  it is a mere symbol of the terror 
that killed him but it arouses in them the real feeling.  The Colonel’s corpse is but one of 
the many grotesque and terrible corpses of the stories, but it occurs in “The Adventure of 
the Crooked Man”, the same story in which Holmes describes himself as writer of the 
real-life mystery he reads and calls the effect “meretricious”, and so it is appropriate that 
the corpse of this story should demonstrate an analogous or extended version of the 
“meretricious” effect. 
 
 
Chapter II:  Observation is Power 
 
     “You see, but you do not observe”, Holmes tells Watson (“A Scandal in Bohemia”).  
The point seems to be that Watson (representing ordinary humanity) is inferior 
intellectually to Holmes and that Holmes’s superiority to other human beings both 
entitles and enables him to dominate them.  Dominance is the name in some passages for 
what is elsewhere called the “meretricious effect”, the keeping of the secret of the future:  
Watson says Holmes’s “masterful nature…loved to dominate and surprise” and he further 
explains Holmes’s love of secrecy thus:  “His professional caution…urged him never to 
take any chances” (The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter XIV).  Holmes is always in 
control, in other words.  This word “professional” is a key to Holmes’s unique 
individualistic position at the top of the heap: “‘I am the only…unofficial consulting 
detective in the world…I am the last and highest court of appeal in detection’” (The Sign 



of  Four, Chapter I).  Holmes not only “professes” detection, he is “called” to it, unlike 
the “official” detectives to whom he is superior, created by their “office”, something 
artificial not of divine creation: “‘I follow my own methods, and tell as much or as little 
as I choose.  That is the advantage of being unofficial’” (“The Adventure of Silver 
Blaze”).  Holmes looks to his profession, his calling, to justify his eccentricity, his 
individualism: “‘…It is one of the curses of a mind with a turn like mine that I must look 
at everything with reference to my own special subjects’” (“The Adventure of the Copper 
Beeches”).  Holmes much prefers his “‘professional’” correspondence to the “‘social’”: 
the “‘unwelcome social summonses which call upon a man either to be bored or to lie’” 
(“The Adventure of the Noble Bachelor”).  Oddly this is both an egalitarian protest 
against polite formalities as observed by the ruling class and also a distinction between 
the “professional” and the “social” which recalls Holmes’s aloofness and solitude as of a 
superior individual who takes no interest in human beings as such but only as they enter 
into his professional subject of interest the detection of crime.  But Holmes is both an 
egalitarian figure and a hierarchical or authoritarian. 
 
     Masterful Holmes dominates and loves to dominate and his profession of sole 
unofficial detective justifies him; he judges, he is the court of last resort.  He professes or 
calls himself detective and is called to it and in dominating by keeping secrets the 
detective becomes identical with the detective story.  The calling or saying or storytelling 
is also the keeping of the secrets, the lying or meretricious effect.  The archetypal 
feminine of Holmes’s imagination is Irene Adler, “of dubious and questionable memory” 
(“A Scandal in Bohemia”): a kind of dominatrix-meretrix, she is the only woman whose 
existence Holmes acknowledges, calling her “the woman”.  “In his eyes she eclipses and 
predominates the whole of her sex.”  By implication, if there is only one woman there is 
also only one man:  Holmes, the only man capable of recognizing her superiority over the 
rest of her sex, that is such as to absorb all women into one.  In Holmes, too, is a whole 
sex absorbed, indeed the whole human species insofar as personhood is denied to 
women-men act, women are regarded.  Yet it is Irene Adler’s brilliant gift to defeat 
Holmes’s power of observation.  Thus the only way he redeems his power is by being the 
only observer capable of observing her power.  It is in this story that Holmes tells 
Watson:  “‘You see but you do not observe’”.  Woman is in this story the sum of man’s 
failures to observe – ordinary, inferior man’s:                                                                                     

 
As a lover, [Holmes] would have placed himself in a false position.  He 
never spoke of the softer passions, save with a gibe and a sneer.  They 
were admirable things for the observer – excellent for drawing the veil 
from men’s motives and actions. 
  

Blinded by soft, feminine passion, it is by giving up their power to observe that all 
give up to him their secrets.  He, the superior man, observes them all from a place 
where he cannot be observed. 

 
     The fun and humor of “A Scandal in Bohemia” begin when Watson gives away 
Holmes’s secret.  The reference of Holmes’s phrase “the woman” is Holmes’s secret, 
Watson tells us, that Holmes shares with Watson alone, in confidence; yet it is 



information that Watson broadcasts to the world.  It is again in this story that Holmes 
tells Watson “I am lost without my Boswell”.  Holmes doesn’t exist outside the story, the 
Boswellian narrative.  The frame-story (Boswell-Watson tells the great man’s secrets) 
contradicts the story within the frame (Holmes lives and works in secret).  (Holmes 
usually allows the official police to take the credit for the cases he has solved, “The 
Adventure of the Naval Treaty”.  Or: it is for solving the easy cases that Holmes prefers 
not to take the credit, (“The Adventure of the Cardboard Box”).  When Holmes tells 
Watson that he only sees but does not observe he is contradicted by the obvious case of 
Watson the observer of a Holmes whose very existence depends on Watson’s observation 
of him.  It is because (from the point of view of our, the readers’, real world) Holmes and 
his world are fictitious that Holmes exists only in Watson’s narrative (it is because 
Watson is fictitious that his narrative exists only as part of Doyle’s fiction – a part that is 
however identical with the whole).  Doyle jokes dangerously and daringly when he has 
Holmes criticize Watson’s “meretricious effect”.  Doyle risks obtruding his personal 
consciousness upon the reader’s and spoiling the reader’s fun by reminding him that he is 
enjoying a fiction, responding to it emotionally as if it were true.  Doyle almost makes 
Homes and Watson confess to being fictional, unreal.  In “The Adventure of the Copper 
Beeches”, Watson seems to offer a convincing example of his honesty in recording that 
Holmes tells him his accounts of Holmes’s cases “embellish” the truth.  Watson tells 
truthfully that Holmes calls him a liar:  it’s that truth that must be a lie if it’s the truth.  
But if it’s true that Watson is a liar then surely he would not only deny it to Holmes but 
lie also to his readers and omit the embarrassing accusation from the narrative? 
 
     In “The Adventure of Silver Blaze” Holmes tells Watson that Watson’s stories flatter 
Holmes by recounting less than fully his “blunders”.  In “The Adventure of the Musgrave 
Ritual” Holmes tells Watson that Watson’s biographical writings “glorify” him.  Apart 
from Holmes’s modesty, Watson’s great admiration, and Holmes’s usual “gibe and 
…sneer” at the “softer passions” – apart from the psychological sense in which Watson’s 
writings glorify Holmes -  there is a purely literary sense, a sense that comes out of what 
it is to tell a story, that makes Watson’s stories glorify Holmes.  Stories are the first 
technology, older than the wheel, and what they enhance and enable is life itself, more 
life than without them would be possible.  Technologies extend, and storytelling extends 
life, into dimensions of glorious technicolour, of myth.  Commenting on Holmes’s rare 
gift for acting, as shown in his use of disguise in crime detection, Watson seems to be 
saying that “crime” (detection) as Holmes practices it unites and perfects art and science:  
“The stage lost a fine actor, even as science lost an acute reasoner, when he became a 
specialist in crime” (“A Scandal in Bohemia”).  It is God, Holmes is God, who unites art 
and science, supplying the defects of both, healing the fracture within wounded human 
kind, creating, performing instantly by intuition the act of knowing with absolute 
certainty, which the scientist after all his or her labours can only envy.  Yet it is only in 
the myth that the god exists; the god is the message.  Watson is the powerful figure, the 
one with the power to observe, who demonstrates that observation is power, for he is the 
observer of the god Holmes, and carries his message to the people, to whom the god 
would otherwise be unknown.  The message confers on its bearer the power of its 
contents, God. 
 



     That knowledge is power is a simple truth that Holmes puts simply through the case of 
a litmus-paper test in the forensic laboratory that “‘means a man’s life’” (“The Adventure 
of the Naval Treaty”).  That Holmes uses his mind to control his body is a simple point 
illustrated by the way he uses will-power to help himself recover from the beating in 
“The Adventure of the Illustrious Client”:  “His wiry constitution and his determined will 
were working wonders.  He was recovering fast….”  The mystery behind the simple idea 
of Holmes’s dominance of other humans, or his own body, of reason or mind dominating 
emotion or body or physical reality, is that dominance dominates itself.  “‘Strange how 
the brain controls the brain!’” remarks Holmes in his pretended delirium in “The Dying 
Detective”.  Or, rather, in a (pretended) moment of clarity, during which he observes the 
moment of delirium just passed; by the brain controlling the brain he seems to mean the 
brain out of control, usurping the controlling function that rightly belongs to some higher 
power.  Yet elsewhere he names that higher power, the brain itself: “‘I am a brain….The 
rest of me is a mere appendix’” (“The Adventure of the Mazarin Stone”).  The brain 
controlling the brain, is the brain out of control, in a delirium; yet the brain is the 
controller; or, again, Holmes is not after all a brain but the controller of his brain, as in 
his “power of throwing his brain out of action” (“The Bruce-Partington Plans”) or “power 
of detaching his mind at will” (The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter V).  Yet it isn’t 
really helpful to say that it is the will that controls the mind, or the brain, for to do so is 
only to beg the question, what controls the will?  From the point of view of the act of 
controlling, itself, controller and controlled are one: only separate actions can make 
separate being, and to be controlled is to perform no action.   
 
     Thus it is mere observation that controls.  Mind does not bend, warp, change, arrest 
bodies, it merely observes; yet to do so is to rule the world.  In a passage where Watson 
describes Holmes’s bodily strength, he says not that Holmes is the strongest man in the 
world, merely one of the strongest; but he says also that the strength of Holmes’s body is 
a controlling principle, or force, of such power that it needs no maintenance preparation 
or organization but merely always exactly matches its task, the end and the means are 
spontaneously of equal quantity: 
 

Sherlock Holmes was a man who seldom took exercise for exercise’s sake.  
Few men were capable of greater muscular effort*, but he looked upon 
aimless bodily exertion as a waste of energy, and he seldom bestirred 
himself save where there was some professional object to be served.  Then 
he was absolutely untiring and indefatigable. That he should have kept 
himself in training under such circumstances is remarkable…, 

                                                                     (“The Adventure of the Yellow Man”.) 
     

            *It will be noted that I understand Doyle to be using this word in its strict and accurate sense as  
            in engineering physics, of something quantifiable. 

 
Holmes’s bodily strength is control itself, not a means thereto.  Thus it is both part and 
whole of his mind.  This is why his “masterly manner” is so convincing.  It matters not 
that the belief that Holmes is master begins entirely with Holmes:  so persuasive, so 
masterly is he that his observer comes in spite of himself to share in the observation:  to 



make of the supposition an observation merely by supposing it, if I suppose Holmes is 
masterly he is: 
 

…There was that in the cool, nonchalant air of my companion which made 
him the last man with whom one would care to take anything approaching 
to a liberty.  His great powers, his masterly manner, and the experience 
which I had had of many extraordinary qualities, all made me diffident 
and backward in crossing him. 
                                                                      (The Sign of  Four, Chapter I.) 

 
 
In another passage, Doyle himself plays this trick on his reader, stepping aside suddenly 
from his Watson-mask to challenge his reader to acknowledge Holmes’s mastery over 
him or her even as Watson does and as Watson says a certain official policeman does.  
The official policeman recognizes Holmes’s mastery because the official is himself a man 
of “talent”, says Watson: 
 

Mediocrity knows nothing higher than itself, but talent instantly 
recognizes genius…. 

                                                                                   (The Valley of Fear, Chapter I.) 
 
Insofar as Holmes symbolizes a hierarchical world view, Doyle intimidates his reader 
into accepting such a world view by saying that if he does not he is a “mediocrity”.  Only 
a reader who can stop using the word “mediocrity” will resist the world view it implies. 
 
     Holmes’s body then is a non-physical body:  he “was always in training, for he had 
inexhaustible stores of nervous energy upon which to draw” (“The Adventure of the 
Solitary Cyclist”).  Moriarty, too, like Holmes, is an all-dominant mental power.  Holmes 
and Moriarty rule the right and left sides of the cosmos, (even after Moriarty dies - can 
Moriarty die? no more than Holmes), they are the two sides of an idea, in perfect balance.  
Moriarty, “the greatest schemer of all time, the organizer of every devilry, the controlling 
brain of the underworld – a brain which might have made or marred the destiny of 
nations” is “the poisonous motionless creature…lurking…[at] the centre of the web” 
(The Valley of Fear, Chapters I, II).  Like Holmes, he need not act, to dominate, only 
observe.  Watson, like Moriarty, is a character in reversal of Holmes yet his twin: Holmes 
observes, Watson does not, yet Watson observes Holmes observing and produces the 
only historical record of Holmes observing.  Yet in the first chapter of The Hound of the 
Baskervilles  Holmes tells Watson his usefulness to him is to stimulate Holmes’s superior 
intelligence by providing the reverse stimulus of Watson’s inferior intelligence.  Honest 
Watson tells the story very much at his own expense, for at first he fails to understand 
what Holmes is saying and is flattered:  
  

“It may be that you are not yourself luminous, but you are a conductor of 
light.  Some people without possessing genius have a remarkable power of 
stimulating it”….He had never said as much before, and I must admit that 
his words gave me keen pleasure, for I had often been piqued by his 



indifference to my admiration and to the attempts which I had made to 
give publicity to his methods.… “I am afraid, my dear Watson, that 
…when I said that you stimulated me I meant, to be frank, that in noting 
your fallacies I was occasionally guided toward the truth”. 
 

Watson’s function in the cosmos is to be in error and thus balance Holmes’s true vision, 
as Moriarty is evil genius in balance of Holmes’s good genius.  God’s absolute control of 
everything makes it all one thing. 
 
     Without crimes to solve, Holmes could not restore justice; without error, mystery, he 
could not elucidate.  He calls mystery the blank mind advantage: “‘We approached the 
case, you remember, with an absolutely blank mind, which is always an advantage’” 
(“The Adventure of the Cardboard Box”).  Paradox abounds, in the Sherlock Holmes 
stories: error is one-half of truth and crime of justice, for what the controller controls he 
controls, it is not beyond his control.  Dominance reduces all power to one power, but 
shared power is an infinitude of powers, and the power of imagination to see and to 
create – to dream real dreams – can go either way.   Like the power of the dead Colonel’s 
face to make the unreal real, to strike with the real terror of what is not real (“Crooked 
Man”), “brain fever” (“The Adventure of the Naval Treaty”) is the disease whose 
recurrence is caused by the thought of it: 
 

“I have been off my head…Now I am clear again, though I dare not think 
of it too much for fear of a relapse.” 
 

In fact, so powerful is this thought of a disease, is this disease, that its victim, Phelps, 
almost seems omnipotent in his weakness: “In my mad fits I was capable of anything” he 
says.  He describes loss of control, but the phrase almost suggests absolute control.  
“Strange how the brain controls the brain”.  Phelps’s fiancée and nurse administers “some 
stimulating medicine”:  Watson seems to be saying any stimulant would be appropriate, 
that brain fever is essentially lack of energy.  In the next sentence, Holmes’s 
“attitude…might seem listless to a stranger, but…betokened the most intense 
absorption”: like brain fever, or perhaps unlike it, Holmes’s energy is never absent, never 
even merely potential, but is always kinetic.  It matters not what stimulant be applied, 
anything may stimulate Holmes’s energy, it is autonomous, it stimulates itself.  Holmes’s 
autonomy is what gives him, “when he so willed it, the utter immobility of countenance 
of a red Indian”, in Watson’s remark in the same story; and also, in “The Adventure of 
the Crooked Man”,  “that red Indian composure which had made so many regard him as a 
machine rather that a man”.  But he is not just a machine:  he is a perpetual-motion 
machine. 
 
     Yet in this matter as in all others, to make a statement describing Holmes is to fall into 
a contradiction.  His energy never fails him, it is self-generating, yet between cases he 
falls into boredom and cocaine addiction.  Even as Holmes is both himself and Moriarty, 
is both himself and Watson.  In the conversation at the beginning of The Sign of Four, 
where Watson rebukes Holmes for his use of cocaine, Holmes seems to be saying that 
detection is for him a drug like cocaine: 



 
“…I abhor the dull routine of existence.  I crave for mental exaltation.  
That is why I have chosen my own particular profession, or rather created 
it….” 

 
He even seems to be saying that the benefit for him of detection, like that of cocaine, is 
mental but not physical, when he goes on to explain that he claims no reward for his 
detective work but the work itself.  We have seen that Holmes’s physical strength is 
actually identical with his mind.  In “The Adventure of the Mazarin Stone” he claims that 
his mind benefits from starving his body:  his digestion and his brain compete for the use 
of his blood, he says, and he gives the victory to his brain by fasting.  Similarly in “The 
Adventure of the Sussex Vampire” the boy physically challenged by “a fall in childhood 
and a twisted spine” is “probably very developed in mind, since his body has been 
circumscribed in action”.  But it would be to over-simplify, to imagine that these 
passages are about a body separate from and potentially in rebellion against a mind.  This 
body that is dominated by this mind is thus incapable of separate action and thus of a 
separate existence.  This body is not an inferior existence; it doesn’t exist at all.   
 
     The absurdity of this idea – Holmes’s power depends on the unreality of his body – 
may seem to disappear if taken as a statement about his fictitious nature – Holmes, the 
body, is unreal because he is a fictitious body only.  Or perhaps we look here at a 
statement about Holmes the myth: the god-figure within the myth is unreal, because it 
merely represents the god, whose reality is thus outside of the myth, as the sitter for the 
portrait is outside of the portrait.  Or perhaps the myth, by bringing the god to the people, 
becomes or is the god.  In this sense, imagination is the god, is omnipotent, because 
nothing could be real if we didn’t imagine it so.  The imagination initiates the making 
real, at least to one’s own mind: “It is an old maxim of mine that when you have 
excluded the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth” 
(“The Adventure of the Beryl Coronet”).  Holmes explodes the myth of the probable:  
whatever is possible is actual.  The image is of untold wealth; it is a comic image of an 
ebulliently creative god, of a universal plenitude.  Holmes himself is at his most comic, 
and most touching, when he plods through his theological argument for this divine 
redundancy of creation: 
 

“There is nothing in which deduction is so necessary as in religion… It 
can be built up as an exact science by the reasoner….This rose is an extra.  
Its smell and its colour are an embellishment of life, not a condition of it.  
It is only goodness which gives extras, and so I say…that we have much 
to hope from the flowers.”  

                                                                     (“The Adventure of the Naval Treaty”.) 
 
The comic image of the “manufactory of artificial knee-caps” (“The Adventure of the 
Red-Headed League”) owes something to the same idea:  the generosity of a God who 
can create human beings with a redundant, an “extra”, creative power of their own.  
Holmes is like the playful god when he makes a profession of his hobby (“The Adventure 
of the Gloria Scott”), a kind of play in which he engages for its own sake alone. 



 
     Imagination, the god, is a dominance or a sharing depending on which the worshippers 
of or partakers in the god choose to imagine.  Yet metaphors like “brain fever” or 
“madness” seem to suggest sharing rather that dominance.  For example, that “deep 
power of deception which insane people may have” (“The Problem of Thor Bridge”), 
seems to suggest that we all share one mind, so that the self-delusion of a mad person can 
spread by a kind of contagion.  Indeed if the will or mind of the white ruling-class male 
truly is dominant then there can be no unruly body, emotions, children, women, gays, 
lesbians, working classes, colonized people, animals, etc., etc.; none of the inferior orders 
may have a  will of their own.  Yet, again and again, what Holmes seems to be doing is to 
bring the disorderly inferior classes to order.  He may seem mad, but only from the point 
of view of the mad world of misrule he comes to get under control; this established, he is 
sane and has healed the madness of the world.  Holmes often strikes others as mad or 
slightly mad, during his sermon on the rose for example.  In “The Adventure of the 
Reigate Squire” he feigns madness in order to entrap the criminals, somewhat as in “The 
Devil’s Foot” he feigns clumsiness in order to obtain some evidence, but indeed his 
deductions often appear mad or his methods incompetent (when they do not appear 
uncannily accurate) to those not let in on the secret. 
 
     Holmes creates a sane, controlled world that takes the place of the insane, 
uncontrolled world.  Holmes’s orderly world is the reverse of the disorderly world of the 
unsolved mysteries of crime.  Holmes’s world reverses the flow of time: the deductive 
reasoner, Holmes, reasons from effect to cause in reverse of the reasoning of the world, 
from cause to effect (A Study in Scarlet, Chapter VII; The Sign of Four, Chapter I; “The 
Adventure of the Cardboard Box”; “The Adventure of the Six Napoleons”).  In several 
stories Holmes’s amazing deductions are no longer “clever” (“The Adventure of the Red-
Headed League”, and “The Adventure of the Naval Treaty”) when seen his way, in 
reverse, explained.  Holmes’s point of view seems the madder, in the world that precedes 
the solution of the mystery, in being that of a minority of one.  It will become unanimous 
when the mystery is solved, for Holmes is the irresistible fate that brings about a just 
world without crime or mystery.  At the beginning of The Hound of the Baskervilles, 
Holmes speaks as one on familiar terms with Fate, the Dramatist: 

 
“Now is the dramatic moment of fate, Watson, when you hear a step upon 
the stair which is walking into your life, and you know not whether for 
good or ill”. 

 
But indeed Holmes is Fate the Dramatist in “the numerous cases”, (says Watson) “which 
my companion’s singular gifts have made me the listener to, and eventually the actor in 
some strange drama” (“The Adventure of the Yellow Face”).  Holmes the artist and god 
of imagination creates works of art so complete that they surround and bring into 
themselves the spectator, the very world itself: 
 

“Watson insists that I am the dramatist in real life…Some touch of the 
artist wells up within me and calls insistently for a well-staged 



performance.  Surely our profession…would be a drab and sordid one if 
we did not sometimes set the scene so as to glorify our results”  

                                                                         (The Valley of Fear, Chapter VII.) 
 
It is especially the denouement of Holmes’s detective fiction that becomes vividly 
theatrical, as when Holmes makes appear as if by magic the missing document and poor 
Phelps dances and shrieks until he becomes “limp and exhausted with his own emotions” 
(“The Adventure of the Naval Treaty”).  Holmes apologizes to Phelps as he and Watson 
administer brandy:  “‘It was too bad to spring it on you like this, but Watson here will tell 
you that I never can resist a touch of the dramatic.’” 
     To a great extent, the interesting and dramatic contradictions and paradoxes within the 
character of Holmes arise from the fact that he lives in another world than our own.  
Holmes is the controller, he is the future, what is fated to happen, seems absurd to us here 
and now but will then seem inevitable and the only possible outcome.  Change 
contradicts the past in every possible way and so Holmes must (seem to) contradict  
himself in every possible way.  Holmes’s entire nature is the reverse of Nature.  For 
Holmes, deduction is as certain and as intuitive as “two plus two make four” (A Study in 
Scarlet, Chapter III).  What perplexes others enlightens Holmes (ibid., Chapter VII).  
“‘Outre and grotesque…incident…appears to complicate a case…[but] elucidates it’” 
instead (The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter XV).  For Holmes, frustration is 
stimulating: “‘There is nothing more stimulating than a case where everything goes 
against you’” (ibid., Chapter V).  Holmes is “more masterful than ever” in his state of 
“pitiful…exhaustion” (“The Dying Detective”).  What fatigues Holmes is not work but 
idleness (The Sign of Four, Chapter VIII).  In “The Adventure of the Red-Headed 
League”, Watson discusses Holmes’s “dual-nature”, ending in a denial of Holmes’s 
divinity which nevertheless hints at it: 
 

In his singular character the dual nature alternately asserted itself, and his 
extreme exactness and astuteness represented, as I have often thought, the 
reaction against the poetic and contemplative mood which occasionally 
predominated in him.  The swing in his nature took him from extreme 
languor to devouring energy….Then…his brilliant reasoning power would 
rise to the level of intuition, until those who were unacquainted with his 
methods would look askance at him as on a man whose knowledge was 
not that of other mortals. 

 
If it is only in his “method” that Holmes differs from a god then there is no difference, for 
there is no “method”.  All the descriptions of the “method” could be paraphrased in the 
obvious formula, “Seek truth and avoid error”:  for instance, “‘It is of the highest 
importance in the art of detection to be able to recognize out of a number of facts which 
are incidental and which vital’” (“The Adventure of the Reigate Squire”).  Another 
version seems equally obvious although delivered in Holmes’s “didactic fashion”: “‘The 
principal difficulty in [this] case…lay in the fact of there being too much evidence.  What 
was vital was overlaid and hidden by what was irrelevant.  Of all the facts which were 
presented to us, we had to pick just those which we deemed to be essential’”.…(“The 
Adventure of the Naval Treaty”).  Sometimes Holmes seems to recognize a redundancy 



even in “Seek truth and avoid error” and to focus on “Avoid error”:  “‘One should always 
look for a possible alternative (to the truth) and provide against it.  It is the first rule of 
criminal investigation’” (“The Adventure of Black Peter”).  And again:  “‘The temptation 
to form premature theories upon insufficient data is the bane of our profession’” (The 
Valley of Fear, Chapter II).  Or: “‘…When you have eliminated all which is impossible, 
then whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth’” (“The Blanched 
Soldier”).  Or:  “‘It is an error to argue in front of your data.  You find yourself insensibly 
twisting them round to fit your theories’” (“Wisteria Lodge”).  The problem with 
Holmes’s otherwise excellent advice – to seek truth and avoid error is that he never 
explains how one is to do this, who has not yet been visited by truth or is yet in the grip 
of error.  Perhaps it is easier for a god to give, or to follow, this advice than for a mere 
mortal. 
 
 
Chapter III:  If All Things are Illusion, could Anyone Know It? 
 
     Somewhat like Oscar Wilde in “The Decay of Lying”, Holmes in “The Dying 
Detective” claims that the artist’s duty to art is prior to and may overrule his duty to truth 
or to moral virtue.  Holmes is the Romantic figure of the artist in rebellion against a 
capitalist and materialist society which tries to destroy human creativity by reducing it to 
monetary value. Wilde was the major exponent in Doyle’s time of the Romantic point of 
view, but Doyle never mentions Wilde, nor (except in one or two veiled attacks) homo-
sexuality, in the Holmes stories.  Holmes’s rebellion is ambiguous and is both admired 
and despised by other characters in the stories; there is no homosexuality in his rebellion, 
but there is that misogynist rejection of heterosexuality and of bourgeois domesticity that 
commonly occurs in boys’ books of the nineteenth century and after.  The most truly 
subversive act of rejection by Holmes is of truth itself.  Holmes’s torment of Watson in 
“The Dying Detective”, Holmes explains to Watson at the end, was necessary because 
Watson has no “talent” for “dissimulation”.  Watson would have given the show away if 
he had been let in on the secret.  Holmes on the other hand in playing the part of a dying 
person “carried out…that pretence…with the thoroughness of a true artist”.  Watson 
lacks the artist’s ability to lie; the thorough or methodical lie is art itself, Holmes justifies 
his cruelty to Watson in terms not of justice or truth but of art.  Yet the cruelty is very 
severe.  Not only does Watson think his friend is dying but his whole life becomes a 
nightmare peopled by demons.  When he tells Inspector Morton of Scotland Yard ( the 
official police unlike Watson have been trusted with Holmes’s secret, not being persons 
of Watson’s simple honesty) that Holmes is “very ill”: 

 
He looked at me in a most singular fashion.  Had it not been too fiendish I 
could have imagined that the gleam of the fanlight showed exultation in 
his face. 

 
The nightmare feeling returns when Watson innocently tells Culverton Smith that 
Holmes is “‘desperately ill’”: 

 



…I caught a glimpse of his face in the mirror over the mantelpiece.  I 
could have sworn that it was set in a malicious and abominable smile.  Yet 
I persuaded myself that it must have been some nervous contraction which 
I had surprised, for he turned to me an instant later with genuine concern 
upon his features. 

 
“Art for art’s sake”, the slogan Holmes claims for himself (“The Red Circle”) or others 
attach to him (“The Adventure of the Retired Colourman”) has been current during the 
nineteenth century and in Doyle’s time was taken up by Swinburne and Wilde.  On the 
other hand, rather that these aesthetes Holmes makes one think of Kipling and the British 
Empire when he says “‘I play the game for the game’s own sake’” (“The Bruce-
Partington Plans”). 
 
     Holmes’s attitude to truth is that of a god, an aristocrat, a Romantic artist, for his 
preference is that the truth be bizarre: 

 
…Working as he did rather for the love of his art than for the acquirement 
of wealth, he refused to associate himself with any investigation which did 
not tend towards the unusual, and even the fantastic.  

                                                                 (“The Adventure of the Speckled Band.”) 
 
It is for this reason that Holmes insists that the truth truly is bizarre, more so than 
imagination itself: 

 
“…For strange effects and extraordinary combinations we must go to life 
itself, which is always far more daring than any effort of the imagination.”  

                                                                                    (“The Red-Headed League.”) 
 
Holmes insists here that there is no bias in his choice of which kind of mystery to solve, 
for all of them are bizarre.  Indeed he takes this point so far that it becomes its contrary: 
 

It is a mistake to confound strangeness with mystery.  The most 
commonplace crime is often the most mysterious, because it presents no 
new or special features from which deductions may be drawn….What is 
out of the common is usually a guide rather than a hindrance.”  

                          (A Study in Scarlet, Part I, Chapter VII, and Part II, Chapter VII.) 
  

As a rule…the more bizarre a thing is the less mysterious it proves to be.  
It is your commonplace, featureless crimes which are really puzzling, just 
as a commonplace face is the most difficult to identify.   
                                                                        (“The Red-Headed League.”) 

  
 

A bizarre mystery is more challenging hence more interesting to the superior 
mind of the great detective.  Yet the bizarre is after all commonplace:  the 
superior mind penetrates the veil of the commonplace to discover the bizarre in 



ordinary reality.  There is nothing commonplace about the superior mind – thus 
the commonplace defeats it.   
 
     The conversation that begins “The Adventure of the Copper Beeches” (though it 
begins with Holmes’s declaration that he “loves art for its own sake” ) is really a dispute 
between Holmes as scientist and Watson as artist in which Holmes tells Watson “‘You 
have degraded what should have been a course of lectures into a series of tales’”.  
Watson’s art degrades Holmes’s science, Holmes is saying, but Holmes’s science rises to 
the level of art:  in Watson art and science are divided as among lowly humans but in 
Holmes they are united as in a god who creates what he sees and sees what he creates in 
one action: “‘My art…is an impersonal thing – a thing beyond myself’”.  Inspired by God 
he transcends himself and is God.  The superior mind is not commonplace:  “‘Crime is 
common.  Logic is rare’”.  Watson’s “‘tales’” are “‘trivial’” because “‘Man, or at least 
criminal man, has lost all enterprise and originality’” (“The Adventure of the Copper 
Beeches”).  So, too, Holmes complains that criminals lack intelligence (A Study in 
Scarlet, Chapter II) or lack “‘audacity and romance’” (“Wisteria Lodge”).  Life is bizarre, 
crime is bizarre – yet crime is commonplace.  When the mystery is solved it vanishes.  
The mystery and the magic disappear.   
 
     As well as the bizarre, Holmes also enjoys the grotesque.  On first hearing of the 
smashed plaster heads of Napoleon, he enthuses: “‘novel’”, “‘singular’”, and  
“‘grotesque’” (“The Adventure of the Six Napoleons”).  But Holmes’s attitude to the 
grotesque is also ambivalent like his attitude to the bizarre.  He finds he says in the word 
“‘“grotesque”…some underlying suggestion of the tragic and the terrible’”, and he asks 
Watson to think back over their shared adventures, and “‘you will recognize how often 
the grotesque has deepened into the criminal’” (“Wisteria Lodge”).  Yet in the same story 
where Holmes makes these remarks critical of the grotesque, appears the “orthodox and 
conventional” Mr. Scott Eccles, clearly a figure created to satirize orthodoxy and 
convention and thus express in a negative sense a preference (on the part of Doyle at 
least, or Watson, if not of Holmes himself) for the grotesque or perhaps the bizarre.  
Doyle as author or perhaps Watson as narrator expresses an ambiguous attitude to the 
grotesque that matches Holmes’s, for Thaddeus Sholto, one of Doyle’s most grotesque 
characters, is grotesque as aesthete and idealist (a policeman, he says, is a form of 
“‘rough materialism’”:  the phrase means that he is prepared to deny the reality of the 
material world merely because it is ugly and even if it takes a form opposed to crime).  
The idea seems to be to satirize the aesthete and the idealist; yet Holmes is both aesthete 
and idealist.  In the same story that contains Sholto (The Sign of Four, Chapter VI), 
Holmes shows that he is an aesthete of crime: 
 

“Yes, the ally!” repeated Holmes, pensively.  “There are features of 
interest about this ally.  He lifts the case from the regions of the 
commonplace.  I fancy that this ally breaks fresh ground in the annals of 
crime in this country….” 
                                                                                                 (Chapter VI.) 

 



Later in the same chapter, Holmes is an idealist, at least from the point of view of the 
“red-faced, burly, and plethoric” official policeman Mr. Athelney Jones:  “‘I’ll never 
forget how you lectured us all on causes and inferences and effects in the Bishopgate 
jewel case…But what is all this [on first seeing the gruesome corpse]?…Stern facts here 
– no room for theories.’”  Rough materialism, indeed. 
 
     In “The Adventure of the Priory School”, Doyle creates grotesque characters to 
satirize academic and aristocratic distinction.  First there is “Dr. Thorneycroft Huxtable, 
M.A, Ph. D., etc.”, whose reputation depends on his publication, “Huxtable’s Sidelights 
on Horace”, and although “so large, so pompous, and so dignified that he was the very 
embodiment of self-possession and solidity” nonetheless collapses “prostrate and 
insensible” in Holmes’s and Watson’s flat and requires not only brandy but also biscuits 
and milk to restore him.  Then the Duke of Holdernesse is not only “grotesque” 
physically (the word actually appears as part of his physical description) but extremely 
arrogant and irresponsible in his understanding of his aristocratic privilege – indirectly 
his behaviour leads to a murder and kidnapping and as Holmes says he has “‘in the eyes 
of the law…condoned a felony and…aided the escape of a murderer’”. By contrast with 
these honourable grotesques, Holmes eagerly accepts the large sum of money the Duke 
offers.  Watson says his “avidity…was a surprise to me, who know his frugal tastes.”  
Usually Holmes is content to do the honourable thing, that is, the thing that honours 
himself:  to pursue his art for its own sake.  Here, however, in contrast to the socially 
honoured professor and Duke he identifies with the working class:  the Duke’s cheque 
“‘is the …most interesting object that I have seen in the North…I am a poor man….’”  
Holmes makes exactly the same point with the Duke in this story as with the King of 
Bohemia in “A Scandal in Bohemia”:  he protects aristocratic privilege but makes it clear 
he disapproves of the unjust use of it.  As protector of aristocrats Holmes puts his author 
Doyle in an extremely conservative position, but as their critic he places himself above 
them as truly aristocratic artist-for-art’s-sake.  Capitalists need not fear a critic of the 
ruling class who keeps his criticism to himself and protects the ruling class.  But there is a 
potentially subversive force in an idealism which refuses to let accepted opinion block 
personal liberation.  This divine folly could spread. 
 
     The existence of the grotesque and the bizarre might in a materialist writer be an 
argument for materialism; in idealist Doyle it is an argument for idealism:  if reality is 
stranger than we imagine, then it is what we imagine.  The closest Doyle comes to a 
materialist theory of liberation is when he makes Holmes a Robin Hood figure.  In the 
next story following “The Adventure of the Priory School”, in The Strand publications, 
“The Adventure of Black Peter”, the art-for-art’s-sake Holmes is back, and coincides 
with the Robin Hood Holmes: 

 
Holmes…like all great artists, lived for his art’s sake, and, save in the case 
of the Duke of Holdernesse, I have seldom known him claim any large 
reward for his inestimable services….He frequently refused his help to the 
powerful and wealthy where the problem made no appeal to his 
sympathies, while he would devote weeks of the most intense application 



to the affairs of some humble client whose case presented…strange and 
dramatic qualities…. 

 
Not that he robs the rich, he merely withholds his services from them; and only when the 
case is not strange or dramatic enough.  But although Holmes does not align himself with 
the materialism of the working class, he strongly opposes the materialism of the 
bourgeoisie, which is what distinguishes the official police from Holmes the Bohemian 
artist, as Inspector MacDonald seems to imply: 
 

“I don’t take much stock of detectives in novels – chaps that do things and 
never let you see how they do them.  That’s just inspiration, not business.”  

                                                                               (The Valley of Fear, Chapter II.) 
 
Ironically, MacDonald doesn’t know that Holmes, nor indeed he himself, is a detective in 
a novel, but clearly he is thinking of Holmes when he says “inspiration, not business”, 
and has caught better than he knows the high ideal plane where Holmes lives and which 
rejects the world of “business” in favour of the inner creative life of personal liberation. 
 
     In “The Problem of Thor Bridge” a dramatic contrast and confrontation occurs 
between art-for-art’s-sake Holmes (“‘…It is the problem itself which attracts me’”), 
refusing offers of money and fame and Gibson the businessman from the U.S.A., 
“craggy, remorseless… [a] figure…of humour and rapacity”.  It is one of the stories in 
which Holmes in competition with a “masterful” rival (the word is used of Gibson) shows 
himself even more masterful (“Holmes could look very formidable when he was 
moved”).  In another example Holmes tames the leonine lion-tamer Dr. Leon Sterndale 
who (“sat down with a gasp, overawed for, perhaps, the first time in his adventurous 
life”; “The Devil’s Foot”).  It is Doyle’s main magic trick that he has Holmes’s 
masterliness be the main element of his composition although there is something 
radically not masterly about art-for-art’s-sake.  The “masterful” quality is usually meant 
to be attractive in the Holmes stories:  Cecil James Barker (The Valley of Fear, Chapter 
III), not a major actor in the story but designed to be attractive is “masterful”; Sir Robert 
Norburton of the anti-semitic “The Adventure of Shoscombe Old Place” is intended to 
represent an attractive masterful English sporting gentleman class in contrast to the 
devious Jews.  In “The Disappearance of Lady Frances Carfax” Holmes’s masterliness  
(“The authority in Holmes’s voice had its effect”) saves the life of Lady F., innocent and 
helpless.  Holmes’s victories through bluff or intimidation when actual power seems to 
fail are gratifying.  Yet they confuse “mastery” meaning skill with “mastery” meaning 
dominance.  The “smart young inspector” who appears at the end of “The Adventure of 
the Retired Colourman” calls Holmes’s analysis of the case “masterly”.  Yet when 
Holmes says “…My art…is an impersonal thing – a thing beyond myself” (“The 
Adventure of the Copper Beeches”), he disclaims any personal distinction on account of 
his skill.  Part of the confusion in the word “master” is that its history and roots suggest 
not just skill but superior skill, and thus in a capitalist society marketable and powerful 
skill. 
 



     Discussing the income of Moriarty’s chief assistant (“more than the Prime Minister”) 
Holmes’s remark applies to Moriarty’s enterprise in general: “‘paying for brains’”, he 
says “‘is the American business principle’” (The Valley of Fear, Chapter II).  The term 
“American” means frankly materialistic, recognizing no spiritual value in political power, 
such as is claimed by monarchies and aristocracies.  It is tempting to think Holmes’s 
solutions of mysteries give him a kind of political power or ascendancy over others:  they 
do all come round to his point of view.  However, art-for-art’s-sake means that he pleases 
only himself.  Of course, pleasing only oneself can be sad.  At the beginning of “The 
Adventure of the Cardboard Box”, Holmes astonishes Watson by reading his mind. 
Holmes explains to Watson how it is done and Watson (instead of becoming bored with 
the feat which seemed impressive before it was explained) is still impressed – but Holmes 
is not.  How sad to be the magic man – the only one who knows the magic is bogus.  Not 
only is Holmes the only aristocrat in his world, it is also a polity of one.  The value that 
validates his supremacy in his world of one person is no materialistic value, but it is a 
spiritual value that is valid for him only. 
 
     Watson’s explanation of Holmes in the first paragraph of “A Scandal in Bohemia” – 
other men’s subjectivities betray them to Holmes’s objectivity – seems to make Holmes a 
figure entirely alone, the sole objectivity.  But as such he is also in a sense non-existent: 
the sole person lacking a subjective existence, “the most perfect reasoning and observing 
machine that the world has seen”.  Holmes tells Sterndale he has “followed” him, 
Sterndale protests “‘I saw no one’”, Holmes explains “‘That is what you may expect to 
see when I follow you’” (“The Devil’s Foot”).  Holmes is invisible, nothing can give him 
away, he is the purely objective thinking and observing machine.  From his point of view, 
human emotions and behaviour must be seen as “‘obscure….difficulties’” (“‘It is difficult 
to imagine’”, Holmes tells Watson, how the crime can have been committed, or how 
motivated; “‘And yet’”, he continues, Watson’s “‘archives’” must contain other 
 “‘difficulties’” just as “‘obscure’” (“The Devil’s Foot”).  Alone, perhaps non-existent, 
Holmes is free to please himself.  Yet he does not.  “‘I have been sluggish in mind….I 
blame myself’” (“The Problem of Thor Bridge”).  “‘Oh, Watson, Watson, what a fool I 
have been!...It’s surely time that I disappeared into that little farm of my dreams’” (“The 
Adventure of the Creeping Man”).  “‘I was slow at the outset – culpably slow’” (“The 
Adventure of the Lion’s Mane”).  When the superior mind attacks itself with criticisms, 
are they just or unjust?  Criticisms made by the superior mind ought to be just, yet 
criticisms made against the superior mind ought not.  It is the problem Holmes raises at 
the end of “The Adventure of the Cardboard Box”, in his brief theological discussion 
using reason to reject reason as a theological instrument.  Or perhaps Holmes is trying to 
solve this problem when he paraphrases with approval Jean Paul Richter as having said 
 “‘man’s real greatness lies in his perception of his own smallness” and that the “‘power 
of comparison and of appreciation’” is “‘proof of nobility’” (The Sign of Four, Chapter 
VII).  Great is small.   
 
     For Holmes the Romantic artist is both visionary and lost soul, or is decadent 
visionary, made strange and eccentric by his gift.  Holmes is not an early riser “usually 
very late in the mornings, save upon those not infrequent occasions when he was up all 
night” (The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter I).  He is a “Bohemian”.  He is perhaps 



mad, victim of “mental peculiarities” (“The Adventure of the Resident Patient”), extreme 
mood swings (A Study in Scarlet, Chapter I; The Sign of Four, Chapter III),  a “dual 
nature” (“The Red-Headed League”), an “anomaly” whereby “outbursts of passionate 
energy” are “followed by …reactions of lethargy” (“The Adventure of the Musgrave 
Ritual”).  Watson is of a pair with Holmes, Watson author of “these incoherent memoirs” 
(“The Adventure of the Musgrave Ritual” and “The Adventure of the Resident Patient”).  
For every mystery Holmes solves and Watson elucidates, there is a greater unsolved.  
Holmes, the artist as prophet, causes others “deep doubts of [his] sanity”, and indeed is 
sometimes betrayed both by his “‘instinct’”, and by his “‘mind’” as he confesses to 
Watson moments before he solves the crime in “The Problem of Thor Bridge”.  Holmes’s 
successes come out of his failures: “for indeed it was when he was at his wits’ end that 
his energy and his versatility were most admirable”, and a failure that lacks a success as 
sequel is an untold and untellable tale, one which lacks an ending: “because where he 
failed…the tale was left forever without a conclusion” (“The Adventure of the Yellow 
Face”).  Sometimes Holmes is omnipotent or omniscient, sometimes all too human, and 
the issue is an aesthetic one rather than a scientific.  Holmes predicts that he will fail to 
solve the Norwood case and that Watson will omit the story of a failure from the canon of 
successes only; Holmes’s sarcasm is the protest of the scientist against the artist’s 
suppression of science for the sake of beauty:  “‘I fear that the “Norwood Disappearance 
Case” will not figure in that chronicle of our successes which I foresee that a patient 
public will sooner or later have to endure’” (“The Adventure of the Norwood Builder”).  
However, this protest is but false modesty, for Holmes the mad scientist and Holmes the 
mad artist are the same person. 
 
     On several occasions Holmes bypasses Watson and writes up his own case with the 
attitude that Watson’s art is a frivolous ornament that it does his own science no harm to 
do without.  Some of the most outrageous examples of Doyle’s humour are the result, as 
when Holmes-the-author confesses with delight that his style is both literal and 
pedestrian: as storyteller, he says, he is a “plain one”, “showing by my words each step” 
(“The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane”).  Watson himself could do no better than to use 
words, nor to advance his narrative step by step.  Yet on one occasion Holmes insists on 
telling his story all at once “‘rather than in stages’”:  “‘I claim the right to work in my 
own way and give my results at my own time – complete rather than in stages’” (The 
Valley of Fear, Chapter IV).  It sounds like a claim to omniscience though in fact it is 
only the intention to imitate omniscience.  Doyle is not the first writer to assimilate the 
mad scientist to the mad artist, nor of course to dichotomize art and science, which 
Holmes comes less and less to do:  his harsh phrase “art jargon” occurs in the very first 
Holmes story (A Study in Scarlet, Chapter IV).  In another very early story, Holmes 
claims that science is “‘cold and unemotional’”, and Watson is “irritated” by his 
“egotism” (The Sign of Four, Chapter I).  Eventually the deficiencies in Holmes’s 
personality are clearly both Holmes the artist’s and Holmes the scientist’s, and might be 
seen also as those of the God of Christianity, remote and solitary.   
 
     Unlike the God of Christianity, Holmes is charmingly human and imperfect.  Perfect, 
it may be, in imperfection, as his successes grow out of his failures, for the failures 
“would be, as narratives, beginnings without an ending” (“The Five Orange Pips”):  



infinite, impossible stories.  The artist is a prophet but the prophesies are bizarre and 
sometimes incomprehensible.  Holmes’s “fateful eyes still strained to pierce the veil” 
(The Valley of Fear, “Epilogue”); a “tense, far-away expression” is among the “supreme 
manifestations of his genius” (“The Problem of Thor Bridge”).  With an “expression of 
strained intensity upon his face” Holmes mutters obscurely about “‘the points’” and 
 “‘bleeding on the line’” (“The Bruce-Partington Plans”).  Watson complains about 
Holmes’s “ill-timed jest” about Schlessinger’s left ear (“The Disappearance of Lady 
Frances Carfax”), actually one of Holmess’ ambiguous oracles.  Holmes’s dark 
utterances are made in the interlunar period while he still fails to solve the mystery, 
before he succeeds.  From this same infinite lunar silence come the many impossible, 
untold stories mentioned here and there.  “The Adventure of the Second Stain” is both an 
impossible, untold story when mentioned in “The Adventure of the Naval Treaty” (what 
need a second stain, is not a single stain adequate to establish that there has been a crime 
and to be both clue and mystery?) and a possible and actual story when it actually appears 
as part of The Return of Sherlock Holmes.  (Holmes refutes, as I’ve noted, the notion of 
possible but non-existent things).  The actual “Second Stain” story takes its main strength 
from the apparent redundancy and paradox that makes the earlier version impossible and 
non-existent.  The birth of the “Second Stain” into the world of real stories is not a 
victory on the side of real stories against the unreal ones, for the real “Second Stain” 
creates, mentions, hundreds of unreal stories:  “I have notes of many hundreds of cases to 
which I have never alluded”. 
 
     The paradoxes of the non-existent stories make them at once impossible and 
supremely possible (tantalizing; centres of alluring energy).  “The Tired Captain” 
(mentioned too, in “The Adventure of the Naval Treaty”, together with “The Second 
Stain”) is one of the gentler paradoxes, not an impossibility, a surprise; the ideas of 
“tired” and of “captain”, alert, watchful, responsible, jar against each other.  On the other 
hand, “the arrest of Wilson, the notorious canary-trainer” (“The Adventure of Black 
Peter”), seems preposterous, could he have trained them to commit crimes for him?  
Some of the non-existent stories are only exotic or unconventional and some mix unlike 
categories of things in a paradoxical way:  the Russian woman, the aluminium crutch, and 
“Rigoletti of” the “club foot” and the “abominable wife” (an operatic story? Byronic? 
Except that the wife is strong not a victim? -  “The Adventure of the Musgrove Ritual”).  
Some non-existent stories promise outrageous horrors: “the repulsive story of the red 
leech” (“The Adventure of the Golden Pince-nez”), the giant rat of Sumatra, a story for 
which the world is not prepared” (“The Adventure of the Sussex Vampire”), the 
“remarkable worm, unknown to science”, for very fear of which dies “Isadora Persano, 
the well-known journalist and duelist” (and so which then is mightier, the sword or the 
pen? - “The Problem of Thor Bridge”).  There are horrible animals in some of the real 
stories as well, but they are really only exotic, and quite natural, unlike these apocalyptic 
horrors.   
 
     That place of infinite chaotic energy where the mystery is still unsolved or will never 
be solved but whence the solutions come as well as the obscure oracles, is the place of 
madness.  In “The Adventure of the Six Napoleons”, Holmes insists that it is crime that 
interests him, not madness, yet invents a “‘dangerous homicidal lunatic with Napoleonic 



delusions’” in order to catch the criminal, much as in certain other stories he pretends 
himself to be mad or incompetent or seems so, while setting his trap.  The imperfect or 
incomplete is the source of the perfect or complete (at tale’s end) which again is the 
source of the imperfect (at the beginning of the next tale).  Madness is a case for the 
doctor and crime is a case for the detective but once again we are in for logical tricks in 
the question of who Doctor Watson and Detective Holmes are in relation to each other.  
Watson assumes implicitly that crime detection is the proper arena of intelligence 
(Holmes is “pre-eminent in intelligence”; only Mycroft’s lack of “‘ambition and 
…energy’” places him second to Holmes as “‘greatest criminal agent’”: “The Adventure 
of the Greek Interpreter”).  Two very dissimilar ideas in Watson’s writings about the 
detective are that he balances mind and matter and that he has to do with mind only, 
unlike the doctor, whose world is that of matter only.  So Holmes says in “The Adventure 
of the Three Students” that his cases are “mental”, Watson’s “physical”.  Again, at the 
beginning of “The Adventure of the Golden Pince-nez”, the quiet domestic scene shows 
Holmes studying a palimpsest and Watson a treatise on surgery.  The palimpsest suggests 
besides intellectual interest also curious learning, bizarre curiosity, mad genius:  Holmes 
studies something that is not there, something that has been erased.  In the early A Study 
in Scarlet the idea of the detective is quite simple: a scientist who controls with his test 
tubes the unruliness of crime (Chapter I).  In “The Adventure of the Greek Interpreter” 
Watson wants to believe Holmes’s pre-eminent intelligence comes entirely from the 
scientific training he has given himself, but Holmes introduces chaos: “‘…My turn that 
way is in my veins, and may have come with my grandmother, who was the sister of 
Vernet, the French artist.  Art in the blood is liable to take the strangest forms.’”  
 
     If the intellect of the detective is superior to that of the doctor, it must be because 
blaming and punishing criminals is the best way to protect human beings from the chaos 
that threatens to destroy them.  Yet the criminal as well as the policeman is within all of 
us, there is no protection from ourselves that does not come from within ourselves.  
Perhaps crime is something that Watson should heal rather that Holmes judge and 
punish?  Yet Holmes’s habit of referring to crimes as “little problems” seems too clinical, 
in a flippant sort of way: a crime is not a tragedy, not a horror, merely an intellectual 
pattern.  Here intellect is dominance not liberation.  The doctor cures the disease and so 
the pain of it has never happened.  Holmes expresses through this phrase a mixture of 
modesty (no great credit to me to solve these little problems) and boasting (to my major 
intellect these are but little problems).  Calling crime a disease may in this way minimize 
human suffering or on the contrary maximize it by demonizing the criminal (“The Dying 
Detective”).  Or perhaps detection is a disease: 

 
     “You have a case, Holmes?”  I remarked.   
     “The faculty of deduction is certainly contagious, Watson,” he 
answered.  “It has enabled you to probe my secret.”  
                                                                   (“The Problem of Thor Bridge.”) 

 
 
The idea that medicine is materialistic is not a clear one, since the medical doctor is 
healer of mental as well as physical disease.  And then there is the admirable, heroic 



medical doctor of “The Adventure of the Missing Three-Quarter”: “grim, ascetic, self-
contained, formidable”.  He might almost be a great detective. 
 
     Perhaps crime detection is the image and symbol of medicine:  one by one science 
eliminates the diseases that cause human suffering until at last we reach the perfect 
future.  Holmes would be then the image of the future, the Superman.  Dr. Mortimer’s 
remarks about Holmes in the first two chapters of The Hound of the Baskervilles are 
diffuse, but given focus he would be saying that what makes Holmes the most intelligent 
man in the world is that he combines reason, imagination, and practical ability.  Mycroft 
needs Holmes’s practical ability to complete his intelligence:  Mycroft’s intelligence is 
equal to Holmes’s except that without practical ability it is useless (“The Bruce-
Partington Plans”):  intelligence is intelligence plus practical ability, the whole is less not 
greater than the sum of the parts, since one of the parts is the whole, yet also incomplete.  
Intelligence absorbs practical ability, idealism absorbs materialism.  “‘These relics have a 
history, then?’” asks Watson when Holmes brings forth certain objects from his box.  
“‘So much so that they are history’”, Holmes replies (“The Adventure of the Musgrave 
Ritual”).  The stones speak.  In the same way, art absorbs science.  In many passages 
Holmes seeks to justify art and imagination by arguing that they serve science.  Such 
arguments must fail, for they make art and imagination part of science hence no longer 
themselves: art not for its own sake, but for the sake of truth.  Only once does Holmes 
admit that it is science that belongs to and serves art.  It is in a story Holmes himself 
undertakes the telling of, partly because of Watson’s retort to his criticisms: “‘Try it 
yourself, Holmes!’”  Holmes is he says “compelled to admit…that the matter must be 
presented in such a way as may interest the reader” (“The Adventure of the Blanched 
Soldier”).  
 
     The truth can survive only so long as it is interesting.  Unfortunately lies and errors 
can be interesting too.  Holmes defends creativity as a device which may lead to the truth 
although it is not always reliable: “‘mere imagination…is often…the mother of truth’”, 
and Holmes also defends “‘breadth of view, …interplay of ideas, …oblique uses of 
knowledge’” (The Valley of Fear, Chapters VI, VII).  Doyle himself in the “Preface” of 
The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes says something that somewhat resembles Holmes’s 
opinion:  the Holmes stories are (of therapeutic value) a “distraction from the worries of 
life”, and (of value to the serious thinker in providing) a “stimulating change of thought”.  
Holmes is quite ambivalent about imagination when the “‘difficulty’” in his theory is 
something he sees “‘In my imagination, perhaps.  Well, leave it there, Watson’” (“The 
Adventure of the Retired Colourman”).  And he sets off for a concert.  Yet in his musical 
phase, Holmes actually seems to think in music (A Study in Scarlet, Chapters II, V).  In 
his most scientific phase, it is the realism of a portrait that Holmes appreciates in art (The 
Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter XIII).  Yet he chooses a peculiar way to esteem the 
brilliant likeness of himself, in wax, that he uses to lure Colonel Moran into his trap:  
although he is the model and not the artist, he takes in it “the joy and pride which the 
artist takes in his own creation” (“The Adventure of the Empty House”).  If a realistic 
representation of the natural object were the whole of art then indeed that object would 
become the artist; the executor of the portrait would disappear from the equation.  On the 
other hand, perhaps it is not as model of the portrait that Holmes enjoys his artistic 



creation but as capturer of the Colonel in this case the artist is not the sculptor in wax but 
the detective who uses the sculpture to capture the criminal.  Now it is the imitated 
natural object (Holmes) that has disappeared and the artist Holmes is the whole work and 
process of art, the artist’s self-expression, art-for–art’s-sake. 
 
     On one occasion Holmes says that art must balance existence with non-existence:  the 
“‘supreme gift of the artist [is] the knowledge of when to stop’” (“The Adventure of the 
Norwood Builder”).  There must be a judicious balance between the story told and the 
story untold, non-existent, impossible; between what is represented of the natural object 
and what is not represented but left hidden in the dark; or between what is expressed of 
the self of the artist and what kept secret.  An example among Holmes’s works of art, of 
something half real and half unreal, is the fictitious whaling expedition he creates, to trap 
the criminal in “The Adventure of Black Peter”, but which suddenly becomes a real 
voyage, in the last few words of the story: “‘If you want me for the trial, my address and 
that of Watson will be somewhere in Norway – I’ll send particulars later.’”  In an 
example from the art of Doyle himself he has the fictitious Watson take pains to 
document his narrative and prove it true:  “From this point onwards I will follow the 
course of events by transcribing my own letters to Mr. Sherlock Holmes which lie before 
me on the table….and show my feeling and suspicions of the moment more accurately 
than my memory…can possibly do” (The Hound of the Baskervilles).  Fictitious 
character carefully excludes fiction from his account (of the fiction); yet it is himself he is 
quoting, himself is the authority he uses to prove he is telling the truth.  
 
     At his most scientific, Holmes becomes author of an impossible scientific treatise: the 
“‘text-book’” he promises “‘which shall focus the whole art of detection into one 
volume’”, to correct Watson’s “‘fatal habit of looking at everything from the point of 
view of a story instead of as a scientific exercise’”, never gets written; it is unwriteable 
because it would be unreadable.  It is an impossible, silent story.  Doyle could not get his 
readers to read it.  What gets read, written, is Watson’s artistic treatment of detection, 
even though Holmes sometimes insists Watson’s art does nothing but obscure Holmes’s 
science, Watson’s “‘stories wrong end foremost’” (“Wisteria Lodge”) coming from his  
 “‘involved habit…of telling a story backward’” (“The Problem of Thor Bridge”).  
Holmes’s criticisms sometimes take a form opposite to this one accusing Watson of 
making chaos, for sometimes he says it is reality that is chaotic and Watson’s art is false 
in giving it too much order:  “‘A chaotic case, my dear Watson….It will not be possible 
for you to present it in that compact form which is dear to your heart’” (“Wisteria 
Lodge”).  Too much order, too much disorder:  any argument is ammunition for the 
enemies of creativity.  In Chapter VII of The Valley of Fear, Holmes himself defends his 
art as “‘dramatist in real life’” against the objection made by the official police to the 
absence of “‘time-table’”.  Controller and agent of chaos, Holmes is both of these in this 
interesting episode.  Back in his role of attacker of Watson’s creativity, Holmes says he 
doesn’t know which animal’s flesh the Norwood Builder concealed in the burning lumber 
in the staging of his own death by murder, but “‘If you ever write an account, Watson, 
you can make rabbits serve your turn’” (“The Adventure of the Norwood Builder”).  
Although his intention is to mock Watson and his art, he inadvertently gets the point 
exactly right.  Decisions are made for their own sake. 



 
     Holmes must use deception to reveal truth, but the paradox suggests his is an art of 
lying: truth mixed with lies is lies.  He tells Watson he must use disguises because 
Watson’s publications have made him too public to be effective in his secretive work 
(The Sign of Four, Chapter IX).  The more truth Watson reveals, the more secretive 
Holmes becomes.  Holmes as dramatist is both liar (a disguiser, a spy) and teller of truth 
(the dramatist of real life; the personage of Fate).  As scientist, Holmes is an artist, for his 
“method” is the chaotic act of imaginative empathy: “‘You know my methods…,Watson:   
I put myself in the man’s place, and…try to imagine how I would have proceeded under 
the same circumstances’” (“The Adventure of the Musgrave Ritual”).  Or Watson (the 
artist?) is the methodical one, and Holmes (the scientist?) the inspired one: “If I irritated 
him by a certain methodical slowness in my mentality, that irritation served only to make 
his own flame-like intuitions and impressions flash up the more vividly and swiftly” 
(“The Adventure of the Creeping Man”).  Scotland Yard are unimaginative but “‘lead the 
world for thoroughness and method’” says Holmes (“The Adventure of the Three 
Garridebs”).  Yet in A Study in Scarlet, both imagination and method receive the blame 
for horror:  “‘There is a mystery about this which stimulates the imagination; where there 
is no imagination there is no horror’” (Chapter V), but “There was something so 
methodical and so incomprehensible about the deeds of this unknown assassin, that it 
imparted a …ghastliness to his crimes” (Chapter VII).  Horror is an emotion the detective 
story makes one of its special concerns and has become the most marketable item of 
popular culture, but it began as part of the Holmesian subversion of reality. 
 
 
Chapter IV:  The Cruelty of the Detective Story 
 
     Horror and cruelty in popular culture is a perverted and denying recognition of human 
grief.  The fear is that those who grieve will not go shopping.  But the delights of 
eroticized violence in our entertainments create a huge appetite for snacks. Holmes is a 
cruel god because he satisfies the need that myth be real, so to speak, that it re-introduce 
the pain of reality into the world.  And because at the same time he satisfies the need at 
this time in history that human pain be regarded as not real but a fantasy for 
entertainment.  Holmes is attracted to outrageous cruelty:  “the case…of Selden, the 
Notting Hill murderer…was one in which Holmes had taken an interest on account of the 
peculiar ferocity of the crime and the wanton brutality which had marked all the actions 
of the assassin” (The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter V).  Listening to the details of 
the Birlstone murder, Holmes “sat absorbed with the expression of surprised and reverent 
admiration with which the botanist surveys the rare and precious bloom”, and White 
Mason is proud to be able to advertise to Holmes an entirely stylish murder:  “‘We’re 
well up with the times in Sussex’” (The Valley of Fear, Chapter IV).  It is of this corpse 
that the doctor has said “‘horrible…! I’ve never seen such injuries since the Birlstone 
railway smash’” (Chapter III).  We are to understand then that there is something stylish 
that is shared in common between the horrors of the modern detective fiction and the 
modern realities of travel by train:  Holmes’s love of a murder is that of the detective 
story itself.  Seen in this light, Watson’s inability to lie or lack of artistic ability or lack of 



intelligence that for Holmes justifies Holmes’s cruelty to Watson in “The Dying 
Detective” is simply Watson’s inability to be cruel. 
 
     It is as an artist that Watson is under attack from Holmes:  as author of “‘those 
narratives with which you have afflicted a long-suffering public’” (“Wisteria Lodge”).  
Yet Holmes is an artist too.  But Watson’s art is an affable, easy art, Holmes’s a contorted 
and secret.  Holmes’s cruelty is essentially against himself:  his “somber and cynical 
spirit” abhors “popular applause” and it “amused him…at the end of a successful 
case…to hand over the actual exposure to some orthodox official” (“The Devil’s Foot”).  
His “cold and proud nature” is “averse to…public applause” (“The Adventure of the 
Norwood Builder”).  As narrator of “The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane” Holmes tells 
how he rejects the praise of the Inspector of the “ox-like eyes”:  “To accept such praise 
was to lower one’s own standards”.  Holmes doubts then not only that the world is 
worthy of him – but even that he himself can meet his own high standards: “‘…It 
is…hateful to me to fail in a case’” (“The Adventure of the Naval Treaty”).  The very 
laugh of this severe judge is cruel:  “I have not heard him laugh often, and it has always 
boded ill to somebody” (The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter XIII).  A “somewhat 
sinister cheerfulness…was characteristic of his lighter moments” (“The Problem of Thor 
Bridge”). 
 
     Watson says it is a weakness in Holmes that he is impatient with lesser intelligences 
(“The Bruce-Partington Plans”). This weakness is the self-destructiveness of the decadent 
art-for-art-artist, the cruelty of the artist against himself.  Watson sees when he first meets 
Holmes that a scientist is someone who beats dead bodies (“‘to verify how far bruises 
may be produced after death’”), and inflict wounds upon himself (“I noticed that …his 
hand…was all mottled over with…pieces of plaster, and discoloured with strong acids”: 
A Study in Scarlet, Chapter I).  Holmes the scientist is assimilated to Holmes the 
Bohemian artist here, he who damages his health through overwork and drug use (“The 
Devil’s Foot”).  His brain is a self-destructive engine (“‘To let the brain work without 
sufficient material is like racing an engine.  It racks itself to pieces’”: “The Devil’s 
Foot”).  His mind tears itself apart when it lacks its work (“Wisteria Lodge”).  His 
“remarkable powers…like all special gifts, become irksome to their owner when they are 
not in use” (The Valley of Fear, Chapter II).  His “abnormally active” brain is 
“dangerous…without material upon which to work” and can lead to the use of cocaine 
(“The Adventure of the Missing Three-Quarter”).  Holmes’s creativity is a raging 
appetite which will destroy itself unless given a sacrifice to devour. 
 
     The Bohemian artist destroyed by his own vision is the cruel god who requires and the 
suffering god who surrenders sacrifice, and the flame that consumes it.  Holmes and his 
victim Watson are alter egos who complete each other.  In the opening passage of The 
Valley of Fear for example Holmes’s “sardonic” abuse of Watson (who considers himself 
he says “the most long-suffering of mortals”), extremely cruel , stirs Watson to take a 
mild revenge, which Holmes exaggeratedly calls “pawky humour” (in the same vein of 
sarcasm which produces a few moments later “‘Your native shrewdness, my dear 
Watson, that innate cunning which is the delight of your friends’” and “‘your 
Machiavellian intellect’”).  To consent to cruelty is to assent to it.  Watson opens Chapter 



III “And now for a moment I will ask leave to remove my own insignificant personality”.  
The charm of Watson’s self-effacement is a seductive illusion.  He seduces Holmes’s 
cruelty.  Perhaps Machiavellian is not so wide of the mark.  Watson also has the power  
to tempt Holmes into shaming himself as when Holmes grants “‘dignified and logical’” 
to Watson’s reply to his rudeness (“The Disappearance of Lady Frances Carfax”).  
Intelligence is cruel because it brings criminals to justice.  Kindliness is not intelligent.  A 
Machiavellian weapon is needed to oppose the Machiavellian criminal.   In another 
example of Holmes’s abusive sarcasm, he tells Watson “‘Your best friends would hardly 
call you a schemer’” (“The Problem of Thor Bridge”). 
 
     Besides Watson, Holmes abuses also his dwelling-place.  “His incredible 
untidiness,…his occasional revolver practice within doors, his weird and often 
malodorous scientific experiments, and the atmosphere of violence and danger which 
hung around him made him the very worst tenant in London” (“The Dying Detective”).  
“The Adventure of the Musgrave Ritual” mentions besides the revolver practice 
(“Holmes…would…adorn the…wall with a patriotic V.R. done in bullet-pocks”) the 
“unanswered correspondence transfixed by a jack-knife into the very centre of his 
wooden mantel-piece” and the “chemicals” and “criminal relics” in the “butter-dish, or in 
even less desirable places”.  On the other hand this story records that despite his cruelty 
to his home he treats his cases with a tender affection – that is, his records of them:  “He 
lifted bundle after bundle in a tender, caressing sort of way”.  Indeed the untidiness can 
also be seen as affection toward rather than as violence against the home:  his love of his 
“homely untidiness” (“The Adventure of the Three Students”).  As a god in conflict with 
himself, it is difficult to see whether Holmes is winning or losing, and as an artist he is 
both kindly and cruel.  “Like all great artists, he was easily impressed by his 
surroundings” (“The Problem of Thor Bridge”), in touch, connected, rather than aloof 
and alienated.  He “had the impersonal joy of the true artist in his better work”; 
nevertheless the “real artist…[is] always warmed by genuine admiration” (The Valley of 
Fear, Chapters I and II).  Cold and isolated, yet warm and sociable.  The “master 
dramatist…for an instant…ceased to be a reasoning machine” but “betrayed [a] …human 
love for admiration and applause” and though he “turned with disdain from popular 
notoriety” was so “moved…by…praise from a friend” as to become “more nearly moved 
by the softer human emotions that I had ever seen him” (“The Adventure of the Six 
Napoleons”). 
 
     It is as artist specifically (master dramatist, reasoning machine) that Holmes is both 
kind and cruel.  There is the “egotism” of which Watson complains (“I was repelled”; 
“The Adventure of the Copper Beeches”).  Holmes justifies has coldness on the basis of 
science:  “…Love is an emotional thing, and whatever is emotional is opposed to that true 
cold reason which I place above all things.  I should never marry…, lest I bias my 
judgment” (The Sign of Four, Chapter XII).  Yet Holmes’s egotism and his kindliness are 
somehow connected, as Watson seems to sense:  “Holmes’s was accessible upon the side 
of flattery, and also, to do him justice, upon the side of kindliness” (“The Red Circle”).  
The contrast Watson makes between Holmes’s “tenderness” toward Watson and 
Holmes’s “masterful, practical self” (“The Bruce-Partington Plans”) suggests that the 
cold side of Holmes is necessary to the socially active artist he is, the accuser and 



punisher of criminals.  Watson says Holmes is “less reticent and more human” in the 
Turkish bath (“The Adventure of the Illustrious Client”).  The complex idea is racist and 
hierarchical:  this humanity or humaneness is of Holmes’s heart, his body, rather that his 
mind:  of the lower orders of the political economy of the self, which gain power as the 
white man’s mind relaxes under the influence of luxuries imported from the East 
(probably not a bad idea, since the white man does take his responsibilities a little too 
seriously at times).  As the power of reason, then, of effective action against crime, 
Holmes is the enemy of his own heart.  Yet when Holmes at last shows Watson the 
“loyalty and love” he bears him Watson sees in Holmes “a great heart as well as a great 
brain” (“The Adventure of the Three Garridebs”).  The greatness belongs both to the 
reasoning machine and his enemy the heart with whom he exists in symbiosis. 
 
     One of the ways the Bohemian artist destroys himself is to live in the city instead of in 
the healthful countryside close to Nature.  Mr. Hilton Cubitt’s “clear eyes and florid 
cheeks told of a life led far from the fogs of Baker Street” (“The Adventure of the 
Dancing Men”).  Another image of the wholesome life apart from Holmes’s is sport.  
Amateur sport is “‘the best and soundest thing in England’”, declares Holmes, in its 
“world of fresh air and fair play” (“The Adventure of the Missing Three-Quarter”).  Yet 
there is the surprising resemblance between sport and art for art’s sake: “‘The work is its 
own reward’” (“The Adventure of the Norwood Builder”).  Indeed, described like this 
art-for-art’s-sake sounds surprisingly like virtue, which also is its own reward.  Holmes 
the aesthete in crime, he of the “‘taste for all that is out of the common’” as Lestrade says 
(“The Adventure of the Six Napoleons”), is also the righter of wrongs and restorer of 
justice.  But it is to please himself that he enforces justice.  It is individualism, not 
servitude.  Thus when Holmes does at last retire to his bee farm on the Sussex Downs he 
has lost none of his power, he forbids Watson to publish any more of his cases, he 
formerly permitted it only because “so long as he was in actual professional practice the 
records of his successes were of some practical value to him”.  The last case he permits 
Watson to publish – the last case Holmes publishes, from his retirement – is “the most 
important international case which he has ever been called upon to handle” (“The 
Adventure of the Second Stain”).  He creates in his retirement a private world of one, yet 
it is real, he conquers all rivals, and is a major international figure.  He enjoys now “that 
soothing life of Nature for which I had so often yearned during the long years spent amid 
the gloom of London” (“The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane”).  But the urban Holmes 
lives on within this new natural man.   
 
     Apart from the fact that Doyle must be allowed to change his mind over a lifetime of 
writing Sherlock Holmes stories, and Holmes allowed to mature, and apart from the fact 
that mythological beings contain all contradictions within themselves, Holmes’s 
miscellaneous remarks about nature variously point to the paradoxical idea (as in Wilde 
and Blake) that the artist creates nature.  There are at first and mainly in the earlier stories 
the anti-nature passages:  Watson observes that Holmes fails to appreciate the beauty of 
nature (“The Adventure of Silver Blaze”; “The Adventure of the Cardboard Box”).  The 
obvious target, from this viewpoint, is the nature poet Wordsworth; in a parody of that 
writer’s associations of remembered natural scenes with uplifting and spiritual 
experiences, Holmes loves a certain part of Surrey for its associations with the arrest of a 



forger (“The Adventure of the Solitary Cyclist”).  Opposed to the idea of Nature as a 
kindly mother is Watson’s experience of London in a storm: 

 
It was strange there in the very depths of the town, with ten miles of man’s 
handiwork on every side of us, to…be conscious that to the huge 
elemental forces all London was no more than the molehills that dot the 
fields. 
                                             (“The Adventure of the Golden Pince-nez.”)  
 

 
Holmes sarcastically admonishes Watson, on the telephone, to “‘be in close commune 
with…Nature and Josiah Amberley’”, a thoroughly disagreeable person Watson finds 
himself stranded in the country with (“The Adventure of the Retired Colourman”). 
 
     Yet the retirement of “philosophy and agriculture” (His Last Bow, “Preface”) that 
Holmes chooses at the end of his career embraces nature, albeit that the idea of nature is 
now subtly changed.  Not that it is a new idea; it occurs in the first tale of the series.  
Holmes says that Darwin believes music came to human beings before speech; Watson is 
skeptical:  “‘That’s rather a broad idea,’ I remarked”; Holmes’s defence of the idea is that 
“‘one’s ideas must be as broad as Nature if they are to interpret Nature’” (A Study in 
Scarlet, Chapter V).  Darwin here and Holmes are artists, prophets, visionaries, as well as 
scientists.  That balance of philosophy and agriculture (of mind and matter, mind and 
body) expresses Doyle’s idealism whereby the creativity of Holmes the creative artist 
liberates him from bondage to the material world.  One’s ideas are as broad as nature 
because they cover nature like a template; or like a map so accurate it is the same thing as 
the territory it represents.  Holmes’s art, his interpretation of nature, represents what it 
presents: it is nature. 
 
     It is thus that nature can be, in Doyle’s world, both the paradise viewed from afar, 
from the urban hell, and the paradise restored, attained, or created by the scientist-artist, 
the lawman restoring justice.  Nature is also woman, unruly rebel of chaos and at the 
same time civilizing goddess.  Holmes is cruel to himself in banishing himself to the 
diseased urban environment and the urban vices of cocaine and overwork.  He is kind to 
himself at last in retiring to philosophy and agriculture.  The yearning for this retirement 
he first expresses during the terrible show-down with Moriarty, when he is being stalked 
by him in the Alps, ironic paradise, Moriarty’s Alps: 

 
“Of late I have been tempted to look into the problems furnished by 
Nature rather that those more superficial ones for which our artificial state 
of society is responsible.”  
                                                      (“The Adventure of the Final Problem.”)  

 
He vows that in killing or capturing Moriarty he will both crown and end his career.  This 
is both to glorify and to reject this career of involvement with the artificial, the city, the 
civilized.  The retirement into nature will be this paradox.  Holmes the misogynist, who 
preserves the independence of his mind by rejecting the passions of his heart, will entrust 



his domestic affairs to yet another woman, another housekeeper, and his body to yet still 
another, Mother Nature, or perhaps will recognize that she has had the possession of that 
all along.  Or perhaps he never dies but achieves a pure male immortality.  On the other 
hand it is the particular obligation of woman to control nature, although and indeed 
because she first introduced nature into (or chaos into the nature of) Adam’s paradise:  
Watson describing the garden of Mr. Josiah Amberley or rather of Mrs. Amberley who is 
at this point suspected of running away with Mr. Ambeley’s money and another man 
blames her severely:   

 
The garden was all running to seed, giving me an impression of wild 
neglect in which the plants had been allowed to find the way of nature 
rather than of art.  How any decent woman could have tolerated such a 
state of things, I don’t know.  The house, too, was slatternly to the last 
degree….                                                           
                                                                     (“The Retired Colourman”.)   

 
Woman is at fault for allowing nature to assert her chaos against art; yet woman is the 
superior being in whom art conquers nature.  Thus woman has the further to fall, into the 
“slatternly” condition. 
 
     Thus Holmes’s convalescent in Cornwall from ill effects of cocaine and overwork is a 
“patient” of a “grim humour” which is “well suited” to the natural horror of the “sinister” 
bay, “old death-trap of sailing vessels, with its fringe of black cliffs and surge-swept reefs 
on which innumerable seamen have met their end”.  City and nature are in this case 
equally cruel.  In Cornwall are to be found ruins of ancient civilization swallowed up by 
nature, and the “sinister atmosphere of forgotten nations appealed to the imagination of 
my friend” (“The Devil’s Foot”).  Holmes’s god-like (indeed divine) artistic temperament 
can be either exceptionally kind or exceptionally cruel to himself.  Lestrade and Mycroft 
fidget but Holmes is at ease waiting for the criminal to enter the trap (“The Bruce-
Partington Plans”).  Even in great excitement Holmes is at peace with himself, seeking 
clues in his commonplace books, “upon the floor like some strange Buddha, with crossed 
legs” (“The Adventure of the Veiled Lodger”).  Watson frequently mentions Holmes’s 
deceptively sleepy look: 

 
…His eyelids drooped over his eyes so lazily that he might almost have 
been asleep were it not that at any halt or questionable passage of the 
narrative they half lifted, and two  grey eyes, as bright and keen as rapiers, 
transfixed me with their searching glance. 
                                            (“The Adventure of the Retired Colourman.”)                                             

 
Holmes will sometimes scandalize a new client with his relaxed attitude; he is more at 
home with his thinking mind than most people.  Or the god within may instead of treating 
the mortal husk with kindly compassion resent it and torture it as when Holmes’s “keen 
spirit” is “chafing against…involuntary inaction” (The Sign Of Four, Chapter IX).  The 
detective story is cruel when the detective judges and punishes himself, or criminals; it is 
kind when it creates a world of justice, safe from evil.  Nature, or things as they are, 



shifts. Despite its naturalistic conclusion, The Hound of the Baskervilles flirts with the 
horror of the supernatural, which Dr. Mortimer finds “‘hard to reconcile with the settled 
order of Nature’” (Chapter III).  A settled order of nature would be a nature easily 
accessible to knowledge; the truth however is, as Holmes says of the official detective 
Hopkins, we but make certain we have made certain of nothing (“The Adventure of the 
Golden Pince-nez”).  Nature in horrible Cornwall or the Grimpen Mire is as cruel as the 
city. 
 
     Justice in the detective story is cruel to the inferior being, kind to the superior.  Art 
and nature, ultimately one, can exchange positions as to kindness and cruelty.  And so 
can the bohemian and the bourgeois.  Thus it is bourgeois Christian orthodoxy in Holmes 
(though Watson praises it as “such a show of sympathy as I had seldom known him to 
exhibit”) that both demonizes the scars on Eugenia Ronder’s face with supernatural 
horror, and denies her the remedy of suicide, sentencing her to life as “‘example of 
patient suffering…to an impatient world’” (“The Adventure of the Veiled Lodger”).  
“The Adventure of the Sussex Vampire” is based on the cruel idea, coming from the 
bourgeois fear of the feelings, that there can be too much love, that love must be 
restrained:  “‘…It is a distorted love, a maniacal exaggerated love….His very soul is 
consumed with hatred….’”  Self-esteem in a criminal is a crime:  “‘…Most clever 
criminals [are]…too confident in [their] own cleverness….’” (The Hound of the 
Baskervilles, Chapter XII):  it is very close to saying that self-esteem in anyone is a 
crime.  In Holmes the figure of the intellectual is a cruel disciplinarian of the classes and 
the masses:  in his own narrative writing he clearly shows what Watson calls his 
“egotism” and which Watson’s narratives charitably attempt to soften:  “I have found it 
wise to impress clients with a sense of power” (“The Adventure of the Blanched 
Soldier”).  Thus although Dr. Mortimer’s interest in phrenology comes in for some good-
natured ridicule, his character as a scientist is put forward as superior to the common 
people (those who are at the mercy of “popular superstition”) and to the inhabitants of the 
colonies ( “the Bushman and the Hottentot”, The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapters I 
and II).  “Science” or knowledge is not only what enables but what marks the ruler, the 
ignorance of the ruled means that they deserve nothing better. 
 
     Thus although the bourgeoisie would use the mind to control the emotions, it also 
fears and controls the mind, not wishing the mind to range freely.  Sometimes Watson’s 
attitude to philosophy seems anti-intellectual, linking it to idle melancholy: 

 
Sherlock Holmes was in a melancholy and philosophic mood that 
morning.  His alert  practical nature was subject to such reactions.            
                                             (“The Adventure of the Retired Colourman.”) 

 
In Holmes’s world the appropriate function of mind is to control, and therefore he 
misnames the special by calling it the individual: 

 
“Pipes are occasionally of extraordinary interest”, said he.  “Nothing has 
more individuality save, perhaps, watches and bootlaces”.    

 



His remarks about the owner of the pipe say nothing about him in himself, his inner 
nature, but rather merely assign him several classifications, species: “‘The owner is 
obviously a muscular man, left-handed, with an excellent set of teeth, careless in his 
habits, and with no need to practice economy’” (“The Adventure of the Yellow Face”).  
Watson describes Holmes “putting his finger-tips together, as was his custom when in 
judicial moods” (“The Red-Headed League”).  He means to suggest by the symmetrical 
hand-gesture that the mind of Holmes is a mind of perfect justice, that considers both 
sides of every question equally.  The subterranean suggestion that conflicts with 
Watson’s, however, is that Holmes’ mind is rather one that denies that a question can 
have sides at all, that the symmetry means that the two sides are one. 
 
     On one occasion Holmes looks forward to catching his criminal like a butterfly in a 
net and pinning him to a cork like an insect specimen of “‘the Baker Street collection’” 
(The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter XIII).  The cruelty of making an insect of a 
human being is elsewhere that of the criminal rather than the detective:  Adalbert Gruner 
“‘collects women, and takes a pride in his collection, as some men collect moths or 
butterflies.  He had it all in that book’” (“The Adventure of the Illustrious Client”).  The 
cruel criminal Culverton Smith makes believe his bacterial cultures are criminals in 
prison:  “‘These are my prisons…Among these gelatine cultivations some of the very 
worst offenders in the world are now doing time’” (“The Dying Detective”).  Holmes’s 
most damning comment on his own profession, but unconsciously so, is aimed at the 
repulsive Amberley:  “‘all misers’”, says Holmes, are “‘jealous’” (“The Adventure of the 
Retired Colourman”).  But the archetype of the miser is the institution of private property 
itself, and it is to that institution that Holmes’ career is after all dedicated. 
 
 
Chapter V:  The Kindness of the Detective Story 
 
     The kindness of the detective story is that it gives meaning to such lives as can take it 
thence and as would otherwise lack it.  The kindness is that of Sherlock Holmes, who is 
God and blesses the people through detective fiction, his myth.  The sustaining blessing is 
the dream or fantasy of survival through knowledge, through a certain knowledge in 
particular, an initiation that guarantees survival.  The guarantee is omnipotence, 
invulnerability.  The fear of meaninglessness is as painful as this, that it calls up this 
desperate dream or fantasy.  Sherlock Holmes kindly shares his gift of omnipotence with 
any who seeks initiation into it.  It is by being the same person as his arch-enemy 
Moriarty that Holmes attains omnipotence.  They die in each other’s embrace, they 
plunge into the abyss, and later Holmes mysteriously reappears, victorious over death.  
As part of Watson’s description of the scene in which Holmes and Moriarty vanish 
together he remarks upon “the half-human shout which came booming up with the spray 
out of the abyss” (“The Adventure of the Final Problem”).  The feeling is both of 
apocalyptic terror (the death of Holmes is the end of the world as we know it) and 
millennial hope, the new creation in which human beings and nature are re-united as in 
Paradise:  this abyss is half human, half natural.  Holmes and Moriarty, also humans and 
nature, embrace:  all things embrace.  All opposites vanish, it is the mystical vision that 



materializes at the end of the world but even before that is home to adepts initiated into 
the mystery of the detective story.  (Holmes:  home.) 
 
     Two possible definitions of the criminal mind are: selfishness (Joseph Harrison is “an 
absolutely selfish man”, “The Adventure of the Naval Treaty”) and power (“‘For years 
past I have continually been conscious of some power behind the malefactor, some deep 
organizing power which for ever stands in the way of the law, and throws its shield over 
the wrong-doer’”, “The Adventure of the Final Problem”).  Moriarty is not just some 
crime boss, he is the arch-criminal and the abstract principle of crime; and of course the 
selfishness of the criminal, the chaotic anarchic principle of misrule, stands him in no 
stead without the power to enforce it.  And equally the detective’s power depends entirely 
on the criminal’s power it conquers and thus absorbs, takes in as nourishment.  Rule lives 
on misrule.  Hence for example the use in The Hound of the Baskervilles of images of 
femininity, weakness, grief, softness to express horror and dread, in other words power:  
the mysterious “sob of a woman” (Chapter V), the mysterious sound of the Grimpen Mire 
“a long, low moan, indescribably sad” (Chapter VII), the “soft undulations” yet 
“tenacious grip” of the Mire as of “some malignant hand…tugging us down into those 
obscene depths” (Chapter XIV, [continued]).  Sometimes Holmes seems to catch the 
dangerous softness as an infection:  in the story about out-of-control Phelps, Holmes 
“paced about the room in incontrollable excitement”, or “strolled round the house 
with…a negligent air which was unusual with him” (“The Adventure of the Naval 
Treaty”). 
 
     Several times Watson, or Holmes himself, remarks on how near Holmes comes, a 
hairsbreadth or so, to being a criminal.  “…I could not but think what a terrible criminal 
he would have made had he turned his energy and sagacity against the law instead of 
exerting them in its defence” (The Sign of Four, Chapter VI).  Here Watson congratulates 
himself that Holmes is on his side, on the side of private property and public order; 
without detracting from Holmes’s moral impeccability as Watson sees it, nonetheless it is 
on his good fortune that he is congratulating himself:  that Holmes is on the right side  is 
not necessarily what one might have expected.  (Watson also expresses the same 
sentiment again in “The Bruce-Partington Plans”).  On the other hand, when Holmes says 
“Burglary has always been an alternative profession, had I cared to adopt it, and I have 
little doubt that I should have come to the front” (“The Adventure of the Retired 
Colourman”), he seems to deny any sense of moral duty and choose law instead of crime 
from a loftier position, that of taste.  When Holmes and Watson actually commit 
burglary, a real crime though in the service of justice, Holmes calls it “‘sporting’” and 
Watson “thrilled with a keener zest than I had ever enjoyed when we were the defenders 
of the law instead of its defiers” and rejoices in “the sporting interest of the adventure” 
(“The Adventure of Charles Augustus Milverton”).  Defiance of the law is sportsmanlike 
in the sense that it is a commitment to the game for its own sake not to the victory of one 
side or the other.  Similarly though in reverse Holmes shares all his clues, as a point of 
honour, with the official police although he knows they will be too stupid to use them: 
 



“It is not for me, my dear Watson, to stand in the way of the official police 
force.  I leave them all the evidence which I found.  The poison still 
remained upon the talc, had they the wit to find it.”  
                                                                                  (“The Devil’s Foot.”) 

 
Inspector MacDonald is “‘surprised and a little shocked’” that Holmes “‘always keep[s] 
faith’” with his informant the criminal “Porlock” (The Valley of Fear, Chapter II); it is 
just because Holmes is closer to the criminal world that he is more effective against it 
than are the official police.  Shinwell Johnson’s new career as Holmes’s informant is 
made possible by his old career as “very dangerous villain” (“The Adventure of the 
Illustrious Client”); it is like the way Holmes cannot solve a mystery without first having 
failed to:  before he can solve a mystery he must begin to solve it. 
 
     Holmes as aristocratic sportsman and man of taste is the god-figure who envisions and 
enforces a higher justice than the law of England or of the world.  This kindness of the 
detective story is not materially liberating for the reader, but it supplies a pleasant fancy 
of liberation.   Not exactly escape literature, though often called that, it supplies a fanciful 
sensation as of escape.  “‘It is not for me to judge’” (“The Boscombe Valley Mystery”) or 
“‘I think that we may judge…very mercifully’” (“The Adventure of the Noble Bachelor”) 
says Holmes, in the first case forgiving a murder he decides has been due to 
insupportable provocation, in the second a mere breach of manners, but using very 
similar language:  “‘I pray that we may never be exposed to such a temptation’” and “‘we 
may…thank our stars that we are never likely to find ourselves in the same position’”.  
The burglar Holmes is free to pass anywhere; the judge Holmes is free to rise above 
worldly justice, to be a criminal in the eyes of worldly justice while he serves a higher 
justice.  A pleasant freedom for the reader to imagine as his or her own.  Holmes justifies 
a burglary saying “‘Of course, legally we are putting ourselves hopelessly in the wrong, 
but I think that it is worth it’” (“The Adventure of the Yellow Face”).  Breaking the law 
can serve a higher justice.  Carelessly allowing the thief of the secret treaty to escape 
arrest, probably, Holmes congratulates himself that he has in this way deflected public 
attention from the secret diplomats (“The Adventure of the Naval Treaty”). 
 
     Sometimes it is secret diplomacy that is the higher justice.  Sometimes it is aristocratic 
privilege (which Watson’s narratives refer to, euphemistically, as the aristocratic right to 
privacy, the demand that no “‘honoured name’” be “‘dragged into [a] matter’”:  “The 
Adventure of the Illustrious Client”).  Sometimes the higher justice is the protection of 
women of the elite class, even from prosecution for murder (“The Adventure of Charles 
Augustus Milverton”).  Always it is Holmes himself who is the elite above the elite and 
the aristocrat of all aristocracy, so that even when he promises to guard the aristocratic 
secret it is with a “whimsical smile” meaning that he obeys no one and nothing but 
himself (“The Adventure of the Illustrious Client”).  Holmes cheerfully agrees with Von 
Bork that he is guilty of several illegal acts in the service of his country (“His Last 
Bow”); patriotism is a higher justice and an element of war propaganda gives the German 
a racist characterization as plodding, unimaginative, obsessed with rules.  When 
patriotism conflicts with aristocratic privilege it is the latter that wins, not that it is right 



that Sir James Walter shelter his brother Colonel Walter from prosecution for treason, but 
it is understandable (“The Bruce-Partington Plans”). 
 
     Justice is a mystery and not what it seems.  Holmes claims to deny and bypass the 
human person in his quest for justice:  “‘personal qualities’” he says are “‘emotional 
qualities’” and confuse the facts of guilt or innocence (The Sign of Four, Chapter II).  Yet 
time and again Doyle uses emotional issues to suggest that there is a higher justice 
beyond British justice.  Holmes protects from British justice women who become private 
executioners of drunken, abusive husbands (“The Adventure of the Abbey Grange”, “The 
Adventure of the Veiled Lodger”), or of blackmailers (“The Adventure of Charles 
Augustus Milverton”).  Or sometimes it is the emotions of men that appeal to the 
sympathies of readers:  “The Adventure of the Solitary Cyclist” mitigates the crimes of 
stalking and rape, for in Watson’s opinion “That a man should lie in wait for and follow a 
very handsome woman is no unheard-of thing”, and although Holmes says “‘a forced 
marriage is no marriage, but it is a very serious felony’”, he does not call it rape.  In “The 
Adventure of the Dancing Men” Abe Slaney is spared from execution because he loves 
Elsie and because Cubitt fired first.  Or the emotion appealed to may be that of revenge.  
Jefferson Hope is not spared from execution for taking revenge against those who rape  
and kill his fiancée and kill her father, but British justice is frustrated in his case by divine 
justice, for God Himself may judge him more mercifully than British justice might, as we 
know because God was Jefferson Hope’s collaborator in revenge, for it was the Almighty 
who chose that Drebber and Stangerson choose the poison pills rather that the harmless 
ones Hope had made to look exactly like them (A Study in Scarlet).  Justice wears the 
face of human feelings, of revenge after untold suffering, after “twenty long years in that 
fever-ridden swamp (The Sign of Four, Chapter XII). 
 
     Doyle’s ideas were not always progressive.  They were liberal and bourgeois.  
Sometimes the higher justice is anti-semitic.  The police are lenient towards criminals 
who see themselves as victims of Jews (“The Adventure of Shoscombe Old Place”).  
Sometimes the target in Doyle’s passages about the higher justice is radical politics:  the 
unlamented death in Spain of the Tiger of San Pedro and his secretary, in a revenge for 
their many crimes which is just though not sanctioned by law, is “ascribed to Nihilism 
and the murderers…never arrested” (“Wisteria Lodge”), “Nihilism” being a blanket term 
for any small-scale political movement not sponsored by major governments, and also in 
this case practically equivalent to “act of God”.  (There is also a swipe at Spain as an 
inferior Southern country that breeds “Nihilism” and is careless about the efficiency of its 
police.)  Once the example of the higher justice is the murder of a man who is in any case 
an escaped convict under sentence of death: “The tragedy was still black enough, but this 
man had at least deserved death by the laws of his country” (The Hound of the 
Baskervilles, Chapter XII).  The taxpayer is at least spared the expense.  In Doyle’s time 
as in ours there exists the dangerous romance of privatized justice as a relief of the tax 
burden.  In an earlier chapter Sir Henry and Watson agree to let the convict run to South 
America, for the same reason, that “‘it would relieve the taxpayer of a burden’” (Chapter 
X).  Yet it is a great kindness in the detective story to return justice to the private and 
personal world of the human heart, from the official and impersonal world which has 
appropriated it.   



 
     The kindness of the detective story is its reclaiming of knowledge for the private and 
personal human heart.  In “The Adventure of the Three Students” the higher justice is the 
protection of the University from scandal, like the privilege of the aristocracy in some of 
the other stories.  Yet the real point is not the defence of institutions of learning but rather 
the private and personal joy of learning and knowledge, for Holmes’s learning is curious, 
unorthodox, “out-of-the-way”, and at first seems to Watson to be ignorance (A Study in 
Scarlet, Chapters I and II).  Holmes can speak “on miracle plays, on medieval pottery, on 
Stradivarius violins, on the Buddhism of Ceylon, and on the warships of the future – 
handling each as though he had made a special study of it” (The Sign of Four, Chapter 
X).  While he is believed dead and on the run from the two dangerous members of the 
Moriarty gang still at large, Holmes performs anonymous and wonderful feats as 
explorer, anthropologist, spy, and scientific student of “the coal-tar derivatives” (“The 
Adventure of the Empty House”).  It would be cruel of the detective story to make its 
reader feel inferior to the great detective, but the idea is to encourage the reader to dream 
of possessing for himself or herself Holmes’s powerful superior knowledge, the most 
powerful in the world since it destroys injustice and restores justice, even though it seems 
eccentric and bizarre in its extreme specialization (the seventy-five perfumes Holmes has 
trained himself to recognize, The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter XV; the cigar-ash 
recognition), so as to encourage the reader to delight in his or her own strangeness, 
uniqueness, the fact that one is oneself alive, which is in itself delightful, strange, unique, 
though shared by all living beings. 
 
     However curious, however, mere learning is merely human; somewhat above the 
human apparently are Holmes’s “remarkable powers, carefully cultivated, of seeing in the 
dark” (“The Adventure of Charles Augustus Milverton”).  Clearly superhuman, 
supernatural, God, is the strange intelligence, divided yet united, of Holmes-Moriarty.  
Doyle follows Romantic theory in having Holmes’s talent dangerous and harmful to 
himself.  Also in having Holmes’s talent criminal.  “‘All great criminals have…a 
complex mind’” says Holmes and cites for example a certain “‘violin virtuoso’” and an 
“‘artist’” (“The Adventure of the Illustrious Client”).  Millennia ago, Indian philosophers 
placed the Self in a mysterious world beyond the grasp of our efforts to judge and 
control.  European imperialists from ancient Greece to the post-Renaissance centuries 
brought back this thinking for European philosophers to copy and adopt as their own.  
Jungians and others have commented on the radical ambivalence of the Self, image and 
actuality of God.  Writers such as Paul Radin (The Trickster) and Norman O. Brown 
(Hermes the Thief) have defined the world of myth as that of ambiguity and ambivalence, 
the border between the known and the unknown, which is known and unknown. 
 
     As Holmes is the only consulting detective, Moriarty is the only consultant in crime; 
this makes him a civilized criminal, not a savage:  “‘This crime is from London, not 
America…It is no case of sawed-off shot-guns and clumsy six-shooters’” (The Valley of 
Fear, “Epilogue”).  Consulting detective and consulting criminal are experts of one 
expertise.  Therefore the duel between them takes place not in the material world but in 
silence and abstraction: 

 



“He saw every step which I took to draw my toils around him.  Again and 
again he strove to break away, but I as often headed him off.  I tell you, 
my friend, that if a detailed account of that silent contest could be written, 
it would take its place as the most brilliant bit of thrust-and-parry work in 
the history of detection.” 
                                                     (“The Adventure of the Final Problem.”)    

 
Holmes’s appetite becomes healthy when success is near (The Valley of Fear, Chapter 
VI):  food is not a material but a mental substance.  Holmes prefers to think in a stuffy 
room, with the window closed:  “‘I find that a concentrated atmosphere helps a 
concentration of thought’” (The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter III).  This literalism 
of metaphor is idealism:  the stuffy room has no reality outside of the concentrated 
thought, the stuffy room is the concentrated thought.  Holmes has, he says, “‘a theory that 
the individual represents in his development the whole procession of his ancestors’”, that 
ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny.  Watson judges the theory “‘surely rather fanciful’” 
(“The Adventure of the Empty House”); it is idealism, it has the individual not separate 
form the ancestors but bonded with them by their shared concept. 
 
     Moriarty “‘pervades London’”, is the “‘power behind the malefactor…deep 
organizing power’” and eternal archetypal criminal.  He is an idea and no less real for it.  
He does little himself, but only plans:  the physical reality is in the idea, of crime, of 
Moriarty.  The duel of silent and absent second-guessing between Moriarty and Holmes 
is Holmes’s severest test, and during the actual physical and verbal interview between 
them it is Moriarty’s intellectuality that makes him the most threatening bully Holmes 
has experienced (“The Adventure of the Final Problem”).  He knows Moriarty’s threats 
are sincere because Moriarty is intelligent.  More exists in Moriarty’s mind than in lesser 
minds.  The concrete lives in the abstraction, the body lives in the mind.  “‘A devil with 
merely local powers like a parish vestry would be too inconceivable a thing’”, says 
Holmes, yet also:  “‘The devil’s agents may be of flesh and blood, may they not?’”  
Holmes remarks sarcastically to Mr. Mortimer that to believe in a Devil of material 
substance is to have “‘quite gone over to the supernaturalists’”, yet Holmes believes in 
this Devil without being one of the supernaturalists, for unlike them he is no dualist and 
is thus not trapped in the dualist paradoxes he mocks (The Hound of the Baskervilles, 
Chapter III).  Those who behave as though there were a Devil create the Devil in their 
behaviour.  Thus the idea of the Devil creates the Devil’s behaviour, is creative, adds to 
the sum of things which exist.  Baron Gruner, Holmes says, is an “‘excellent antagonist, 
cool as ice’”:  if “artist” may define “criminal”, so may “aristocrat” (“The Adventure of 
the Illustrious Client”).  The mind is the source of freedom.  Freedom bursts or burgeons 
forth, is not predictable, thrives then in contest against the most excellent antagonist, is 
invulnerable, omnipotent.   
 
     So surprising is freedom that it appears even in Watson, who is infinitely creative in 
his lack of intelligence and commits all possible blunders:  “‘I cannot at the moment 
recall any possible blunder which you have omitted’” (“The Disappearance of Lady 
Frances Carfax”).  Watson misses everything of importance (“The Adventure of the 
Retired Colourman”).  For Holmes, by contrast, nothing is not of importance, nothing can 



be assumed to be trivial:  “‘The affair seems absurdly trifling, and yet I dare call nothing 
trivial when I reflect that some of my most classic cases have had the least promising 
commencement’” (“The Adventure of the Six Napoleons”).  If nothing is trivial then 
copying out the Encyclopaedia Britannica or reading the directory of Paris (“The 
Adventure of the Red-Headed League”, “The Adventure of the Stockbroker’s Clerk”) 
cannot be trivial.  This is the point of view of omniscience.  We know that Mycroft is 
omniscient (“The Bruce-Partington Plans”) and that Holmes differs from Mycroft only in 
having the talent for action.  “Sherlock Holmes’s smallest actions [are] all directed 
towards some definite and practical end” (A Study in Scarlet, Chapter III).  His 
omniscience creates his omnipotence. 
 
     Holmes’s omniscience is his “intuition”, it comes of an inner connection with all 
things:  

 
     “But do you mean to say,” I said, “that without leaving your room you 
can unravel some knot which other men can make nothing of, although 
they have seem every detail for themselves?”  

                 “Quite so.  I have a kind of intuition that way.”   
                                                                              (A Study in Scarlet, Chapter II.) 
  
 
Here Holmes is one with Moriarty and Mycroft, silent, passive, impassive.  Possibly 
Mycroft is the Holy Ghost in whom Moriarty the Father and Holmes the Son are 
conjoined, if Moriarty is committed to evil action and Holmes to good action, but 
Mycroft to no action, which is neither good nor evil.  Or perhaps the difference between 
good and evil is that Holmes has feelings but Moriarty has none – even though Holmes’s 
feelings are divided or separate from his mind:  “Without having a tinge of cruelty in his 
singular composition,….if his emotions were dulled, his intellectual perceptions were 
exceedingly active” (The Valley of Fear, Chapter II).  Holmes’s omniscience is a 
liberating energy, as is Holmes’s criminal-self which is beyond good and evil, above the 
law.  Yet Holmes is not cruel as is Moriarty.  It seems that the difference between them is 
that Holmes is the liberator and Moriarty is the controller.  This might explain why 
Holmes says Moriarty is his equal (“‘may be taken as being quite on the same intellectual 
plane as myself’”), yet also that Moriarty is limited (“‘There are limits, you see, to our 
friend’s intelligence’”:  “The Adventure of the Final Problem”). 
 
     Sometimes indeed Holmes seems very limited.  Telling his own story, instead of 
allowing Watson to do it, and with much unintentional humour, Holmes can represent 
himself as very wooden and mechanical: 

 
As we drove to Euston we picked up a grave and taciturn gentleman of 
iron-grey aspect, with whom I had made the necessary arrangements. 
     “This is an old friend,” I said to Dodd.  “It is possible that his presence  
may be entirely unnecessary, and, on the other hand, it may be essential.  
It is not necessary at the present stage to go any further.”   

 



Holmes yields nothing to the human need for explicit communication but goes on in his 
rigid fashion being himself, performing his mysterious actions, speaking in his own 
obscure private tongue.  When within a paragraph or two Holmes completes his solution 
of the mystery, he complains that he has had to give it away to his reader rather than 
achieve the Watsonian “meretricious” effect, but of course he has given away nothing 
(“The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier”).  And Holmes’s omniscience limits not only 
his ability to show himself to mere human beings, but even to diverge from the path he so 
perfectly foretells for himself.  He predicts that he will solve his case at “‘seven-thirty, 
the day after tomorrow’” (“The Adventure of the Mazarin Stone”). 
 
     Or perhaps it is Holmes’s perfect prediction of the clockwork of the world that 
liberates him detaches him from it.  The “thinking machine” then would be the only 
machine that would not repeat itself, not be chained to its future foretold.  This would be 
the difference between good and evil, between Holmes and Moriarty.  Moriarty is a 
prisoner of his genes, “had hereditary tendencies of the most diabolical kind.  A criminal 
strain ran in his blood” (“The Adventure of the Final Problem”).  “‘There is a strong 
family resemblance about misdeeds’”, says Holmes (A Study in Scarlet, Chapter II) and 
“‘students of criminology’”, therefore “‘remember analogous incidents’” (The Hound of 
the Baskervilles, Chapter XIII).  Holmes’s “chain of reasoning” (“The Adventure of the 
Six Napoleons”) liberates him because “‘all life is a great chain, the nature of which is 
known whenever we are shown a single link of it’” (A Study in Scarlet, Chapter II).  A 
chain that liberates from a world that is in chains, is a chain chained to itself. 
 
 
Chapter VI:  Holmes the Imperialist 
 
     Holmes looks forward to the day when the United Kingdom and the United States will 
share in world conquest and domination: 

 
“It is always a joy to me to meet an American, Mr. Moulton, for I am one 
of those who believe that…our children [will be] some day citizens of the 
same world-wide country under a flag which shall be a quartering of the 
Union Jack with the Stars and Stripes.”  
                                                    (“The Adventure of the Noble Bachelor”.) 

 
The special contributions it seems of the United States and of Great Britain to this world 
empire will be noble savagery and refined culture; or raw energy and well-cooked reason.  
For the main idea about the U.S.A. in the Holmes stories seems to be that it is a country 
of anarchy and chaos:  “The relations between policemen and criminals are peculiar in 
the States” (The Valley of Fear, Part 2, Chapter III).  “Killer” Evans of Chicago is 
“known to have shot three men in the States” but “escaped from penitentiary through 
political influence” (“The Adventure of the Three Garridebs”).  Cruel and lawless on a 
grand scale are the Mormons (A Study in Scarlet) and the organized mineworkers (The 
Valley of Fear).  “Killer” Evans quaintly and perversely calls himself “a soft-hearted 
guy” (“The Adventure of the Three Garridebs”).  But then the savagery of the American 
is most characteristically expressed in the way he has “‘declared war on the King’s 



English’” (“His Last Bow”); the English spoken in the United States is not a dialect but 
an “‘eccentricity of speech’” (“The Adventure of the Three Garridebs”). 
 
     The Englishman is a man of taste, the American is a man of action.  “‘Paying for 
brains’” is the “‘American business principle’” (The Valley of Fear, Chapter II) and it is 
for this reason that Moriarty the consultant in crime very nearly defeats Holmes the 
consulting detective:  there is nothing in the nature of the market-place itself that will 
give more power to the good than to evil.  Yet Holmes the English man of taste must 
eventually prove superior to the American man of action:  the “childlike” look of “so 
many American men of affairs” (“The Adventure of the Three Garridebs”) indicates that 
Holmes has the adult advantage.  It is his impeccable taste that saves Holmes from taking 
up crime:  the artist is free, the criminal is a slave of materialism.  Yet Holmes’s idea of 
progress is materialist and capitalist.  What England can learn from the United States, 
Holmes believes, is to jettison the sentimental traditions that hold her back such as the 
“‘house…full of butlers, footmen, maid-servants, and the usual overfed, underworked 
staff of a large English country-house’” (“Wisteria Lodge”).  Thus Sir Henry Baskerville, 
who is a gentleman though an American as Watson believes, proposes a typical American 
solution to the problem of ghosts:  electric light.  Yet Watson himself feels oppressed by 
the darkness of Baskerville Hall (“The dining-room…was a place of shadow and gloom”, 
The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter VI). 
 
     The logical problem of taking a racist attitude toward Americans of English descent is 
well illustrated in the case of Sir Henry: 

 
There he sat, with his tweed suit and his American accent, in the corner of 
a prosaic railway-carriage, and yet as I looked at this dark and expressive 
face I felt more than ever how true a descendant he was of the long line of 
high-blooded, fiery, and masterful men.  
                                              (The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter VI.) 

 
There seems to be here a kind of logic connecting the qualities “American” and “prosaic” 
and opposing these to adventure and excitement as existed in olden times of romance: 
some notion that the future is in a way “American”, the democracy of the market-place 
instead of the romance of the aristocrats.  Certainly it is with approval that Watson 
describes the democratic ways of the (naturalized) American Douglas (or Edwards,) in 
contrast to the snobbery of his English neighbours (The Valley of Fear, Chapter III).  Yet 
there is ridicule (however muffled and indirect), of patriotism in the U.S.A., in the 
incident of “‘Columbine’s New-Fangled Banner’” (A Study in Scarlet, Chapter IV).  
Seemingly the new-fangled bourgeois State of the future cannot inspire love or loyalty:  it 
is shapeless, formless.  Yet it is this lack of definition that makes it the perfect instrument 
of bourgeois imperialism, endlessly growing and devouring.  So the ideology of 
imperialism must be borrowed from the romantic past, even as racism itself is on loan 
from the theory of aristocracy.  Thus liberal political theory and the actuality of slavery 
are contradictory historical bases of the United States. 
 



     Doyle’s flirtation with Moriarty in the Holmes stories is made possible by the 
aristocratic superiority of Moriarty, a law unto himself, like Holmes.  Although Doyle’s 
idea of the noble savage is a product of his racism, he may be correct to see the artist as 
in some sense both noble and a savage.  The liberal in Doyle must have been puzzled by 
the artist’s demand to be liberated in a capitalist society, where liberation is impossible.  
Baron Gruner is an important illustrative analogy with Moriarty because the question 
whether his criminal part is identical with his aristocratic part is even more explicit (and 
ambiguous) than with Moriarty (“The Adventure of the Illustrious Client”).  Holmes says 
at the end of the adventure that he is glad to have had his “attention called” to the Baron.  
He might be saying he avoids the immorality of taking an interest in the Baron by being 
interested instead in the mere science of the Baron, except that we know that Holmes, 
artist as he is, places intellect above morality.  “Of all ruins that of a noble mind is the 
most deplorable”, says Watson contemplating Holmes’s simulation of the dementia of a 
man dying of a fever (“The Dying Detective”).  But Watson’s sentiment is Holmes’s 
also:  nobility is intellectual superiority.  It is for this reason that Holmes is able to 
describe as “‘clever’”, original, and “‘brilliant’” the villains’ attempt to bury Lady 
Frances alive (“The Disappearance of Lady Frances Carfax”).  Moriarty’s power is his 
brain (The Valley of Fear, Part I, Chapter One). 
 
     The immorality of art is that it elevates beauty above morality.  Its romantic heroes 
come from an archaic world in which rule by the strong is its own justification.  Holmes 
brings the thieves to justice though he has twice remarked that to do so is less important 
to him that to recover the beautiful stone (“The Adventure of the Mazarin Stone”).  It is 
curious therefore that Holmes should call Moriarty a “‘Napoleon-gone-wrong’” (The 
Valley of Fear, Part I, Chapter Two).  Has the world forgotten in just a century that 
Napoleon was a tyrant?  Yet the term seems to legitimize Napoleon.  Of course, an 
unsympathetic viewpoint might find British and United States imperialism as illegitimate 
as Napoleon’s, nay as Moriarty’s crimes.  Holmes’s “‘horror at [the] crimes’” is “‘lost’” 
in his “‘admirations’” of the “‘genius…philosopher…abstract thinker’”.  Moriarty 
himself takes pleasure in the contest with Holmes (“The Adventure of the Final 
Problem”); the truly worthy villain is as reckless as the hero in playing the game for its 
own sake, the game of art-for-art’s-sake.  In the art of the adventure story for boys, moral 
teaching is abandoned in favour of admirable villains.  No villain, no conflict, no story; 
and a weak or contemptible villain would make conflict impossible.  Holmes laments the 
death of Moriarty, later (“The Adventure of the Norwood Builder”), and taunts Colonel 
Moran as “lover”; Moriarty’s survivor does not enjoy the joke (“The Adventure of the 
Empty House”), does not reciprocate Holmes’s delight in him as brother, alter ego, 
shadow.  (Of course now that the conflict is resolved the villain may become 
contemptible:  Holmes is in his omnipotent phase [justice has triumphed] and the only 
person in the [new, just] universe). 
 
     Perhaps a racist attitude to the United States would be justified in Doyle’s opinion by 
the possibility that any of its citizens could be African Americans in a disguise, that their 
African ancestry might not show.  If such was Doyle’s thinking, however, he was 
unaware of it.  On the contrary his story about the noble savage John Hebron (“‘a nobler 
man never walked the earth’”) is clearly intended on the conscious level to be an attack 



against racism.  (Hebron, in the Bible, has patriarchal associations; we may read vibrant 
primitive orthodoxy.)  But the widow of John Hebron unconsciously describes him as 
belonging to an inferior race: “‘It was our misfortune that our only child took after his 
people rather than mine’”.  Indeed the phrase “his people” is curious because Hebron’s 
ancestry is white as well as black.  Watson too falls into the curious habit when he 
describes Hebron’s portrait as “of a man, strikingly handsome and intelligent, but bearing 
unmistakable signs upon his features of his African descent”.  African descent, rather 
than European; and in conflict with “strikingly handsome and intelligent” (“The 
Adventure of the Yellow Face”). 
 
     The racist imperialist model of the world has in the north London as its head and in 
the south, feverish, poisonous, passionate, diseased, the belly infected with “enteric fever, 
that curse of our Indian possessions”; indeed the infection reaches “London, that great 
cesspool into which all the loungers and idlers of the Empire are irresistibly drained” (A 
Study in Scarlet, Part 1, Chapter I).  This is why the London fog is “yellow” (“The Bruce-
Partington Plans”).  Not that the English must heal themselves by giving up the Empire.  
It is but the white mans’s burden, to be infected by the disease he keeps in check.  Thus 
Holmes’s work of healing the sick world is done mainly in London.  Culverton Smith 
seems in control of the “‘Coolie disease’” which may be “‘Tapanuli fever’” or “‘the black 
Formosa corruption’”, but he may himself be infected, in some sense, for he is “yellow” 
of “face” (as well as having like Moriarty a “skull…of enormous capacity” and like 
Josiah Amberley  the “misshapen demon with a soul as distorted as his body” a “small” 
and “twisted” body).  Yet much as the characterization by Doyle of Culvertson Smith 
shows Doyle’s unconscious racism, and his general horror at difference and otherness, 
nevertheless Doyle uses Smith as a vehicle to satirize racism , for he has Smith say in 
utter callousness (thinking he is watching Holmes die in torment of the disease), “‘Yes, 
the coolies used to do some squealing towards the end’” (“The Dying Detective”).  Doyle 
is himself infected with the racism which he attacks and which thinks of the allegedly 
inferior races as themselves infection itself. 
 
     The connection between “yellow” and black (the “black Formosa corruption”) is 
explained in Watson’s description of Mrs. Lyons’s “extreme beauty”:  “…Her 
cheeks…were flushed with the exquisite bloom of the brunette, the dainty pink which 
lurks at the heart of the sulphur rose” (The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter XI).  This 
black (“brunette”) and yellow are beautiful rather than diseased and horrible, for woman 
represents in the world of Watson and Holmes the seductive magic of the witch to 
destroy.  (Yet as the description of Mrs. Lyons continues, Watson says that her immoral 
behaviour has caused her beauty to be less than perfect:  a wary male would then be safe 
from it.)  Like Josiah Amberley and Culverton Smith, Henry Wood (victim of torture in 
India) is “twisted”; “‘it was a wonder the man lived, seeing how twisted he was’”.  The 
judgement is not Holmes’s but is part of the “gossip” of Wood’s landlady, but the reader 
is tacitly invited to imagine that a different body’s difference would make it difficult for 
it to sustain life.  Wood is “worn and swarthy” of complexion rather than yellow, but his 
eyes are “yellow-shot” and “bilious” (“The Adventure of the Crooked Man”).  Unlike the 
natives themselves, the “‘black fiends…dancing and howling’” (The Sign of Four, 
Chapter Twelve), whose blackness is the sign of their own Satanic nature, Wood has been 



twisted by his encounter with Satan.  But Amberley is twisted and Smith is twisted and 
yellow because they are Satan.  Rodger Baskerville “‘was the black sheep of the family’”, 
“‘came of the old masterful Baskerville strain’” and “‘made England too hot to hold 
him’”:  masterful and hot, he died of “‘yellow fever’” (The Hound of the Baskervilles, 
Chapter III).  He was Satan because he was passionate. 
 
     Yellow is not an unattractive colour in the passionate, Italian-looking Annie Harrison, 
fiancée and nurse of Percy Phelps who suffered from brain fever: 
 

She was a striking-looking woman, a little short and thick for symmetry, 
but with a beautiful olive complexion, large, dark Italian eyes, and a 
wealth of deep black hair.  
                                                     (“The Adventure of the Naval Treaty”.) 

 
Very different from the beautiful olive face is the escaped convict Selden’s “evil yellow 
face, a terrible animal face, all seamed and scored with vile passions” (The Hound of the 
Baskervilles, Chapter XII).  Selden and his sister (butler Barrymore’s wife) share a 
family characteristic of bulkiness, as do Annie Harrison and her brother Joseph.  Eliza 
Selden Barrymore is a person of “comic…bulky figure”, but her brother’s “figure” is 
“short, squat, strongly-built”.  Annie Harrison is merely a little less than symmetrical but 
Joseph is “stout”.  The woman’s desires are toward the welfare of the man.  Eliza’s love 
of her brother comes close to redeeming him.  Annie’s love of Phelps comes close to 
being misplaced however:  it is Holmes’s salvation of Phelps that redeems Annie’s love.  
The woman’s love of the man is a saintly sacrifice that can become perverted if she loves 
an evil man, or a weak man such as Phelps if Holmes did not rescue him.  Eliza’s love of 
her brother is redeemed from becoming an evil love of an evil man because Selden’s evil 
is merely that of a savage and beast, not that of a devil:  although “‘the devil entered into 
him’”, she says, “‘the mercy of God…snatched him from the scaffold;…to me, sir, he 
was always the little curly-headed boy that I had nursed and played with’”.  The stoutness 
of Joseph Harrison unlike that of Selden, which represents the strength of the wild beast 
shows him a demon of boundless appetite and boundless cruelty:  “He has lost heavily in 
dabbling with stocks, and…is ready to do anything on earth to better his fortunes…[He] 
is a gentleman to whose mercy I should be extremely unwilling to trust”. 
 
     Selden’s evil yellow face wrinkled with vile passions is similar to Dr. Grimesby 
Roylott’s “large face, seared with a thousand wrinkles, burned yellow with the sun, and 
marked with every evil passion”; his eyes are yellow too, “bile-shot” (“The Adventure of 
the Speckled Band”), like Henry Wood’s (“The Adventure of the Crooked Man”).  Henry 
Wood is also wrinkled:  “‘his face was all crinkled and puckered like a withered apple’”.  
Henry Wood is as we have seen the victim rather than like Selden or Roylott the owner of 
the vile passions, but they have made a similar mark upon his face.  The wrinkles and the 
vile passions are Indian in the cases of Wood and Roylott.  The most alarming example 
of the colour yellow is the apparent face staring from the window:  there was “‘something 
unnatural and inhuman about the face…of a livid, dead yellow, and with something set 
and rigid about it, which was shockingly unnatural’” (“The Adventure of the Yellow 
Face”).  Doyle’s intention is that the mask symbolize racist delusion, for the real face 



behind it is the charming “little coal-black negress with all her white teeth flashing in 
amusement at our amazed faces”.  Inadvertently, however, in the yellow mask Doyle 
creates an image that supports the paranoia of racism.  Wrinkles, stoutness, colours, 
gender – any sign of difference from the idealized version of the young white male of the 
privileged class is a sign of emotion in riot against intellectual control. 
 
     Dr. Roylott is a key figure in the idea of crime and the criminal as Doyle presents it, 
for as intellect is the apex of excellence and the healer (which as we have seen Doyle 
assimilates to the detective) is the proper form of intellectual excellence, so India (an 
“Eastern training”) creates the perfect example of the perversion of intellect, the 
physician turned poisoner: 

 
“Ah me!  It’s a wicked world, and when a clever man turns his brains to 
crime it is the worst of all….When a doctor does go wrong, he is the first 
of criminals….The idea of using a form of poison which could not 
possibly be discovered by any chemical test was just such a one as would 
occur to a clever and ruthless man who had an Eastern training.”  
                                                   (“The Adventure of the Speckled Band”.)  

 
Even Dr. Roylottt’s strong Indian cigars smell bad:  they are strong because his desire is 
out of control, and uncontrolled desire is evil.  Another symbol of India as the riotous 
belly of geopolitical man is Roylott’s collection of dangerous exotic animals: cheetah 
baboon, and the deadly swamp adder.  Wood, the Crooked Man, also carries his symbol 
of India, another exotic but less dangerous animal.  The belly is to the head as the animal 
to the human, hence the terrible punishment of Professor Presbury, who becomes an 
animal when he tries to become the Superman:  “‘When one tries to rise above Nature 
one is liable to fall below it.  The highest type of man may revert to the animal if he 
leaves the straight road of destiny’” (“The Creeping Man”).  Since the appropriate 
position of the white human male is dominance over all other beings, this dominance is 
actually submission – to right order.  Since Professor Presbury has offended right order 
by attempting to live forever by injecting monkey gland, he becomes a mere animal, or 
worse – a creature fallen below nature:  the perversion of the highest falls to the lowest. 
 
     This paradox of dominance as submission appears in the fact that Professor Presbury 
was “‘a man of very virile and positive, one might almost say combative, character’” 
even before he took the monkey-gland drug from “Bohemia” that “‘darkened’” his 
“‘higher qualities’”.  For if the quality “combative” is a degree of the quality “virile”, 
then the combativeness that distinguishes certain animals cannot in itself make them 
inferior to combative male human beings.  Yet animals are always inferior to human 
beings, in the Sherlock Holmes stories, and one of the ways of making the criminal 
characters seem horrible is to make them resemble animals, such as Miss Fraser of the 
ferret eyes and her partner Holy Peters of the bitten ear (“The Disappearance of Lady 
Frances Carfax”) whose horribleness would seem to be that of one of the combative 
animals, although he seems also to be the victim rather than the perpetrator of 
combativeness, and although combativeness in a male human is often a virtue in these 
stories.  Perhaps combativeness with pistols is a virtue but combativeness with teeth is 



horrible, and perhaps if Peters’s ear is bitten we must assume a combat of mutual biting.  
At any rate, if the fierceness of animals is horrible their gentleness is contemptible:  the 
“bovine” and “ox-like” official policeman (“The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane”). 
 
     Some animals are valued for a fierceness that becomes horrible when humans take it 
on (it is that theory again of perversion):  the Indian rebels are “‘terriers’” (“The 
Adventure of the Crooked Man”).  Sometimes the fierceness of the fierce animal is 
valuable in a human but of only an inferior kind of value to what is properly human: 
Lestrade is a ferret, and though “‘absolutely devoid of reason’” a bulldog (“The 
Adventure of the Cardboard Box”).  He is also a rat (A Study in Scarlet, Chapter II).  
Another policeman is “foxy” (“sharp”, “by no means amiable”, and “frigid”: “The 
Adventure of the Naval Treaty”).  However, he resumes human form when Holmes 
persuades him to see reason.  Of course a policeman who obstructed Holmes in his work 
of restoring justice to the world would have to be seen as an animal, like the criminal.  
But the fiercest of all the animal criminals, described in language that expresses the most 
hatred and horror of any in the Holmes stories, is “Tonga” the Andaman Islander: 

 
…a little black man – the smallest I have ever seen -  with a great, 
misshapen head and a shock of tangled, dishevelled hair….a savage, 
distorted creature….that face was enough to give a man a sleepless night.  
Never have I seen features so deeply marked with all bestiality and 
cruelty.  His small eyes glowed and burned with a somber light, and his 
thick lips were writhed back from his teeth, which grinned and chattered at 
us with half-animal fury.  
                                                                      (The Sign of Four, Chapter X.) 

 
In a contradiction not unique to Doyle, though it is surprising he did not detect it, Tonga 
is described also as a “cannibal”, as well as animal.  “Cannibal” ought to make him 
human:  a human eater of his own kind. 
 
     If a black man can become an animal, then it seems that also an animal can become a 
black man, for the Hound is a “dark form and savage face” (The Hound of the 
Baskervilles, Chapter XIV).  Yet such is the great power of Holmes that he has control 
even over the “wild beast …in [the]…dark jungle of criminal London” (“The Adventure 
of the Empty House”).  Indeed since the purpose of making the criminal an animal is to 
express both dread and contempt, sometimes the one or the other may receive emphasis: 
thus the criminal may be a most contemptible and pathetic animal, an insect specimen for 
the collector:  “A pin, a cork, and a card, and we add him to the Baker Street collection!” 
(The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter XIII.)  Colonel Moran is a tiger: there is 
contempt in the metaphor as well as terror and horror: a Southern, an Indian animal, not 
the king of beasts, and at the mercy of its ungovernable appetite.  Colonel Moran is a 
philosopher above and a sensualist below  (“With the brow of a philosopher above and 
the jaw of a sensualist below”), dangerous but in the last analysis contemptible, his higher 
nature the victim of the bestial appetite, for he “must have started with great capacities 
for good or for evil”:  the perversion of the higher nature is a greater fall than that of a 
mediocre (“The Adventure of the Empty House”).  One of the Scowrers is “vulture-



faced”, another is nicknamed “Tiger”:  again, they are frightening but in the end 
contemptible (The Valley of Fear, Part 2, Chapter VI). 
 
     The contemptible animal is not always the criminal or the official policeman but can 
be the victim if she is an aging woman:  “‘a stray chicken’” in a world of 
foxes…[and]when …gobbled up…hardly missed’” (“The Disappearance of Lady Frances 
Carfax”).  Or Holmes may in self-contempt call himself a contemptible animal:  he is 
“‘an ass’”, he says, and seems to prove his point by mixing his metaphor:  for “‘this was 
not the bird that I was looking for’” (“The Bruce-Partington Plans”).  More typically of 
course Holmes is a fierce predatory animal, a bird or bloodhound (The Sign of Four, 
Chapter VI), a foxhound (A Study in Scarlet, Chapter III; “The Bruce-Partinton Plans”). 
Moriarty is a fierce and horrible but rather small animal, a spider (The Valley of Fear, 
Chapter II).  Of course this spider is also enormous, sitting in a web that stretches over 
London or perhaps the world, and enjoying that power that is superior to all others, the 
power of the mind.  The emotions are on the other hand contemptible, as indulged in the 
“agony columns”, with their “‘chorus of groans, cries, and bleatings’” (“The Red 
Circle”).  Those who suffer are inferior.  The strong are elevated to victory by a power 
that rewards the deserving, yet the reward is identified with the virtue that is rewarded, 
for it is the power to be victorious. 
 
     For although Doyle’s feudal hierarchy of all beings might sometimes seem to 
distribute the rewards among them all if not equally then according to some style of 
justice, actually it is a system of exclusion not of sharing.  For when Watson calls it 
Holmes’s “atrocious sentiment” that “Women are never to be entirely trusted – not the 
best of them” (The Sign of Four, Chapter IX) he nevertheless refers to the view of 
women that is Watson’s own and Doyle’s throughout.  Women are dangerously amoral:  
“Woman’s heart and mind are insoluble puzzles to the male.  Murder might be 
condoned…and yet some smaller offence might rankle” (“The Adventure of the 
Illustrious Client”).  Women’s sexuality is perverted:  “‘there are women in whom the 
love of a lover extinguishes all other loves’” (“The Adventure of the Beryl Coronet”).  
Emotion in its unperverted state follows the dictate of moral virtue:  “‘Human nature [is] 
strange….Even a villain and a murderer can inspire…affection….’”(“The Adventure of 
the Stockbroker’s Clerk”).  Thus women’s strength is suspect:  when Watson judges Miss 
Harrison “‘a girl of strong character’” Holmes replies as if against an objection “‘Yes, but 
she is a good sort’” (“The Adventure of the Naval Treaty”).  Thus public duty is 
“‘superior to the most intimate domestic ties’” (“The Adventure of the Second Stain”).  
Thus there is at least one criminal tempted into crime because he “‘had a very dashing 
wife with a strong partiality for expensive dresses’” who “‘plunged him over head and 
ears in debt’” (“The Adventure of Silver Blaze”).  Expensive dresses and other things of 
superficial appeal capture women: “‘that air of romance and mystery which means so 
much to a woman’” (“The Adventure of the Illustrious Client”); “‘that glamour of 
experience and of mystery which attracts a woman’s interest and finally her love’” (The 
Valley of Fear, Part 2, Chapter II). 
 
     When a woman loves she becomes vulnerable to the power of an evil man. It is 
through their love of him that Stapleton dominates both Mrs. Stapleton and Mrs. Laura 



Lyons,  and even though they both suspect him of murder (The Hound of the 
Baskervilles, Chapters XIII, XIV).  Mrs. Lyons is presented as morally inferior to Mrs. 
Stapleton because she is still married, though she has been deserted by her husband, when 
she becomes involved with Stapleton; her less than perfect virtues are actually visible 
upon her, as a flaw in her beauty: 
 

There was something subtly wrong with the face, some coarseness of 
expression, some hardness, perhaps, of eye, some looseness of lip which 
marred its perfect beauty.  
                                                                                                (Chapter XI.) 

 
But this is where the idea that women’s love is perversion breaks down.  For first of all 
not all women are equally dangerous, and secondly the more dangerous are in a sense less 
dangerous, as it were, because the quality of the more dangerous can be seen in the less 
than perfect beauty.  Thus it is not true after all, what Holmes says, that “‘Woman’s heart 
and mind are insoluble puzzles to the male’”.  Indeed in contradiction of the idea of 
woman as dangerous enigma, in the Holmes stories, appears also the idea that “‘a man of 
the world’” or with “‘knowledge of the world’” understands women implicitly:  “‘A man 
can tell easily enough when a woman loves him’” (“The Adventure of the Yellow Face”). 
 
     Holmes sees woman as man’s gaoler: he accepts Colonel Hayter’s invitation to visit 
only when assured “‘that the establishment was a bachelor one, and that he would be 
allowed the fullest freedom’” (“The Adventure of the Reigate Squire”).  Sometimes 
Watson’s wife must give her permission (“The Adventure of the Naval Treaty”) or be 
“‘away upon a visit’” (“The Adventure of the Final Problem”) before Watson may join 
Holmes on an adventure.  The misogyny of this convention of the Victorian adventure for 
boys – the female guardian must be out of the way before the adventure can happen – 
means in the case of Holmes that his God-like superiority completely isolates him and 
that woman is emotion:  Holmes’s avoidance of women is the same thing as his 
avoidance of emotion, which isolates him because it elevates him above other men.  
Watson muses that Holmes seems “somewhat inhuman”, an “isolated phenomenon, a 
brain without a heart, as deficient in human sympathy as he was pre-eminent in 
intelligence.  His aversion to women, and his disinclination to form new friendships, were 
both typical of his unemotional character” (“The Adventure of the Greek Interpreter”).  
The superior man is not only more intelligent but also more male and masculine than 
other men, for thinking is properly male and feeling female and a man emotionally 
involved with a woman has in a sense become a woman, become the woman within:  as 
Holmes says of himself, “Women have seldom been an attraction to me, for my brain has 
always governed my heart” (“The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane”).  When Holmes calls 
Watson’s marriage “selfish” (“The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier”), he is not 
entirely serious, but it is a reminder that Holmes the saviour and healer is a man of  brain, 
not of heart.  When a man is turned toward the woman within he is selfish.  Holmes is 
turned away from his heart outward toward the world around him which he must save 
and heal.  It is intellect that does this, not human sympathy. 
 



     The inner life of human sympathy is in a man female or effeminate.  The life of 
women is inner, and thus beyond men’s control:  as Neil Gibson, the Gold King, says:  
“…Women lead an inward life and may do things beyond the judgement of man” (“The 
Problem of Thor Bridge”).  In “The Adventure of the Greek Interpreter” the criminals 
escape the police but Sophy Kratides acts as a kind of higher court and herself executes 
the murderers of her brother.  It is a role given to Nature herself at the end of “The 
Adventure of the Resident Patient”: 
 

From that night nothing has been seen of the three murderers by the 
police, and it is surmised at Scotland Yard that they were among the 
passengers of the ill-fated steamer Norah Creina, which was lost some 
years ago with all hands upon the Portuguese coast…. 
 

Woman like Nature is a forbidding higher power yet illogically enough a force 
that man must control. 
 
     The beauty of woman can be a dangerous threat to the moral virtue of man, or it can 
enforce or teach it:  Miss Dunbar’s beauty whose “effect” on him Watson ”can never 
forget” can “control and guide…even the masterful millionaire”, and set him on the right 
track after he has become the destroyer of “individuals….communities, cities, even 
nations”.  Yet Miss Dunbar’s control over the Gold King is of ambiguous moral value 
after all because his attention to her makes his wife, crazy with jealousy, take her own life 
and attempt to frame Miss Dunbar.  Unless we are to understand that Maria Pinto Gibson 
is entirely to blame because she is one of those dark Southern women:  “‘a deep rich 
nature…, passionate, whole-hearted, tropical, ill-balanced.…She was crazy with hatred, 
and the heat of the Amazon was always in her blood’” (“The Problem of Thor Bridge”).  
At any rate, the contrast between Mrs. Gibson and Miss Dunbar is somewhat like that 
between the fallen Kitty Winter and the idealist Violet de Merville:  “‘flame and ice face 
to face’”. 
 
     But although Miss Dunbar’s spiritual beauty gives her the power to reform her 
ruthless millionaire, Violet de Merville’s puts her completely at the mercy of the ruthless 
Baron Gruner.  There is “‘something indescribably annoying’” about Violet’s idealism, 
Holmes confesses.  He hates it, and it does not protect her from the Baron but unites them 
in the “‘call...[of] extremes…to each other’”.  Thus she and the Baron are not truly 
opposed but are parts of the same thing, and her madness cannot be cured but only the 
cause of it (the Baron) removed.  The true opponents are the Baron and Holmes:  the 
women do not exist, Kitty and Violet are but the passive victims of the Baron.  Or:  it is 
in being the Baron’s victims that the women make the Baron truly dangerous which he 
would not be without victims.  Thus the difference between Kitty and Violet, flame and 
ice, is a false difference:  they are merely past and future victims, they are both victims.  
Or:  there is all the difference in the world between them:  Kitty is fallen and cannot be 
saved, Violet is still a woman of class and must be saved however annoying which is why 
the Illustrious Client has called Holmes in.  “‘Gruner…made me…what I am’”, says 
Kitty.  For the trick Doyle is playing is to make woman both threatening and 
insignificant, both active and passive, and to make the woman of virtue and the fallen 



woman both different and not different from each other.  Kitty is “worn with sin and 
sorrow…leprous…in Hell [with] Shinwell”.  Doyle’s criminal grotesques anticipate those 
of Dick Tracy.  The whiteness of the metaphorical leprosy, of the name “Winter”, seems 
to weaken rather than strengthen the contrast with pure Violet.  All women are alike, but 
they are of a lesser species than men:  Kitty’s vitriolic “hatred is “such as woman seldom 
and man never” feels (“The Adventure of the Illustrious Client”). 
 
     Thus the difference between Miss Dunbar and Maria Pinto Gibson is ultimately false 
as well.  All women are of the lower or Southern dark world of appetite.  Of Mrs. 
Stapleton Watson says (he thinks she is Stapleton’s sister) “There is something tropical 
and exotic about her which forms a singular contrast to her cool and unemotional 
brother”.  Of course, this contrast between them is meant to be a clue that they are not 
brother and sister and not of the same race, so Doyle is not really saying that all women 
are tropical and exotic.  Nevertheless this “one of the beauties of Costa Rica”, as Mrs. 
Stapleton turns out indeed to be, is vengeful for two reasons equally: because she is a 
woman and because she is of Spanish blood:  she discovers that Stapleton has betrayed 
her with Mrs. Lyons, and “‘a woman of Spanish blood does not condone such an injury 
so lightly’” (The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapters VIII, XV).  Being a woman and 
being Spanish are equivalent.   
 
     Several times Doyle plays this trick, of creating a woman character who is at once 
exotic and also not exotic but any woman:  Isadora Klein, masterful woman, beautiful, 
Spanish, a conquistador (“The Adventure of the Three Gables”); Mrs. Ferguson whose 
“‘fiery tropical love’” is typical of a “‘Peruvian lady’” (“The Adventure of the Sussex 
Vampire”); Mrs. Gibson who is “‘tropical by birth and tropical by nature.  A child of the 
sun and of passion’”,  of whom Miss Dunbar says: 

 
She hated me with all the fervour of her tropical nature….She loved so 
vividly in a physical sense that she could hardly understand the mental, 
and even spiritual, tie which held her husband to me, or imagine that it 
was only my desire to influence his power to good ends which kept me 
under his roof.  
                                                              (“The Problem of Thor Bridge.”) 

 
Presumably there is some connection between the spy Lucas-Fournaye’s  “taste which 
was luxurious to the verge of effeminacy” and his “extremely excitable” wife “who is of 
Creole origin”; indeed, the point of this story seems to be that the manliness of man (in 
managing for example the destiny of England) consists of keeping his secrets safe from 
women (“The Adventure of the Second Stain”).  Both this story and “The Adventure of 
the Naval Treaty” show Holmes rescuing from their own “effeminacy”, their 
vulnerability through their female connections, young and promising political careerists.  
And however distant from the government of England may seem McGinty’s gangster 
labour union, he too judges that women corrupt men’s brotherhood (The Valley of Fear, 
Part 2, Chapter II). 
 



     Despite his own Celtic heritage, Doyle gives his Celtic women characters the same 
passionate Southern attributes as his Hispanic women:  the maid Howells (whose name 
seems to contain a silly pun) of “‘excitable Welsh temperament’” and a sufferer from 
“‘brain fever’” (“The Adventure of the Musgrave Ritual”); the Cornish woman, “‘who 
had presumably the more sensitive organism’”, who dies of the poisonous smoke while 
the Cornish men are only made insane by it (“The Devil’s Foot”).  The man who 
describes Howells’ excitable temperament as “‘Welsh’” is himself described in racist 
terms in Holmes’s narrative: he is of a superior race, the aristocratic:  “‘In appearance he 
was a man of an exceedingly aristocratic type, thin, high-nosed, and large-eyed, with 
languid and yet courtly manners’”.  Of the inhabitants of a working-class district, it is the 
women who receive Watson’s contempt, in his description of “labourers and 
dockmen…and slatternly women” ( The Sign of Four, Chapter VII).  Holmes is the abject 
servant of women of the elite class but trifles contemptuously with a maidservant in order 
to gain information (“The Adventure of Charles Augustus Milveton”).  Lady Brackenstall 
is neither Celtic, Spanish, nor working-class, but Australian, but the same rule applies as 
to Americans of English descent, for she has lost her racial purity, and become excitable 
and passionate:  “‘I was brought up in the freer, less conventional atmosphere of South 
Australia, and this English life, with its proprieties and its primness, is not congenial to 
me’”; she is she says “‘a sensitive and high-spirited woman’” (“The Adventure of the 
Abbey Grange”).Van Bork boasts that German agents have stirred up Irish 
revolutionaries and feminists both against the English (“His Last Bow”):  both Celts and 
women then are weak, equally vulnerable to evil subversion. 
 
     But are women weak or strong?  This is the great confusion about the inferior and 
passionate Other.  “‘I value a woman’s instinct’” in crime detection Holmes admits (“The 
Adventure of the Lion’s Mane”).  “A woman’s quick intuition” distinguishes Holmes 
from Watson without help (“The Boscombe Valley Mystery”); “feminine perceptions” 
penetrate disguises (“The Adventure of the Greek Interpreter”):  it is a mysterious and 
supernatural power that men lack.  “‘The impression of a woman may be more valuable 
than the conclusion of an analytical reasoner’” (Holmes again: “The Man with the 
Twisted Lip”).  So is Holmes’s “peculiarly ingratiating way with women”, such that he 
“very readily established terms of confidence with them” (“The Adventure of the Golden 
Pince-nez”), an expression of respect or contempt?  “He had a remarkable gentleness and 
courtesy in his dealings with women”, although “he disliked and distrusted the sex” 
(“The Dying Detective”).  It seems women’s great power is the measure of, by 
comparison with, Holmes’s even greater:  “he had an almost hypnotic power of soothing 
[them] when he wished (“The Red Circle”).  On the other hand Holmes’s astonishing 
weakness is explained with reference to the alleged weakness of women; he is “as 
sensitive to flattery on the score of his art as any girl could be of her beauty” (A Study in 
Scarlet, Chapter IV).  Holmes calls Miss Violet Smith “‘that little woman’” despite 
Watson’s description of her as “tall, graceful, and queenly”.  Miss Smith is also the 
victim of an attempted rape, but Holmes does not give it that name: “‘a forced marriage is 
no marriage, but it is a very serious felony’”.  Besides attempting to soften sexual crime, 
this story also suggests that sexual harassment is milder when committed by a gentleman:  
Carruthers, says Miss Smith, “‘is a perfect gentleman.  But a girl always knows.’”  
Watson also softens Carruthers’s stalking of Miss Smith:  “That a man should lie in wait 



for and follow a very handsome woman is no unheard-of thing” (“The Adventure of the 
Solitary Cyclist”).  In just the same way, Holmes calls the Honourable Philip Green 
“‘someone who has a better right to nurse this lady than we have’” merely on the basis of 
Green’s having pressed his attentions upon her, Lady Frances Carfax; Gree, who has 
been described as a “‘savage’”, a farmer, and a “‘hard, fierce man’”, who has been “seen” 
to “seize the lady’s wrist with great violence”, and who himself confesses that “‘when 
she came to hear of things I had done, she would have no more to say to me’” (“The 
Disappearance of Lady Frances Carfax”). 
 
     The weakness of woman is an idea connected with the idea that she exists for man’s 
pleasure alone:  that she is nothing apart from her “beauty”.  Thus Mrs. Lucca for 
example is “‘beautiful…no ordinary woman’” as Holmes first glimpses her (“The Red 
Circle”):  the implication is that it is only in beauty that a woman may excel.  Thus in the 
xenophobic story “The Adventure of the Engineer’s Thumb” (“‘Who were these German 
people…?’”) the “‘beautiful’” woman who tries to warn the engineer of his danger is 
compassionate, less alien, less foreign and less to be feared than the other Germans, as if 
no woman could truly be alien to a man as another man can, since woman is for man’s 
use (and in spite of all those stories which represent woman as alien:  fierce, dark, 
Southern, passionate).  Similarly, Watson makes “grammatical” Mrs. Lucca’s 
“unconventional” English: his reason he says is “for the sake of clearness”, but he does 
not do the same favour for the “American” detective, and so Mrs. Lucca’s sex may make 
the difference, unless it is just that the “American” tongue is clear enough although alien 
(“The Red Circle”).  On the other hand, in contrast to these beautiful women, the Nihilist 
woman is not beautiful; but then she is being treated as an honorary male, for the 
emphasis is entirely upon her honourable and courageous behaviour in contrast to that of 
her cowardly husband whose appetite for cigarettes has also so outrageously gone beyond 
his control (“The Adventure of the Golden Pince-nez”).   
 
     As with women, so it is with the passionate South of the body:  in a confusing way 
weak and strong at the same time.  Dr. Grimesbury Roylott (whose name confusingly 
suggests that he is both grimy and royal) suffers from a “‘violence of temper approaching 
to mania’” which is “‘hereditary in the men of the family’” but has also “‘been intensified 
by his long residence in the tropics’” (“The Adventure of the Speckled Band”).  Dr. 
Roylott’s bad temper gives him the strength to throw blacksmiths from bridges, but on 
the other hand the heat of the tropics weakens the resistance to cold:  Watson says “my 
term of service in India…trained me to stand heat better than cold” (“The Adventure of 
the Cardboard Box”) and Henry Wood “in spite of the warm weather…was crouching 
over a fire, and the little room was like an oven” (“The Adventure of the Crooked Man.”)  
The use of alcohol or drugs is a weakness and an emotional inhibitor that nonetheless 
becomes identified in many stories with strength of passions and passionate strength.  
The murderer Jim Browner (a dark or “brown” man) is “‘an impulsive man, of strong 
passions…subject, too, to occasional fits of hard drinking’” (“The Adventure of the 
Cardboard Box”).  The theory here is that passion is the enemy of reason and is an 
insane, a drunken or drugged, state.  Passion is a self-destructive hunger for poisons.  It is 
the “‘fever-ridden swamp’” where Jonathan Small suffers for twenty years; it is the 
“‘winding passages…twisting’”, where “‘fierce devil worshippers’” dance, “‘drunk with 



opium and with bang’”, and human life is of no value (The Sign of Four, Chapter XII).  
Holmes himself is given to “drug-created dreams”, yet he rejects “the softer passions” 
(lest they weaken him by softening him; “A Scandal in Bohemia”).  Holmes is weak in 
that universe where injustice rules and mystery is unsolved, strong in the universe where 
justice is restored. 
 
 
     The lowly or Southern part of the body social or personal is “grotesque”, indeed 
“‘tragic and grotesque’” (“The Red Circle”), strong as well as weak.  The weakest 
characters in the Holmes stories are the dead ones, the corpses, and many of these are 
grotesque.  Blessington’s corpse is “scarce human”, for example; but in this story the 
general population of London are grotesque also:  they are curiosities to be observed and 
discussed by the two gentlemen as they saunter about; and even the client is grotesque, a 
research scientist whose devotion to science has made him “unhealthy”, so that he looks 
like an “artist” (“The Adventure of the Resident Patient”).  This grotesque quality of the 
ordinary people shows their inferiority to the two gentlemen Holmes and Watson.  The 
descriptions of the helpless and passive grotesque corpses add to the impression of 
Holmes as controller:  the world he controls is contemptible in its weakness: 

 
On his rigid face there stood an expression of horror, and as it seemed to 
me, of hatred, such as I have never seen on human features.  This 
malignant and terrible contortion, combined with the low forehead, blunt 
nose, and prognathous jaw, gave the dead man a singularly simious and 
ape-like appearance, which was increased by his writhing, unnatural 
posture.  
                                                      (A Study in Scarlet, Part 1, Chapter III.) 

 
Even a gentlemanly corpse may be one of the most grotesque and also become burdened 
with an absurd name and story “Sir Eustace Brackenstall…one of the richest men in 
Kent….his head…knocked in by his own poker” (“The Adventure of the Abbey 
Grange.”) 
 
     But it is mainly the working class and its political organizations that receive Doyle’s 
contempt.  Black Gorgiano of the Red Circle is both a grotesque corpse and a grotesque 
living character given to “‘endless raving upon politics and upon social questions’” and a 
“‘fiendish system’” of terrorist vengeance (“The Red Circle”).  Black Jack McGinty is a 
demonic labour organizer, a terrorist guilty of many murders, whose workerly virtues but 
increase his capacity for evil, for the “jovial man-to-man manner which he affected” 
distracts from the “infinite possibility of latent evil” visible in his “dead, dark eyes”.  
Doyle understands well enough the issues confronting the working class:  he describes 
the natural mutual suspicion between them and the police, some of whom are directly 
employed by the company, and called by McGinty “‘the paid tool of the men of capital, 
hired by them to club or to shoot [their] poorer fellow-citizens’”.  A Pinkerton operation 
is “‘a dead earnest business proposition that’s out for results, and keeps out till, by hook 
or by crook, it gets them’”; the speaker here, Morris, is talking about class war, but 
ironically it is the Pinkerton agent himself, Edwards, the hero of Doyle’s tale, who speaks 



the most articulately and consciously of class war, while disguised as “McMurdo” and 
infiltrator among the Scowrers.  A Pinkerton agent, says McMurdo-Edwards, “‘has all the 
millions of the capitalists at his back’”; also that the justification of Scowrer violence is 
that it is part of “‘a war of two classes with all in, so that each [strikes] as best it [can]’”; 
“‘a war between us and them, and we hit back where we best can’”. 
 
     But Doyle’s political theory is authoritarian and grants no rights to the working class.  
The Scowrers execute the “popular” mine-owner William Hales for firing “certain 
drunken and idle employes who were members of the all-powerful society”:  if Doyle 
believes that the issue in the class war is the owner’s right to fire the drunken and idle 
then he believes that workers are essentially drunken and idle.  Thus he believes that 
worker self-government is tyranny, the “rule of fear”; and McGinty is in the end a wholly 
corrupt leader, himself a capitalist, betrayer of his class: “with chains and seals gleaming 
athwart his ample waistcoat and a diamond twinkling through the fringe of his bristling 
beard….politics had made the Boss a very rich as well as powerful man”.  And the 
workers themselves are but “swarthy…devils” in the “gloom” where “pulsed the red 
glow of the furnaces on the sides of the hills” (The Valley of Fear, Part 2).  Holmes 
believes the “‘British workman’” to be “‘a token of evil’” (“The Adventure of the 
Crooked  Man”), and explains to Watson that the working class are so perverse and so 
habitual as liars that if shown the slightest interest in the truth they will withhold it, but 
will force it upon those who don’t want to hear it (The Sign of Four, Chapter VIII).Thus 
although Doyle mocks those who confuse Nihilists, Anarchists, and Reds (“The 
Adventure of the Six Napoleons”), he pretty much does so himself, trading on the horror 
of “Socialism and secret societies” (A Study in Scarlet, Chapter IV). 
 
     For Doyle clearly believed that the whole business of those in authority was to 
dominate in secrecy:  peace can be maintained only by secret diplomacy.  Also he has 
Holmes declare that the income-tax is a ludicrously small price to pay for the great 
benefit of a secretive authoritarian government:  speaking of the stolen document, 
Holmes contemplates buying it back from a spy:   

 
“After all, it is a question of money with these fellows, and I have the 
British Treasury behind me.  If it’s on the market I’ll buy it – if it means 
another penny on the income-tax.”  
                                                       (“The Adventure of the Second Stain.”) 

 
Holmes quotes Darwin as an authoritarian authority against human rebellion (in the form 
of the Bohemian monkey-eyed elixir of life): 

 
“Consider, Watson, that the material, the sensual, the worldly would all 
prolong their worthless lives.  The spiritual would not avoid the call to 
something higher.  It would be the survival of the least fit.”  
                                                      (“The Adventure of the Creeping Man.”) 

 
Holmes actually seems in this case to commend death rather than life to human beings as 
the more “spiritual” choice.  This authoritarian contempt for human beings is the 



contempt for the body:  that medicine and engineering share a knowledge of hydraulics 
(“The Adventure of the Engineer’s Thumb”) is not of course untrue, but the spirit in 
which the comparison between the two professions is made seems to reduce the body to a 
system of pipes. 
 
     Yet Doyle tells with approval that his romantic hero, the Pinkerton agent McMurdo-
Edwards, elevates his sweetheart Ettie to a golden throne above the clouds (The Valley of 
Fear, Part 2, Chapter VI).  Why would it be a good thing to make a goddess of this 
woman, member of an inferior species?  But racism in Doyle or anyone else is an entire 
confusion.  Captain Croker calls Holmes a “‘white man’” (“The Adventure of the Abbey 
Grange”); it is the highest praise he understands, yet clearly whiteness is no guarantee of 
superiority in Holmes’s world.  The “poor peasants” to whom Watson feels so superior 
because they believe in ghosts are not (though white) superior to the “‘Bushman and the 
Hottentot’”, objects of anthropological discussions between Sir Charles and Dr. Mortimer 
– not, that is, from the point of view of the racist science of the English gentleman (The 
Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapters X, I).  And nebulous as is the distinction between 
one race and another in Doyle, even more so is the quality that makes an inferior race 
inferior.  The Indian students at St. Luke’s are “‘quiet [and] inscrutable’”, methodical, 
and not good at Greek (“The Adventure of the Three Students”):  the suggestion is that 
they are less than human, not capable of the humane studies, mechanical.  On the other 
hand, the description of Holmes in his intellectual excitement as “like some strange 
Buddha, with crossed legs” (“The Adventure of the Veiled Lodger”) conveys quite 
another impression of the South Asian: exotic sage of the mysterious East. 
 
     The same confusion shows up in the reference to the indigenous peoples of the 
Western Hemisphere (“The Adventure of the Crooked Man”, “The Adventure of the 
Naval Treaty”).  Holmes as “Red Indian” is the sage of an esoteric tradition, but on the 
other hand the prehistoric dwellings of the Yorkshire moors are compared to 
“‘wigwams’” (The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter VII), as if to say that all savages 
are alike.  “Savage” although its root meaning is simply “forest-dwelling” has come to 
mean “cruel” in a style that is passionate and poisonous:  “‘The savage instincts…had 
broken out, and the poison had done its work’”:  this is Holmes’s explanation of how 
“Tonga” has killed Bartholomew Sholto.  There is a nostalgia in this story for the 
“tranquil English home” in contrast to “the wild, dark business which had absorbed us” 
(evil is traditionally “dark” in a sense that includes dark of skin).  It is in this story that 
Holmes muses that a human being is an animal with a soul:  so the horror and dread of 
the cannibal figure belongs to an animal without a soul.  Thus the contradiction between 
sage and savage, between noble and savage, means that in the racist mind sage or noble 
can always disappear at any moment from the equation.  The cannibals are said to be 
“‘naturally hideous’”, so fierce that the friendliness of the British has never been able to 
win them over, and yet loyal to any who win their trust.  Yet the story itself contradicts 
this information, for the Britisher whom “Tonga” befriends and to whom he remains 
absolutely loyal is most unfriendly in calling him “‘That little hell-hound Tonga’”.  And 
the death-scene of “Tonga” is contradictory in making him still dangerous although dying 
and sinking into the Thames:  “I caught one glimpse of his venomous, menacing eyes 
amid the white swirl of the waters”.  Much is made of his alleged cruelty although his 



poison darts are quickly effective, and the last reference to him all but ignores the cruelty 
of his own death:  “Somewhere in the dark ooze at the bottom of the Thames lie the 
bones of that strange visitor to our shores.” (The Sign of Four, Chapters VII, VIII, X.) 
 
     Does the racist mind see the inferior race as overcome by its own inferiority, or as 
choosing to be inferior?  Both MacDonald (The Valley of Fear, Part 1, Chapter IV) and 
Sir Henry (The Hound of the Baskervilles, Chapter V) are overcome by their strange 
accents when in a moment of excitement they lower their guard.  In the inferior race, 
emotion has power to overcome the controlling power, the power that ought to be able to 
control it.  A cowardly Jew needs Holmes’s protection:  “‘You know that I cannot 
possibly leave London while old Abrahams is in such mortal terror of his life’” (“The 
Disappearance of Lady Frances Carfax”).  On the other hand, Sir Robert Norberton is 
“‘deeply in the hands of the Jews’”, because of gambling beyond his means, and is a 
baronet:  the implication is of a Jewish conspiracy to take power over the aristocracy by 
profiting from their weaknesses.  Holmes shows no sympathy for the Jew whom Sir 
Robert “‘horsewhipped [and] nearly killed’” but says of Sir Robert “‘Ah, he sounds 
interesting’” (“The Adventure of Shoscombe Old Place”).  Now the Jew is guilty of 
savagery, of a weak and cunning sort, of course, that by trickery overcomes the strong 
and sportsmanlike English aristocrat.  Sportsmanship may be a weapon against the 
insidious homosexuality in Holmes’s “‘amateur sport…is the best and soundest thing in 
England’” (“The Adventure of the Missing Three-Quarter”).  These paradoxes that 
present male vigour as a kind of weakness are akin to another that presents female beauty 
as a kind of strength even though it is quite often a thing which overcomes the man in his 
weakness and is thus properly weakness:  the beauty of Lady Brackenstall (full of 
hyperbole though its description be) would be “perfect…had not her recent experience 
left her drawn and haggard” – emotion has weakened her beauty, her beauty is a strength 
(“The Adventure of the Abbey Grange”).  Or perhaps strength would be by definition 
something that cannot be weakened.  Holmes remarks contemptuously that his occasional 
absences from London create an “‘unhealthy excitement among the criminal classes’” 
(“The Disappearance of Lady Frances Carfax”):  criminals are but demented children 
then after all, it is not surprising that Holmes defeats them. 
 
     Another weak but strong criminal is the one of whom Mr. Melas says “‘I cannot tell 
you the loathing and horror with which this insignificant-looking man inspired 
me’”(“The Adventure of the Greek Interpreter”):  of course, it is the cruel eyes not the 
insignificant look itself that gets the reaction but the sentence reads if “insignificant” 
were a class judgement, as if loathing and horror belonged to a low social class.  
Anything but “insignificant” is the look of “Count Negretto Sylvius” (“black savage”?):  
“a big, swarthy fellow, with a formidable dark mustache, shading a cruel, thin-lipped 
mouth, and surmounted by a long, curved nose, like the beak of an eagle….well-dressed, 
but…flamboyant”; he is an upper and a lower class person both, “half-Italian” (“The 
Adventure of the Mazarin Stone”).  Loathing and horror not but absurdity perhaps, 
belongs to the mathematician Murdoch who lives among the “surds”:  his “strange 
outlandish blood” shows in his dark colouring and outbursts of violent temper; he is not a 
criminal but only a strong suspect (“The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane”). 
 



     But the strangest combination of racism with the hatred of criminals in the Holmes 
stories is also the story where Holmes the artist is at his most bitterly embattled, 
defensive: “The Adventure of the Three Gables”.  The Philistine enemy of art in this 
story is the absurd Inspector who judges Douglas Maberley’s true story (of the abuse he 
has suffered at the hands of Isadora Klein) to be a poor novel, thus arrogantly presuming 
to be a literary critic and at the same time showing himself to be a very poor police 
officer.  The story is no fiction but would be the solution of the Inspector’s case if he 
would read it correctly.  On the other hand Holmes’s ally and fellow-artist in his struggle 
against the Inspector is the most unlikely artist Langdale Pike, the four-figure scandal-
monger, yet like Holmes himself a “strange languid creature”.  And Holmes makes 
himself the ally of an even stranger artist figure, Isadora Klein herself:  “‘I suppose I shall 
have to compound a felony as usual’”.  There is new information here about Holmes’s 
chivalrous treatment of the aristocratic woman, which Klein is in the sense that she is 
beautiful, Spanish, a conquistador.  What makes her an artist is that she must live by her 
wits.  What makes this the definition of the artist is that (s)he is excluded and cast out by 
society:  Pike sells the scandalous truth to the highest bidder, Holmes wishes merely to 
expose the scandalous truth for the sake of justice; but since it is the buffoon Inspector 
who is the official policeman, who is listened to, then the true artist Holmes is socially in 
the same position as the artists outcast (though commercially gifted) Pike and Klein.  For 
Holmes seals his partnership with Klein by demanding a cut of her take, and although he 
does not keep the five thousand for himself but pays it to Douglas Maberley’s mother as 
compensation for what she and her son have suffered, this time with Holmes it is art for 
money instead of art for art. 
 
     But it is the more startling that Holmes is so connected to the underclass and the 
underdog after at the outset treating with such bitter sarcasm Steve Dixie (the name itself 
seems an enormous cruelty on the part of Doyle, is he blaming their own former slavery 
on black Americans?)  The “huge negro” is grotesque, hideous, comic, bestial, 
murderous… and “woolly” headed, and Holmes twice tells him he stinks.  He is both 
strong and weak, for although Watson at first describes him as “terrific” Holmes’s fierce 
sarcasm overpowers him and reduces him to an absurd coward.  The outrageous racism 
of the Steve Dixie episode suggests that Holmes and Doyle really feared becoming Pike 
or Klein.  Can a God become an inferior creature?  The God of Christianity would seem 
to set a precedent, the suffering servant, the innocent sacrificial lamb.  But is a god then 
weak or strong?  In “His Last Bow”, where Holmes is a secret agent saving England from 
the Germans, it seems that England is a god among nations, yet could lose a war if God 
found it morally unfit:  “One might have thought already that God’s curse hung heavy 
over a degenerate earth”.  Holmes is God; he saves the world (from God’s curse).  
England is God among nations; Holmes saves England; Holmes remarks that “‘though 
unmusical, German is the most expressive of all languages’” (after bearing witness to the 
curses of “Von Bork”, who is no God but a mere helpless devil).  Holmes’s judgement of 
the German language implies a ranking of all languages, in order from the most to the 
least musical, the most to the least expressive, etc.; indeed, from the most to the least 
adequate.  It is not a democracy of languages but a hierarchy.  Holmes’s judgement of the 
languages implies that English is the sacred language.  It is an idea at least as old as the 



first period of English imperialism under Queen Elizabeth and stolen in aid of that cause 
from the Jewish Kabalah. 
 
     English is the only real language, for Holmes:  the rest are gobbledegook.  As the 
saying goes, “It’s all Greek to me”.  Hence the resemblance between the “Greek 
Interpreter”, in the story named for him, and Mycroft, first introduced in that story, that 
they both in some surprising way lack power:  the Interpreter, who can “‘interpret all 
languages – or nearly all’”, and Mycroft, whose “‘observation and deduction’” are 
superior to Holmes’s.  Mycroft’s energy is potential only.  Similarly, the “Greek” Babel 
waits to be transformed into, replaced by, unified as, English the future language of all 
nations.  In the mean time there is no real society, only something like Mycroft’s 
Diogenes Club of the unclubbables, the cynics or dogs in whose midst will appear the 
Superman, the British Empire of the future, of which the God Holmes is the harbinger.      
   

 


