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INTRODUCTION


WHEN WE THINK OF SHERLOCK Holmes, a picture usually pops immediately to mind: a man wearing a deerstalker cap, smoking a curved pipe, and uttering the well-known quip, “Elementary, my dear Watson.” Interestingly, none of those traits are mentioned in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s novels and short stories. But it hardly matters. Sherlock Holmes is so ingrained in our imaginations and our culture, it is difficult to think of the world without him. Ever since Doyle first brought Holmes to life in 1887 with the publication of A Study in Scarlet, there have been scores of illustrations, plays, movies, TV adaptations, and spin-off novels inspired by this curious character.


There’s just something about Sherlock Holmes: most notably, his remarkable powers of observation and logical reasoning. He is eccentric, to be sure, but he uses his singular talents for good by solving crime. He has a mind like a steel trap, but as noted in the first novel, his “ignorance [is] as great as his knowledge.” He knows little of literature or philosophy. On the other hand, he can recall anything related to chemistry and is well-versed in narrow branches of science, all of which help him with his investigations. He has a strong sense of justice, but occasionally extends forgiveness to some of the culprits he corners. He is an excellent boxer and swordsman, and knows martial arts. And he’s not a snob; he’s as willing to go undercover in an opium den as he is to handle a case for a king.


Holmes’ less admirable qualities, perhaps, are that he dabbles in a drug habit, has no interest in romantic love, and often seems to have no time for the “small talk” that is a normal part of everyday social exchanges. He remarks “I cannot live without brainwork,” and when he doesn’t have a crime to solve he often mopes around his flat at 221b Baker Street, making up a “7 percent solution” of cocaine, or morosely playing his violin.


Though human relationships are not his strength, he displays keen insight into human nature. He is also a talented mimic, able to fool people with his crafty disguises. And of course, he has a capacity for friendship, as shown by his alliance with his most trusted sidekick, Dr. John Watson.


The character of Dr. Watson provides a frame for the mysteries. Most of the novels and short stories read like Watson’s journal, where he dutifully reports the details of all the cases he has witnessed. Watson serves as a narrator, as Holmes’ accomplice in the investigations, as well as a foil helping showcase Holmes’ gifts for deduction.


The mysteries usually follow a formula: Someone calls upon Holmes to solve a case. The police are sometimes involved, but sometimes not. There is often an exciting scene involving a sting, chase, or an attack. At the end, Holmes explains the logical reasoning that led him to the villain. The conceit is satisfying—though in some cases, Holmes is not successful. But that just helps to make him more human.


Indeed, Sherlock Holmes seems more “human” and “real” than perhaps any other character in literature. Scholars have endeavored to construct biographies of Holmes, speculating on his year of birth, for example, or whether he attended Cambridge or Oxford. When he “died,” fans wore black armbands. It is ironic that a character known for his cold and calculating reason should inspire such passionate devotion. Perhaps if we asked Holmes to account for his more-than-a-century-long popularity, he might take a draw on his pipe and simply reply, “Elementary.”




THE “LIFE” OF SHERLOCK HOLMES


SHERLOCK HOLMES WAS “BORN” with Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s first novel, A Study in Scarlet, which ran in Beeton’s Christmas Annual in 1887. The story is set a few years before, in 1881, and begins with Watson just returning from the war in Afghanistan and seeking a flatmate. Watson and Holmes meet and take rooms at 221b Baker Street. Holmes already has a thriving business as a “consulting detective,” and soon he enlists Watson’s help with his investigations. The first mystery has the duo assisting Scotland Yard in cracking a case.


The second Holmes novel, The Sign of Four, was published serially in Lippincott’s magazine in 1890. In it, a young woman consults Holmes on her father’s disappearance. That woman eventually becomes Watson’s wife, inciting Watson to leave his bachelor quarters at Baker Street.


Due to the popularity of the novels, Doyle was persuaded to have Holmes and Watson continue their adventures. Doyle then insisted on writing short stories, as he thought it would be more satisfying for readers to experience a mystery in one sitting, rather than wait for the next installment. He wrote six stories, which all ran in The Strand Magazine. They were accompanied by the illustrations of Sidney Paget, who depicted Holmes with the now-famous deerstalker hat and traveling cape. This group of stories was then published as The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes (1891). In them, Watson and Holmes no longer share rooms, but Dr. Watson frequently comes to call at Baker Street.


The Strand Magazine, and the thousands of Holmes fans, were now clamoring for more stories. But by that time, Doyle was growing tired of his creation. He had always felt that Holmes had taken him away from his more serious writing pursuits. Doyle told his mother he was thinking of killing off his hero, and she dissuaded him, giving him a plot idea for what would later become “The Adventure of the Copper Beeches.” He wrote several more stories for The Strand (compiled in The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes in 1893). In the last of this collection (“The Final Problem”), Doyle finally took the plunge, as it were, by having Holmes fall to his death at Reischenbach Falls. The reading public was bereft.
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