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INTRODUCTION


AN ADVENTURE WITH THE DIAMOND OF DEDUCTION


… in which we meet a forensic tool for Sherlockian analysis.




“Any attempt at recovering the bodies was absolutely hopeless, and there, deep down in that dreadful caldron of swirling water and seething foam, will lie for all time the most dangerous criminal and the foremost champion of the law of their generation.”


—Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, The Adventure of the Final Problem (1893)





The “Homicide” of Sherlock Holmes


Sherlock Holmes was dead. Or so it seemed. Murdered by the very man who made him—Scottish author Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. The murder weapon? Gravity. The crime scene? The Reichenbach Falls in Switzerland. Not even the world’s greatest-ever consulting detective, “the last and highest court of appeal in detection,” could survive a gravity-assisted plunge over a cliff … or could he?


It’s December 1893, and Conan Doyle has decided to do the dirty work from his home in London, where he wrote most of his famous stories of not just the first fictional detective but also the best known. As narrator Dr. John Watson says in Conan Doyle’s story The Final Problem, “It is with a heavy heart that I take up my pen to write these the last words in which I shall ever record the singular gifts by which my friend Mr. Sherlock Holmes was distinguished.” The Final Problem appeared in The Strand Magazine. The public outcry at Holmes’s death was unlike anything previously seen for a fictional character. And The Strand scarcely survived the resulting rush of subscription cancellations.


In private, there was merely the emotion of a cold-hearted assassin. “Killed Holmes,” wrote Conan Doyle delightedly in his diary. It’s easy to imagine Sir Arthur Ignatius Conan Doyle KStJ DL, Scottish-born writer of Irish descent, physician—and looking much like that other famous fictional detective, Hercule Poirot; glistening hair slicked back, twirling his bounteous mustache—as he relished every moment of Sherlock’s murder. Much later, Conan Doyle was to confess, “I have had such an overdose of him that I feel towards him as I do towards paté de foie gras, of which I once ate too much, so that the name of it gives me a sickly feeling to this day.”


The Phenomenon of Fandom


Sherlock was dead. A consulting detective no more. He’d ceased to be. Bereft of life, he rested in peace. His fictional metabolic processes now history, Sherlock had shuffled off his “mortal” coil and joined the crime scene invisible. At least, that was Conan Doyle’s determination. But he hadn’t figured on one important factor. Through the fiction of his Sherlock tales and their avid readers, Conan Doyle had helped create the modern phenomenon of fandom. Prior to Conan Doyle’s creation, there had never been a pop culture character more famous than its creator. Sherlock was also the first fictional figure who inspired role-playing among his fans. Organized Sherlockian fandom began officially in 1934, with the establishment of the Sherlock enthusiasts’ organization, the Baker Street Irregulars. And today, fan fantasy is a huge part of popular culture, from the Whovians of Doctor Who, to the Trekkers or Trekkies of Star Trek, and the Potterites of Harry Potter. These modern examples have their roots in the media fandom of the 1960s, which first coagulated around cult TV shows such as The Man from U.N.C.L.E and Star Trek. But Sherlock came first.


Sherlock’s popularity and fame, and the force field that was his character on the page, were such that many believed him to be not a fictional fancy but a real man. Conan Doyle once confessed, rather uncharitably, “I get letters addressed to him. I get letters asking for his autograph. And I get letters addressed to his other stupid friend Watson.” And as Roger Johnson, Officer of the Sherlock Holmes Society of London, said, “[Sherlock] was a man who was believable, even if he was unusual. And he lived in the world, in the city, that people knew. You might go out into Baker Street and see a tall thin man and you could believe that this was the real Sherlock Holmes.” There was no way people would accept the great detective’s death. Like all superheroes, Sherlock could never die.


The “murder” of Sherlock marked a black day indeed. Grief-stricken young men moped throughout London wearing black mourning crêpes on their hats, or around their arms, for the month following Sherlock’s demise. In excess of twenty thousand Strand readers cancelled their subscriptions, outraged by Sherlock’s untimely ruin. One typical letter to The Strand from a wrathful reader addressed Conan Doyle as a “brute!” In America, “Let’s Keep Holmes Alive” clubs were created. The staff at The Strand came to refer to Sherlock’s death as “the dreadful event.” Yet, Conan Doyle stuck to his guns in this battle of wills. It was “justifiable homicide,” according to Conan Doyle, though one suspects the justice meted out was his own, rather than that of Professor James Moriarty.


“Sherlock”


The “dreadful event” now sounds like a pretty typical day on the Internet in the twenty-first century. Indeed, January 2012 saw a contemporary rerun of the “death” of Sherlock Holmes. The BBC’s flagship crime television series Sherlock, based on Conan Doyle’s original detective stories, and starring Benedict Cumberbatch as Sherlock Holmes and Martin Freeman as Dr. John Watson, aired an episode called The Reichenbach Fall as the third and final episode of the second season. The episode attracted almost ten million viewers on its initial broadcast alone and became the second most-watched television program of 2012. The episode’s cliffhanger resulted in a swarm of speculation (on forums, social networking sites, and in newspaper articles) about its resolution.


But today’s commonplace subculture of fandom was nonexistent in the late nineteenth century. Conan Doyle had good reason to be stunned by the visceral reaction of his readership. “Fans” did not yet exist. Readers were supposed to take the latest tale on the chin and move on to another narrative. But, with Sherlock Holmes, readers began to take their culture to heart. They trusted their favorite characters and tales to hold to high expectations. They divined a kind of reciprocal relationship with the works they cherished.


The Creature of Conan Doyle


Conan Doyle and his readership helped forge the modern practice of fandom. Earlier in the nineteenth century, 1818 to be precise, Mary Shelley had written Frankenstein, the haunting tale of Dr. Victor Frankenstein’s creation of a creature beyond his control. Dr. Conan Doyle created Sherlock in 1887’s short novel, A Study in Scarlet. Sherlock was popular from the get-go, so much so that Conan Doyle began to regret having created his creature. In Doyle’s words, “I’ve written a good deal more about him than I ever intended to do, but my hand has been rather forced by kind friends who continually wanted to know more. And so it is that this monstrous growth has come out of what was really a comparatively small seed.”


The Sherlock tales haunted him. They cast a dark shadow over his other fictional work, work that Conan Doyle thought more worthy. As English novelist Anthony Horowitz puts it:




Conan Doyle became fed up with Sherlock Holmes, his greatest creation. Why? Because he thought he was a better writer. He was also fascinated by things like spiritualism, by politics, by travel, by the world. And he thought of Sherlock Holmes as sort of beneath him; an entertainment. I think it is interesting, the whole idea of the writer who finds himself hidden by his own creation, who finds himself smaller than his creation. The same thing, in a way, happened to Ian Fleming, who got rid of James Bond not once, but twice – [in] From Russia with Love, he’s poisoned and is meant to die, and at the end of You Only Live Twice, he’s got amnesia, he’s vanished as a Japanese fisherman. But all the time these characters come back, they won’t go away.





French psychoanalyst Pierre Bayard makes a different point:




Some characters, psychically very strong ones, escape from the creations and arrive in our world. And if we admit that things circulate between the real world and the world of fiction, then we may also ask ourselves whether we ourselves are not fictional characters. This uncertainty is what Freud calls the uncanny, played on by literature and mythical characters to the point that we can no longer be sure if they exist or not.





Sherlock “fans” queued up at newsstands whenever an issue of The Strand was to include a new Sherlock story. And it was solely down to Sherlock Holmes that one cultural historian wrote that Dr. Conan Doyle was as famous as Queen Victoria. Who were these avid Sherlock fans? Who were the shock troops of these early days of popular culture fandom? They were drawn from the emergent middle-class, the very social group whose culture would be belittled by snobbish critics as populist for many years to come. (The critics had been snobbish to Charles Dickens, too. Dickens’s huge popularity during his own lifetime was followed by a reputational dip in the decades after his death, a decline attributed to the negative way that many literary critics viewed his huge achievements. George Henry Lewes, editor of the influential magazine The Fortnightly Review, noted the contrast between Dickens’s “immense popularity” with what he called “critical contempt.” “There probably never was a writer of so vast a popularity,” he wrote, “whose genius was [so] little appreciated by the critics.”)


These early Sherlockians were looked down upon. They were priced out of fashionable music concerts. And they had to hang around for the bargain-basement editions of popular novels. They were mostly drawn from the lower middle classes of the growing cities—nonintellectual, non-private school, but industrious, rising, emergent. The Strand had them in its sights. They published thrilling and big-idea genre stories, mysteries, and science fiction, from authors such as Jules Verne, H. G. Wells, and Conan Doyle himself. The clamor for Sherlock stories seemed insatiable. And one important feature of serialized storytelling that happened to have populist potential was the opportunity it gave to readers and friends to exert influence over a story’s outcome. Anyone so inclined could exert pressure on the author before the next installment was published. The Strand paid Conan Doyle handsomely for every Sherlock tale he told. But he hadn’t intended a career creating and decoding fictional crimes. Conan Doyle was merely meant to be making money to fund his “real” art—writing political novels full of what he felt were weighty ideas.


A key ingredient in Sherlock’s success was the serial nature of his adventures; Conan Doyle’s was an early sequential art. This ingredient explains why the first two tales, A Study in Scarlet and The Sign of Four, were merely modest successes in their novel format. But Sherlock’s popularity only truly soared with the move to the monthly short-story adventures in The Strand from 1891 on. It was arguably one of the most effective innovations in literary publishing history.


In his Memories and Adventures, Doyle looked back on the marriage of form and content that resulted in the unprecedented popularity of Sherlock:




A single character running through a series, if it only engaged the attention of the reader, would bind that reader to that particular magazine. On the other hand, it had long seemed to me that the ordinary serial might be an impediment rather than a help to a magazine, since, sooner or later, one missed one number and afterwards it had lost all interest. Clearly the ideal compromise was a character which carried through, yet installments which were each complete in themselves, so that the purchaser was always sure that he could relish the whole contents of the magazine. I believe that I was the first to realize this and The Strand Magazine the first to put it into practice.





Doyle’s reading public adored the format of the monthly episodes for good reason. Think about the tales’ criminological “context.” Sherlock fans understood there would be a new tale each month, which not just raised questions about the finality of each adventure, but also mirrored a Victorian obsession that crime too was intrinsically repetitious; during the 1890s, around 55 percent of prisoners were repeat offenders, a figure which rose to 75 percent early in the new century. Doyle tried his best, within his story formula, to avoid featuring repeat offenders, yet he created modern culture’s paradigmatic and iconic repeat offender in the criminal mastermind Professor James Moriarty. Moriarty’s relatively elusive presence in Conan Doyle’s tales—he is alluded to in several stories but appears in person just once—has since been counterpoised by his appearances in so many of the Sherlock reimaginings and remixes.


Sherlock Holmes Lives On


Sherlock Holmes simply wouldn’t die quietly. Conan Doyle had been only thirty-four when he had Moriarty send Sherlock reeling down the Reichenbach. But, eight years later in 1901, fan pressure had mushroomed so much that Conan Doyle was forced to write the now-famous Hound of the Baskervilles, a story which featured a Sherlock before his fall. Conan Doyle had written, “I heard of many who wept. I fear I was utterly callous myself and only glad to have the chance of opening out into new fields of imagination, for the temptation of high prices made it difficult to get one’s thoughts away from Holmes.”


A mere two years later, and Conan Doyle had resurrected Sherlock completely. There had been an uproar after the publication of Hound of the Baskervilles, and a tremendous amount of pressure to bring Sherlock back. The American magazine Colliers tried to seduce Conan Doyle with five thousand dollars per story, plus royalties. Then he was offered thirty thousand dollars for six stories, and sixty-five thousand dollars for thirteen. Impossible to refuse, Sherlock was fully resuscitated in 1903’s tale The Adventure of the Empty House, and the Sherlockians learned that only Moriarty had died in the falls—Sherlock had faked his own death. To explain his hero’s extended absence, Conan Doyle invented a myriad of adventures during this period known as the “Great Hiatus.” Sherlock had changed identities. He’d met the Dalai Lama in Tibet. Explored Norway. Crossed Persia. Visited Mecca. Lived in Khartoum.


If anything, Sherlockians have become more fanatical since those early days. The BBC’s Sherlock met with huge success. On some occasions, hundreds of fans would show up at London locations merely to watch an episode in the making. Praised for the quality of its writing, acting, and directing, Sherlock was nominated for a variety of media awards, which included Emmys, BAFTAs, and Golden Globes, winning awards across a range of categories. It was a commercial success, too. Produced at BBC Wales (just down the road from my home), Sherlock’s third series became the UK’s most watched drama series in over a decade, and the production as a whole has been sold to over 180 territories.


Make no mistake. Sherlock is firmly based on Conan Doyle’s creation. The show is, in a very real sense, fan fiction founded on Conan Doyle’s Victorian-age work. A critic for The Guardian declared the series to be “brilliantly promising” and “indisputably Sherlock Holmes.” Such success was put down to the writers being “enormously knowledgeable about Conan Doyle’s work, and their reimagining incorporates big- and small-screen adaptations of Holmes.” And a critic for The Telegraph said that “Cumberbatch is utterly credible as a man who lives entirely in his cerebellum with little regard for the world outside, mak[ing] Sherlock the perfect depiction of Holmes for our times.”


Sherlock remains with us still. As Anthony Horowitz puts it, “Conan Doyle invented the modern detective story. All modern detective stories begin with Sherlock Holmes. Just the very idea of the three-act book, starting with a murder, the investigation of a solution, self-contained in that way, nobody had done it before Doyle.”


Little wonder Sherlock has gone global. Fan fiction in China. Sherlock manga in Japan. Tribute pop songs in Korea. It’s a continuation of the fan adoration over a fantastical detective who has lasted not far short of one and a half centuries, and through many adaptations. In 2012, Guinness World Records awarded Sherlock Holmes the title of most portrayed literary human character in film and television. Holmes has been played by over seventy-five actors, including Sir Christopher Lee, Charlton Heston, Sir Ian McKellen, Peter Cushing, Sir Michael Caine, Peter O’Toole, Christopher Plummer, Peter Cook, Sir Roger Moore, John Cleese, Benedict Cumberbatch, and Robert Downey Jr. Award adjudicator Claire Burgess said, “Sherlock Holmes is a literary institution. This Guinness World Records title reflects his enduring appeal and demonstrates that his detective talents are as compelling today as they were 125 years ago.”


Sherlock as Part of a Remix Culture


After the Bible, the Sherlock stories are the most widely circulated and translated books in the world. This enables us to reimagine Conan Doyle’s creation as a retro example of remix culture. Remix culture, also known as read-write culture, is a term that describes a society which permits and endorses derivative art by combining or editing existing materials to make new creative works. With almost three hundred films to date, more than one thousand television episodes, and just as many imitations, let alone the video games and comic books, Sherlock has been remixed more frequently than Dracula, Frankenstein, Napoleon, or Jesus Christ. Across the ages and continents, Sherlock is the literary remix par excellence. (Figure 1 on page 11 shows data from the movies alone.)


Consider the evidence. The line “Elementary, my dear Watson” appears not once in the canon of Conan Doyle’s sixty Sherlock tales. Sherlock’s main rivals in the cultural recognition stakes—Count Dracula and Frankenstein’s creature—are mostly imagined in terms of movie adaptations rather than their literary originals. Sherlock is a remix amalgam, a blend way beyond the reach of any single adaptation or representation, including Doyle’s original. Let’s think about that. In the popular imagination, Mary Shelley’s monster still has the face of Boris Karloff from the 1931 movie, Frankenstein. And Dracula is almost always hugely derived from Bela Lugosi’s iconic portrayal of the Count in the film Dracula of the same year. But Sherlock’s popular mashed-up and remixed persona is part from the pen of Conan Doyle, part the illustrations of Sidney Paget, part the theatrical adaptation of William Gillette, part the movie portrayal of Basil Rathbone, and part the televisual renderings of Jeremy Brett and Benedict Cumberbatch. Each new generation may have its preferred image of Sherlock, but no one preference subsumes the rest; no version is definitive.




[image: image]


© Piper & Faun


Figure 1. Sherlock’s silver screen appearances.





Another key influence on the Sherlock remix potential is the serial nature of the adventures and the intrinsically repetitious format of Doyle’s tales. This repetitious structure allowed narrative freedoms to liberate Sherlock from the tethers of the Thames and the bonds of Baker Street and set him free into the wider world. Compare this with the likes of Frankenstein’s creature and Dracula, whose origin stories are somewhat set in the narrative stone laid out for them by Mary Shelley and Bram Stoker.


The diverse medley of Sherlock’s sixty stories fostered the creative remixes that followed. Doyle’s familiar formula became enabling rather than limiting. Sherlock and Watson could be transplanted into alien scenarios, other places, other fictional universes. And future writers of Sherlock tales could take the general timeline of a Doyle text (a beginning on Baker Street, a ritual display and timely reminder of our detective’s deductive powers, the client coming to consult on a case, etc.) and change the details to suit their new narratives. Conan Doyle’s creative combination of formal familiarity with kaleidoscopic content rendered Sherlock particularly pliant to the early signs of fandom bubbling up in the 1890s. Little wonder that an early manifestation of this fandom, during the Great Hiatus after Sherlock’s “death” in 1893, was a competition in The Strand’s familial publication, Tit-Bits (yes the magazine is seriously called that, as the British really are quite odd), inviting its readers to pen their own Sherlockian tales.


Such remixing writing contests of Sherlock adventures also helped advertise The Strand. Sherlock was, after all, the strongest brand they possessed. And boy did that brand evolve. From being the commodity for sale in the 1890s, Sherlock developed during the twentieth century into the means of the advertisement itself. The examples of companies and commodities are too numerous to mention but suffice it to borrow from Amanda J. Field’s Sherlock Holmes in Advertising, which included New Golden Glow Beer, Teachers’ whisky, the Yellow Pages, Canon typewriters, Kellogg’s Crunchy Nut Cornflakes, and Kodak.


Whereas Doyle’s rendering of Sherlock arguably codifies certain forms of Englishness, masculinity, and the scientific method, in the face of the commodity fetishism of capitalism, he is also an amazingly remixable character. In the words of Amanda J. Field, Sherlock is “a floating signifier that can be applied at will to different advertising campaigns in different historical situations.” A Mad Men dream.


Sherlock and Science Fiction


The remix adaptability of Sherlock may center around his status as a “floating signifier.” Sure, Doyle created Sherlock as a decisive figure of detective fiction. But Sherlock’s mutability meant that he could be remixed into other genres and modes. Many believe that Sherlock is just as much a mainstay of science fiction as he is of detective fiction. This argument cuts two ways; first, that Conan Doyle’s texts can be reappraised as science fiction, and second, that Sherlock can be creatively recast in a sci-fi mold.


For the first argument, it’s pointed out that a Sherlock tale like The Adventure of the Creeping Man can be read as sci-fi in the way that it extrapolates fantastic outcomes from prevailing scientific theories (in the case of Creeping Man, the theories concerned relate to degeneration anxieties). For the second argument, it’s noted how often Sherlock pops up in texts which are identifiably science fiction. For example, in the late–twentieth century there was a recurring theme of a cryogenically de-animated Sherlock, suspended until he is resuscitated and reanimated in the future, whether that future is his or ours. Such is the plot of movies like 1987’s The Return of Sherlock Holmes, 1993’s Sherlock Holmes Returns, and especially the animated series Sherlock Holmes in the 22nd Century (which ran from 1999 until 2001), where the “born again” Sherlock is assigned an automaton companion named Watson. (The irony here is that Watson had described Sherlock as an automaton when Sherlock failed to recognize Mary Morstan as an attractive woman in The Sign of Four: “[Y]ou really are an automaton—a calculating machine … There is something positively inhuman in you at times.”) Furthermore, AI representations of Sherlock’s universe play a vital part in episodes of Star Trek: The Next Generation (1988’s Elementary, my Dear Data and 1993’s Ship in a Bottle), which look at human perception and the extent to which literary worlds like Doyle’s are virtual realities in themselves.


Sherlock and Doctor Who


An interesting sci-fi remix is that which riffs on the parallels between Sherlock and the Doctor in the BBC’s science-fiction television program, Doctor Who, which itself has run through various remixes and regenerations since 1963. In What is Doctor Who?, a blog post written by Adam Roberts, British science fiction novelist and professor of nineteenth century literature at Royal Holloway, University of London, Roberts’s argument is that as he initially appeared, and through most of his incarnations, the Doctor is a gentleman. Roberts explains:




What is the Doctor? He is a man of breeding and wealth (the two things don’t always go together, but in this case they do), factors that enable him to evade the responsibilities of work that bear down upon the rest of us … two other features of the Doctor’s personality that are not only gentlemanly but more specifically Victorian- or Edwardian-gentlemanly: he is eccentric, and he is not a snob. Eccentricity is a marker of class in the practical sense that a gentleman can get away with acting oddly and indulging his personal crotchets in a way that would lead to a working man (or woman) losing their jobs, or being otherwise socially sanctioned.





Roberts then compares the Doctor to Sherlock whose eccentricity is “absolutely part of his gentility.” There are plenty of remix references to Sherlock in the Doctor Who canon. The heroes meet in stories such as 1994’s All-Consuming Fire by Andy Lane. In 1977 there was a Doctor Who episode entitled “The Talons of Weng-Chiang.” It was set in the society of London’s theaters at the fin de siècle and has the Doctor popping on an imprecise deerstalker and cape on the hunt for a killer and, no coincidence here, a giant rat, which echoes Watson’s allusion to the giant rat of Sumatra, “a story for which the world is not yet prepared” (The Adventure of the Sussex Vampire). What’s more, the Sherlockian Doctor of Talons was played by Tom Baker, the Fourth Doctor, who would later portray Sherlock in the BBC’s Hound of the Baskervilles in 1982. The BBC’s Sherlock is also produced by two writers with a major role in Doctor Who’s modern revival, Steven Moffat and Mark Gatiss.


This similarity between Sherlock and the Doctor should not surprise us. After all, Doctor Who was largely based on the 1895 H. G. Wells novel The Time Machine. Wells’s story is incredibly important to Doctor Who. The Doctor uses a space-time vessel, in the guise of the TARDIS, to time-travel at leisure, just like the Time Traveler in Wells’s original Time Machine. But it goes deeper than that. The character of the original Doctor as a Victorian, or Edwardian, gentleman was based on Wells’s Time Traveler, and the Time Traveler has great similarities with Sherlock.


The Time Traveler and Sherlock were created a mere seven years apart. Writers like Wells and Doyle, educated in science at the Normal School of Science in London and Edinburgh Medical School respectively, sought to explore and unmask scientific truth in their tales, to solve profound mysteries in various situations and settings. Wells’s way of doing so was to practically invent modern science fiction in tales such as The Time Machine. Doyle’s way was to create detective fiction, conjuring up his iconic detective in Sherlock.


Wells’s Time Traveler, and the Doctor, are detectives in that they concern themselves with the profound mysteries of the future and ultimately that of humankind. Meanwhile, Sherlock is London’s more local savior, its Newton of crime. Sherlock busies himself with the mysteries of less significant “trifles” in the world’s first industrialized city. A different kind of alien landscape. All three fictional characters are detectives of science, even if their methods of reasoning, imaginative thinking, and hypothesis-making differ. The Time Traveler and the Doctor journey through the darkness of space to decipher the mystery of humanity’s fate against the relentless tide of time. Sherlock journeys through the dark streets of London to secure the fate of his city against the rising tide of crime.


This close remix relationship between Sherlock and Doctor Who has another, still deeper, resonance. British culture, rooted in a Celtic tradition, requires that its heroes be resurrected, from the pledged reappearance of King Arthur to the regenerations of the Doctor. As Conan Doyle wrote, “Why should we fear a death which we know for certain is the doorway to unutterable happiness? Why should we fear our dear one’s death, if we can be so near to them afterwards?” In trying to murder Sherlock in 1893, the fact of his resurrection in The Adventure of the Empty House, meant that Conan Doyle simply served to cement Sherlock’s place as a truly mythic figure in British culture.


We live in a remix universe where Sherlock has left his mark everywhere. Cocreator of the BBC’s Sherlock, Mark Gatiss, put it this way:




[Sherlock] has a Victorian superpower, which still works in the modern day. I think essentially it comes down to the fact that he is the smartest man in the room. He can make the connections nobody else can. And that is timeless. It must speak of a kind of need we have to be saved, I think, or to believe there is something slightly higher than us which is going to come and get us out of this terrible mess we’re all in!





British writer and broadcaster Matthew Sweet puts it another way:




[Sherlock]’s the most depicted fictional character, certainly the most filmed fictional character. I think it’s because of the strange sort of glamour that he possesses. It’s a rather uneasy sort of glamour because he is a glacial and frightening character. But he’s rather like a character from gothic fiction. He’s rather like a vampire … There’s [also] something Christ-like about [Sherlock]. He’s the man who dies and rises again. He falls quite a long way, but he comes back, and I think that’s one of the reasons why he inspires that kind of following.





Dark glamour and a Christ-like character are two aspects of Sherlock that have left their permanent mark on popular culture. Another aspect is that suggested by British intellectual Stephen Fry: “Holmes meant the world to me when I was young. And I think what most … Sherlockians love is that mixture of detail and authority, that sense of wisdom; the world being a solvable thing. We all want, we’ll search for, a teacher, a master, someone who can be that figure to us.”


The word remix originally referred to music. It emerged in the late twentieth century during the heyday of hip hop, which was the first popular music form to integrate sampling from existing recordings. An early example is the Sugar Hill Gang’s sampling of the bass riff from Chic’s recording “Good Times” for their huge 1979 hit “Rapper’s Delight.” Since then, the Chic bass line has been sampled dozens of times. You can see a literary similarity with Sherlock.


But remixing, or whatever we might call it, didn’t start with hip hop. Earlier musicians remixed too, through copying and homage. In the early 1970s, British rock band Led Zeppelin became hugely famous for innovating a new kind of incredibly loud electric blues and, within just a few years, became the biggest band on the planet. But Led Zeppelin also “remixed.” Much of their source material was drawn from traditional black blues musicians many years before. Zeppelin simply did what all artists do: Copy from others, transform those ideas, and combine them with other ideas to create a new synthesis.


It soon became clear that artists had been sampling for centuries. This realization was contrary to the traditional idea that creative art was somehow divinely channeled from God, creating works of singular genius without any cultural or societal influence. Consider one of Pablo Picasso’s most famous works, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. Painted in 1907, while Conan Doyle was still in full flow with his creation of Sherlock stories, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon portrays five nude female prostitutes in a Barcelona brothel. Each prostitute is shown in an unsettling and confrontational manner, while none is conventionally feminine. In fact, the prostitutes are slightly menacing and rendered with angular and disjointed body shapes.


Les Demoiselles d’Avignon is still thought to be seminal in the early development of both cubism and modern art. It was considered the gold standard for creativity because it was thought to be unprecedented; nobody had seen anything like it before. But when you dig a little deeper into Picasso’s famous painting, the signs of remix are clear. The figure on the left shows facial features and dress of Egyptian or southern Asian style. The two adjacent figures are depicted in the Iberian style of Picasso’s native Spain, and the two on the right are portrayed with African mask-like features. Indeed, according to Picasso, the ethnic primitivism evoked in these masks inspired him to liberate “an utterly original artistic style of compelling, even savage force.” The Picasso example shows that beneath the myths of creativity lies a more profound reality of remix.


Consider Conan Doyle’s creation of Sherlock Holmes. To what extent was the original Sherlock a remix? He is a paper creation born out of a writer’s brilliant imagination, and he’s certainly been the subject of many remixes since. What makes Sherlock timeless, and the reason he’s been the subject of so many remixes, is that writers came to realize that Sherlock didn’t have to stay in Victorian London. He could change countries, places, periods. He’s been set against Jack the Ripper, Dracula, Frankenstein. Adapted into hundreds of films and parodies, he has appeared in every media imaginable, and each time he’s different yet unchanged.


What were the derivatives and existing materials from which Conan Doyle conjured his new creative work? This question will be answered on page 49, where we look at the four personality factors which fed into the creation of Sherlock Holmes: Conan Doyle himself, Edgar Allan Poe, Dr. Joseph Bell, and Sir Isaac Newton.


Remix: From Holmes to Sherlock


In the last decade or so, Sherlock Holmes has been remixed in two very popular forms. The first comes from British film director Guy Ritchie. His fantasy Victoriana films, Sherlock Holmes and its sequel Sherlock Holmes: Game of Shadows, are Oscar-nominated and star Robert Downey Jr. as Sherlock and Jude Law as Watson. The second, of course, is the BBC’s Sherlock.


There is even resonance between these two remixes. Season three of Sherlock showed the continuing and amazing adaptability of Conan Doyle’s fictional character by integrating some of the style of the two Guy Ritchie films, along with various elements of the hugely pliable Sherlock canon. These two remix adaptations showed how happy we all are at the prospect of living with different iterations of Sherlock, and even happy when they adapt and reference one another (witness Benedict Cumberbatch’s action-hero window smash in “The Empty Hearse,” followed by a nonchalant hair tousle and a Hollywood kiss with Molly Hooper).


The BBC series is also canny about its Victorian origins, especially when it comes to remixing the costumes of the nineteenth century in a modern setting. Upon Sherlock’s return to London, we viewers are greeted with a panoramic and Romantic scene of our hero, surveying his city from on high, clad in his now iconic greatcoat; a scene which recalls the powerful image of the nineteenth century gentleman explorer. This idea of Sherlock surveying London from on high is one we shall return to on page 33, where we see the evolution of the city through the eyes of Sherlock himself.


Sherlock in the Machine Age


The original world of Sherlock Holmes is the clanging new workshop of the world that was Victorian Britain. “Were we required,” wrote Scottish historian Thomas Carlyle in 1829, “to characterize this age of ours by any single epithet, we should call it the Mechanical Age.” And, as the machinery began to mesh, science encroached upon all aspects of life, meeting every challenge with a new invention. The steam engine drove locomotives along their metal tracks. The first steamships crossed the great Atlantic. Transport magnates built bridges and roads. Telegraphs ticked intel from station to station. Cotton works glowed by gas. And a clamorous arc of iron foundries and coalmines powered this Industrial Revolution.


Sherlock Holmes was spun on the crackling loom of this machine age. Mary Shelley had Victor Frankenstein make his “monster” with the new science in his “workshop of filthy creation.” The new philosophers of science seduced Victor: “They ascend into the heavens: they have discovered how the blood circulates, and the nature of the air that we breathe. They have acquired new and almost unlimited powers; they can command the thunders of heaven, mimic the earthquake, and even mock the invisible world with its shadows.” Those new philosophers of science seduced Conan Doyle, too. His “workshop of filthy creation” was the popular fiction of big-idea genre mysteries, and his creature was Sherlock, an uber-rational character too scientific for some tastes, with a cold-blooded passion for definite and exact knowledge.
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