SHERLOCK HOMES – FACT OR FICTION?

Sherlock Holmes and Doctor Watson have appeared in books, stories, films, TV series, cartoons, radio and stage.  They are two of the most famous characters in literature, and have made their creator, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, immortal.  Small wonder, then, that many myths have grown up around the famous detective and his faithful companion.  We would like to set the record straight on a few points…

MYTH: In Conan Doyle’s stories, whenever Watson was baffled by a mystery, Sherlock Holmes would work out the solution with ease, and claim that it was “Elementary, my dear Watson”.

This is FALSE.  Holmes never used this phrase in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s stories.  However, many films and television versions of Sherlock Holmes stories have used this catchphrase.  It is unclear where the phrase originated, but it certainly caught the public imagination!  The actor, Basil Rathbone, who played Sherlock Holmes on film, used this expression many times.  As a homage to the rich heritage of Sherlock Holmes adaptations, we have included this phrase in our play – find it if you can!

MYTH: Sherlock Holmes, always wore an Inverness cape and a deerstalker hat. 

FALSE.  Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s stories never describe this.  However, Sidney Paget, the original illustrator of the Sherlock Holmes stories which appeared in The Strand magazine, was fond of wearing a deerstalker hat, and in some of his illustrations, he depicted Holmes as wearing one.  The idea caught on, and we consider that no production of Sherlock Holmes nowadays would be complete without the great detective’s famous deerstalker hat and cape!

MYTH: Sherlock Holmes smoked his shag tobacco from a curved meerschaum pipe.

This is FALSE. This cliché is believed to have originated with the actor William Gillette, who played the role on stage during Conan Doyle’s lifetime in a production which opened in New York in November, 1899.  Gillette used a meerschaum pipe on stage, and an American magazine illustrator based his own pictures of Holmes on Gillette’s image. 

MYTH: Sir Arthur Conan Doyle sometimes turned detective and solved mysteries himself.

This is TRUE.  By applying Sherlock Holmes’ methods of deduction, Conan Doyle was able to correct some miscarriages of justice.  He saved George Edalji, who had been blamed for slashing horses and cows, and Oscar Slater, who had been wrongly convicted of murdering his landlady.   
MYTH: Sir Arthur Conan Doyle was a drug addict.

This is FALSE.  Conan Doyle is not known to have even dabbled with taking illegal drugs.  However, Sherlock Holmes used drugs in some of the early stories.  In A Study in Scarlet, The Sign of Four, and The Yellow Face, a disapproving Doctor Watson records that Holmes was addicted to the use of cocaine, which he took intravenously.  Watson was determined to show Holmes the error of his ways, and by the time of The Adventure of the Missing Three-Quarter, Watson was able to report that,

 “For years I had gradually weaned him from that drug mania which had threatened once to check his remarkable career.  Now I knew that under ordinary conditions he no longer craved for this artificial stimulus, but I was well aware that the fiend was not dead but sleeping, and I have known that the sleep was a light one and the waking near when in periods of idleness I have seen the drawn look upon Holmes’s ascetic face, and the brooding of his deep-set and inscrutable eyes.”

Fortunately, Watson’s fears did not come true – Holmes never resorted to drugs again from that time onwards.

MYTH: Sir Arthur Conan Doyle believed in ghosts.

This is TRUE.  Conan Doyle had a life-long interest in spiritualism, but retained a great deal of scepticism until after the First World War.  At that time, when many families had suffered the tragic loss of their sons and daughters, there was renewed interest in attempts to contact the dead.  Although he never claimed to have a medium’s powers himself. Conan Doyle became a leading spiritualist.  He wrote many books on the subject, and toured England and America discussing spiritualism.  

MYTH: Sir Arthur Conan Doyle believed in fairies.

This is also TRUE.  Perhaps the most famous example is Conan Doyle’s involvement with Elsie Wright and her cousin Frances, in the early 1920s. Elsie and Frances claimed that they had photographed fairies, dancing in a wood.  Doyle had their photographs examined by experts, who were unable to prove that the fairy photographs were fake.  Conan Doyle believed that the girls’ photographs were genuine, and wrote books in which he insisted that fairies and other mythological “little folk” were real, and that one day the world would be forced to acknowledge this.

MYTH: Arthur Conan Doyle himself didn’t like his creation, Sherlock Holmes.

To a large extent, this is TRUE.  Conan Doyle also wrote a great deal of other books including science fiction, historical novels and non-fiction.  He wanted to be known as a great literary writer, and felt that the public’s craving for more and more Sherlock Holmes stories was overshadowing his other work.  In 1893, Conan Doyle famously “killed off” Sherlock Holmes, sparking a public outcry.  It was to be ten years before he weakened and brought the famous detective back from the dead.

MYTH: Arthur Conan Doyle and / or Sherlock Holmes were homosexual.

This is FALSE.  Sir Arthur Conan Doyle was twice happily married, and is never known to have had a sexual relationship with a man.  It would also appear that despite the strong mutual regard of Holmes and Watson, their relationship was purely platonic. 

MYTH: 221B, Baker Street, Sherlock Holmes’ famous house, is real – and tourists who visit London can take a tour of the premises!

This is both TRUE and FALSE.  When Sir Arthur Conan Doyle wrote his stories, he ensured that there was no such number as 221B Baker Street – thus deliberately giving Sherlock Holmes a fictional address.  However, nowadays there is a museum at the site.  Visitors to London can enjoy this reconstruction of Holmes and Watson’s rooms, complete with items such as Holmes’ chemistry set and Watson’s medical instruments.  They should also pause to admire the many wax reconstructions of famous characters and moments from the Holmes stories.  For souvenir hunters, all sorts of Sherlock Holmes-related items are available, including books, videos, pipes and hats!

