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Introduction

“I am the man in the street,” wrote Arthur Conan Doyle of
himself. His writings do indeed reflect the interests and atti-
tudes of the middle classes of the 1890s-1920s, but it was his
creation of an eccentric and extraordinary character, Sherlock
Holmes, which gave Doyle worldwide fame during and well be-
yond his lifetime. Sherlock Holmes made his first appearance in
1886, in a short story called “A Study in Scarlet”; his last ap-
pearance, in the sixtieth story, was in 1927. The popularity of
Sherlock Holmes has not waned in the years since then: he has
been described as the most memorable character in fiction.

Arthur Conan Doyle was born in 1859, in Edinburgh, of Irish
parents. He was the eldest child of poor parents, and it was his
mother who was the mainstay of the family. She managed to
send Arthur to Stonyhurst, a well-known Jesuit boarding-school
for boys, from the age of nine to sixteen, and he then went on to
Edinburgh University to study medicine. To help finance his
training, and to help his family, he worked as a surgeon on a
whaler for seven months and earned fifty sovereigns.

After qualifying as a doctor, he went as a ship’s surgeon to
West Africa, and then in 1882 set up a practice in Portsmouth.
Things were so difficult for him at first that he was forced to
pawn his watch three times. Unable to afford a servant, he did
his shopping and cleaning late in the evening, so that his neigh-
bours should not realise how poor he was. Gradually, he built up
his practice and became involved in the social life of the town.
He was a keen sportsman all his life, playing rugby, cricket,
football and golf, all with great enthusiasm.

He moved to London to advance his medical career, but in
1891 he decided to give up medicine and live as a writer. He had
been writing throughout these early years, and although it was
the popularity of the Sherlock Holmes stories which enabled
him to embark on a full-time career as a writer, he became
bored with Sherlock Holmes and tried to kill him off as early as
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1893. Doyle’s other writings were always more important to him.
He wrote several historical novels which he rated highly: “They
form the most complete, satisfying and ambitious thing that |
have ever done.” He wrote a history of the Boer War, and a six-
volume history of the First World War. In his later years, he was
increasingly involved with spiritualism — going on lecture tours,
and opening his own spiritualist bookshop — and did not write
much in the vears before his death in 1930.

The Hound of the Baskervilles (1902) is regarded by many as
the best of the Sherloct Holmes stories. It is, in fact, one of only
four novels which Doyle wrote about Sherlock Holmes, and it
originally appeared in nine parts in the Strand Magazine. Like
all the stories, The Hound of the Baskervilles is narrated by Dr
Watson, the friend and companion of Sherlock Holmes, a char-
acter with whom the reader identifies. He is a complete contrast
to Sherlock Holmes, continually astonished by the power of his
friend’s intelligence, and yet he is valued by the great man. The
contrast between the two men is a source of pleasing tension in
the novel. Dr Watson works alone during part of the story, and
believes himself to make great progress. Eventually, he deter-
mines “to reach the heart of the mystery”, only to find Holmes
himself: “his grey eyes full of amusement”.

Following the pattern which Doyle used so successfully in
other stories, The Hound of the Baskervilles begins in the com-
fort and warmth of Baker Street. A stranger calls, and the
adventure begins. From the security of Baker Street, Watson is
thrust into the dangerous, threatening home of the Baskervilles
on Dartmoor. Watson’s letters to Holmes, and then his diary,
add variety and immediacy to the narrative. When Holmes joins
Wiatson, the pace of the story increases, until, back in the safety
of Baker Street, Holmes explains the whole case to Watson.

Doyle sustains suspense throughout the novel by varying at-
mosphere, pace and substance. The horror of the legend of the
hound, at the beginning of the novel, gives way to the mundane
mysteries of the anonymous letter and the missing boot. The
sub-plot of the escaped prisoner diverts suspicions and creates
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new anxieties for Watson. The isolation of Baskerville Hall, the
fearful Grimpen Mire, and the desolation of Dartmoor itself
create a bleak and powerful atmosphere. The sound of the
mysterious hound increases the fearsomeness of the moor: “Just
then, a long, low cry swept over the whole moor. It filled the air,
yet it was impossible to say where it came from. It rose to a deep
roar, and then sank back again into a dull and fading sound.”

As Sherlock Holmes and Dr Watson confront the terrors of
this wild and lonely place, the contrast with the cosy security of
Baker Street, many miles away, increases the sense of their
dangerous isolation.

The characters Doyle portrays create fear and suspense: the
Barrymores behave suspiciously; the Stapletons are eccentric;
Mrs Lyons has something to hide.

The character of Sherlock Holmes himself, as well as unrav-
elling the mystery, plays a large part in the atmosphere of
suspense. Doyle does not portray Holmes in depth, and yet his
character is vivid, individual, and immediately recognisable. In
the early chapters, Holmes is rgvealed as eccentric, possessing
great powers of deduction, and with an enthusiasm and eager-
ness for life. From the beginning we see Holmes’s sportsman’s
approach to detection: he immediately focuses on the criminal,
and joins battle with him: ““.. . this time we have an enemy worth
fighting.”” Holmes obviously enjoys the chase, the challenge of
uncovering the identity of the criminal through his use of ra-
tional deduction, and the action involved in obtaining proof.

In the early part of the novel, Sherlock Holmes is calm and
confident: “‘] don’t pretend to understand it yet. This case of
yours is very complicated, Sir Henry. But we hold one or two
threads in our hands, and one or other of them may guide us to
the truth.”” This contrasts with his assessment of the danger of
the situation: “It is a bad business, Watson, a bad and danger-
ous business, and the more [ see of it the less [ like it.””

In the later part of the novel, Holmes is revealed as being
aware of the possibility of his own failure; indeed, at one point
he believes he has failed: ““He has beaten us, Watson. We are

Viii
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too late . . . [ was a fool to delay . . . [ shall never forgive myself
for leaving Sir Henry to his fate.”” At the end, the very forces of
nature are raised against Holmes: ““Our success and even his
life may depend upon his coming out before the mist is over the
path.””

“One of Sherlock Holmes's faults,” Watson says, “. . . was that
he was very unwilling to explain his full plans to any other
person until the moment when they were carried out.” This
fault is consistent with his powerful and unusual character, and
of course this facet of his character plays a vital part in the
ma,. tenance of suspense to the end of the novel.

When Doyle returns Holmes to the sitting room in Baker
Street where he relates the details of his investigations, Holmes
reassumes the detached confidence which is one aspect of his
personality. Such is the strength of his character, that Doyle
does not stretch credibility by revealing that Holmes “‘was cer-
tain about the hound, and had guessed at the criminal’” before
Watson left for Dartmoor.

The police, in the person of Lestrade, are a component of the
story, but they play no part in the solution of the mystery.
Sherlock Holmes's attitude to Lestrade is patronising: “'. . . the
best of the policemen, [ think, and we may need his help.””

The Hound of the Baskervilles does not concern itself with
portraying complexities of character or society; Doyle is content
to reflect middle-class social attitudes of the period. The serv-
ants, Mr and Mrs Barrymore, are not condemned for shielding
the criminal, but their feelings are discounted. The escaped
prisoner is regarded as “a criminal for whom there was neither
pity nor excuse”. Both Miss Stapleton and Mrs Lyons are
stereotypes, shown to be dominated by the man they love: “I
could stand it all — cruel treatment, loneliness, a life of deceit,
everything — as long as | could still believe that | had his love.””

Doyle’s personal experience extended beyond the shores of
the British Isles, and yet his portrayal of non-British peoples is
unenlightened. Africans are regarded by Dr Mortimer merely
as interesting topics for study. Beryl Garcia, the character from
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Central America, is beautiful and strong-minded but Sherlock
Holmes summarises her character thus: “A woman of Spanish
blood does not forgive bad treatment so easily.”

In his personal life, however, Doyle did not identify with the
views of “the man in the street” quite so simply. He spent time
and money fighting against popular opinion to secure the par-
don of a young Indian wrongly imprisoned for horse-maiming;
and he worked for years to gain pardon for a Jew wrongly
imprisoned in Scotland for eighteen years for murder.

Doyle gives this commitment to a justice above the British
legal system to the character of Sherlock Holmes, who pursues
evil relentlessly. The intense morality of the Holmes stories, in
which evil is defeated and order restored, is a theme which
Doyle bequeathed to detective fiction.

At the root of the popularity of Sherlock Holmes is the sto-
ries’ combination of romance and logic. The romance and en-
tertainment of The Hound of the Baskervilles, where heroes and
villains are larger than life and where the adventure is both
mysterious and dangerous, is deepened by the constant contrast
of the bizarre and grotesque with the austere rationality and
scepticism of Sherlock Holmes. The fearsome, supernatural
hound is explained through the logical workings of the intelli-
gence of Holmes.

Arthur Conan Doyle read Edgar Allan Poe, the inventor of
the detective story, and was obviously influenced by his stories.
Doyle’s imagination was more restricted than Poe’s; his ro-
mance was restrained by logic; his life was more rooted in real-
ity. However, Doyle is regarded as the master of detective fiction,
and his influence is still felt; it was he who first gave vitality to
a detective, and his commitment to justice and moral values
gave the detective story its place in the literary scene of the
twentieth century.
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