
Week 9 
Sherlock Holmes:
The Case of the Short Stories



Intertextuality





Publication Context

at “white-collar urban commuters, as well as 
the sizeable number of British citizens 
scattered throughout the empire” and was 
“available by mail order or at railway 
bookstalls for sixpence, and provided a 
cheap, entertaining assortment of light, short 
articles and stories perfect for a journey.” 

(Clarke, “Doyle, Holmes and Victorian Publishing”, 
Cambridge Companion, 2019)



Publication Context

“Sherlock Holmes was the progeny of a fortuitous 
marriage between a new type of author, publication 
and reading public that emerged at the end of the 
nineteenth century. The Victorian fin de siècle was 
truly the age of the periodical press. The expensive 
and bulky triple-decker novel was dying; by 1897, the 
number of three-volume novels published annually 
in Britain had fallen to just four.” 

(Clarke, “Doyle, Holmes and Victorian Publishing”, 
Cambridge Companion, 2019)





Publication Context



Moretti’s three criteria of 
success:

• necessity (meaningfully in 
terms of the crime(s) under 
investigation), 

• visibility (available to the 
reader in timely fashion) 

• decodability (intelligible to the 
alert reader)

“the tricksy epistemological game that is 
afoot between author and reader”

(Downes, “Sheer Luck Holmes”, 2016)



“companion-chronicler. Let us call 
it the Watson Effect.” 

(Downes, “Sheer Luck Holmes”, 2016)



“Ah, Watson,” said he, “I hoped that I might not be too late to catch
you.”
“My dear fellow, pray come in.”
“You look surprised, and no wonder! Relieved, too, I fancy! Hum!
You still smoke the Arcadia mixture of your bachelor days then!
There’s no mistaking that fluffy ash upon your coat. It’s easy to tell
that you have been accustomed to wear a uniform, Watson. You’ll
never pass as a pure-bred civilian as long as you keep that habit of
carrying your handkerchief in your sleeve. Could you put me up to-
night?”
“With pleasure.”
“You told me that you had bachelor quarters for one, and I see that
you have no gentleman visitor at present. Your hat-stand proclaims as
much.”
“I shall be delighted if you will stay.”
“Thank you. I’ll fill the vacant peg then. Sorry to see that you’ve had
the British workman in the house. He’s a token of evil. Not the
drains, I hope?”
“No, the gas.”
“Ah! He has left two nail-marks from his boot upon your linoleum
just where the light strikes it.

(The Crooked Man)



[Mary Morstan] “her expression was sweet and amiable, and her large blue eyes 
were singularly spiritual and sympathetic.”

[Sherlock] “He leaned forward in his chair with an expression of extraordinary 
concentration upon his clear-cut, hawklike features. ”

[Major Sholto] “At this instant a horrible change came over his expression; his 
eyes stared wildly, his jaw dropped, and he yelled, in a voice which I can never 
forget, ‘Keep him out! For Christ’s sake keep him out!’ We both stared round 
at the window behind us upon which his gaze was fixed. A face was looking in at 
us out of the darkness. We could see the whitening of the nose where it was 
pressed against the glass. It was a bearded, hairy face, with wild cruel eyes and 
an expression of concentrated malevolence.”

[Bartholomew Sholto] “I stooped to the hole, and recoiled in horror. Moonlight 
was streaming into the room, and it was bright with a vague and shifty radiance. 
Looking straight at me, and suspended, as it were, in the air, for all beneath was 
in shadow, there hung a face,—the very face of our companion Thaddeus. There 
was the same high, shining head, the same circular bristle of red hair, the same 
bloodless countenance. The features were set, however, in a horrible smile, a 
fixed and unnatural grin, which in that still and moonlit room was more jarring 
to the nerves than any scowl or contortion.”

(The Sign of the Four)

Charles Darwin, The Expressions of the 
Emotions in Man and Animals (1872)



“There was one thing in the case which had made the 
deepest impression both upon the servants and the 
police. This was the contortion of the Colonel’s face. It 
had set, according to their account, into the most 
dreadful expression of fear and horror which a human 
countenance is capable of assuming. More than one 
person fainted at the mere sight of him, so terrible was 
the effect. It was quite certain that he had foreseen his 
fate, and that it had caused him the utmost horror.”

(The Crooked Man)

The wind was howling outside, and the rain was beating and 
splashing against the windows. Suddenly, amid all the hubbub of the 
gale, there burst forth the wild scream of a terrified woman. […] my 
sister’s door was unlocked, and revolved slowly upon its hinges. I 
stared at it horror-stricken, not knowing what was about to issue 
from it. By the light of the corridor-lamp I saw my sister appear at 
the opening, her face blanched with terror, her hands groping for 
help, her whole figure swaying to and fro like that of a drunkard.

(Speckled Band) Optography



“the evolution of criminal anthropology as a field of scientific 

research and the establishment of a professional national 

police force”

“While officers of the law focussed on the act of crime and its 

possible prevention, criminologists investigated the nature of 

criminality in order to identify its origins and causes. The figure 

of the literary detective partakes in both of these endeavours: 

Sherlock Holmes investigates criminal acts by drawing on 

theories of criminality that help him to apprehend (in both senses 

of the word) criminals and their crimes.”  

(Stephan Karschay, “Doyle and the Criminal Body” 

Cambridge Companion, 2019) 



For the police, “the mastery of the criminal 
body necessitated a massive campaign of 
inscription, a transformation of the body’s signs 
into a text”

(Allan Sekula, 1986)

“the literary detective […] is required by the 
logic of the detective narrative to see through 
the lies and disguises of a suspect systematically 
and provide a true picture of the criminal and 
an accurate account of the crime” but in so 
doing “defines the subject’s uniqueness by 
assuming the reducibility of every person to a 
specific image delineated in a set of 
physiological signs.” 

(Ronald R. Thomas, 2003)



Criminal man, according to the classification of Cesare 
Lombroso (New York: Putnam, 1911)



Toxic Masculinities

“In a fit of anger, however, caused by some robberies which
had been perpetrated in the house, he beat his native butler to
death and narrowly escaped a capital sentence”

He stepped swiftly forward, seized the poker, and bent it into a
curve with his huge brown hands.

“See that you keep yourself out of my grip,” he snarled, and
hurling the twisted poker into the fireplace he strode out of the
room.

“He seems a very amiable person,” said Holmes, laughing. “I 
am not quite so bulky, but if he had remained I might have 
shown him that my grip was not much more feeble than his 
own.” As he spoke he picked up the steel poker and, with a 
sudden effort, straightened it out again.

(The Speckled Band)



Imperial Gothic

“individual regression or going native, an 
invasion of civilization by the forces of 
barbarism or demonism; and the 
diminution of opportunities for 
adventure and heroism in the modern 
world”  

Patrick Brantlinger, “Imperial Gothic” 
(1985) 



“Colonel Barclay himself seems to have had some singular traits in his character. He 
was a dashing, jovial old soldier in his usual mood, but there were occasions on which 
he seemed to show himself capable of considerable violence and vindictiveness. This 
side of his nature, however, appears never to have been turned towards his wife. 
Another fact, which had struck Major Murphy and three out of five of the other 
officers with whom I conversed, was the singular sort of depression which came upon 
him at times. As the major expressed it, the smile had often been struck from his 
mouth, as if by some invisible hand, when he has been joining the gayeties and chaff 
of the mess-table. For days on end, when the mood was on him, he has been sunk in 
the deepest gloom. This and a certain tinge of superstition were the only unusual 
traits in his character which his brother officers had observed. The latter peculiarity 
took the form of a dislike to being left alone, especially after dark. This puerile 
feature in a nature which was conspicuously manly had often given rise to comment 
and conjecture.

(The Crooked Man)



“In the overwhelming majority of cases we are told of the existence of a combination of factors, most 
prominent of which are acute or chronic physical illness (malaria, liver disease, various stages of 
syphilis and other sexually transmitted diseases, scurvy, typhoid, 'enteric' and 'zymotic' diseases), 
injuries (blows on the head), and alcoholism. 
Disappointments, nostalgia, boredom, anxiety, trauma, aversion to and the stress of heat and dust, 
quarrels and incompatibility with comrades (on account of different class, educational, religious and 
ethnic backgrounds) could be read between the lines of the case reports, and were frequently part and 
parcel of representations of the legendary 'mad-dogs and Englishmen’.” 

(Waltraud, 1996)

“A well-marked case of pseudo-leprosy or ichthyosis, a scale-like affection of the skin, 
unsightly, obstinate, but possibly curable, and certainly non-infective. Yes, Mr. Holmes, the 
coincidence is a remarkable one. But is it coincidence? Are there not subtle forces at work of 
which we know little? Are we assured that the apprehension from which this young man has 
no doubt suffered terribly since his exposure to its contagion may not produce a physical 
effect which simulates that which it fears?”

(The Blanched Soldier)



“It wasn't merely that ghastly face 
glimmering as white as cheese in the 
darkness. It was more subtle than that—
something slinking, something furtive, 
something guilty—something very unlike 
the frank, manly lad that I had known. 
It left a feeling of horror in my mind.”

(The Blanched Soldier)





“ nineteenth-century writing made an especially significant contribution 

towards establishing an idea of a united English national identity, a 

cultural Englishness” 

“by the time of the first Holmes publication in 1887 […] dissenting 

voices were increasingly silenced, and a ‘New Imperialism’ was steadily 

emerging, more forcefully advocating renewed imperial expansion, 

especially to protect British interests against newly rising colonial powers 

such as the United States, France and Germany.”

“the Holmes stories take a two-pronged – and highly ideological –

approach to the construction of national identity: traditional English, 

rural settings are juxtaposed with – or threatened by – an influx of 

foreign ‘Others’. In particular, the country house or ancestral manor 

house is repeatedly ‘Orientalised’ in Holmes’s cases: brought to quasi-

ruin by descendants of old English families who have lived abroad and 

acquired strange and foreign ways, or inhabited by actual foreigners 

whose different and generally devious behaviours threaten the status quo 

of England.”

Christine Berberich, “Englishness and Rural England” 
Cambridge Companion, 2019  
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