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As the introduction has demonstrated, Holmes’ status as half-fictional 
creation, half-historical figure has been continually toyed with as he has 
been woven into historical and media developments. Even so, the ques-
tion, ‘Who is Sherlock Holmes?’ is by no means an easy one to answer. 
Indeed, where a character or story’s appeal is commonly described as 
‘timeless’, academics become intrigued about how that perception of 
timelessness came about; all ‘timeless’ ideas have a history. Perhaps a bet-
ter way of thinking about the pattern of modernising Sherlock Holmes, 
over the last century and beyond, is to propose that he is not timeless, 
but rather consistently renegotiated in order to appear timely.

This chapter is a survey of how the Sherlock Holmes character has 
been analysed and discussed in the light of the screen adaptations of the 
twenty-first century, and it’s an attempt to introduce the history of stage 
Sherlocks into these discussions. As I’ll show, many of the games played 
with Sherlock Holmes, his history and fictional status, had been already 
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‘Hat Detective’.



24   B. Poore

rendered into a performance medium before Sherlock, Elementary and 
the Ritchie films. Following the line of argument set out in Chap. 1, this 
chapter contends that in the case of the Holmes and Watson stories—
unlike most screen and stage adaptations of nineteenth-century fiction—
the main adapted element is the lead characters, rather than (and indeed 
detached from) the narrative. This has many implications for how they 
work as adaptations, as Chap. 3 will explore further.

The present chapter focuses on two possible explanations of Sherlock 
Holmes’ contemporary appeal. The first is that there are aspects of the 
character that adapters and audiences have recognised as particularly 
resonant in the early twenty-first century; hence the seemingly insatiable 
appetite for new Holmes stories on page, screen and stage. The second 
possibility that I examine is a more McLuhanesque reading of the char-
acter’s appeal: that it was Conan Doyle’s successful exploitation of the 
magazine story format that created Sherlock Holmes’ original popularity, 
and that his renewed popularity has much to do with the new serial sto-
rytelling possibilities offered by twenty-first century television and film 
franchises. Both of these interpretations, however, mean that new plays 
about Sherlock Holmes face particular challenges if they are to evoke the 
Victorian period powerfully for the present day, or if they are to take the 
character in new directions with only a couple of hours of stage time.

In surveying the ways that we think about Sherlock Holmes now, and 
acknowledging the many sources that cannot be included for reasons of 
space and focus, I can only echo Zach Dundas’ defence that ‘it may be 
physically impossible to undertake a truly complete study of Sherlock 
Holmes. There’s just too much stuff. To survey Sherlockiana, at this late 
date, is like starting out over a wilderness—you finally have to pick a trail 
and start navigating’.1

Holmes the Brand

In thinking about the twenty-first century appeal of Holmes, a useful 
first step is to consider Sherlock Holmes as a brand, as Amanda J. Field 
has done, and to analyse the components of that brand: the ‘essential 
characteristics’ that have evolved over time, even if they are not authen-
tic to Conan Doyle’s original conception.2 These components include 
the deerstalker cap,3 the Inverness cape, the pipe (sometimes straight, 
as in Paget’s illustrations, sometimes a meerschaum or calabash), the 
magnifying glass, the violin, the dressing gown and the tendency to say, 
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‘elementary, my dear Watson’. As Field notes, in advertising, the com-
ponents of the brand rarely appear all together, and often the deerstalker 
and magnifying glass on their own suffice.4

Moreover, as Thomas Leitch argues, Holmes draws his iconography 
not merely from his literary original but ‘from a mixture of visual texts’.5 
So, for Leitch, adapting Sherlock Holmes is never a matter of commun-
ing with the source text in a one-on-one relationship; cultural history has 
made that impossible. Instead, adapting Holmes is an active process, a 
question of ‘the need to pick and choose which progenitor texts to fol-
low, which to modify, and which to ignore’.6 Hence, a surprising part 
of Holmes’ continual fascination is that there is a recognisable Holmes 
at all, given how much his brand has varied. Now twenty-first century 
adaptations have gone further, drawing headlines and viewers because 
of their casting of actors who break with the iconography of Holmes as 
‘tall and lean, with piercing eyes and a hawklike nose’—what ‘[e]veryone 
knows’ about him—7 such as the relatively compact and muscular Robert 
Downey Jr and the decidedly un-aquiline Benedict Cumberbatch.8 As 
Lyndsay Faye sees it, ‘no one element of the character can now be argued 
indispensable […] No single particular flourish is cardinal […] to the 
character as a whole’.9

In stage adaptations of recent years, these elements of the Holmes 
brand are so familiar that adaptors frequently make a comic feature of 
them, by ‘constructing’ Holmes’ image before our eyes. So, for example, 
Clive Francis’ adaptation of The Hound of the Baskervilles (Nottingham 
Playhouse, 2004) begins with the story being narrated by four Watsons, 
before one of them is made into ‘Mr Sherlock (Placing a deerstalker on 
his head.) Holmes’.10 As the detective is then described, he is handed his 
dressing gown and takes his pipe.11 In Simon Williams’ adaptation of the 
same novel, Holmes is converted, ‘in a miraculous moment of flurried 
activity […] into the well-known silhouette of Sherlock Holmes with 
deer-stalker and pipe that we all know and revere’.12 Once the image is 
completed, ‘the legend freezes and they all pay homage’.13 And in Ron 
Hutchinson’s Curse of the Baskervilles, Holmes notices the deerstalker 
on the head of Dr Mortimer, and Watson places it on Holmes’ head. 
The stage directions note: ‘Holmes turns, deerstalker on, holding mag-
nifying glass in accidentally-achieved classic image’ as Watson considers 
a moment, decides, ‘No’, and hands the hat back to Mortimer.14 Such 
in-jokes with the audience predate, in some cases by decades,15 the BBC 
series Sherlock’s playful deployment of the deerstalker, with Benedict 
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Cumberbatch’s character putting on a deerstalker in order to hide his 
face from press photographers, complaining, ‘the last thing I need is a 
public image’.16

I cannot agree, then, with Zea Miller’s claim that, in making 
Sherlock Holmes anew, adaptations ‘cannot simultaneously embody 
“Sherlockness” while throwing it away’.17 While, to be sure, ‘stock behav-
iours, stock appearances, and confirmation bias’ are significant when 
an audience has been primed to expect a Sherlock Holmes adaptation 
or appropriation, I think audiences are able to critique how these are 
deployed.18 Their ‘belief’ in this particular Sherlock Holmes is conditional 
on how skilfully the adaptation handles the clichés and common elements.

An Everyman, Just Out of Reach

If the physical attributes and accessories of Sherlock Holmes prove to 
be somewhat slippery, so are the characteristics that make him a hero. 
Field’s research on the use of Holmes in advertising reveals ‘a number 
of selling propositions which Holmes is being used to convey: principal 
among these are expertise, observation, common sense, the clever con-
sumer […] and elegance and distinction’.19 The advertising, therefore, 
attempts to flatter consumers into believing that if they choose that 
product, they are emulating Holmes’ cleverness.20 As with all advertis-
ing, we might observe: if only life were so simple. Holmes’ brilliance, 
and the confident, decisive actions that he takes as a result, are tantalis-
ingly beyond our reach.

Edgar W. Smith wrote, back in 1946, that part of Holmes’ appeal is 
that he is a wish-fulfilment figure: ‘We see him as the fine expression of our 
urge to trample evil and to set aright the wrongs with which the world is 
plagued. He is Galahad and Socrates, bringing high adventure to our dull 
existences and calm, judicial logic to our biased minds’.21 As Kyrie Culp 
comments, passages like this in Smith’s appreciation reflect how ‘people 
want to believe that if they work hard enough, they can be like him’.22 
Thus, there’s a tendency at times—arguably, particularly in this individu-
alised, neo-liberal labour landscape of the twenty-first century—for read-
ers or viewers to project their own productivity fantasies onto him. If, like 
Holmes, we could only find our vocation,23 then we too would have writ-
ten dozens of monographs and be an expert in many esoteric yet highly use-
ful subjects. As Steven Moffat says of the BBC Sherlock, ‘He wasn’t born 
with superdetective powers. He learned it’.24 Yet such a reading requires 
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us to conveniently ignore Holmes’ ‘malingering’, his bouts of unproduc-
tive ennui, his indolence: as Alec Charles suggests, it is ‘his laziness, coupled 
with his innate restlessness, which makes his genius possible’.25

In ‘The Implicit Holmes’, Smith goes on to picture ‘we ourselves’, 
the reader, comfortable in Baker Street with Watson, in effect inhabit-
ing Holmes’ body.26 Smith’s quasi-mystical communion with the sage 
of Baker Street suggests an element of spirit possession, and there is 
no shortage of religious parallels to the Sherlock Holmes myth. I have 
traced one such line of enquiry in a previous essay, ‘Sherlock Holmes 
and the Leap of Faith’, comparing the depiction of Holmes in film to 
that of Christ in films like Jesus Christ Superstar and The Passion of the 
Christ.27 Christopher Redmond notes that G.K. Chesterton found this 
quasi-religious treatment of Holmes objectionable as early as 1935, in his 
essay ‘Sherlock Holmes the God’; but Redmond points also to some par-
allels with Lord Raglan’s study of the ‘hero pattern’ and the undeniable 
religious overtones of Holmes’ death and resurrection.28 And, as Frunză 
and Bessemer note, Holmes sets himself up as above the law, a higher 
form of justice; in some respects, he even resembles an Old Testament 
God. In their examples, he subjects a character (Captain Croker in ‘The 
Adventure of the Abbey Grange’) to testing, judging and ultimately, 
benediction, and has his own extra-legal code of ‘justified revenge’ in the 
novels The Sign of the Four and A Study in Scarlet.29

What are the implications of these ideas about Holmes for stage adap-
tations of the character? As explained in the introductory chapter, plays 
featuring Sherlock Holmes don’t have the luxury of long-form storytell-
ing in order to develop the nuances of character. As we’ve seen, plays 
utilise the symbols of ‘Sherlockness’ (to borrow Miller’s term) to quickly 
establish or theatrically construct the hero’s identity. Such a process is 
especially important where the roles played by characters are in question 
due to the theatrical frame being used.30 It’s hard, however, for stage 
plays to build a subtle, multi-faceted interpretation of Holmes the hero 
given the limitations of time. So instead, we tend to see Sherlock Holmes 
returning from the dead—a pattern examined in the chapter, ‘The Man 
on the Tor’—or Holmes accused of a crime, or losing his reputation and 
having to regain it, or Holmes debunked or satirised as a hero. We are 
not shown the development of a hero, because there isn’t the same con-
trol of a fictional world as the screen adaptations.

Furthermore, in setting up Holmes as an authority above the law—an 
exponent of a form of ‘natural justice’—he becomes the deus ex machina 
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for the kind of justice dispensed in melodrama.31 As the next chapter will 
argue, adapting Conan Doyle’s Holmes stories for the stage reveals the 
extent to which they rely on the tropes of Victorian melodrama. Theatre 
productions thus have to choose how to play such associations in front of 
a live audience: whether to parody the melodrama, to play it straight or 
whether to distance the show from the melodrama by framing it in meta-
fictional or metatheatrical terms.

Having It Both Ways

As well as a fantasy of productivity and justice, Sherlock Holmes also 
functions in some modern iterations as a wish-fulfilment figure for the 
combination of thought and action, of intellect and brawn that is so 
difficult to achieve in modern, sedentary societies. The references to 
Sherlock’s expertise in singlestick in the canon have been made into a 
recurring feature of Jonny Lee Miller’s Holmes in Elementary, while in 
Ritchie’s Sherlock Holmes “the passing reference to Holmes as having 
experience among the boxing fraternity, ‘the fancy’ in A Study in Scarlet 
is blown up into Holmes’ brilliant career as a bare-knuckle fighter”.32 
Jason Durr in Mark Catley’s play Sherlock Holmes: The Best Kept Secret 
(West Yorkshire Playhouse, 2013) spent some time with his shirt off as 
he or Watson tended his wounds from his Reichenbach fall, affording the 
audience ample opportunity to view Durr’s muscular frame.

Contrasting with this is the bohemian element, the unconventionality 
of Sherlock Holmes. As Dundas points out, the detective’s success in the 
stories relies on the ‘less than cinematic’ tendency to sit still for a long 
time in contemplation; he cites the example of Holmes’ breakthrough 
in ‘The Man with the Twisted Lip’, where Holmes constructs ‘a sort 
of Eastern divan’ out of pillows, and smokes, remaining motionless all 
night, until he has his solution.33 Paavola and Järvilehto similarly remind 
us that as well as being a man of reason and a man of action, Holmes ‘is 
also a man of imagination and day-dreaming’.34 Susan Zieger expands 
on this idea by noting the confluence of reading, thinking and smoking 
in the depiction of Holmes. For Zieger, ‘Holmes’s tobacco habit offers 
a mode of pleasurable effort’ and the detective’s ability to solve a case 
like ‘The Man with the Twisted Lip’ by smoking and thinking all night 
‘proves that thinking really is pleasure rather than labour—the abiding 
fantasy that Holmes embodies’.35 Demeter is not the only critic to accuse 
Holmes of giving a misleading account of his own process, disguising his 
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reliance on artistic imagination behind his ‘official ideology’ of deductive 
reasoning. Why, asks Demeter, would Holmes take cocaine, if he wanted 
to become more logical?36

This bohemianism, the streak of the artist, represents a key attraction of 
Holmes’ personality.37 He stands for the restoration of order, and yet he is 
a rebel. He goes by his own code of justice. He commits crimes like fraud-
ulent deception, breaking and entering and the suppression of evidence, 
and gets away with it.38 Like the hardboiled detectives that followed 
him, Holmes is in danger but also dangerous; his existence is proof that 
‘authority cannot deliver on its promise’.39 As Wiltse, Zieger and Dundas 
have all recognised, Holmes’ bohemianism is another aspect of his wish-
fulfilment quality for the late-nineteenth century ‘independent urban 
brainworker’ who would read The Strand Magazine on their daily com-
mute.40 Dundas asserts: ‘The Baker Street scene evolved into an alluring 
fantasy lifestyle based on irregular hours, self-determination, and tobacco’ 
where Mrs Hudson’s housekeeping, and a lack of interest in romantic 
relations, ‘frees up a lot of time to mess around with dangerous chemi-
cals, medieval manuscripts, and whatever else strikes his fancy. He is, in a 
word, free’.41 It’s a notion of freedom that is perhaps particularly appeal-
ing to the twenty-first century British, who now have strict laws governing 
the use of firearms, tobacco and cocaine, and who might hark back to the 
Victorian period as one of danger, certainly, but also of liberty.42

Holmes represents a combination of freedom and reassurance, of 
comfort and yet danger, of intelligence and muscle.43 His methods com-
bine the scientist’s precision with the flamboyance of the showman and 
a chivalric passion for justice and mercy.44 He is a paradox of imagina-
tion and judgement, of bohemianism and mainstream recognition. As Ed 
Wiltse puts it, ‘Holmes’s flouting of Victorian social mores is remarkable 
for its apparent total lack of consequences […] he rises [in his career] 
with spectacular speed’.45 With Sherlock Holmes, we want it, and can 
have it, both ways. It is difficult not to define him in terms of contradic-
tions, as Wynne does: he is both fixed and flexible with regard to the 
law; both stable and eccentric, both English and foreign.46 Lyndsay 
Faye draws our attention to how little we know about Holmes, despite 
the many vivid descriptions and details; this ‘concept of heroic opacity’ 
inspires us to attempt to ‘fill in the blanks on the map’.47

Certainly, theatrical Holmes adaptations have, for some time, sought 
to ‘fill in the blanks’ about the detective, in ways which are usually 
transformative rather than affirmative (see Chap. 1). But whatever else 
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Sherlock Holmes on the stage may be, it is hard for him to be convinc-
ingly bohemian or a dangerous outsider, because to convey that sense 
of his difference from mainstream society, a company would either need 
a very historically well-informed audience, or else a detailed portrait 
of that society and the man at odds with it. This latter kind of histori-
cal verisimilitude has thus far been left to television and film. Instead, 
an association with bohemianism has to be created by playful references 
to Holmes’ cocaine use, or his occasional appearance in an opium den 
(as in Mrs Hudson’s Christmas Corker, or Sherlock Holmes in Trouble).48 
Lip Service’s Move Over Moriarty ties the reference into a sequence of 
gags: Watson accidentally sits on a needle, and, discovering it’s a knitting 
needle reprimands Holmes about his ‘odious habit of French knitting’.49 
Holmes reveals that he’s been knitting himself a woollen eye patch as 
a disguise, and sure enough, when he puts it on, Watson completely 
fails to recognise him. Thus, the dangerous, drug-taking scourge of the 
underworld is, with two strokes, thoroughly defanged and domesticated.

Antihero and Genius

As these ideas of Holmes build up over time, it becomes harder to rec-
oncile all the character’s supposed qualities. Ashley D. Polasek outlines 
this problem when she argues that it ‘becomes difficult to reinvigorate 
Holmes as, with each new adaptation, the battle to create a lasting chal-
lenge to the homogeneity of the character—to redefine what are per-
ceived as his definitive qualities—becomes harder to win’.50 For Polasek, 
the solution that the three major post-millennial screen adaptations 
have found is to play with the boundary between hero and antihero that 
Holmes’ characteristics suggest; this is ‘the key to maintaining the inter-
est of the demanding and acutely engaged audiences of the twenty-first 
century’.51 Bill Condon, director of the film Mr Holmes, reflected that, 
‘Because he’s so mildly sociopathic, that makes him feel modern. There 
are all these facets you can reveal about him. There are a lot of re-think-
ings of him. It comes out of being so anti-social; he can thrive and be 
misanthropic at the same time’.52 As Marinaro and Thomas argue—and 
I would say this is particularly true of the first two series of Sherlock—
Benedict Cumberbatch’s Sherlock ‘demands the intense scrutiny of his 
audience even as he seems to defy a definitive characterisation’.53 Once 
again, this ‘intense scrutiny’ by audiences of a developing character argu-
ably is more difficult to allow for in a single play than over a series.



2  THE DEDUCTIONIST: SURVEYING THE CHARACTER …   31

Bran Nicol traces this tension about the character’s makeup back to 
the canon; even then, ‘there is something monstrous about Sherlock 
Holmes himself, which remains after the cases are solved’.54 For Nicol, 
the ‘problem faced by any Sherlock Holmes adaptation’ is ‘how to pre-
sent an appealing yet reassuring picture of the eccentric genius who 
does not conform to social norms […] after the serial killer narrative 
in particular’.55 He argues that after films like The Silence of the Lambs 
(Jonathan Demme, 1990), the serial killer and the detective have come 
closer together. Sherlock, in particular, plays with this ambiguity, as 
Benedict Cumberbatch’s character describes himself as a ‘high-function-
ing sociopath’, while Sergeant Sally Donovan tersely categorises him as a 
psychopath who ‘gets off’ on weird crimes.56 For Nicol, Robert Downey 
Jr’s Holmes by contrast contains this monstrous threat, keeping Holmes 
‘on the merely eccentric or “weird” side of abnormal’, and ‘emphasis-
ing his physical bravery and skill’ while playing down the significance of 
his Hannibal Lecter-ish intellect.57 In theatrical adaptations since 2009, 
plenty of plays have, in general, emphasised this Downey Jr-style eccen-
tricity in preference to psychopathology: Laura Turner’s three plays for 
Chapterhouse, for example,58 or Tobacco Tea’s Accidental Adventures of 
Sherlock Holmes, or Sherlock Holmes and the Invisible Thing.59

The Way We Work Now

The modern screen Sherlocks in Sherlock and Elementary also chime with 
audiences because they reflect our relationship with work in the twenty-
first century. The new Sherlock adaptations emerge at the same point 
in cultural history where ‘Do What You Love’ has become a mantra for 
many in the developed world, an outlook given massive exposure by 
Steve Jobs’ Stanford University commencement speech in 2005, where 
he insisted, ‘You’ve got to find what you love’.60 Although this idea, 
along with the neoliberal assumptions behind it, have been effectively 
attacked from a number of standpoints,61 it continues to hold a tena-
cious appeal, particularly in areas like writing and academia where paying 
or permanent jobs are increasingly scarce.

In precisely the way that Miya Tokumitsu describes in Do What You 
Love and Other Lies about Success and Happiness, Sherlock Holmes, even 
in the canon, seems to reflect the modern preoccupation with the self-
as-project.62 As Holmes tells Watson early in their relationship: ‘Well,  
I have a trade of my own. I suppose I am the only one in the world. 
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I’m a consulting detective, if you can understand what that is’.63 Holmes 
stresses to Watson that he has trained himself, and has begun to theo-
rise in the magazine article they are discussing, about a job that doesn’t 
yet exist. He has found a unique niche for himself. According to Zieger, 
Holmes embodies a ‘fantasy of thrilling intellectual labour’ that defies 
industrial work schedules.64 And it should perhaps also be acknowl-
edged, in this modern age of ‘hope labour’,65 that Watson is as much of 
a fantasy worker as Holmes. A dissipated, wounded ex-serviceman when 
we first encounter him, Watson just happens to stumble into the career 
of a successful writer, having had to do nothing more than write up the 
adventures that he and Sherlock take on, in a slightly colourful fashion, 
‘tinge[d] […] with romanticism’, as Holmes notes in The Sign of the 
Four.66

So yet again, it seems, the Sherlock Holmes phenomenon can have it 
both ways: it can be interpreted as a ringing endorsement of ‘Do What 
You Love’ or as a critique of it. From the former standpoint, Sherlock, 
like every television ‘maverick cop’ of the last half-century, may need to 
employ unorthodox methods to get to the truth; and it may win him 
no friends at Scotland Yard, and may necessitate a life without roman-
tic entanglements; but ‘the work’ is undeniably significant, vital indeed. 
His work is often a matter of life and death. From the latter point of 
view, Sherlock pays a heavy price for always being right, always being 
the cleverest person in the room. In Sherlock, for example, he is initially 
friendless, chronically socially awkward, and often comes across as cold 
and arrogant, or having no ‘filter’ to stop him saying what he thinks, or 
caring about hurting others’ feelings.67 So Sherlock Holmes’ brilliance 
at his work is a facet of his life that appeals because it feeds a need we 
have to view our work as special and significant. At the same time, how-
ever, it allows us to slightly pity those who are so dedicated to their work 
that they have failed to develop other aspects of their life or personal-
ity. Indeed, Watson employs the same defensive strategy himself when he 
first lives with Holmes, compiling his famous list, ‘Sherlock Holmes—his 
limits’.68

Sherlock Holmes and Seriality

This idea of an addiction to detective work and to danger connects with 
the second explanation for Holmes’ popularity that I want to explore, 
the serial nature of his adventures. In this interpretation, the Holmes 



2  THE DEDUCTIONIST: SURVEYING THE CHARACTER …   33

and Watson stories were the right format and the right genre for the 
right audience at the right time.69 As Wynne argues, the Victorian fin 
de siècle ‘produced a panoply of sensational fictional creations’, includ-
ing Stevenson’s Jekyll and Hyde, Rider Haggard’s She, Oscar Wilde’s 
Dorian Gray and Bram Stoker’s Dracula,70 and as Clare Clarke has 
recently shown, there was a vast range of detective fiction published in 
the late Victorian period.71 As Conan Doyle himself records, ‘A num-
ber of monthly magazines were coming out at that time, notable among 
which was the Strand […] Clearly the ideal compromise [between ‘dis-
connected stories’ and ‘the ordinary serial’] was a character which carried 
through, and yet instalments which were each complete in themselves, 
so that the purchaser was always sure that he could relish the whole con-
tents of the magazine’.72

In Magali Rennes’ view, these formal and contextual aspects con-
tribute to Holmes’ longevity; building a fictional world piecemeal, by 
following one central character through a series of adventures, each con-
sumed in a single sitting, replicates the experience of viewing sit-coms, 
detective shows and crime dramas today: ‘In effect, Holmes inaugurates 
“prime time”’.73 Ed Wiltse agrees: ‘it was a watershed moment in the 
history of narrative, one with crucial implications for twentieth-century 
fiction, film, radio, and especially television’.74 Sabine Vanacker adds that 
Conan Doyle’s format ‘is indeed both paradoxical and compelling […] 
Holmes and Watson are forever setting off from and returning to 221B 
Baker Street; their unequal relationship is restated throughout; Doyle 
regularly repeats Holmes’s scenes of instruction and observation’.75 
This static quality of endless repetition is what produces a ‘yearning for 
change’, for further information about Holmes, leaving the reader always 
wanting more.76 Like Holmes and Watson, we as readers, as audiences, 
can become vicariously addicted to ‘the work’, to the solving of prob-
lems that are ‘bizarrre and outside the conventions and humdrum rou-
tine of daily life’, as Holmes puts it in ‘The Red-Headed League’.77 And 
paradoxically, that addiction then itself becomes a routine of daily life: 
the regular reading of pastiches, the watching of new episodes.

In seeking to explain the appeal of Sherlock to a contemporary audi-
ence, co-creator Mark Gatiss notes the popularity of ‘pathology pro-
grams [sic]. They’re very gruesome, but people don’t mind watching it 
over their Sunday tea’.78 Of the police procedural genre, Gatiss remarks, 
‘The popularity of Sherlock Holmes is the beginning of that’.79 Hence, 
as Polasek has argued, there is a sense in which contemporary television 
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genres have created a space for a modern Holmes when key elements 
of their appeal were derived from Holmes’ genre of fiction in the first 
place.80 Ana E. La Paz lists US television series Law & Order, CSI, Psych, 
Criminal Minds and Bones as procedurals featuring Holmesian charac-
ters (2012: 84),81 while Polasek, Round and Charles highlight the corre-
spondences between Sherlock Holmes and Gregory House in the series 
House, M.D.82

If this is the case, then clearly television has an advantage over the sin-
gle play or film in that episodes appear regularly (though some would 
dispute this claim with regard to Sherlock). It is therefore easier to cre-
ate the impression of repetition and ‘carrying through’. Nevertheless, 
films and plays about Holmes often attempt to give the impression that 
they are the latest in a series, by showing a previous case being ‘wrapped 
up’ at the beginning, as a way of introducing Holmes and his prow-
ess. It happens at the start of the first Guy Ritchie film in the series, 
Sherlock Holmes, where Watson, Lestrade and Holmes interrupt Lord 
Blackwood’s occult ritual and arrest him, and again at the end, where 
it’s clear that the bigger villain lurking in the shadows, Moriarty, must 
be pursued in the sequel.83 In the theatre, Laura Turner’s Casebook of 
Sherlock Holmes (2015) begins with Holmes having already arranged 
for Watson to travel with him on a case, and ends with a reference to 
the next adventure ‘just around the corner’.84 Turner’s Adventures of 
Sherlock Holmes (2014) ends with a suggestion of the continued ‘game’ 
with Moriarty, as does the musical The Revenge of Sherlock Holmes (1993, 
revived 2010).85 Ken Ludwig’s Baskerville (2015) ends with an explo-
sion in an opera house that instigates Holmes and Watson’s next case, 
while in Greg Freeman’s The Invisible Thing (2016), Holmes is called to 
the home of Lucy Grendle, for whom he has worked an aggravating case 
in the past.86 Thus, even in the single play format, adapters often work to 
make the current case seem to be one of many.

Conclusion

What role, then, is left to theatres in the economy of post-millennial 
Sherlock Holmes adaptations? They cannot replicate the minutiae of the 
Victorian world, or the working patterns of our twenty-first century lives, 
or devote large stretches of time to character development at the expense 
of plot (or, certainly, they could—but almost all choose not to follow that 
path). As Francesca Coppa argues, all television and film fan fiction is in 



2  THE DEDUCTIONIST: SURVEYING THE CHARACTER …   35

a sense performative, in that it is written as an extension of a world medi-
ated through drama.87 And some Holmes plays explore the conceit that 
Watson was ‘really’ a playwright, in order to make his presence as narra-
tor make more sense on the stage.88 But what the theatrical appropria-
tion of Holmes is really able to do is to be playful with those signifiers, 
to roll together the canonical Holmes and a whole range of points in the 
network of adaptations of the character, and to play the game of filling 
in the blanks on the map about who he is, with a live audience. Such 
a game is often overtly metafictional and metatheatrical, akin to put-
ting lots of previous Sherlocks in a washing machine to tumble them all 
together and see which colours bleed. While filling in the blanks in his 
character has been part of the stage history of Holmes for many years, in 
the last decade the exploration of character has intensified and become 
more complex, as it references newer points on the adaptational network 
than in the past. The nature of the network of Holmes adaptations will 
be the subject of the next chapter.
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