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  There are two kinds of truth: the truth that lights the way and the truth that warms the heart. The first of these is science, and the second is art. Neither is independent of the other or more important than the other. Without art science would be as useless as a pair of high forceps in the hands of a plumber. Without science art would become a crude mess of folklore and emotional quackery. The truth of art keeps science from becoming inhuman, and the truth of science keeps art from becoming ridiculous.



 


  —RAYMOND CHANDLER, NOTEBOOKS
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Prelude: 221B

I CLIMBED A NARROW staircase in an old house in London, trying to count the steps. Eleven, twelve, thirteen—but I was amid a large and constricted crowd, and its jostling interrupted my humble attempt at observation. We started and stopped as we climbed toward our shared destination, a small and dimly lit room furnished in a style out of time.

This chamber’s walls bore florid, red-flocked paper, punctuated by shelves overflowing with dusty and battered books. A pair of fusty old chairs flanked the hearth. And everywhere, everywhere, clutter in its most elaborate form: old chemical instruments, exotic mementos, a violin, a curved pipe of intimidating size, a funny hat with bills on either side, a Persian slipper. Why just one Persian slipper?

 

I navigated a gigantic children’s science museum, a place of glaring light and thousands of very young, very loud voices, in my adopted city, Portland, Oregon. The noise faded as I made my way into a series of vast half-darkened rooms. At last I entered a much smaller space—again, lined with ancient tomes and strange apparatuses, once more centered on a fire’s hearth and mantel and two empty old armchairs, obviously placed for the cozy convenience of two intimates. Above the fire, a jackknife—a jackknife?—impaled a pile of disheveled papers to the mantelpiece.


In a far corner stood a life-size bust rendered (or so it appeared) in pale wax, depicting a tall man of aquiline features and commanding presence, his high forehead punctured by what looked—with just a little imagination—like a bullet wound.

 

On another day, I ducked out of the rainy streets of a neighborhood not far from my place of employment in Portland’s city center, a sleepy pocket of old Masonic halls, dowager hotels, throwback cocktail lounges, and brick apartment blocks, almost all built before the Great War. I entered an empty theater. The stage had a familiar look to it. Flocked wallpaper. Fireplace. Jackknife. Persian slipper. Violin.

I climbed the stage and crossed an imaginary line into 221B Baker Street, Marylebone, London, the home of Sherlock Holmes, the world’s only consulting detective, and John H. Watson, his companion and chronicler. This theatrical set contained an agglomeration of Victorian, pseudo-Victorian, exotic, and just eccentric ephemera, piled and nailed up everywhere to achieve the effect of the legendary bachelors’ lair first depicted in the writing of Arthur Conan Doyle in the 1880s. A collection of masks and Japanese prints jumbled up against artfully precarious piles of old books and an incongruous stuffed armadillo. A sword stuck randomly from an ornate vase; an abacus perched on the mantelpiece. Seashells, skulls, and statuettes anchored piles of old newspapers, some real, some—I would learn from talking to the company’s set designer—created on a large-format printer.

A curious sensation, standing in a slightly ersatz reconstruction of a place that never existed. The real nonreal place where I stood was just the latest in an endless series of reconstructions of the 221B sitting room, the starting point for most of Arthur Conan Doyle’s detective adventures. In his stories, Holmes and Watson sit by that fireplace, awaiting the clients who come to tell them their peculiar and often deadly problems. Now, well over a century after the world’s most famous tales of crime and deduction first appeared in print, a certain compulsion has developed around that room. Versions of 221B Baker Street crop up everywhere, all around the world. The creators often claim that their particular reconstruction is the most “authentic” or “accurate”—though compared to what, they never say. Not long before I climbed on that stage in Portland, a writer for Smithsonian magazine inventoried the oddity of this imaginary flat that real-life people keep building and rebuilding. He counted not one but two Baker Street sitting rooms in Switzerland, one of which boasts windows custom-made in England and shipped over. The University of Minnesota created a 221B in Minneapolis after its library accumulated a large Sherlockian archive. Or, more particularly, UM reassembled the room, originally constructed in a collector’s private residence and donated and transported after his death—in other words, a reconstruction of a reconstruction. The writer also noted the “existence” of a virtual reconstruction of the Baker Street set created for the BBC television series Sherlock, made by a fan within the participatory video game Minecraft. And I knew of others down the years: the now-defunct Sherlock Holmes rooftop bar atop a Holiday Inn in San Francisco, for instance, and the member of a group known as the Baker Street Babes who emulated the BBC’s Baker Street by dressing up her front door as “221B.” And—as I would see myself—a commercial re-creation of Sherlock’s home operates in the real Baker Street, in the real London (though in a completely wrong location), and an exhibit centered on a 221B would begin traveling the world’s science museums in the improbable year of 2013, almost 130 years after Conan Doyle first portrayed that snug chamber.

The lair of Sherlock Holmes might be a unique phenomenon: the world’s only viral room.

As I discreetly fondled the knife that impaled a stack of random papers on the Portland stage set, it seemed that I was not standing in a place so much as briefly inhabiting a revenant corner of Arthur Conan Doyle’s mind—a fragment of a long-dead man’s imagination that somehow detached itself from his physical brain. Why? I wondered. What combination of forces impelled so many people in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries to rebuild, often to obsessive detail, the headquarters of a Victorian detective who never existed? Why did so many people—people with jobs and families and the usual range of mundane concerns—feel called to the 221B hearthside? How had Arthur Conan Doyle created an illusory world so potent that it replicated itself in minds, and even actual spaces, all over the planet?

Deep waters. The strange case of 221B, that self-twinning room, seemed to hint at a much bigger mystery around Baker Street’s central figure. Human beings tell lots of stories, with many characters. Why have Sherlock Holmes, John Watson, and the mysteries Conan Doyle challenged them to solve not only endured, but thrived?

These questions demanded investigation. Considering my immediate surroundings, that only made sense. This particular version of Baker Street, cobbled together from whatever evocative (or just odd) stuff a Portland set designer could find, achieved the desired illusion: that Sherlock Holmes himself could dash through the door at any moment, hot on the trail of some new and abstruse mystery plucked from the fogbound, gaslit streets of an imagined Victorian London. There’s always a new problem to solve at 221B Baker Street. That room, above all, is a place where adventures begin.



  1
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Bohemia

A DARK, COLD NIGHT in March, circa 1888. Dr. John H. Watson rides through London in a hansom cab. Watson is a married man, a working medico weary from a busy day on the rounds. Truth be told, he’s bored out of his skull. He peeks out of the cab at an upper-story window of a familiar house. Above, he sees a skinny, hawk-nosed shadow pace behind a brilliantly illuminated blind. He orders his cab to stop, and he steps onto the gaslit pavement outside 221B Baker Street. (Or so I have always imagined. Watson doesn’t actually specify his means of transport, but it seems so boring to picture him on foot. As we will see, with Sherlock Holmes, the reader is well advised to fill in the blank spots with her or his own invention.)

Arthur Conan Doyle wrote fifty-six short stories and four novels set in the world of Sherlock Holmes, consulting detective, and John H. Watson, his best friend and indefatigable chronicler. As Dr. Watson climbs the stairs to 221B, he sets in motion the first of the short stories, “A Scandal in Bohemia,” which appeared in the Strand Magazine’s issue for July 1891. In the months that followed, one Sherlock Holmes adventure after another hit the bookstalls of Victorian Britain. The stories’ young author, just barely in his thirties and working a desultory day job as an eye specialist, had used these two intriguing characters—a beaky superdetective and his pal, an ex–army doctor with underappreciated storytelling gifts—in a couple of earlier novels, with mixed commercial results. With “A Scandal in Bohemia,” Conan Doyle truly (but accidentally) launched Sherlock Holmes and Watson into the literary cosmos.

Watson opens the door to the Baker Street sitting room. The chamber is bright but shadowed in the corners, where the gaslight and coal fire’s glare dies away amid the startling array of detritus Sherlock Holmes accumulates in his adventures. Every corner overflows with crumpled newspapers, obscure and frightening books, strange chemical implements, and stray weapons. Sherlock is no mere cop grinding away in an office, but an exquisite self-creation who operates against the criminals that plague the world’s most powerful city. Well, let’s say he defends his own version of Victorian London—one besieged not by run-of-the-mill grifters and garden-variety psychopaths but by demented math professors, conspiracies of redheaded men, and cunning blackmailers who skulk about wearing astrakhan, whatever that is. Holmes doesn’t live in our reality. He lives in a more interesting (if sinister) dimension.

Watson finds Holmes rampaging around the room, exuding his own personal, lurid atmosphere of tobacco funk and global intrigue. The good Watson has already warned his readers, in the second paragraph of “Scandal,” about Holmes, his “Bohemian soul” and irregular habits. Sherlock has been off in Odessa dealing with a murderous (or maybe murdered) Trepoff. He’s pondered a “singular tragedy” in Trincomalee (that’s in Sri Lanka), and sorted out some nasty business involving the Dutch royal family. The detective gives his old pal a cigar. Drinks in hand (at Baker Street, a glass is never far away), Holmes produces a letter, lately delivered, written in broken English on thick pink stationery. The letter informs the detective that a man will call at a quarter to eight. The visitor will wear a mask. Holmes and Watson deduce, based on the writing paper’s watermark and quick reference to a handy “European gazetteer,” that this missive comes from “Bohemia.” (That’s in the Czech Republic these days. Victorian readers would have known it as one swatch in the crazy quilt of the Dual Monarchy, Austria-Hungary.) The mystery guest then sashays across the threshold.

The masked man is six feet six inches tall. As for the rest, we must defer to Watson:


 


  Heavy bands of astrakhan were slashed across the sleeves and fronts of his double-breasted coat, while the deep blue cloak which was thrown over his shoulders was lined with a flame-coloured silk and secured at the neck with a brooch which consisted of a single flaming beryl. Boots which extended halfway up his calves, and which were trimmed at the tops with rich brown fur, completed the impression of barbaric opulence . . . He wore across the upper part of his face, extending down past the cheekbones, a black vizard mask . . .



 


  Good Lord, is it the Marquis de Sade?



 

I discovered a thick, brick-red-covered, dog-eared book in my school library in Montana one suitably frigid winter’s day when I was about eleven years old. The volume bore some pre-gender-equity title like The Boys’ Sherlock Holmes. It smelled faintly of mold and many small hands. I opened to the first story, spied the exotic, very adult title “A Scandal in Bohemia,” and tumbled in. In some sense, I suppose, I was never seen again.

I had heard of Holmes, of course, though the character was better known among my mid-’80s peers for the phrase “no shit, Sherlock” than as “the most energetic criminal agent in Europe.” But I proved more susceptible to old Arthur Conan Doyle than most boys and girls. Raised by a pair of avid readers, grandson of a librarian, offshoot of a clan full of writers and English teachers (I have often wondered why my lineage didn’t tend toward stock brokerage, electrical engineering, medicine, cobbling, or, really, anything more lucrative than literature), I read rather boldly for my age, as doting relatives and mildly alarmed teachers never ceased to remind me. I read the encyclopedia for fun. Furthermore, I was fascinated by the foreign—which in Missoula, at that time, meant just about anything with an accent—and the old-fashioned, which in the ’80s meant anything not dyed hot pink. “A Scandal in Bohemia” met all requirements.

I sat, rapt, on the fraying shag carpet of the bedroom I shared with my younger brother, my spine riveted to the edge of our bunk beds, the Rocky Mountain winter in full howl outside a window insulated with a thick plastic sheet. I devoured one story after another: the Bohemian adventure, The Sign of the Four, “Silver Blaze.” In retrospect, I can’t say that I quite caught everything—and, in fact, I would soon discover that some 1950s bowdlerizer had weeded The Boys’ Sherlock Holmes (or whatever it was) of Holmes’s edgier moments. This caring editor had expunged the cocaine, toned down some bludgeonings. But that black mask! The astrakhan! The “flame-coloured” silk! The weird Victorian regalia, the secret worlds suggested by Baker Street’s riotous mess of newspapers and urgent letters on pink stationery—all inflamed my boyhood mind. People often describe the Sherlock Holmes stories as “cozy,” and I can see what they mean. It does feel snug there by the Baker Street coal fire. But I primarily think of these stories as exuberantly, beautifully strange artifacts—startling jewels set in gnarled brass, lit with the glow of a lost time. From the beginning, the Sherlockian saga has served me as an escape hatch into an intricately constructed alternate dimension.

It also acted as a gateway drug. Before long, I ditched the expurgated anthologies for the real thing: a hulking, ancient edition of the Doubleday Complete Sherlock Holmes—very exciting, owning a book with “complete” right in the title. And as I worked through (and then back through) the sixty tales over the next few years, I also began to wander into more obscure corners of Missoula’s libraries and bookstores, chasing more of the ghostly Victoriana the Holmesian adventures evoked. As years passed and my frontal cortex kept right on developing, the Victorians prodded me along. They took me into a lost world where men wore pre-tied cravats and frock coats and top hats, and the prevailing decorum contrasted with arch-ribaldry. I learned about the parliamentary system, the evolution of newspapers, the roots of modern professional sport, and the creation of urban transport. Given my own era’s general attitude—viz., anything or anyone predating 1965 was a boring, pretechnological prude—I was startled to realize that the Victorians seemed, by many measures, more modern than I was. The barely functional computers that lurked in the back of my classrooms made a poor substitute for nineteenth-century London’s seven or more daily postal deliveries and instantaneous global telegraph connections. The seemingly eternal Cold War face-off paled in interest compared to the imperial Great Game and the cosmopolitan horizons of a mercantile, scientifically progressive age. And the sex! Before too many years passed, I discovered that a Sherlock Holmes obsession made an excellent cover for researching lush oddities like the Cremorne Gardens, Victorian London’s open-air swingers’ hangout, where young bucks mingled with sporting ladies to notorious effect.* Who knew? In one particularly intrepid adolescent archival dive, I discovered that the same culture that created my beloved, celibate Sherlock also produced a startling tract called Lady Pokingham; or, They All Do It—printed, according to the subtitle, for “The Society of Vice.”



Over the decades that followed, Sherlock and I would have our ups and our downs. I would sometimes swim out of his ken, as Watson rather curiously put it one time, for a year or two. But I always found my way back to Baker Street. I considered the place a semiprivate domain, and Holmes an almost clandestine amusement, of scant interest to my peers and definitely to be played down when eligible young ladies made the scene. Sherlock might be many things, from expert single-stick fighter to medieval manuscript researcher, but “cool,” in any recognized Reagan-era sense, he was not.

These days, however, one of those mysterious shifts in the spirit of the age has taken place. Nearly 130 years after he debuted in a disposable holiday magazine, Sherlock Holmes now seems to be everywhere. At least three different major on-screen reinterpretations of the character have gathered audiences of millions. In director Guy Ritchie’s entertainingly bumptious movies for Warner Bros., Robert Downey Jr. and Jude Law ricochet around a grimy Victorian-ish London replete with slow-motion fight scenes and massive exploding fireballs. (Watching those movies is like huffing gasified cotton candy, but the world loves them. As of this writing, the first two Sherlock Holmes movies have grossed well over $1 billion globally.) In 2010, the BBC unveiled Sherlock, a modern re-up of the character, tense and moody and hilarious, starring a magnificent creature named Benedict Timothy Carlton Cumberbatch as the Great Detective and Martin Freeman as a brilliantly bemused Watson. Set in a semirealistic contemporary London of mobile phones and cheap cafés, the series inspires almost audible gasps of adulation on every medium known to computerized man. (The Twitter hashtag #Sherlock can always yield some goody: just now, for example, I found a fan’s fondant cakes made in Cumberbatch’s and Freeman’s images.)

Indeed, the 2010s have become an improbable golden age down Baker Street way. Sherlock and Watson prowl pop culture in many forms, familiar and strange. The American TV series Elementary embodies the duo in the heterodox pairing of Jonny Lee Miller and Lucy Liu. The Russians created a bespectacled, gun-toting, all-action Holmes not long ago. When I heard the sequel to the animated Gnomeo and Juliet might be none other than Sherlock Gnomes, I had to take some big yoga breaths.

In Conan Doyle’s tales, Sherlock’s brother, Mycroft, once remarks to Watson, “I hear of Sherlock everywhere since you became his chronicler.” No kidding. Of course, though its popularity waxed and waned, this fictional world never stopped shaping real people’s imaginative lives. I was long acquainted with the Sherlockians (or as some, particularly in Britain, prefer, Holmesians), an amiably eccentric global tribe of enthusiasts who gather to drink elaborate toasts to Conan Doyle characters, sometimes while wearing full Victorian costume. As we’ll discover later on, this sub-sub-subculture traces its lineage to the 1930s, when some convivial New York bookmen founded the Baker Street Irregulars. By one estimate, about three hundred Sherlockian clubs are active now, from the Sydney Passengers of Australia to the Ural Holmesian Society of Ekaterinburg to the Baker Street Arabs, based at the US embassy in Baghdad.

But these clubby diehards are relatively few, and these days the Sherlock-addicted horde seems legion. A quick dive into the Internet reveals thousands of fans agnostic about whether their fix comes from Conan Doyle or from The Great Mouse Detective. They keep #221B percolating and can muster flash mobs under the slogan I BELIEVE IN SHERLOCK HOLMES. A New York mystery novelist and esteemed Sherlockian named Lyndsay Faye supplies the creed: “It is a widely accepted fact among our ranks that you can turn Sherlock Holmes into almost anything and he will still rock harder than David Bowie circa 1972.” Faye, I would discover as I surveyed the sudden Sherlockian Renaissance (Faye’s own term, in fact), is a leading light of the Baker Street Babes, an international coterie of young women who podcast, tweet, blog, and indie-publish on all things Holmes. Did I wish I could go back in time and tell the fourteen-year-old me that there would someday be Baker Street Babes? Badly.

What is going on? In a world of action heroes and cat-video memes, how does a 130-year-old detective in a velvet dressing gown hold his own? How, and why, has Sherlock Holmes—of all things—endured?

As I pondered these questions, a deeper mystery took shape. In Sherlock’s debut, the novel A Study in Scarlet, Holmes tells incompetent police inspectors Gregson and Lestrade that “there’s nothing new under the sun.” Conan Doyle created a Baker Street HQ jam-packed with files, newspaper clippings, dossiers, privately printed monographs, obscure criminal histories—all so Holmes can recognize the characteristics of old cases hidden in fresh problems. It soon dawned on my Watson-like brain that this all happened before: Holmes keeps coming back with the relentlessness of Halley’s Comet. The character anchored one of the most popular stage melodramas of the early 1900s. In the 1940s, Sherlock Holmes fought the Nazis. In the ’70s, he went to therapy. In the ’80s, he did way too much coke. Every generation remakes the Great Detective in its own image.

And that, to paraphrase Holmes himself, began to seem the really curious incident. I began to wonder what makes this character—which, as we’ll see, Conan Doyle slapped together from previously published fictional detectives and an old professor from his school days, and very nearly named Sherrinford—not just immortal, but endlessly elastic. Why is there a Sherlockian society not just in London, but in Kyrgyzstan? How have Holmes and Watson managed to be memorialized not only in Sidney Paget’s iconic ink-wash illustrations, but also in GIFs? How can Lucy Liu be Watson? It was time for a modest investigation of my own.

Holmes once declared that “no branch of detective science . . . is so important and so much neglected as the art of tracing footsteps.” I decided to follow his and see where they might lead. I started back at Baker Street, once more, face to face with the masked King of Bohemia.

 

The target is a photograph. Irene Adler has it. The King of Bohemia wants it.

Irene Adler, you see, is a sexy opera star and well-known “adventuress,” a prefeminist (or proto-feminist?) femme fatale. She and His Majesty enjoyed a certain interlude, a certain tête-à-tête, and certainly some other French words. The photo, a memento of their time together, shows both of them—together. His Majesty now plans to marry some stuck-up Scandinavian princess and needs to sanitize his old social media. He tried bribery. He tried theft. Yet the hot opera singer won’t relent. The King needs Sherlock Holmes.

This all transpires over several propulsive pages of classic Conan Doyle dialogue: snip-snap verbal fencing matches that often oil and power his narratives with almost no extraneous exposition. The King slaps down “three hundred pounds in gold and seven hundred in notes.” Cut to the next day. We see Holmes rollicking back to Baker Street disguised as a drunken horse groom, regaling Watson with a description of his surveillance of la Adler’s abode. First, he cruised the neighborhood and formed an alcohol-based alliance with the grooms who work the carriages and stables, whom he lubricated into spilling many secrets. Second, he tailed Miss Adler to a church, where he was surprised to act as a witness for the lady’s impromptu marriage to a lawyer, one Godfrey Norton. This marriage, obviously, complicates the matter. Holmes calls for “some cold beef and a glass of beer” and briefs Watson on the operation’s next phase. Then the detective dons a second disguise, transforming into an idiotic-looking clergyman. The duo rattles off in a hansom cab to make some trouble for poor Irene.

 

When he created “A Scandal in Bohemia,” Conan Doyle made strategic use of characters and a world he’d already sketched in two novels, A Study in Scarlet and The Sign of the Four. He intuited that in Sherlock Holmes and John Watson he had a pair of ready-made adventure machines, and he devised a commercially brilliant scheme to use them in separate but interlocking stories, each complete unto itself but connected to the rest. He began to amplify and enrich the Holmesian atmosphere and perfect Watson’s storytelling voice. Because “Scandal” is the first Sherlock Holmes short story, it gives us a unique opportunity to peer over Conan Doyle’s shoulder and look along with him as he builds the snug Baker Street chamber and its fog-swirled surrounding world—a setting and a cast of characters that he himself is still getting to know.

Some evidence suggests that Conan Doyle wrote “A Scandal in Bohemia” in an ambience that neatly paralleled, and maybe influenced, the story’s own atmospherics. We can allow ourselves to imagine the young writer, a thirty-one-year-old Scotsman of Irish descent, sitting in a newly furnished medical office in London’s Upper Wimpole Street, professional digs he’d recently rented. He grips a pen in his meaty paw. The rasp of metal on foolscap paper might be the only sound—certainly few patients ring the bell of this unknown and unheralded provincial attempting to set himself up as an eye specialist in the world’s most competitive medical market.

We can assume it’s pretty miserable outside. Britain has just emerged from a brutal winter that won’t be beaten for cold and snow until 2010. A few weeks before, a “great blizzard” seized London and England, a blast of snow that paralyzed the capital for several days. (The Times reported: “no cabs or omnibuses at work for many hours, the streets first deep in muddy snow and then a pool of slush.”) A fierce influenza is going around. A coal fire burns in a grate, perhaps. As he sits at his desk that day, Conan Doyle doesn’t know he is making a land grab in eternity. He’s just trying to drum up £35, given ophthalmology’s rather glum prospects.

His journey to this moment makes a story of its own: one young man’s epic traverse of Victorian Britain. Conan Doyle descended from a tribe of expatriate Irish artists. Tucked away on his father’s side, a great-uncle named Michael Conan was a Paris-dwelling editor of the Art Journal, one of the era’s most influential arts magazines. There was a sizable nest of London-connected Doyles, most tied, one way or another, to the early and middle nineteenth century’s burgeoning visual and graphic arts industries. Many were notably prosperous by the time young Arthur came along in 1859. His paternal grandfather had been a leading social and political caricaturist of the early Victorian years. Conan Doyle’s uncles included printers, illustrators, and gallery officials; Richard Doyle created a cover design the satirical magazine Punch used for decades.

Conan Doyle’s father, Charles Altamont Doyle, was an artist himself, but lacked the family’s commercial knack. His drawings tended toward fantastical, grotesque, and creepily naïve elements: a group of fairies lounge in a meadow, apparently about to be eaten by some giant rodent. A young woman clutches a huge butterfly, deep in conversation with a human-sized owl. In a self-portrait, drawn later in life, Charles Doyle seated himself in a gloomy room crawling with ghosts and demons. Nor were these strange visions the product of any gentle eccentricity: Arthur’s father was a full-tilt alcoholic with florid psychological tendencies. The Doyle clan sent him off to semiexile in Edinburgh, where he worked sporadically at a dead-end job as a government clerk until, at last, when Arthur was still a young man, he couldn’t work anymore.

Conan Doyle’s mother, Mary, was an emigrant Irishwoman, with connections to both that island’s Protestant aristocracy and Roman Catholicism. Her own circumstances were much reduced compared to those of some of her more high-flown ancestors, and certainly did not improve after she married Charles Doyle in 1855 and produced seven kids, of whom Arthur was the oldest boy. Undaunted, Mary Doyle cultivated lifelong interests in chivalry, heraldry, ancestry, and medieval nobility, which she passed on to her son. Even though the Doyle situation was chaotic—the family moved constantly, from one Edinburgh flat or house to another—Mary modeled erudition and bookish enthusiasm. Conan Doyle conjured her in an autobiographical piece of fiction: “I can see her . . . with the porridge stick in one hand, and the other holding her Revue des Deux Mondes within two inches of her dear nose.” Conan Doyle would always call her “the Ma’am”—his most intimate counselor and final court of appeal.

Many of the Doyles were devout Catholics (Charles Altamont particularly), and the family packed Arthur off to horrific-sounding Jesuit boarding schools from the age of nine. He spent his formative years at an institution where the instrument of discipline was a hunk of India rubber used to beat the palm of an offending boy’s hand until it was so swollen the lad couldn’t turn a doorknob. (In his autobiography, Conan Doyle claimed: “I went out of my way to do really mischievous and outrageous things simply to show that my spirit was unbroken.”) Meanwhile, he entertained the other boys with wild, extemporaneous stories. Eventually, after friends and family praised the limpid style of his letters, he began to harbor literary dreams. And so when he enrolled as a medical student at the University of Edinburgh, Conan Doyle had already hatched a plan for a dual career: doctoring for security, writing for fame and fortune. He often spent his lunch money on used books; “my way to the classes led past the most fascinating bookshop in the world,” he would later recall. He read voraciously and widely—one could say his literary mind swept outward in concentric circles, starting from Thomas Babington Macaulay’s sprawling collection of essays, an episodic, nearly encyclopedic examination of history, philosophy, literature, and politics that Conan Doyle would credit with “open[ing] a new world to me.” Macaulay, a Scot who died when Conan Doyle was an infant, would write boldly about anything, and could “throw a glamour round the subject,” no matter what. Conan Doyle would strive to do likewise.

From a fresh young age, he fired off short story and essay submissions to the magazines of the day; he scored his first paycheck for fiction at the age of nineteen. He made only three guineas (just over £3),* but he never forgot—decades later, he told an interviewer that he was “a beast that has once tasted blood, for I knew . . . I had once proved I could earn gold.” By the time he begins to write “Scandal,” he’s a veteran professional twice over. As a doctor, he’s worked as a GP in Southsea, near the maritime city of Portsmouth, and now migrated up to London to try his hand as an eye specialist. He’s married, started a family, and otherwise acquired the outward trappings of middle-class solidity. He has also turned his mind into a steaming orchid house of fiction. He can write adventure stories, ghost stories, treasure-hunting stories, sea stories—any kind of story you want, basically, provided plot and intrigue. Throughout his career, he will maintain a gigantic “Ideas Book,” a compendium of one- or two-line notes to seed future stories, checking them off as he plows them into print. He absorbs every form of narrative he encounters: the structural rituals of a genre short story, the cadence of a leading article, official history’s steady drumbeat, adventure-romance’s breathless gasp.



And he’s had some success. Magazine editors know him. They even take him out and buy him dinner at times, a practice young writers may still recognize as a combination of professional perk and honey trap. He’s propelled three novels into the world. Things are starting to happen—he just needs a few more big wins. And so, now, he returns to Sherlock Holmes.

The world’s only consulting detective sits in rented rooms in Baker Street, waiting for clients—not unlike his doctor-creator, one might say. The detective’s manner oscillates between bitchy and suave; he lives for his work; he dabbles in cocaine and morphine and otherwise acts like a high-strung artist. He writes obsessive-compulsive articles about the “science of deduction”—how to identify tobacco brands by their ash, that sort of thing. He’s aces on the violin and knows how to box, and his perception of minutiae reveals much. In the first pages of “A Scandal in Bohemia,” Holmes asks Watson how many steps lead up from Baker Street’s entry to the flat’s sitting room. Watson has no idea. Sherlock knows: there are seventeen.

“You see, but you do not observe . . . I have both seen and observed.”

This sentence and every other he writes this day will help transform Arthur Conan Doyle into one of the most elaborately documented people who ever lived: a fixture in the news of his day; a subject of scores of biographies; an imaginary character in his own right in novels, movies, and plays. His image will be captured in drawings, photographs, and films. In such portraiture, Conan Doyle bears a head that’s an almost perfect rectangular block, ornamented with big ears and spectacularly lush mustachios. Though he’s married to a girl named Mary Louise, whom he calls Touie, and has recently become a father, his beefy cheeks and sharp eyes retain something boyish and impish. He’s ursine, big-boned—huge. He plays extraordinary amounts of cricket. A friend—a friend, mind you—describes Conan Doyle thus: “He was a great, burly, clumsy man, with an unwieldy-looking body that was meant for a farm bailiff, with hands like Westphalian hams.” Another pal, Prisoner of Zenda author Anthony Hope, remarks, around the early 1890s, that Conan Doyle looks like a person who has never even heard of books, let alone written many. And yet from this stolid character, a much different profile would emanate:

“There was something in his masterly grasp of a situation, and his keen, incisive reasoning, which made it a pleasure to me to study his system of work.”

Over the next few weeks, Conan Doyle will blast out the first series of Sherlock Holmes short stories. By summer he will have written a handful of the most influential crime stories in the world. (In the proper mood, Conan Doyle can hammer down eight thousand words a day and essentially send the bounty straight to the printers.) The stories will make him famous and rich, but there will, somehow, be even more to it than that. Within a year, newspapers will publish affectionate Sherlock Holmes parodies. By 1893, an actor named Charles Brookfield will impersonate the detective in an unauthorized stage satire. Before the turn of the new century, a duo billing itself as Conan & Doyle will tour British music halls. A bloody half century later, avid fan Marshal Tito, Red strongman of the Yugoslavs, will single out Conan Doyle’s detective stories as ideal reading for young socialists. By 1953 there will be a Sherlock Holmes ballet; in the 1970s, a Muppet detective named Sherlock Hemlock will plumb the many mysteries of Sesame Street.

When he finishes “A Scandal in Bohemia,” Conan Doyle will roll it up in a postal tube and send it off to the Strand Magazine, which will propagate it to thousands, then millions. Soon Holmes will belong to the world. For the moment, though, for just about the last time, the writer presides over Holmes and Watson as his own sole property. It’s just him and them and the King of Bohemia by the fireside in Baker Street on a chilly spring night.

 

Here’s the funny thing (well, one of them) about “A Scandal in Bohemia”: the only people who commit actual crimes in the story are Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson. When they arrive at Irene Adler’s house they find a bustling street scene, a cross between Damon Runyon and The Canterbury Tales. “There was a group of shabbily dressed men smoking and laughing in a corner,” Watson relates, “a scissors grinder with his wheel, two guardsmen who were flirting with a nurse-girl, and several well-dressed young men who were lounging up and down with cigars in their mouths.” This colorful assembly turns out to be a troupe of ne’er-do-well actors, hired by Holmes to stage a mini-riot as soon as Irene steps out of a cab at the curb. The disguised Sherlock wanders into the fray and feigns an injury to con his way into the house. Watson, acting upon instructions, hurls a small incendiary through the window for the purpose of forcing Adler to reveal the offending photograph’s hiding place when she thinks her house is burning down.

Sherlock makes his escape, and he and Watson head for Baker Street, feeling rather cocky about this spree of felonies. As they mount the familiar doorstep, however, a disconcerting voice rings out from the darkening street: “Goodnight, Mister Sherlock Holmes!” A young man slips away around the corner. The detective and his stalwart friend find themselves peering into the gloom, wondering who the devil that could have been.

 

Soon enough, my contemplation of Sherlock Holmes and his renewed popularity metamorphosed—in the sinister way these things will—into “working on a book.” And when I told people I was, indeed, working on a book about Sherlock Holmes, I got all kinds of interesting reactions.

In a gray-walled conference room, the eyes of two women in their late twenties lit up. “Sherlock Holmes is so cool,” one of them said. Funny: I’d sometimes hoped for this reaction among young ladies in my adolescence, but never witnessed it. An enthusiastic discussion of Benedict Cumberbatch ensued.

I ran into a friend while we were both out Christmas shopping. “Sherlock Holmes,” I said. His eyebrows cocked theatrically and he exclaimed: “Baritsu—the Japanese system of wrestling!” In Conan Doyle’s stories, this martial art saves Sherlock’s bacon at a key moment. (We’ll return to this, of course.) We fell to discussing Alan Moore’s League of Extraordinary Gentlemen, a strange comic book full of submarines and flying machines, set at the fringes of a reimagined Sherlockian world.

In a house surrounded by snow-draped Montana forest, a woman stopped fixing dinner, dodged around her two kids, and scampered to her bookshelf. “Now, this is my favorite Sherlock Holmes,” she said, producing a couple of paperbacks by Laurie R. King, an American writer who has spun a long series of mystery novels around a character named Mary Russell. In these stories, set in the 1910s and ’20s, young Mary meets an old beekeeper—who turns out to be Sherlock Holmes. The two start solving crimes together, then get married.

My acupuncturist, as she inserted a delicate needle near my ankle, explained the attributes ascribed to that spot by Chinese medicine, something about clearing perception. (I was face-down and off in a hazy trance, bristling with pins, not taking notes.) “Very Sherlock Holmes,” she said.

Indeed, I found, as I reread Conan Doyle’s original stories, there is far more to those tales than initially meets the eye. This time, I tried to read those old warhorses in a different frame of mind. I pretended as well as I could (which was not very well, but I tried) that I’d never read them before. I tried to forget the thirteen decades of Sherlockian kitsch and nostalgia layered over the stories, to encounter them fresh, as I imagined a bright young reader of 1891 would have experienced them in the Strand. And I found stuff that completely eluded me when I was twelve or twenty-two. For one thing, besides being ripping-good adventure yarns, the Sherlock Holmes stories are funny: often arch, sly parodies of themselves. Yet they can also manifest a sharp-edged darkness that Conan Doyle rarely gets credit for. In the ideological history of crime fiction, he’s often cast as a lovably dotty uncle, who puttered off before no-nonsense moderns like Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler came along. In fact, the Sherlock Holmes stories brim with weird lust and raw evil. In “The Adventure of the Copper Beeches,” published in 1892, a poor young woman is financially suborned into a fetishistic relationship with a couple who hire her as governess at their isolated home. They force the girl to crop her beautiful hair, always to wear the same dress and sit in the same chair at the same time. A wing of their house is off limits, and it soon becomes clear to the young woman that she and possibly someone else are basically prisoners there. She finds a long coil of hair identical to her own locked in a drawer.

You don’t have to be a literary theorist to find some psychosexual menace in all that.

Everyone acknowledges Conan Doyle as a highly competent storyteller, and that is true: the Sherlockian short stories, in particular, ratchet open and slam shut with Swiss-watch precision. (John le Carré described Conan Doyle’s writing as “a kind of narrative perfection.”) Simplicity, however, sometimes allows his writing to achieve a numinous power. In “The Five Orange Pips,” bad weather hits: “The rain had beaten against the windows, so that even here in the heart of great, hand-made London we were forced to raise our minds for the instant from the routine of life and to recognize the presence of those great elemental forces which shriek at mankind through the bars of his civilization, like untamed beasts in a cage.”

And while the writer himself would have made grumpy noises into his mustache at the notion of “symbolism” or “metaphor,” I found stark images, dream-like in their intensity. In “The Adventure of the Red-Headed League,” Holmes and Watson find themselves in a darkened underground vault awaiting an intruder. “Suddenly,” Watson recounts, “my eyes caught the glint of light . . . At first, it was but a lurid spark upon the stone pavement. Then it lengthened out until it became a yellow line, and then, without any warning or sound, a gash seemed to open and a hand appeared, a white, almost womanly hand . . . For a minute or more the hand, with its writhing fingers, protruded out of the floor.” What are we supposed to make of that, Dr. Jung?

And I was reminded of a curious phenomenon, remarked upon almost from the beginning of Sherlock Holmes. When people discuss the Great Detective and Dr. Watson, they slip into talking about them as if they are real. Over the years, some folk have simply taken Conan Doyle’s stories as fact. The French seem interestingly prone to this error: in his 1930s book The Private Life of Sherlock Holmes, Vincent Starrett recounts the story of a party of French schoolboys who demanded, upon arrival in London, to be taken to “the house of Sherlock Holmes.” During World War I, a French general allegedly asked Conan Doyle which British unit Holmes had joined. People around the world famously write to 221B Baker Street to seek the investigator’s counsel.

But this same habit also steals up on those who know better. It happens imperceptibly. A conversation with the most knowledgeable Sherlockian I know glided from speculation about Conan Doyle’s first impressions of London to an earnest discussion of Sherlock and his “experiences” in the capital. “He lived in Montague Street before Baker Street, of course,” my friend said as I nodded sagely. “And then Baker Street would have had an obvious appeal. It was where many bachelor gentlemen lived.” Well, of course. The effect can be eerie. It can feel as if Sherlock Holmes and John Watson aren’t exactly characters in stories, but rather the leading citizens of a virtual reality just at the edge of our own. I began to think that this was Conan Doyle’s real (accidental) artistic achievement: he invented a world in which people want to wander inside their own minds, and even physically re-create in our own pale universe.

And yet he was not the sole inventor. T. S. Eliot, who based his poetic mystery cat Macavity on Conan Doyle’s villain Moriarty and once said that “every writer owes something to Holmes,” also groused: “Arthur Conan Doyle . . . what has he to do with Sherlock Holmes?” It’s actually a fair question, because Conan Doyle is not responsible for many essential aspects of the detective. The oldest trick in Sherlock-related sophistry is to point out that Holmes never actually says “Elementary, my dear Watson” in Conan Doyle’s stories. Yet thanks in great part to Basil Rathbone’s sleek film portrayal of the detective in the ’30s and ’40s, that phrase has become the character’s unofficial motto. Conan Doyle never wrote about a double-billed deerstalker cap—that was the illustrator Sidney Paget’s contribution to Sherlock’s country attire, which somehow fused permanently to the detective’s head in the mass mind’s eye. Conan Doyle never described a huge calabash pipe, which seems to have attached itself to Holmes via the actor William Gillette, who may have used it for comic relief. Today, Amazon sells “Sexy Detective” Halloween costumes for women (or, hell, men—it’s a new world) consisting of low-cut houndstooth minidresses, ersatz deerstalkers, and curved pipes. Slap a deerstalker on a pig, give that pig a magnifying glass and a pipe, and that pig becomes a master investigator (cf. Freddy the Detective, Walter Brooks, 1932). From the vantage of the early twenty-first century, it might be more accurate to say, with no disrespect, that Arthur Conan Doyle originated Sherlock Holmes. The rest of us, obviously, aren’t yet finished creating him.

To witness this mass collaboration in action, look upon Irene Adler. She ghosts in and out of “A Scandal in Bohemia” in a matter of a few pages. Conan Doyle gives her precious few lines (though she gets the best ones). And yet how many men and women have read “A Scandal in Bohemia” and wondered at the fleeting image (mirage, more like) of the intrepid beauty who contends with kings and tangles with the Great Detective? A young lady whose capacity to slay monarchial hearts belies her origins in, of all places, New Jersey? Sherlock discovers that she is, indeed, quite lovely—“the daintiest thing under a bonnet,” as he quaintly puts it to Watson. We learn she has sung at La Scala in prima donna roles. We learn she ventures out from her “bijou villa” in swanky St. John’s Wood, about a mile from Baker Street in deeper northwest London, to grace small concerts around the metropolis. Sherlock will seldom mention any other girls. In his evidently monastic life, she will always figure as “the Woman,” and he sighs after her, too.


For Sherlock Holmes fans, she’s the Woman even now, the quicksilver wisp of sly femininity laced through Conan Doyle’s masculine world. Irene has become more myth than character. Given the crazy speed at which he wrote, Conan Doyle probably created and dispensed with her in a matter of hours. No one else seems to want to let her go. A century after Irene’s effervescent debut, the American writer Carole Nelson Douglas, author of such works as Virtual Virgin and Vampire Sunrise, will make her the star of an eight-novel series of her own. Between them, the actresses Rachel McAdams, in the Robert Downey Jr. films, and Lara Pulver, who traipses naked through bits of the BBC’s ingenious “A Scandal in Belgravia,” will turn Irene into a subcultural sex symbol in the twenty-first century.

At Sherlockian society meetings these days, someone often gets around to proposing a toast to the sexy antiheroine, possessor of racy photographs, singer of blood-drenched arias, Jersey girl. Someone stands up and recites what little we know of her. After that, it’s all imagination. What was Irene Adler really like? What did she really do to earn that seductive scarlet-letter title of “adventuress”? Where does she go after she dissolves out of the Baker Street scene? Those of us who meet her can imagine her doing just about anything, and we hope it’s something suitably grand. And then glasses are raised and the cry goes up: “The Woman!”

Why?

 

How did Sherlock Holmes become immortal? What makes him so adaptable? And why do we long to inhabit his imaginary world? And what is Sherlock Holmes anyway? A mild (but persistent) mass hallucination? These questions—no matter how many latter-day movies I watched or frantic hashtags I perused—kept leading me back to Arthur Conan Doyle and the original saga: the circumstances and progress of the sixty stories’ creation, over forty-odd tumultuous years in which the Victorian era reached its zenith, and then, with a great traumatic wrench, transformed itself into the modern world. Everything anyone does with Sherlock, after all, is a reaction to or revision of words that emanated from Conan Doyle’s mind.

And so this book operates in much the same way. In the chapters that follow, we’ll trail Conan Doyle as he crafts Sherlock’s saga in the heart of Victoriana. But we’ll also see many other people—famous and anonymous—at work on this most famous fictional creation: collaborating, appropriating, mocking, celebrating, borrowing, and sometimes stealing outright. We’ll visit places that shaped Conan Doyle’s work in the first place, as well as scenes the author never could have imagined—like a media swarm in twenty-first-century Hollywood—but nonetheless inspired. During his own lifetime, as we’ll see, Sherlock Holmes became a phenomenon that Conan Doyle could neither control nor fully understand. And after the author died, Holmes lived on to become one of the transcendent figures of the modern imagination. In ways subtle and lasting, the mythos of the Great Detective influenced not just specific entertaining inventions, but how popular culture itself functions now. And somehow it all began with that thickset Irish-Scottish doctor, alone in his consulting room, looking to make a few extra pounds.

In order to investigate this mystery, I decided to apply Holmes’s own methods—his actual methods, as Conan Doyle actually portrayed them. Wily Arthur, a master of literary sleight of hand, loved to describe Sherlock as a “scientific” detective. He sequined his plots with elaborate vignettes in which Holmes tinkers with his chemistry set, declaring that if a vial of liquid turns red it means a man’s life, or whatever. To the annoyance of Watson and Mrs. Hudson, 221B’s eternally suffering landlady, Sherlock is forever doing something malodorous with a test tube. To this day, people talk about Holmes as a cofounder of forensics. But on close examination almost all of this proves to be mere atmosphere, with no substantive bearing on the narratives. In Conan Doyle’s plots, science per se tends to play a minor role. Instead, art rules the day.

Yes, Holmes goes to the scene of the crime, pokes into everything, and interrogates witnesses. But he also reads this and that, sits around and stares into space, plays the violin, smokes lots of tobacco, goes to concerts, and plans dinner parties. He dresses up in funny outfits and wanders down the street. He buys people drinks and chats them up. He goes to the local pub and sees what the barman has to say, and fights anyone who takes exception. The difference between Sherlock Holmes and the official cops, in fact, is that while the Finest doggedly follow standard procedure and the obvious clues, the independent detective investigates trifling stuff he notices on the windowsill, what the groom said in between beers, something he remembers reading about once, or a dog that did or didn’t bark in the night.

To put it another way, his methods are somewhat bohemian. Not to give myself airs, but I thought I could at least fake it.
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The Science of Deduction

OBVIOUSLY, I NEEDED to begin at the beginning. But where was the beginning? On a bright late-fall day, I asked Paul Collins to lunch.

Collins sometimes calls himself (on Twitter, for example) the Literary Detective. His several books include a narrative that traces the “career” of Shakespeare’s First Folio, and a couple of deep dives into the most nefarious corners of nineteenth-century criminality and sensational news. In fact, it occurred to me as I waited for him outside his small office in a warren-like academic building at Portland State University, much of Paul’s work fulfills a suggestion young Watson makes to Holmes early in their friendship: that the detective launch a newspaper called Police News of the Past. (“Very interesting reading it might be made, too,” Holmes replies.)

When we met, Collins was at work on a biography of Edgar Allan Poe, on top of teaching at PSU (his courses include an in-depth survey of Sherlock Holmes) and contributions to magazines. (Of Poe, he told me: “People always focus on the drinking and the tragic child bride and all that. But if you look at what he actually did, he was a hardworking journeyman editor. He was the guy you called when you needed good copy for your magazine’s front-of-the-book, fast.”) He was about to publish a book on a forgotten murder-trial collaboration between Aaron Burr and Alexander Hamilton, long before they dueled. Much of Collins’s work is based on bloodhound missions into forgotten archives. As he dashed around the corner, waved, unwrapped his scarf, and unlocked the door of his book-crammed office, I felt I was meeting a genial descendant of the freewheeling nineteenth-century literary spirit.

About a year before our rendezvous, Collins had pulled off his own feat of detection, unveiling the shrouded authorship of The Notting Hill Mystery, the first fully fledged modern mystery novel. The Notting Hill Mystery appeared as a serial in a London magazine, starting in November 1862. The story presents itself as a voluminous case file of evidence regarding the death of a baroness who somehow managed to drink acid while sleepwalking. The “detective,” saddled with the uninspiring name Ralph Henderson, is actually an insurance adjuster. Personally, even my somewhat severe Victoriaphilia doesn’t always extend to more heavy-handed examples of the nineteenth-century insistence that every piece of fiction is really AN EXTRACT FROM THE DIARY OF MADAME _______, 185_, and I found Notting Hill rough going as bedside reading. But the book apparently made quite the sensation, and can be seen as a direct forebear of and inspiration to fictional crime fighters who came later.

Who wrote it? After considering a tantalizing suspect—Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli, where were you on the night of _____, 186_?—and discarding him, Collins identified the pseudonymous “Charles Felix” as the book’s publisher, Charles Warren Adams. The key clue was hidden in a single line in an 1864 “literary gossip” column in the Manchester Times, tying Adams to a different “Charles Felix” creation. Paul Collins will go to some lengths to get his man.

Collins and I walked to a Vietnamese restaurant near the Portland State campus, and, over lunch, we spun back the clock to the grotty middle of the nineteenth century. “When Charles Adams wrote The Notting Hill Mystery,” Collins said, “there was the beginning of a market for crime stories. Poe had written the first real detective short stories a couple of decades before, but there was no tradition, no real genre, no conventions. And Notting Hill Mystery, interestingly, is kind of a dead end: it has the logic and the clues but no real characters, and it reads like a recitation of evidence. It’s like a puzzle you’re supposed to solve rather than a narrative. But it remains significant because it shows there was an appetite for this kind of thing. The newspapers had cultivated a public knowledge of and interest in crime. There was a readership, but no one had done it in long form, in a novel. As much as anything, The Notting Hill Mystery shows you a genre that hasn’t been worked out.”

 

My conversation with Paul Collins was just the beginning of my examination of the forces and influences that led to The Notting Hill Mystery—and, come to think of it, to CSI: Las Vegas and True Detective. When and why did people all over the world decide that, given the chance, they’d really like to read about a good garroting?

Some claim biblical (or quasi-biblical) antecedents for the mystery genre. In an apocryphal addition to the Book of Daniel, Daniel scatters ashes on the floor of a chamber to prove that pagan priests and their families are secretly eating food offerings left out for Bel, a heathen idol. (Sherlock Holmes uses exactly the same method to solve 1904’s “The Adventure of the Golden Pince-Nez,” though he only catches an invalid professor of Coptic languages who is hiding a Russian dissident in his bookcase.) Entire priestly families are executed, and everyone lives happily ever after. The English essayist, mystery novelist, and hardcore Sherlock Holmes addict Dorothy L. Sayers located the earliest and best manifesto for detective fiction in Poetics, where Aristotle discusses tragedy: “It is also possible to discover whether someone has done something, or not done something.” And, of course, Macbeth is a true-crime story, among other things.

In criminal literature, the signal year of 1776 is most notable for the first publication of The Annals of Newgate; or, Malefactors Register, a prison parson’s account of the very worst people to whom he’d ministered in Newgate Prison. That dire hulk served as London’s main gaol for most of a millennium, standing roughly between the Old Bailey criminal court and St. Bartholomew’s Hospital, the future meeting place of Sherlock Holmes and John Watson. (We’ll hit the neighborhood in chapter 3.) The popularity of this four-volume set—it inaugurated a long-running genre of real-life crime narratives that used the name Newgate as a de facto brand—presaged a large English-language readership for all things nasty and violent in the nineteenth century.


Throughout the century’s early decades, low-class printers in London and other cities churned out an enormous body of one-sheet tales of murders and executions, sold cheaply and eagerly devoured by the British public. Many broadsides are branded as “dying speeches”: the final words of the condemned, wherein he (or, more sensationally and in some cases better for business, she) repented of sin just before the rope went taut. The flaw was that these productions were often ready for sale at the hangings themselves, but audiences didn’t seem to mind. These true(ish)-crime one-sheets make simultaneously fascinating and baleful reading, and remind you that they’d hang a person for just about anything in those days, from “dreadful and barbarous MURDER” to extorting 5 shillings.

The broadside genre reached its apogee with the 1828 popular smash “Last Dying Speech of William Corder.” The associated case neatly captures the combination of domesticity and weirdness that would mark the crime news and fiction of the imminent Victorian era. Corder killed his lover in a country barn—commonplace enough—but, legend would have it, was captured only after the victim’s stepmother experienced a prophetic dream about the crime. The hamlet where the victim died became a tourist attraction, and a huge volume of printed matter piled up. James Catnach, a no-brow printer based in London’s Seven Dials—he once served six months for accusing local butchers of serving human meat—churned out “Last Dying Speech” and proceeded to sell 1.1 million copies when Great Britain’s population was around 20 million.

In her 2013 book The Invention of Murder, social historian Judith Flanders tracks how the broadsides entwined with the era’s growing newspaper industry and very popular melodramatic theater to create an early ecosystem of criminal-minded entertainment. Her examination of melodrama, in particular, shows how rapidly a juicy murder could saturate the public consciousness. In the 1860s, she notes, London alone held more than thirty thousand theater seats priced for lower- and working-class audiences; the fare on those stages overwhelmingly favored ripped-from-the-headlines crime dramas, produced from quickie scripts to allow typecast actors to bring the latest horrors to their audiences. The so-called Radlett Murder (amateur boxer shoots low-class lawyer over a £300 gambling debt, then slits his throat and bashes his brains out for good measure), for example, took place in late October 1823. Two prominent London theaters, the Coburg (later the Old Vic) and the Surrey, both staged plays based on the crime by mid-November. By that time, the newspapers overflowed with bloodcurdling copy on the murder, as did reams of broadsides.

Nothing invigorates in the morning quite like a transatlantic telephone call about lurid antique deeds, so I rang up Judith Flanders. She noted that the mass-media pattern of high-profile crime recurred throughout the nineteenth century, its exact form and tenor changing with technology and social mores but its basic outline remaining notably constant. “I looked at about fifty famous cases that occurred over seventy-five years,” she told me. “Only four of them went unsolved—or, more accurately, without a killer being identified. In some cases it’s quite clear now that the authorities convicted the wrong person. These are the cases that became popular. Random, sordid, anonymous killings, though there were many, of course, seldom attracted much of a following. And here you see the popular taste, in a way, forecasting the crime-fiction genre. There’s a closed circle of suspects, and one of the satisfactions is going down the list. Could it be him? Could it be her? That is the same quality that readers of the newspapers and theatergoers responded to in those real stories.

“One crucial aspect of theatrical melodrama that we’ve lost as a culture is the sense of the working of divine providence,” she continued. “In the melodramas of crime, the malefactor is always identified, sometimes through outlandish coincidence, because events are foreordained. This is why melodrama seems silly to us now. But crime fiction, as it evolved, would essentially serve the same function for a society that had lost its sense of the divine. Bad things happen, but they happen because of specific bad people, and you can catch them. This is the form that people found satisfying. There needed to be a solution. Crime fiction still provides that.”

By the 1850s, Britain dropped its last taxes and stamp duties on printed material, after a series of populist campaigns. The prices of books, magazines, and newspapers plummeted. The grubby broadside aimed at a working-class market that previously could not afford newspapers faded away. Newspapers, in turn, seized the broadsides’ bloody franchise with alacrity. “When you look at newspapers of the early nineteenth century, they don’t really cover crime in any kind of narrative way,” Paul Collins had told me. “There’s the one-paragraph item when a shocking outrage occurs, the paragraph when they arrest someone, and the paragraph that says they hanged the guy. But slowly, you start to see papers turn crimes into actual stories, with interviews of witnesses and the bereaved family of the victim, with scenes and action. If you had a boring death, they wouldn’t cover it. I think newspapers played a bigger role in seeding the fictional genre than anyone quite realizes. The broadsides almost always had a moral component: hear the wrongdoer repent as he goes to the scaffold, and do not do what he has done. The newspapers didn’t do that. They realized that you could tell these stories and make the sale without being obliged to deliver a Christian moral lesson at the end.”

In tandem with the fascination with the latest MURDER, a popular interest in police work slowly evolved—police work itself being a new idea. After the formation of France’s Sûreté in 1812, the madcap (and largely made-up) autobiography of that agency’s founder, the ex-thief and self-professed master of disguise
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