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MORE THAN A “WASHED-UP HAS-BEEN”: 

 TEXTUAL ASPECTS OF THE HOLMES ICON 

 

Abstract: This paper focuses on textual exemplars from the Sherlock Holmes stories in support 

of an argument that these texts are just as important in understanding Holmes as a cultural icon 

as are the visual exemplars found in printed materials, theater, motion pictures, and television.  

Following a brief summary of the visual exemplars, the author presents six textual examples 

from the Holmesian canon to support the central argument of this paper—that the "textual logo" 

or "emblematic wording" is as much a part of the Holmesian iconography as the essential 

images.  In the end, the author concludes that the idea of Holmes as a cultural icon has moved 

beyond the bounds of the English-speaking world, i.e. is understood in a global context, and that 

this understanding is rooted in a robust iconography that includes both textual phrases and visual 

images. 
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"Icon" is a tricky word, a moving target, yet fixed in mind and memory.  The musician 

Bob Dylan, when labeled in this way, responded "I think that's just another word for a washed-up 

has-been."1  Actress Elizabeth Taylor said "Don't call me an icon, honey. An icon is something 

you hang in a Russian church. Call me Dame Elizabeth or call me an aging movie star."2  Even 

Wikipedia, that boon or bane of encyclopedic knowledge, has gotten into the act, defining a 

cultural icon as "an object or person that is regarded as having a special status as particularly 

representative of, or important to, or loved by, a particular group of people, a place, or a 

historical period. Cultural icons may be national, regional or related to a city, or may relate to a 

specific grouping such as fans of a particular sport, a social group, a political party, or almost any 

social or cultural grouping."  Interestingly, this particular article in Wikipedia is being considered 

for deletion because "[t]he examples and perspective in this article or section may not represent a 

worldwide view of the subject."3 

Cultural icons are tricky subjects.  Yet, like pornography (to borrow from the late U.S. 

Supreme Court justice, Potter Stewart) we know them when we see them.4  Icons point to 

something beyond themselves.  In the case of Sherlock Holmes as a cultural icon, Holmes points 

to the archetypal detective, the rationality of science, "the most perfect reasoning and observing 

machine that the world has seen."5  The knowing is, in part, in the seeing. 
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And we have seen plenty of Mr. Sherlock Holmes.  It is easy to trace the development of 

Holmes as a cultural icon through the visual media.  Concentrating on the most influential 

iconographers, we can start with Sidney Paget's illustrations in The Strand Magazine to Frederic 

Dorr Steele's images in Collier's and the Limited Editions Club.  From Steele it is a very short 

jump to the actor William Gillette (who was Steele's inspiration for Holmes).6  The iconic 

movement, like its associated technology, speeds from page to stage to film to radio to television 

over the next several decades.  Starting with Gillette, we zoom in on Basil Rathbone and then 

pan to Jeremy Brett.  Along the way we meet others: Tom Baker, John Barrymore, Clive Brook, 

Michael Caine, Peter Cushing, Ronald Howard, Buster Keaton, Christopher Lee, Raymond 

Massey, Roger Moore, Leonard Nimoy, Eille Norwood, Douglas Wilmer, and Arthur Wontner 

(to name but a few). 

Our own image of Holmes as a cultural icon is derived from these portrayals.  Indeed, we 

may have a favorite.  Even stripped of person, the icon, in its visible form and bared to its 

essentials—the deerstalker cap, the magnifying glass, the Inverness cape, the pipe—is clearly 

recognizable.  But, for the moment, I want us to put those favorites and essentials aside and look 

(or more appropriately listen) to another facet of this iconography: the textual references to 

Holmes, many of them made in passing, but all of them pointing to the durability of an icon that 

goes beyond image.  We may argue that this iconic durability rests primarily with image, 

especially as we live in a world that relies more and more on image and less on text to 

communicate information.  Yet, it is the central argument of this paper that the "textual logo" or 

"emblematic wording" is as much a part of the Holmesian iconography as the essential images.  

It is to this aspect of the Holmesian iconography that we turn for the remainder of this paper.   
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There are a number of textual sources and bibliographies available for the study of Doyle 

and Holmes.7  For the purposes of this paper, I'm using a relatively new and developing 

bibliographic source, a multi-volume online supplement to Ronald De Waal's Universal Sherlock 

Holmes.8  The fifth volume in this series9 includes secondary or "passing" references to Doyle or 

Holmes.  According to the compiler, "[a]rticles selected from the general periodical literature 

include items in which the keywords “Sherlock Holmes” or “Conan Doyle” were found within 

the body of the text or abstract of the article. Many of these articles contain passing references to 

either Holmes or Doyle, and may not be substantive in content. Nevertheless, they are included 

here for the 'completist' who wishes to locate every known reference in the periodical literature 

to either the famous consulting detective or his literary agent."  Here, in these passing, 

unsubstantial references, we will find the textual logos that contribute to the iconic infrastructure. 

Our first example is the phrase "it doesn't take Sherlock Holmes..." or its variant "it 

doesn't take a Sherlock Holmes..."  The phrase takes the whole known image and personage of 

Holmes as shorthand for some kind of search or investigation, with the implication that one 

doesn't need to have the super power of Holmes' reasoning to arrive at a solution.  It is all much 

simpler than that.  An article in Modern Healthcare uses the phrase in tracking a radioactive item 

that was illegally dumped.10  Another article on "The Sex Trade in Colonial West Africa" 

employs the phrase in relation to a "French lady of easy virtue."11  Bob Zelnick, in a National 

Review article, uses a positive variant, "It would take a Sherlock Holmes..." in the same manner 

when writing about former vice-president Al Gore and his media advisers during the presidential 

campaign.12  Another article about free music services on the Internet combined the phrase with 

other iconic elements when describing a piece of software:  '[I]t doesn't take a Sherlock Holmes 
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to figure out what to do next: click on the magnifying glass and start searching.  From that point 

on, it's elementary..."13  Other examples abound across a wide variety of periodicals.14 

"It's elementary" and "Elementary, my dear Watson" (which never appear in the 

canonical tales, but develop later in the icon) are two additional phrases in the iconic 

infrastructure.  As in the first example, these phrases point to something basic or fundamental 

that achieves clarity through examination and explanation.  They also point to the importance of 

evidence as a building block to understanding.  Bob Albrecht and Paul Davis played with these 

phrases in an article entitled "Elemental, my dear Holmes, elemental" that dealt with the planet 

Mars and elements in the human body.15  A book review on evidence-based medicine employed 

the phrases, slightly altered, in its title: "It's elementary medicine, my dear Watson."16  And an 

article in The Times of London reports on the "Elementary Fraud at the Sherlock Holmes 

Museum."17   

These first examples—taking in the whole persona of Holmes and using a well-known (if 

not canonically present) expression—are the simply phrased facets of this textual logo.  What is 

surprising to discover are the uses of other phrases that assume some knowledge of the original 

stories (or where such knowledge is not assumed, the writer provides the context for the phrase 

or quotation).  A prime exemplar, and one that is used quite often (especially, it seems, in a 

military, legal, or political context) comes from "The Adventure of Silver Blaze" in which we 

have this exchange between Holmes and Inspector Gregory: 

"Is there any other point to which you would wish to draw my 
attention?" 
"To the curious incident of the dog in the night-time." 
"The dog did nothing in the night-time." 
"That was the curious incident," remarked Sherlock Holmes. 
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This exchange is sometimes used as an argument from silence, again pointing to the 

logical nature of Holmes' mind.  An article from Science states that "[t]he geological record of 

Earth's climate resembles Arthur Conan Doyle's curious incident of the dog that didn't bark in the 

night."18  A work examining the speech-writing processes of Presidents Eisenhower and 

Kennedy notes "Like the dog that did not bark of Sherlock Holmes fame, Kennedy's drafting 

processes are most significant for what they did not contain...."19 Similarly, the exchange is used 

as a way to view a familiar object from a different perspective, again employing logic and 

reason.  This can be seen in an article on the DNA helix20 or, in a more comical vein, in a USA 

Today Magazine article on a new form of pest control. 

In a classic Sherlock Holmes tale, the master detective bases his deduction on the 
fact that a dog didn't bark. That sort of negative inference also can apply when it 
comes to ridding your home of ants, spiders, roaches, waterbugs, and other 
insects, as well as mice, bats, and various critters that might take up residence in 
your residence, maintains Lentek International, Orlando, Fla. The method to 
control these pests is through electromagnetic and ultrasonic technology with 
PestContro.21 
 
At other times this same exchange is used as a way to point to action, or more often, 

inaction, with some intimation of criminality or incompetence.  Such is the case in a review of a 

book on the Vietnam War in Military Review,22 another review in the Journal of Cold War 

Studies on the C.I.A. and Poland,23 a report on changes in the personal computer industry,24 and 

happenings on the U.S. stock market.25  Or yet again, the emblematic text is front and center, as 

in a Trends in Parasitology article "The dog that did not bark: malaria vaccines without 

antibodies,"26 the Case Western Reserve Law Review article, "The dog that rarely barks: Why the 

courts won't resolve the war powers debate,"27 or the Ecology Law Quarterly article "The Dog 

That Didn't Bark, Imperial Water, I Love L.A., and Other Tales From the California Takings 

Litigation Front."28 
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Finally, this exchange has been used to point out absence, or lack of resources, for things 

that are needed.  In "The Schools We Want, the Schools We Deserve" Denis Doyle (no relation) 

notes that "[i]f technology is not an end in itself, it is a tool of such power that it transforms all 

that it touches. It provides intellectual leverage—if that is what it is used for. But it is noteworthy 

that in the world of elementary and secondary education, technology is most conspicuous by its 

absence (perhaps like the Sherlock Holmes dog that didn't bark)...."29  And, in at least one case, 

an author (Al Gore) was confused about who wrote the story, Doyle or Holmes.  Gore wrote: "... 

Sherlock Holmes wrote [sic] a famous story in which the key clue was the dog that didn't bark.30  

Maybe it was because he was mad at the Bush White House. 

 There are other canonical phrases that we can add to the textual side of the Holmes icon 

that come from other tales.  In "The Red-Headed League" we have the "three-pipe" problem. 

"As a rule." said Holmes, "the more bizarre a thing is the less mysterious it proves 
to be.  It is your commonplace, featureless crimes which are really puzzling, just 
as a commonplace face is the most difficult to identify.  But I must be prompt 
over this matter." 
"What are you going to do, then?" I asked. 
"To smoke," he answered. "It is quite a three-pipe problem, and I beg that you 
won't speak to me for fifty minutes." 

 
References to this kind of problem-solving approach appear in an article in Earthwatch on the 

search for the tomb of Alfred the Great,31 "What the World is Reading" in the Economist,32 and 

in an article on Charles Darwin's country estate, Down House, with this delightful description of 

his "thinking path." 

Soon after settling at Downe, Darwin constructed a sand-covered path, known as 
the sandwalk, that still winds through the shady woods and then returns toward 
the house along a sunny, hedge-lined field. He strolled it daily, referring to it as 
'my thinking path.' Often he would stack a few stones at the path's entrance, and 
knock one away with his walking stick on completing each circuit. He could 
anticipate a 'three-flint problem,' just as Sherlock Holmes had 'three-pipe 
problems,' and then head for home when all the stones were gone....33 
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 Another popular phrase comes from "A Scandal in Bohemia" (with permutations found in 

"A Study in Scarlet," "The Valley of Fear" and "The Adventure of the Second Stain"): "It is a 

capital mistake to theorize before one has data.  Insensibly one begins to twist facts to suit 

theories, instead of theories to suit facts."  Articles in the American Journal of Sociology and the 

Southern Review open with this quote.34  Another article in the European Journal of Nuclear 

Medicine applied this quote to that field of study.35  As with the earlier examples, we see a 

linking of the Holmes icon with thought, rationality, and science. 

 This relationship of thought, rationality, and science with the emblematic text is possibly 

best seen in another well-known quotation attributed to Holmes, found in both "The Sign of 

Four" and "The Adventure of the Blanched Soldier":  "How often have I said to you that when 

you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth?"  

A writer in the Economist utilized this observation when reporting that a tiny error in the paths of 

two spacecraft may require "that the laws of gravity need an extra post-Einsteinian tweak."36 

Another article, in the journal Astronomy, had similar issues with the theory of relativity.  In this 

case, however, the researcher (interested in an 8th-magnitude binary star 2,000 light-years from 

the Earth) wasn't ready to accept Holmes as gospel.37  Interestingly, this text—"however 

improbable, must be the truth"—has been used in a number of articles in the fields of physics 

and astronomy (and discussion on theories related to the beginning and end of the universe),38 

with at least one writer calling this method of reasoning "The Sherlock Holmes Strategy."39  A 

mathematical chemist used this principle in approaching chemical problems.40  And at least one 

article dared to challenge the Holmesian axiom.  Jack Cohen and Ian Stewart, writing in the 

Lancet, made this observation: 

'Once you have eliminated the impossible, then whatever remains, however 
improbable, must be the truth.' So said Sherlock Holmes, and so do prosecutors 
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argue in criminal cases that hang upon the evidence of DNA fingerprints. The 
difficulty, which the great fictional detective swept under the carpet, is in deciding 
what remains....The uncertainties associated with DNA fingerprinting, especially 
when exaggerated by lawyers, have left juries in a state of mind very different 
from Sherlock Holmes's certainties. Once you have eliminated the impossible, 
then whatever remains, however improbable, may well be false—because what 
you think is impossible might actually be commonplace....41 
 

 It is the commonplace, in the end, that gives such strength to these textual aspects of the 

Sherlockian icon.  I have given you six examples of phrases that show the icon through the text.  

These logos or emblems, and others like them, are as much a part of the Holmesian iconography 

as the essential visual images.  They are bits and pieces of text from the canonical tales.  Yet, in 

their use, they wind across any number of academic disciplines, thread their way through our 

public discourse, and are woven into our culture.  Combined with the visual elements, they 

provide us with a robust and well-rounded image or symbol of Holmes. 

 And, while it may have been, in the beginning, an English-speaking culture that accepted 

and adopted Holmes in this manner, this is no longer the case.  According to anecdotal accounts, 

Holmes books fly off the shelves in Moscow.  One of the largest, if not the largest Sherlock 

Holmes appreciation society is in Japan.  We are speaking about a global icon, one that cuts 

across national barriers and a provincial notion of iconography.  At the moment, I have no 

definitive sense that the textual logo of Holmes, given in the phrases sketched earlier, carries 

through in translation.  But I can deduce, given the number of translations of the stories, the 

number of non-English films and television programs produced, the number of non-English 

periodicals, and the relative position of the United Kingdom and United States in the math and 

science rankings of its elementary and secondary students that “three-pipe problems,” a “curious 

incident in the night,” and theorizing “before one has data” have found some traction and 

understanding with readers across the world.  And what, to our own understanding, is more 
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commonplace, and yet more amazing, then to utter a name—Sherlock Holmes—that is both 

shibboleth and passport.  Sherlock Holmes—much more than a “washed-up has-been.”  Nothing 

more need be said.42 
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