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INTRODUCTION: THE MAN BEHIND THE MAGNIFYING GLASS

When you picture a detective with a deerstalker hat, a curved pipe, and an uncanny ability to solve
the most baffling mysteries, one name springs to mind: Sherlock Holmes. For more than a century,
this  iconic  character  has  captivated  readers,  inspired  countless  films  and  television  series,  and
shaped our very idea of  what a detective should be.  But while the name Sherlock Holmes is
universally recognized, the question of who wrote the Sherlock Holmes stories is sometimes
surprisingly less clear to casual fans. The simple answer is Sir  Arthur Conan Doyle, a Scottish
physician and author. However, the story of how he created the world's most famous consulting
detective, why he tried to kill him off, and the legends that have since surrounded the canon is far
richer and more complex than a single name. This article will  explore not only Conan Doyle's
biography but also the cultural and historical forces that brought Holmes to life, and the legacy that
continues to grow today.

THE AUTHOR: SIR ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE

Sir Arthur Ignatius Conan Doyle was born on 22 May 1859 in Edinburgh, Scotland, into a family
with a strong artistic and literary heritage. His father, Charles Altamont Doyle, was a talented but
troubled illustrator, while his mother, Mary Foley Doyle, was a voracious reader and storyteller who
profoundly influenced young Arthur. It was from her that he inherited his love for narrative and his
keen sense of observation.

Medical Background and Early Writing
Conan Doyle studied medicine at  the University of  Edinburgh,  where he encountered a figure who
would later serve as the primary model for Sherlock Holmes: Dr. Joseph Bell. Bell was a lecturer at
the Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh, renowned for his extraordinary deductive skills. He could diagnose
patients by observing the smallest details—the calluses on a hand, the accent in a voice, the mud on
a boot. Conan Doyle was fascinated by Bell's methods, and years later, he would transpose this
scientific  approach  to  crime-solving  onto  his  fictional  detective.  After  graduating  in  1881,  Conan
Doyle set up a medical practice, but it was unsuccessful. To supplement his income, he began
writing short  stories.  His early attempts,  including the novel  The Mystery of  Clerkenwell,  were
rejected, but he persisted, laying the groundwork for what would become his literary masterpiece.

THE BIRTH OF SHERLOCK HOLMES

In 1886, Conan Doyle began writing a detective story that would change his life. He drew upon his
memories of Dr. Bell and his admiration for Edgar Allan Poe's detective C. Auguste Dupin, as well as
the French detective Émile Gaboriau's Monsieur Lecoq.  The result  was A Study in Scarlet,  the first
story to feature Sherlock Holmes and his loyal companion, Dr. John Watson. The plot was a two-part
mystery—one set  in  London,  the other  in  the American West—and introduced the world  to  a
detective who used logic and forensic science decades before such methods were common in real
police work. Conan Doyle sent the manuscript to several publishers, all of whom rejected it. Finally,
in 1887, Ward, Lock & Co. agreed to publish it in the Beeton's Christmas Annual. It received modest
attention, but it was enough for Conan Doyle to write a second novel, The Sign of the Four (1890),
which also met with moderate success.

From Novels to Short Stories: The Strand
Magazine Era
The true breakthrough came in 1891 when Conan Doyle's agent convinced The Strand Magazine
to run a series of short stories featuring Sherlock Holmes. The first six stories, later collected as The
Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, were an instant sensation. The British public fell in love with the
detective's eccentric brilliance,  his  encyclopedic knowledge of  crime, and the perfect narrative
counterbalance provided by Dr. Watson. The format was ideal: each story was a self-contained
mystery, perfect for the magazine's monthly readership. The partnership between Conan Doyle,
illustrator Sidney Paget, and the editors of The Strand was magic. Paget's illustrations, particularly
the deerstalker hat and Inverness cape, became the definitive visual representation of Holmes, even
though Conan Doyle never described the hat in the stories. Over the next few years, Conan Doyle
produced story after story, building the canon that would become the bedrock of detective fiction.

WHY HE TRIED TO KILL SHERLOCK HOLMES

Despite the enormous popularity of the series, Conan Doyle grew to resent his creation. He felt that
the detective stories were overshadowing his more "serious" literary ambitions. He wanted to be
remembered for his historical novels, such as The White Company and Sir Nigel, and his works on
spiritualism. In 1893, after writing the story The Final Problem, Conan Doyle decided to end the
series. He pitted Holmes against his greatest adversary, the criminal mastermind Professor James
Moriarty, at the Reichenbach Falls in Switzerland. In the story, Holmes and Moriarty appear to fall to
their deaths, leaving Dr. Watson to mourn his friend. The public reaction was unprecedented. Tens
of thousands of readers canceled their subscriptions to The Strand Magazine. Letters of protest and
outrage  flooded  Conan  Doyle's  mail.  People  wore  black  armbands  in  mourning.  The  pressure  was
immense, but Conan Doyle held firm for eight years.

The Return of Sherlock Holmes
Finally,  bowing  to  public  demand  and  financial  incentives—the  publisher  offered  an  unheard-of
sum—Conan Doyle resurrected Holmes in 1901 with the novel The Hound of the Baskervilles, which
was set before the Reichenbach incident. Then, in 1903, he published The Adventure of the Empty
House, in which Holmes reveals that he faked his death and has been traveling the world. The story
explained that only Moriarty fell, while Holmes used his knowledge of baritsu (a fictionalized martial
art) to survive. From 1903 to 1927, Conan Doyle continued to write Holmes stories, producing three
more short story collections and another novel,  The Valley of Fear.  The later stories are often
considered more introspective, showing Holmes's vulnerability and Watson's deepening friendship.
In total, the Sherlock Holmes canon comprises four novels and 56 short stories, written over a span

of forty years.
THE CANON: A COMPLETE LIST OF WORKS

To fully understand who wrote the Sherlock Holmes stories,  it  is helpful to see the entire
collection. All of them were written by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. While many later authors, including
his son Adrian Conan Doyle and other writers like Anthony Horowitz, have penned pastiches, the
original 60 stories are the only true canon.

The Novels
A Study in Scarlet (1887) – The debut of Holmes and Watson.
The Sign of the Four (1890) – Features a complex treasure hunt and a one-legged man.
The Hound of the Baskervilles (1901-1902) – The most famous Holmes novel, set on the
moors of Devon.
The Valley of Fear (1914-1915) – A story involving a secret society and a murder in Sussex.

The Short Story Collections
The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes (1892) – 12 stories, including "A Scandal in Bohemia"
and "The Red-Headed League."
The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes (1893-1894) – 12 stories, including "The Final Problem."
The Return of Sherlock Holmes (1903-1904) – 13 stories, including "The Adventure of the
Empty House" and "The Dancing Men."
His Last Bow (1908-1917) – 8 stories, including "The Adventure of the Bruce-Partington
Plans."
The Case-Book of Sherlock Holmes (1921-1927) – 12 stories, including "The Adventure of
the Speckled Band" and "The Creeping Man."

THE CHARACTERS THAT MAKE THE STORIES TIMELESS

While the question of who wrote the Sherlock Holmes stories points to one man, the genius of
the series also lies in the characters Conan Doyle created. Sherlock Holmes himself is a man of
contradictions: coldly logical yet capable of deep emotion, a recluse who craves stimulation, and a
drug user (cocaine and morphine) in a time when such habits were legal but frowned upon. Watson
is the perfect foil—a practical, empathetic army doctor who grounds the narrative and provides a
human perspective. Other recurring characters, including the bumbling Inspector Lestrade, the kind
landlady Mrs. Hudson, and the formidable Irene Adler, the woman who outsmarted Holmes, add
depth to the world. Professor Moriarty, the Napoleon of Crime, is one of the greatest villains in
literature, representing the dark mirror of Holmes's own genius.

CONAN DOYLE'S LATER LIFE AND LEGACY

After writing the final Holmes story in 1927, Conan Doyle spent his remaining years heavily involved
in spiritualism, a belief system that deeply embarrassed some of his fans. He died on 7 July 1930 at
the age of 71. Yet his legacy only grew. The Sherlock Holmes stories have never been out of print.
They have been translated into dozens of  languages,  adapted into hundreds of  films, and inspired
television  series  such  as  Granada's  Sherlock  Holmes  with  Jeremy Brett  (often  considered  the
definitive screen Holmes) and the BBC's contemporary Sherlock starring Benedict Cumberbatch. The
phrase "Elementary, my dear Watson" is one of the most misquoted lines in history (Holmes never
says it exactly like that in the original stories), yet it remains synonymous with the character.

WHY DIDN'T CONAN DOYLE WRITE MORE?

Many readers ask why Conan Doyle stopped writing the Holmes stories when they were so popular.
The answer is twofold. First, he had other literary interests. He wrote historical novels, science
fiction  (including  The  Lost  World  featuring  Professor  Challenger),  and  plays.  Second,  he  found  the
detective  series  creatively  limiting.  He  once  confided  to  a  friend  that  he  dreaded  the  thought  of
writing another Holmes story. For him, Holmes was a "lower" form of literature compared to his
historical  epics.  Fortunately  for  the  world,  public  pressure  and  financial  realities  kept  him  writing
about the detective until the very end of his career.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS

To fully appreciate who wrote the Sherlock Holmes stories, it is important to clear up some
common myths:

Holmes was based on a real person: While Dr. Joseph Bell inspired the deductive method,
Holmes is a composite character, not a direct copy. Conan Doyle also drew from other
sources, including his own imagination.
Holmes wore a deerstalker all the time: In the stories, Holmes only wears the deerstalker
when in the countryside. The hat was an invention of illustrator Sidney Paget.
Watson is a bumbling fool: In the original stories, Watson is a competent doctor and a war
hero. He may lack Holmes's genius, but he is not the comic relief often portrayed in later
adaptations.
Conan Doyle hated Holmes: This is an exaggeration. He grew tired of him, but his writings
show a deep affection for the character, especially in the later stories.

CONCLUSION: A LEGACY BEYOND ONE AUTHOR

So, who wrote the Sherlock Holmes stories? The unequivocal answer is Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.
But his creation has long since taken on a life of its own, transcending its author. Holmes has
become a cultural archetype—the detective as genius, the embodiment of logic and reason in a
chaotic world. The original 60 stories remain the foundation of a massive literary and entertainment
industry, but they also stand alone as masterworks of short fiction. Conan Doyle may have written
them reluctantly at times, but he wrote them brilliantly. His work continues to be read, studied, and
loved more than a century after the last story was published. The next time you pick up a Sherlock
Holmes mystery, you are not just reading a detective story; you are sharing in a tradition that
connects you to millions of readers across time, all asking the same basic question: What happens
next? And that is the true magic of the man who wrote them all.
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