
Sherlock Holmes took his bottle from the corner of the mantel-piece and his hypodermic 

syringe from its neat morocco case. With his long, white, nervous fingers he adjusted the 

delicate needle, and rolled back his left shirt-cuff. For some little time his eyes rested 

thoughtfully upon the sinewy forearm and wrist all dotted and scarred with innumerable 

puncture-marks. Finally he thrust the sharp point home, pressed down the tiny piston, 

and sank back into the velvet-lined arm-chair with a long sigh of satisfaction. 

Three times a day for many months I had witnessed this performance, but custom had 

not reconciled my mind to it. On the contrary, from day to day I had become more 

irritable at the sight, and my conscience swelled nightly within me at the thought that I 

had lacked the courage to protest. Again and again I had registered a vow that I should 

deliver my soul upon the subject, but there was that in the cool, nonchalant air of my 

companion which made him the last man with whom one would care to take anything 

approaching to a liberty. His great powers, his masterly manner, and the experience 

which I had had of his many extraordinary qualities, all made me diffident and backward 

in crossing him. 

Yet upon that afternoon, whether it was the Beaune which I had taken with my lunch, or 

the additional exasperation produced by the extreme deliberation of his manner, I 

suddenly felt that I could hold out no longer. 

‘Which is it to-day?’ I asked,—‘morphine or cocaine?’ 

He raised his eyes languidly from the old black-letter volume which he had opened. ‘It is 

cocaine,’ he said,—‘a seven-per-cent solution. Would you care to try it?’ 

‘No, indeed,’ I answered, brusquely. ‘My constitution has not got over the Afghan 

campaign yet. I cannot afford to throw any extra strain upon it.’ 

He smiled at my vehemence. ‘Perhaps you are right, Watson,’ he said. ‘I suppose that its 

influence is physically a bad one. I find it, however, so transcendently stimulating and 

clarifying to the mind that its secondary action is a matter of small moment.’ 

‘But consider!’ I said, earnestly. ‘Count the cost! Your brain may, as you say, be roused 

and excited, but it is a pathological and morbid process, which involves increased tissue-

change and may at last leave a permanent weakness. You know, too, what a black 

reaction comes upon you. Surely the game is hardly worth the candle. Why should you, 

for a mere passing pleasure, risk the loss of those great powers with which you have 

been endowed? Remember that I speak not only as one comrade to another, but as a 

medical man to one for whose constitution he is to some extent answerable.’ 



 

He did not seem offended. On the contrary, he put his finger-tips together and 

leaned his elbows on the arms of his chair, like one who has a relish for 

conversation. 

‘My mind,’ he said, ‘rebels at stagnation. Give me problems, give me work, give me 

the most abstruse cryptogram or the most intricate analysis, and I am in my own 

proper atmosphere. I can dispense then with artificial stimulants. But I abhor the 

dull routine of existence. I crave for mental exaltation. That is why I have chosen 

my own particular profession,—or rather created it, for I am the only one in the 

world.’ 

 

 

Starting with this moment from chapter 1, explore how Doyle presents Sherlock Holmes as 

a character of superior intelligence to everyday man.   

 

- Write about how Doyle presents the idea in this extract 

- Write about how Doyle presents the idea in the book as a whole  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Miss Morstan entered the room with a firm step and an outward composure of manner. 

She was a blonde young lady, small, dainty, well gloved, and dressed in the most 

perfect taste. There was, however, a plainness and simplicity about her costume which 

bore with it a suggestion of limited means. The dress was a sombre greyish beige, 

untrimmed and unbraided, and she wore a small turban of the same dull hue, relieved 

only by a suspicion of white feather in the side. Her face had neither regularity of 

feature nor beauty of complexion, but her expression was sweet and amiable, and her 

large blue eyes were singularly spiritual and sympathetic. In an experience of women 

which extends over many nations and three separate continents, I have never looked 

upon a face which gave a clearer promise of a refined and sensitive nature. I could not 

but observe that as she took the seat which Sherlock Holmes placed for her, her lip 

trembled, her hand quivered, and she showed every sign of intense inward agitation. 

‘Au revoir,’ said our visitor, and, with a bright, kindly glance from one to the other 

of us, she replaced her pearl-box in her bosom and hurried away. Standing at the 

window, I watched her walking briskly down the street, until the grey turban and 

white feather were but a speck in the sombre crowd. 

‘What a very attractive woman!’ I exclaimed, turning to my companion. 

He had lit his pipe again, and was leaning back with drooping eyelids. ‘Is she?’ he 

said, languidly. ‘I did not observe.’ 

‘You really are an automaton,—a calculating-machine!’ I cried. ‘There is something 

positively inhuman in you at times’… 

I sat in the window with the volume in my hand, but my thoughts were far from the 

daring speculations of the writer. My mind ran upon our late visitor,—her smiles, the 

deep rich tones of her voice, the strange mystery which overhung her life. If she were 

seventeen at the time of her father's disappearance she must be seven-and-twenty now,—

a sweet age, when youth has lost its self-consciousness and become a little sobered by 

experience. So I sat and mused, until such dangerous thoughts came into my head that I 

hurried away to my desk and plunged furiously into the latest treatise upon pathology. 

What was I, an army surgeon with a weak leg and a weaker banking-account that I should 

dare to think of such things? She was a unit, a factor,—nothing more. If my future were 

black, it was better surely to face it like a man than to attempt to brighten it by mere 

will-o'-the-wisps of the imagination. 

 

 

 

Starting with this moment in chapter 2, explore how Doyle presents gender norms in The 

Sign of Four.  

 

 

- Write about how Doyle presents the idea in this extract 

- Write about how Doyle presents the idea in the book as a whole  

 

 

 



He stretched his hand up, and took down a bulky volume from the shelf. 

‘This is the first volume of a gazetteer which is now being published. It may be 

looked upon as the very latest authority.  What have we here? 'Andaman Islands, 

situated 340 miles to the north of Sumatra, in the Bay of Bengal.'  Hum! hum! What's 

all this?  Moist climate, coral reefs, sharks, Port Blair, convict-barracks, Rutland 

Island, cottonwoods--Ah, here we are. 'The aborigines of the Andaman Islands may 

perhaps claim the distinction of being the smallest race upon this earth, though 

some anthropologists prefer the Bushmen of Africa, the Digger Indians of America, 

and the Terra del Fuegians.  The average height is rather below four feet, although 

many full-grown adults may be found who are very much smaller than this.  They are 

a fierce, morose (sulky), and intractable (stubborn) people, though capable of 

forming most devoted friendships when their confidence has once been gained.'  Mark 

that, Watson.  Now, then, listen to this.  'They are naturally hideous, having large, 

misshapen heads, small, fierce eyes, and distorted features.  Their feet and hands, 

however, are remarkably small.  So intractable and fierce are they that all the 

efforts of the British official have failed to win them over in any degree.  They have 

always been a terror to shipwrecked crews, braining the survivors with their stone-

headed clubs, or shooting them with their poisoned arrows.  These massacres are 

invariably concluded by a cannibal feast.' 

Nice, amiable people, Watson!  If this fellow had been left to his own unaided devices 

this affair might have taken an even more ghastly turn.  I fancy that, even as it is, 

Jonathan Small would give a good deal not to have employed him.’ 

 

Starting with this moment from chapter 8, explore how Doyle presents attitudes to rave in 

The Sign of Four.  

 

- Write about how Doyle presents the idea in this extract 

- Write about how Doyle presents the idea in the book as a whole  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‘We MUST catch her!’ cried Holmes, between his teeth.  ‘Heap it on, stokers!  Make 

her do all she can!  If we burn the boat we must have them!’ 

We were fairly after her now.  The furnaces roared, and the powerful engines 

whizzed and clanked, like a great metallic heart.  Her sharp, steep prow (front of 

the boat) cut through the river-water and sent two rolling waves to right and to left 

of us.  With every throb of the engines we sprang and quivered like a living thing. 

One great yellow lantern in our bows threw a long, flickering funnel of light in front 

of us.  Right ahead a dark blur upon the water showed where the Aurora lay, and the 

swirl of white foam behind her spoke of the pace at which she was going.  We flashed 

past barges, steamers, merchant-vessels, in and out, behind this one and round the 

other. Voices hailed (called) us out of the darkness, but still the Aurora thundered 

on, and still we followed close upon her track. 

‘Pile it on, men, pile it on!’ cried Holmes, looking down into the engine-room, while the 

fierce glow from below beat upon his eager, aquiline face (face with a hooked nose like 

an eagle’s beak).  ‘Get every pound of steam you can.’ 

 

 

Starting with this moment in chapter 10, explore how Doyle creates a sense of tension and 

suspense in The Sign of Four. 

 

 

- Write about how Doyle presents the idea in this extract 

- Write about how Doyle presents the idea in the book as a whole  

 


