


scientists themselves and partially as the scientist is apprchended by the
outside world. This type of fantasy figure docs not, I think, appear in
literature until after the emergence of modern experimental science; its
nearest counterpart in earlier literaturc being the necromancer or undif-
ferentiated wise man. It is probably not accidental that the hero of deduc-
tion is not found before the eighteenth-century or that the “great detcc-
tive” does not appear until the heyday of scientific success and prestige
in the nineteenth-century.!

If the detective is a popularized version of the scientist, then detec-
tive stories should reflect changing cultural attitudes toward the nature
and practice of science. My intent in this paper is to show that this is so.
The argument is that Sherlock Holmes reflects, almost as precisely as a
mirror, the basic assumptions and tones of classical physics, while Nero
Wolfe, his twentieth-century analogue, exhibits marked differences which
correspond, again with considerable precision, to the revolutionary changes
in physics produced by the emergence of sub-atomic phenomena. My
treatment of shifts in physics will, of course, be partial, derivative, and
unoriginal. The interest is not in the changes themselves, but rather in the
astonishing way in which they are reproduced in the intellectually unpre-
tentious detective story. I know of no more striking example of the way
in which very complex ideas have filtered into the general consciousness.

For my purposes Sherlock Holmes and Nero Wolfe are ideal subjects.
Not only are they the outstanding examples of the “great detective” for
the nineteenth- and twentieth-centuries, respectively, but there is the
added advantage that, as Edmund Wilson noticed some years ago, Wolfe is
a dcliberate imitation of Holmes. Because Rex Stout so completely repro-
duced the Doyle formulas and characteristics, it-is possible to claim, with
only slight exaggeration, that Wolfe is Holmes in modern dress. The close
imitation and host of similaritics furnish us with a common background
against which differences can easily be located, and in the light of which
differences acquire greater significance.? _

Let us glance first at the similaritics, as summarized nicely by Ed-
mund Wilson:

Here was simply the old Sherlock Holmes formula reproduced. . . . Here was the
incomparable private detective, ironic and ceremonious, with a superior mind and

“eccentri¢ habits, addicted to overeating and orchid-raising, as Holmes had his encrvated

indulgence in his cocaine and his violin, yet always prepared to revive for prodigies of
intelleceual alertness; and here were the admiring stoope, adoding and slightly dease,

>~ and-Inspector Lestrade of Scotland Yard, energetic but entirely at sea, under the new

name of Inspector Cramer of Police Headquarters. . . . 1t was only when 1 looked up
Sherlock Holines that 1 realized how much Nero Wolfe was a dim and distant copy of

an original.?
While some of -these equivalences will later be shown to be superficial and
misleading, the general argument is sound. Indecd, it appears that Stout,






his basic principles:

. . .itattempted to show how much an observant man might learn by an accurate and
systematic examination of all that came in his way. . . . The reasoning was closc and
intense, but the deductions appeared to me far fetched and exaggerated. The writer
cliimed by a2 momentary expression, a twitch of a muscle or a glance of an eye, to
fathom a man’sinmost thoughts, Deceit, according to him, was an impossibility in the
casc of one traincd to observation and analysis. His conclusions were as infallible as
so many propositions of Euclid. . . . *“From a drop of water,” said the writer, “a-
logician could infer the possibility of an Atlantic or a Niagara without having seen or
heard of one or the other. So all life is a great chain, the nature of which is known
whenever we are shown a single link of it.” (A Study in Scarlet, pp. 12-13)

And in practice, as everyone knows, Holmes produces chains, or to use his
favorite word trains, of infallible reasoning based upon close and detailed
observation, One example will more than suffice; here is Holmes explain-
ing how, when first they met, he knew Watson had come from Afghanis-
tan:

Here is a gentleman of a medical type, but with the air of a military man, Clearly an
army doctor, then. He has just come from the tropics, for his face is dark, and that is
not the natural tint of his skin, for his wrists are fair. He has undergone hardship and
sickness, as his haggard face says clearly. His left arm has been injured. He holdsit in
a stiff and unnatural manner. Where in the tropics could an English army doctor have
seen much hardship and got his arm wounded? Clearly in Afghanistan, (A Study in
Scarlet, p. 14) " ;

In addition to the Euclidian precision of the reasoning, we are struck by
the triumphant nature of the repeated clearly. |
But it is cxactly this clearness which has disappeared from modern
physics. De Broglie continues the passage previously quoted in this way:
“The intervention of the quantum of action no longer allows us to obtain
as clear and also as well determined a picture of the evolution of things; it
involves a certain weakness ‘which asserts itself in uncertainties.., . .”
(p. 110) Later he elaborates this critical theme:
Therc is here, therefore, a complete reversal of the old perspectives; it is no longer
rigorous determinism and the precise laws of mechanics which, applied to the elemen.
tary entities, are at the basis of our physical explanations. This basis is now chance,
probability, reigning over the kaleidoscopic world of corpuscles and quanta; the laws
..of mechanics, with their apparent rigour, are nothing more than a macroscopic illusion
due to the complexity of the objects on which our direct cxperiments bear and to the
lack of precision of our measurements.” (pp. 199-200) ‘
- mememeee ———Ayhile it is probably possible to find examples of Wolfe of straight-
down-the-track logical constructions, they are certainly rare. In A Right
To Die, for example, Wolfe solves the crime by noticing a curious pattern
in the names of scveral of the people involved in the case, the recurrence
of the diphthong au. Two of these repetitions are connected with the
murderer, onc occurring in her rcal name, the other in her pseudonym.
- By followingup this-intuition; Wolfe exposes hér true identity. In an






the tracker. Here is a representative picture of Holmes in action:

As he spoke, he whipped a tape measurc and a large round magnifying glass from his
pocket. With these two implements he trotted noiselessly about the room, sometimes
stopping, occasionally knecling, and once lying flat upon his face. . . . Asl watched
him 1 was irresistibly reminded of a pure-blooded, well-trained foxhound . . . For
twenty minutes or more he continued his researches, measuring with the most exact
care the distance between marks which were entirely invisible to me, and occasionally
applying his tape to the walls in an equally incompreliensible manner. In one place
he gathcred up very carefully a little pile of gray dust from the floor, and packed it
away in an envelope. (A Study in Scarlet, pp. 22-23)

But what is this except a manifestation of the root assumption of classical

physics that individual objects had an indubitable existence and were’

uniquely located in space and time?

In modern physics this assumption is, according to de Broglie,
“Obscured and subject to revision.” (p. 11) We are not surprised, there-
fore, to find that Wolfe has no interest whatever in things. He leaves his
house only under the greatest provocation and never willingly He docs
not visit the scene of a crime, and he never, never whips “a large round
magnifying glass from his pocket.” In fact, he is almost always scparated
from the actual data and circumstances of a casc by a considerable dis-
tance, physical as well as mental, and receives his information through
verbal reports from Archie. On the basis of these reports, he makes sug-

gestions and instigates plans of action, which are carried out by his

assistants. In times of crisis he goes into a kind of trance:

Finding that that wasn’t getting us anywhere, he leaned back and closed his eyes, and
his lips started working. They pushed out, then drew in, and kept at it—out and in,
out and in. . . . Man at work, or possibly genius at work. I never interrupt the lip
act because I can't; he’s not there, It may last anywhete from half a minute to half an
hour; [ always time it, since there's nothing else to do, (p. 106)

Not only do Wolfe's procedures reflect the changes in physics regard-
ing the status of objects, but they furthermore seem to me in striking
correspondence to the marked division in modern science between the
laboratory and the study, betwcen the experimentalists and the theoreti-
cians. The fact is that the modern theoretical physicist is as far from the
cxpcnmcntal data and brute matter as Wolfe is from his cases. And this is
connected with a major difference in the Holmes and the Wolfe stories,

- ———the-relation between the detective and his assistant. Watson was pure foil,

quite properly described by Wilson as “the admiring stooge, adoring and
slightly dense.” This is not an accurate description of Archie, who is a
much more substantial and important figure. Indecd, Wolfc and Archic
constitute a partnership, with Wolfe as the senior partner. But Wolfe can-
not exist or operate without Archie, while Holmes had no such depend-
~ence on Watson. This is not accidental; rather, the relation between
Archic and Wolfe is almost cxactly like that between the experimentalist,
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- A modern theoretical physicist has become ever more withdrawn
rom other scientists and even more distant from the ordinary world.

Here also, though admittedly the analysis is very rude, the detective
stories offer parallels. Holmes is an almost perfect example of the
suprcme, even the hubristic, confidence of the earlier period. He is
imbued with the feeling that the straightforward intellect can set things
straight, and he dclights in applying his powers within a social context.
While he is outside the official police structure, he is not outside his
society but is an integral working part of it, with no doubts about his
place in society or.the value of that society.® His confidence is based
upon intuitive convictions about the stability of the physical, the mental,
and--by indirection—the social worlds. ‘

So strong is the impulse in Holmes to operate in the world that in
periods of inactivity he must resort to drugs to dull his pain. “My
.mind . . . rebels at stagnation. Give me problems, give me work, give me
the most abstruse cryptogram, or the most intricate analysis, and [ am in

my own proper atmosphere.” (The Sign of Four, p. 92) Holmes’ deepest
wish is to be active, and active primarily in society, for in actuality he
finds the solving of *“abstrusc cryptograms™ not very satisfying.-

Wolfe is completely different. He must be prodded by Archie to
accept cases; he must be insulted into applying his mind to the outside
world. As a matter of fact, Wolfe uses his intellect mainly to construct a
refuge for himself. All his efforts are directed ultimately at excluding the
outer world.” At bottom he represents intellect on the run, with no
confidence whatever in the ability of intellect either to comprchend
finally or significantly to affect an almost infinitely complex universe.
Almost the essence of the position is contained in this exchange between
Archic and Wolfe:

“Very well. You presumed that I am aware of the situation and I said I am. There
isn’t ene single solitary sensible thing that you can do or I can do or Saul and Fred and
Orrie can do.”

He nodded. “You're right.” He switched the reading light on and picked up the
book he was just starting. (p. 126)

Obviously this does not represent the only, perhaps not even the pre-

dominant, attitude in modern physics, but it is certainly not a insignificant

‘general orientation. Wolfe emerges finally as an excellent example of the

basic uncertainties concerning function and role which pervade not only

modern scicnce, but the whole modern intellectual world. His “tenuous
"~ almost to nullity” might well serve as its motto, or its epitaph.






