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Abstract: Conan Doyle’s first short story about Sherlock Holmes works here as a 
testing ground for concepts, questions and perspectives coming from the so‑called 
Cultural Studies. The interest of the author is however focused mainly on the dynamic 
of the text, of its multiple dimensions and framings. Following these movements that the 
text makes possible is the key to understanding not only how certain assumptions work 
in the story and in the epoch that is captured inside it, but also the way our own 
procedures and modes of reading are shaping both the relation with the past and our 
own identity. The text remains open because the analytical tools are themselves 
continuously adjusted in the process of interpretation. 
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Frames around the woman

One should always start by a brief study of the frames (and framings) of the text. Any 
discourse and any text should first recognize themselves as such (and avoid pretending 
to find legitimation in a non‑textual origin). By this first step, interpretation exposes its 
fragility and at the same time its relevance: it is not about anything related to nature, but 
it is about everything related to meaning. Identities also have to do with meanings and 
are constituted through them. This happens even when we try to analyze the identity of 
a woman. In fact, as Holmes puts it, the woman. We will return to this (or better said we 
can only ever and repeatedly return, if returning is what both promises an identity and 
delivers meaning.) A promise and a deferral. As one may easily notice, it is already a 
question of frames. We pretend that the meaning will come (remains to come), but first 
we have to deal with the frames that make it possible. 

We are already and rapidly introducing many frames. There will be parentheses, 
delineations, more promises, more deferrals, more strategies, intersections, etc. There is 
a movement around a text that demands this, just as a detective sometimes has to go 
through complex and surprising steps in order to achieve his or her goal. There is no 
direct way from the secret to its revealing, from mystery to its exposing, from a text to 
its meaning. Any discourse that claims otherwise just covers its frames carefully. 
Politicians tend to do this. Statesmen from Bohemia will be our case.
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The first frame would seem to be the incipit. ‘To Sherlock Holmes she is always the 
woman’. A strong statement, even if it delineates a limited perspective: she is entirely 
judged from the perspective of a man. True: not any man, but one that is viewed in this 
very first paragraph of the text as a machine, one who observes objectively without the 
scandal or the chaos of feelings (which are obviously to be sneered at). A balanced and 
trained reasoning makes this judgment that dominates the beginning and the work of the 
text, but we must remember, although the frame hides this from us (only in order to 
reveal it later, at the right time, in due course, somehow like a debt that needs to be 
repaid), that this mind appears to have been (or will be, in the course of the narrative) 
defeated (at least once and by a woman – this woman). Therefore the machine may not 
be perfect, which could mean that she is not the woman (objectively, in itself as a type 
or in herself as a being), but through this (male) gaze. Or maybe only as a result of an 
exchange that regulates debt and credit and the play of positions in a hierarchy: he has 
lost so she must be the woman which turns his loss (at least partly) into a counterfeit one. 
Or (even) into a victory. 

There is, however, another frame, which precedes the incipit, and consequently we 
have to go back, to shift a little the borders of the textual geography. It is the title: A 
Scandal in Bohemia. A scandal is announced, and the text (and the reading) will 
encounter it. There is always also a certain scandal of the frame, that is true. It makes 
itself necessary, unavoidable. It delays transparency and scientific solutions. It resists all 
processes of de‑framing. As such, any reading is bound to have to deal with it. Attempts 
to control it, to try to quell the scandal may prove unsatisfactory, and be in themselves 
relevant to an ethics of reading. Controlling the scandal of the text would mean 
positioning it inside an economy of meaning, which is again a play of credit and debt, 
of offer and demand, of traces and specters. The scandal in the text will involve politics 
and an image. One could say: politics of an image and an image of politics. An economy 
of the visible and all the meanderings required to protect its mechanism. To cover the 
framings, just enough so that the positions and privileges remain intact. Just enough to 
permit reality to go one way (for example where the king goes is not where Irene Adler 
will go) and ideology another (the king stays the king and the woman stays the/ a 
woman).

A scandal about a woman and an image containing a woman. A scandalous image, 
on the one hand, because it is not the woman herself that represents the problem, but her 
visibility captured in a photograph. The capacity of this photograph is to derail the 
economy of power and the legitimacy of honor. On the other hand, the woman herself 
may be scandalous because, in her confrontation with Holmes, she may seem to be the 
one winning. But we will return to this point in due time. And this is indeed the second 
time that we are promising to return to the problem of the woman. Until then (until the 
time suspended as a debt – time that is due and in exchange for which I receive a certain 
credit that I will spend – will arrive at the right moment, without scandal, under control) 
there are other framings that need to be considered, and one of them is the context in 
which Conan Doyle’s text was published.
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The story appeared in The Strand Magazine in July 1891, and in the US edition in 
August 1891, but interestingly it was also syndicated, to other newspapers, so that it 
appeared in at least seven American newspapers before its publication in the US edition 
of the Strand Magazine, and often with different titles (as Woman’s Wit or The King’s 
Sweetheart). The economy of the narrative is thus immediately doubled by a necessary 
narrative of the economy. One should also add to this point that this was the story that 
initiated the commercial success of the Holmes stories. It actually lifted the previously 
published A Study in Scarlet and The Sign of Four to the position of best‑sellers, several 
years after their publication. Scandalous success, one might say. For ‘what is economy? 
Among its irreducible predicates or semantic values, economy, undoubtedly, includes 
the values of law (nomos) and of home (oikos, home, property, family, the hearth, the 
fire indoors). (...) Besides the values of law and home, of distribution and partition, 
economy implies the idea of exchange, of circulation, of return’ (Derrida, Given 6). The 
text clearly responds to a certain horizon of expectation. The character of Sherlock 
Holmes was not famous at the time, so the attractiveness of him being (apparently) 
defeated cannot be the cause of the enthusiasm. Could the fact that a woman seems to 
win be a significant factor? One may be more tempted to think here in terms of the 
economy again. It is worth reminding the way newspapers in the 19th century at a certain 
point needed the so‑called literary feuilleton. According to Walter Benjamin, literature 
under the form of feuilleton, along with photography and architecture reshaped as 
engineered construction ‘are on the point of entering the market as commodities. But 
they linger on the threshold.’ (Benjamin, Arcades 898) The invention of the feuilleton 
(and of all the literary techniques that appeared with it) was in close connection with the 
evolution of advertising and the need for newspapers to attract more subscriptions. A 
certain fetishism surfaced (including the cult for heroes like Holmes and the theory of 
types in Balzac) and a different relation with the public (‘the reaction of readers to the 
novels started to make itself felt more immediately. Publishers took note of this tendency 
and gauged their speculations beforehand.’) (Benjamin, Arcades 772). The evolution of 
the feuilleton affected the way in which information was presented and also the 
development of the social sciences. The necessity to find connections between what 
appeared to be random events helped create the impression of cohesive action, the 
possibility of community and of quieting every disturbance through interpretation. In 
other words, it made the detective novel not only possible but in tune with the new 
world. Even more so when in a single text one was able to find together elements that 
tradition had kept apart. Before Surrealism started to play on this technique of connecting 
elements that are usually kept apart, a text like the one explored here limited itself to 
connecting a king with a retired opera singer. 

Irene Adler was indeed an opera singer. A diva, no doubt. Because, of course, the 
expression, coming from Italian, was originally used for female opera singers and mostly 
sopranos. A woman would be in touch with divinity through music. One might underline 
here that Irene Adler was not an ordinary woman. Up to Flaubert, ordinary women (and 
men) were not main characters in fiction. There was no place in the Romantic pantheon 
of the visible for the lower classes. According to Jacques Rancière, flaubert changed all 
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that. The real scandal of Madame Bovary was not the adulterous woman, but the fact 
that the main character, the heroine was a mediocre human being (in a novel in which, 
it is to be observed, each character is quite mediocre). Suddenly it was possible for art 
to be about other people than the aristocratic and out‑of‑the‑ordinary heros. The economy 
of the visible was open to a certain democratization. However, in Conan Doyle’s text, 
Irene Adler is not at all mediocre. That means that the scandal of the photography was 
probably not only that the king was caught with an ordinary woman (not a scandal of 
class, in other words), for she was a special woman. The scandal might be simply that 
he was caught in the same photograph, in the same order of the visible, with a woman.

Interestingly, this is in tune with the fact that for a long time, fans of Sherlock Holmes 
did not accept to be placed on the same level with women. Since there were a lot of 
women fans and a great number of women Sherlockians, they had to form in 1965 the 
Adventuresses of Sherlock Holmes group, due to the unsurprising, even at that time, 
banning of women from the famous Baker Street Irregulars. There were frames that 
barred women from this pompous and quite high‑class (the fees involved are considerable 
even today) male group for a long time. And what is even more mind‑blowing is that all 
these elegant fans all this time kept on talking, with real and profound fascination, about 
the woman. no ordinary woman, of course. Otherwise, there would be nothing to talk 
about. no analyses about ordinary women (or men, in this case, for the Irregulars have 
remained up to today a class‑protecting act, not only a misogynistic one). 

Returning to the fact of Irene Adler being an opera singer, we must however take note 
that she was a contralto. This type of female voice covers the lowest tessitura in women, 
which actually means that it puts her close to the range of men’s voices. A fragile and 
strange framing is at work here, one that intensifies the uncommonness of Irene Adler. 
‘She has the face of the most beautiful of women and the mind of the most resolute of 
men’ (Doyle 18), says the Bohemian king to Holmes, underlining the fact that she 
disturbs the balance of the understanding of gender. The only thing that would succeed 
in taming this (gender) trouble is love. On the part of the king, it seems to have failed. 
It seems to be successful on the part of the second man involved, the barrister Godfrey 
norton, who actually marries her. In Irene’s triumphant letter to Holmes at the end of the 
story, she even claims that the barrister is a ‘better man’ than the king. We will return to 
this, but prior to that there is Holmes to think about, and many have indeed talked of him 
in relation to the woman.

One of the frames that recurs in the reception of the text is the scenario of the possible 
love relation between Holmes and Irene. It appears in spite of its negation in the text 
from the very beginning. The narrator is very clear about this: ‘It was not that he felt any 
emotion akin to love for Irene Adler. All emotions, and that one particularly, were 
abhorrent to his cold, precise but admirably balanced mind’ (Doyle 5). But then again 
the narrator is Dr Watson, and we all know how many things he is incapable to notice 
(things that are considered by Holmes to be ‘simplicity itself’) so readers of the stories 
have very rarely considered the narrator a credible source. From a narratological point 
of view, one of the most important frames of a text (the voice of the storyteller) has thus 
always been doubted in the case of the Holmes stories, at least in the cases in which the 
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text itself – through various ways and in spite of the voice that carries it – subverts Dr. 
Watson. Given this exposure of the fragility of the frame to which the readers are 
accustomed, it is easier to accept that, contrary to Watson’s statements, there might have 
been love feelings between Holmes and Irene. There is an entire history of such 
speculations, and we do not have the time and space to go through it. Sometimes, 
however, this feeling is extended to the readers. For example, Christopher Redmond 
observes in relation with the female character: ‘Whether Holmes in fact falls in love with 
Irene Adler is not a question to be answered at once, but there cannot be much doubt that 
Sherlockians have done so – Sherlockians who are male, that is…; Sherlockians who are 
female have been inclined to identify with her’ (Doyle 6). The economy of sex is well 
determined here and the positions are traditional. A woman is valued by being loved 
(when she is perceived through the gaze of an admirer) and her best chance to be 
approved of (although not to the point of being accepted into the Irregulars, for example) 
is to identify with the one who is loved/ who is under the gaze of the male admirer. 
Approving all along, Leslie S. Klinger adds that ‘indeed, Irene Adler has captured the 
readers’ imagination to the point where a series of novels about her adventures, beginning 
with Good Night, Mr. Holmes, by mystery writer Carole nelson Douglas, has 
flourished’(Doyle 6). Incidentally the novel he talks about (published in 1990) tries to 
give Irene Adler a voice, but does so by mimicking the structure of Conan Doyle’s story 
in detail. There is, of course, a narrator who corresponds to Watson (called Penelope), 
Irene is herself a detective and shares Holmes’ deductive skills, etc. The one thing that 
stays the same (and is not mirrored into its opposite) is her relationship with men, who 
are equally important to the development of the character and her destiny. The frames 
are protected and consequently the game is the same. Perhaps it is only when one tinkers 
with the frames, that something else can be explored or invented. 

A different frame (and a key one) enters the scene at the end of the first paragraph, at 
the point where the narrative in fact frames itself, as an exergue1. Dr. Watson’s narrative 
(which in a way has not yet started or, to put it differently, acts as if it has already ended) 
provides us with an important detail about the woman, using the phrase: ‘the late Irene 
Adler, of dubious and questionable memory’ (Doyle 6). The woman is dead, which turns 
the narrative into a work of mourning. But this work is derailed by her memory which 
is dubious and questionable. Several other frames are added, this time bringing confusion 
into play and complicating the simple distribution traditionally at work in a detective 
story. She is dubious because, most likely, she dares to disturb the traditional framings 
of gender and class. The king calls her ‘a well‑known adventuress’ (Doyle 17), a term 
that would put her in a category that is both to be admired and despised, a frame that the 
19th century reserved for the likes of Lillie Langtry (the mistress of the Prince of Wales), 
Sarah Bernhardt or Lola Montez. 

The most radical frame is however the one that informs us of her death. There is no 
information in the text about this event, save for this late, which could actually name her 
(now) definite retirement from the (social) scene. A retirement into marriage (Irene Adler 
becomes Irene norton) that leaves the framings undisturbed, and leaves behind a trace 
(in this case, another photograph) that can be admired. This second possible scenario 
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does not eliminate mourning. On the contrary, it makes us question: when has mourning 
begun? When does it always, irrevocably, begin? The whole text is caught in its web, 
from the first paragraph. And photography, as Roland Barthes knew so well, is the very 
place of mourning. 

A Narrative about an Image

It can be said that this is a text about the political effect of an/ the image. Given that 
the image in question is a photograph (but we must never overlook the fact that there are 
two photos), one needs to take into account the relation of the age with photography. The 
relatively new invention was still capable to amaze and adjust the understanding of the 
visible. The economy of representation was under pressure. A sharing (partage) of the 
visible was just about to explode through the production of cheaper and faster cameras 
that would launch the amateur fever of taking photos. It is worth reminding, however, 
that this change was preceded by literary changes as we have noted above, following the 
thesis of Jacques Rancière on the revolution of flaubert. The power of the image to 
democratize the visible would later be noticed and analyzed by Walter Benjamin, along 
with the power to achieve a democratic representation in the Soviet cinema of Dziga 
Vertov and Eisenstein. In the case of Conan Doyle’s narrative, we may say that the 
understanding of photography is still on the verge of this revolution. The first photo is a 
scandalous one because it captures the king with Irene Adler. The image is a so‑called 
cabinet card, which names a style of photography widely used at the end of the 19th 
century. Cabinet cards were large enough to be exhibited in a room, but could also 
function as a carte de visite which means that they could be offered and traded and they 
functioned very much like identity signs for an individual, a family or a small group. 
This way, the image implied a distribution of positions (a cartography and a hierarchy), 
and access to the image (in its visible space or space of the visible) meant access to 
a position. 

Inside the story, the king appears at first veiled, masked. To the eye of Holmes, he is 
nevertheless obvious. The mask cannot obscure the other signs, chief amongst which is 
the class element, the ‘barbaric opulence’. There is a xenophobic element in play here, 
too. The non‑British king does not have the elegance of toning down the fact of being 
very rich, which betrays his identity. One may infer from this that, according to Watson, 
the British have learnt the necessity of veiling their richness, no doubt in order to avoid 
unwanted scandals in a world in which being seen had become much easier, and 
especially, through photography and the social life of an ever‑growing city, being seen 
by the poor. The king, however, can never be veiled. He functions as the Thing/ Das 
Ding, the origin and the essence. Even if Holmes is not at all convinced by his behavior 
and expectations, he however never questions his position. There is no ethical problem 
underway (which would mean, on the part of Holmes, acting against the king, especially 
this king who abhors the idea of marrying a woman that is not of his class). The reasoning 
machine represented by Holmes names a mechanism that functions as protection of the 
system, not a questioning of it. The photograph is scandalous because it could affect this 
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system of positions and privileges. It threatens the king, although not to a great extent. 
It actually threatens the possibility of the king going for the right marriage, and most of 
all his ability to keep control of his own image, of the official narrative of the king. 

The photograph enters a relation with credit here, and an entire economical work of 
the partage becomes visible. The king stays the king as long as his image is credited. 
But there is a supplementary element at work here. The king must refuse to admit this 
credit, otherwise his position proves untenable, like in the proverbial cartoon image of 
Wile E. Coyote walking on air without a problem until he looks down. The key is not to 
look, not to put into words, not to think about the act. The moment one scratches the 
surface of the narrative that legitimizes positions in a society, these very positions are in 
danger. The key is to keep these problems from entering thought. from becoming visible. 
Photography seemed at the start a good way to stabilize things, to solidify positions. It 
may be that its power lies in the opposite: it unveils, it weakens, it derails. 

Is the king weakened? Is Holmes (the rational mind/ the voice of reason) protecting 
the king? And is his (and Watson’s acting) justifiable? The narrator thinks that they are, 
when he refers to Irene: ‘after all, I thought, we are not injuring her. We are preventing 
her from injuring another.’ (Doyle 32)

A Narrative about a Woman

The first framings of the text already build the narrative‑to‑come around the woman. 
Given that we are entering a detective story; and consequently we will have to follow 
closely a process of re‑balancing a system that has been derailed, we already know that 
this derailment is related to the woman in question. She seems to be the disturbing 
element, the origin of scandal or the scandal as origin of the narrative. We have however 
already noticed that the woman is scandalous only through her gaining access to the 
image (a certain image, one in which she appears with the king, next to him, thus blurring 
the hierarchy and the class/gender distinctions). She produces a destabilizing effect and 
dis‑order because the play of elements, the way words are related to things (les mots et 
les choses, in the language of Michel Foucault) regulates positions, privileges and 
hierarchies according to a certain interplay allowed, a web of relations that is not only 
naturalized (privileges must be legitimized through the order and essence of things), but 
also carefully protected. Irene Adler disturbs this system. She imbalances the structure 
of the visible. Her place is not there and the fact that an image seems to show the 
opposite transforms the image into a dangerous element: it makes readable (lisible) what 
should not be readable – that origin that no text, no discourse and no image should ever 
reveal – the simple fact that privileges, hierarchies and positions are not transcendental, 
neither are they essential; that a king is only king as long as the others accept it. 

A narrative about the woman, like many others in the 19th century. In this era, old 
privileges turn into new, and old conflicts are replaced by new ones: the bourgeoisie, for 
example, discovers that it has a new enemy which has replaced the aristocracy – namely, 
the proletariat. A century in which the rise of capitalism is coupled and always in conflict 
with the waves of emancipation. A century in which the blurring and disturbing of 
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positions happen in many ways, and one such way implies women. Claire Démar’s text, 
Ma loi d’avenir, is published posthumously in 1834. She was a disciple of Saint‑Simon, 
and strongly opposed to all the traditional and new ways of producing and protecting 
hierarchies and exploitation. Jean Journer, a fourierist, writes L’ère de la femme, 
published in 1857, and later firmin Maillard publishes La Légende de la femme 
émancipée. We have already underlined the real scandal of Flaubert’s Madame Bovary. 
These are not isolated cases. Slowly narratives start to position women differently, even 
un‑exceptional women like Emma Bovary. Prose becomes more democratic; it changes 
the regime of narration. Images by definition tend to blur distinctions, they tend to favor 
equality. Resisting this direction becomes more and more difficult; and even a king can 
be threatened.

The image is indeed the scandal, an image in which the woman appears with the king 
and moreover an image that is now in the hands of the woman, without being her 
property. We can say that the image is scandalous in a triple way: it contains a woman 
in a position in which society doesn’t allow her to be/ it can be and is used by a woman/ 
it is not her private property. The economy returns again and again. It is true that Irene 
Adler is not at all mediocre. The text reminds us of her difference in relation to ordinary 
women several times: she is the woman (like a Platonic Idea – because of this element 
the king is partially absolved – after all he has not lost control for just any woman), she 
is a retired opera singer (a diva, elegant and cultured) and she is very smart (after all she 
defeats – or she seems to defeat – Holmes, the machine, the Mind). But the economy of 
positions and rights, of gender and class always returns. The image would not be 
scandalous, were the king to possess it. Then his own folly would not be dangerous, but 
a simple admitted vice as long as it remained veiled from the visibile. The king is allowed 
to be human only inasmuch as nobody is allowed to witness this humanity in him. Irene 
Adler is in possession of the king’s weakness (his humanity is a weakness because it is 
an egalitarian sign – it can be reversed: any human is/could be king). Her possession is 
illicit, in the eyes of the king, and the narrative (that of Holmes and Watson) agrees. That 
is why, in spite of their visible contempt for the king (albeit a foreign king – an ethnic 
distinction is essential here, as we have noticed above), they still consider Irene Adler to 
be in the wrong. What they absolutely want to protect (and have to protect – otherwise 
they would allow an element that disturbs ethnicity, gender and race enter the scene: 
class) is private property, because in a world in which old distinctions and forms of 
exploitation begin to fail, property remains the only way of protecting the system from 
the specter of equality. Property, of course, is naturalized, never explained and never 
exposed. Property without origin, without history, so as to mask the fact that, according 
to another 19th century writer (Pierre‑Joseph Proudhomme), property is theft. The image 
could reveal to the public that the king himself is the thief, and therein lies the scandal 
that has to be masked. And it can be masked only by cunning. Holmes invents several 
ways of deceiving, all of them directed to the ultimate masking of that point in the image 
that undresses the king (presents him to the public in all his nakedness – that is, without 
legitimation): the woman. Her traces must be erased in order for the system to work. The 
property upon the image is the key. The mistake of the king is not the affair with the 
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woman, but the image with the woman. And not even this, but losing control of the 
image. His inability to regain control (through methods allowed by the capitalist 
economy: money, theft, etc.) over it endangers the play of significations. That’s why he 
ultimately comes to Holmes, the very image of rationalism, the mechanism of the Mind. 
When everything seems lost and the system is on the verge of being destructed/ exposed, 
the Mind is called to find ways of controlling once again the relation between words and 
things, language and positions, visibility and hierarchies.

The Defeat of Holmes

The narrative seems however to present the defeat of Holmes. He is defeated by a 
woman who passes as a Man. How does she succeed? One could say that, being very 
smart, she learns how ideology and images work and uses this knowledge to her 
advantage. She is able to do whatever Holmes can do. She can also pass for another and 
essentially she can pass for a man. She appears, muted, on the side of a dialogue between/ 
of two men. Her action happens inside the delayed time that is necessary for Holmes to 
re‑establish order (so that the rational mechanism will once again work and honor will 
be saved). 

She is muted in the key moments of the narrative. We have limited access to her voice 
(a direction given to the cabman, a few sentences in the case of the brawl in front of her 
house) until the end of the scene. She is all ears and this position benefits her immensely. 
Having a voice in the text is close to endangering everything she has gained through 
listening. At the end of her surveillance of Holmes and Watson she cannot help herself 
wishing Holmes good‑night. Up to that point, she is in total control by way of her 
appearance and mimicking of men. The narrative clearly suggests that her victory can 
only be attained silently, by subverting the system, by using the tricks and fissures of the 
mechanism in place. A woman can (only) win as long as she acts like a man, and therein 
lies all the admiration that both Holmes and Watson have for her. And she, as it will 
become clear, writes (a letter in which she explains her victory and ends the conflict). 
Writing appears as a more acceptable perturbation of ideology and order, because it has 
no gender. It is a mechanism (many times studied as such by Holmes and, interestingly 
in this story, by Watson himself who as narrator shows us his very own ability to use 
writing both to expose – he analyses the first written message in the text, the one written 
by the king – and to protect as narrator the interplay of meanings). Her wishing Holmes 
good‑night endangers her, but because she has been muted for most of the story, the 
detective is not able to recognize the right owner of that voice and thus to expose the 
cunning mechanism that is about to bring his (but not the king’s) defeat: the fact that she 
is not a man. Everything is again here on the verge. Like the status of photography, the 
narrative is on the threshold between the traditional and aristocratically allowed interplay 
of voices and the eruption‑to‑come. 

In the key scene of the narrative, Irene Adler is on the side. Thus the dialogue between 
the two men has – without their knowledge – a rest, a supplement that proves to be its 
weak point through which its meaning, target and possibility are derailed, just as the 
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image has a supplement that disturbs it. Both these supplements have to do with a 
woman. The woman herself seems to function in both cases as the supplement. In 
Derridean terms, that very thing that the image and dialogue try to exile and yet comes 
back and subverts the mechanisms of the discourse and of the visible. It impurifies 
honor. The honor of a weak king and of brave men trying to restore the functioning of 
things. The honor of reason, asked in this tumultuous century to come to the rescue, to 
protect old and new privileges against all the surrounding dangers.

A Matter of Honor

It is true that the king’s honor is already affected (at least in the eyes of Holmes and 
Watson), but a key element remains in play: the Mind’s honor, its economy and 
mechanism. The system’s honor is protected by ideology. We know that Holmes has 
refused kings before, which means that he is not accepting the case for the king’s sake 
or because he finds it of any special interest. His only concern here is reestablishing the 
balance of the system and of economy. Money (lots of it) is involved. The king has tried 
to buy the image. He was/is ready to pay a heavy price: ‘I would give one of the 
provinces of my kingdom to have that photograph’ (19). He is also offering large sums 
to Holmes, but at the end of the affair the trade appears to be much simpler. The king 
will not regain control of the image and yet he is still very satisfied, because he has 
gained control of something which is much more important: the muteness of the woman. 
Irene Adler chooses to retain property of the image. In fact she trades her silence for it. 
The fact that she is finally accepting the rules of the system (the economy, the market) 
is the end of the story. She buys the photo by renouncing any emancipation, any wish to 
affect the system anymore. Perhaps her marriage (to the barrister) is to be considered 
here as a key element; and Holmes certainly does so: ‘this marriage may mean a complete 
change in her life and habits’ (35). Marriage domesticates her, makes her unwilling to 
create a scandal. 

One person however still has to be paid: Holmes. The offer of the king to reward him 
is a clear sign that in his eyes Holmes was not at all defeated. Quite the contrary, and we 
will return to this. It suffices here to say that the payment involves the second photograph 
of the narrative, one that Irene chose to offer as a supplement in her trade with the king: 
an image of herself. The king redirects this supplement towards Holmes who has asked 
for it. Is this a small satisfaction for Holmes that makes up for his inability of getting the 
other photograph? A sign of his attachment to Irene? Or just a necessary act of collecting 
another piece for his archive? The narrative allows speculations but here offers no 
certitudes.

We should direct our attention briefly to the method used by Holmes in his work of 
solving the case. He gets very close to the scandalous image and yet he chooses not to 
attempt to secure it at once. His method is one of deferring, of postponing. The immediate 
grasping of the photograph is not the way in which honor can be restored, although this 
is the way in which the king would have behaved and has tried so several times. A foreign 
king, let us not forget, a barbaric one. We must remember however that for Holmes the 



130 Image‑Scandal: The Place of the Woman in the Economy of the Visible...

case presents not the problem of the honor of the king, but of the Mind. The trick is that 
the image as an object (a photograph) is not the key, but the place of the image in the 
geography of what can be seen and what can be said, and by whom (which involves 
property). Just like the key is not the ‘scandalous’ affair between the king and Irene 
Adler, but its visibility (its image and its writing). In order for the Mind/ system/ king to 
still function and persuade, the photograph (and the woman) must not be erased, but 
included inside the right mode of functioning. Caught in the perfect framing. The erasure 
of the image or/and of the woman break the political system. A king cannot be king 
without a community convinced by it. A hierarchy of classes cannot exist without the 
mechanism of property (as theft) and credit (as ideological mechanism). A rational 
system cannot exist without the existence (albeit exiled) of the irrational. We shall 
remember here Foucault’s analyses of Descartes’ definition of reason. Politics must at 
least appear to function ethically, without aggression, democratically and under a 
calculated and calculating logic. Even when we know that they do not do so. Grasping 
the photograph immediately would expose the system, its inherent violence.

But isn’t this the real scandal? The idea, the appearance that logic, economy, 
democracy can function without scandal, without aggression? That the visible (what can 
be seen, by whom and who may be seen) and the voice (who has the right to speak and 
who remains muted) can be organized without scandal, without violence, without 
remainders? The idea that property is not theft?

Who wins? Who is defeated? Three Short Scenarios

Three possibilities arise and we will present them one at a time.
She wins. The play and construction of the narrative claim this. But the narrator is 

Watson, repeatedly presented to us as someone incapable of noticing what is veiled. 
Holmes seems to believe that Irene has won. In his view, she is undoubtedly the woman 
because of defeating him. Otherwise she would be just a woman (that would mean – 
always defeated).

He wins. Irene disappears/ retires from the space of the visible and the spoken. She 
is not to be seen, nor heard of, nor written about. She is probably dead, although her 
death is not explained to us and it remains of no interest to the narrator. Can this be 
defined as winning? Or did she help Holmes win when he himself was unsure of that? 
The king is saved. The order seems to be re‑established. The scandal is muted. The Mind 
has done its work, albeit in surprising ways. 

Or did the cracks remain and work their ways and give kings and peoples, women 
and men, deductions and feelings a real problem for the next century and a half?

The Economy of Deduction

Can one not identify with the detective? This is one of the key questions of Jacques 
Derrida in his analyses of the relation between the functioning of the mind and of the 
economy. Why is that? What are the consequences of this identification? According to 
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the French author, everything starts with the connection between the reader and the 
narrator: ‘The narration is framed in such a way that, like the narrator, we are the friend’s 
debtors, but to the paradoxical extent that we live on the very credit that we are obliged 
to extend to him. Whether or not we take him at his word, we have only his word. We 
are at once his debtor and his creditor’ (Derrida, Given 151). This is why, for example 
(and it is Derrida’s example), Baudelaire had a lot of contempt for detectives. In the 
interpretation of Walter Benjamin, Baudelaire never wrote detective stories because of 
the contempt for calculation (economy, speculation, credit, etc.): ‘it was impossible for 
him to identify with the detective. In him, the calculating, constructive element was on 
the side of the asocial and had an integral part of cruelty. Baudelaire was too good a 
reader of the Marquis de Sade to be able to compete with Poe’ (Benjamin, Baudelaire 
43). The German author thinks that by understanding the ever growing relation between 
the work of art and the merchandise, Baudelaire wished to exile himself (and through 
this method, a certain understanding of art) into l’art pour l’art theory. The last barricade 
against the growing capitalism would have been this utopia of an autonomous art, a 
republic of artists which economy would not enter. There would however be no place 
for detectives in such a republic. Derrida raises doubts about this Baudelairean possibility 
of never identifying with the detective, and also the possibility of clearly delineating the 
figure of the detective among all others: ‘if one took the figure of the detective to be 
determinable, determined, one figure among others without confusing it with any 
position of quest or inquest in view of the truth to be established, judgement to be 
formed, account to be rendered, story to be continued, inquisition, search, interrogation, 
inquiry, or investigation to be conducted to its term, in a word, knowledge’ (Derrida, 
Given 167). 

The ethical judgement of Holmes is to be considered here, for it reveals a position 
that is also prepared for the reader. In spite of his contempt for kings, he is ultimately the 
one who cares for them. He allows the circulation of privileges and the economy of the 
visible that comes with it. He is, as the text puts it, ‘the most perfect reasoning and 
observing machine that the world has seen’ (Doyle 5). The fantasy of Mind as a machine 
was already at work with Descartes, and would not be alien to Edmund Husserl at the 
beginning of the 20th century. A machine that only needs Man (the Self, the ego) as long 
as it helps the functioning of the system, the economy, the distribution and protection of 
the positions. Holmes has this value of reassuring the system. But ‘the whole economy 
of the narrative, as well as the narrative of the economy, proceeds from a remainder’ 
(Derrida, Given 102). Something is covered, protected, masked and yet this masking, 
this protection is always ‘already too late (when it’s about keeping, protecting a secret)’ 
(Derrida, Phyche 166). The narrative in itself, in its definition and work, functions as a 
‘sharing of the secret (partage du secret)’ (Derrida, Phyche 163). An image is scandalous 
in Conan Doyle’s text because in it something manifests itself. It shows something that 
should remain a secret. The fact the photograph remains in the possession of the woman 
(albeit now a licit one, for she has traded her voice for it) would suggest that, with a 
Derridean expression, ‘nonmanifestation is never assured’ (Derrida, Phyche 156). The 
necessity is – in order for truth to be uncovered (aka facts to be structured so that they 
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can pretend to mirror the consistence of reality) – for the woman to retire, just as 
Albertine does in Proust’s novel in order for time to be found. But in this retirement, 
something is retained, escapes the violent mechanism that silences the real scandal of 
privileges, positions and property. no narrative can hide it, because in a way each 
narrative is framed as a work of mourning, is caught in the web of displacements, 
exposures and framings that cover inasmuch as they reveal. narratives of running, of 
losing, of retiring – they always express the evanescence (fulgurance) of the feminine, 
the inability of the look, of the regard to stop/ fix the woman and the alterity as 
categories, as objects. We should constantly remind ourselves what Walter Benjamin 
kept repeating about the 19th century, that it is not only the century of the rise of 
capitalism but also – and in constant opposition to the new system – that of growing 
emancipation. All arts have been part of this conflict and all new technologies (among 
them photography and cinema). Perhaps the scandal of the image is that it questions all 
distributions, all trades, all properties. And that is why maybe Irene Adler was not 
defeated in her retirement and her success over Holmes lies not at the surface (wherein 
it is placed by Watson), but in the depths of the much larger social, aesthetic and political 
narratives that constitute our understanding of the world. 

‘Babeș‑Bolyai’ University, Cluj‑Napoca

Note

1 The first paragraph functions as an abstract and a captatio. It frames a narrative that actually begins with 
the second paragraph where the narrator tells us that he had seen little of Holmes lately. This succession of 
frames already distributes the positions.
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