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RICHARD SVEUM

Universal Themes of Writing
by Arthur Conan Doyle
ANGELA MISRI
It is a little surreal to be sitting here at the Toronto Reference Library
poring over one hundred and fourteen handwritten letters and postcards
of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. These documents represent some of the
Collection’s correspondence between ACD and his editor, H. Greenhough
Smith of The Strand Magazine1. It is hard not to be overwhelmed.
The great man himself called Smith the accoucheur2
SEE UNIVERSAL THEMES PAGE 3…

In 2006 at the ACD@35
conference I presented my
findings about Arthur Conan
Doyle’s novel A Duet with an
Occasional Chorus and stated
my belief that it contained
“Occasional Autobiography.” I
believe that everyone who wants
to know more about the author
should read the book; the back
story is so interesting that it
overshadows the novel itself.
I was a Sherlockian more than
a Doylean, and had never heard
of the book until I read about it in
1999 in the “100 Years Ago” column
of The Friends of the Sherlock
Holmes Collections Newsletter (at
the University of Minnesota). As a
book collector with the “collection
mania in its most acute form,”
I knew I had to have a copy. I
bought the Jack Tracy edition in
the Conan Doyle Centennial Series
with an Afterword by Peter Blau
and from there expanded my
collection with the manuscript
and every edition, translation and
related ephemera I could find.
Conan Doyle did not allow A

Duet to be serialized. Instead, he
chose Grant Richards, a young
publisher and nephew of his friend
Grant Allen, to publish it as a
book. A Duet was first published
in 1899 with a large first print
run by Grant Richards in London,
George N. Morang in Toronto and
by Appleton in New York. It was
a critical and financial disaster.
The novel tells the story of
Frank Crosse and Maude Selby, a
middle-class couple engaged to
be married. Their story begins
with the exchange of letters.
That opening is followed by a
narrator called “The Author” who
recounts, in the third person, a
series of events in the couple’s
life. We see their courtship,
wedding, honeymoon, setting
up housekeeping, trips to the
city, crises both financial and
personal, and ending with the
birth of a child. The book uses
musical metaphors such as
overtures, solos, duet and trio
as well as the symbolism of a
small boat on the open ocean.

Be sure to visit the Friends of the Arthur Conan Doyle Collection Website at www.acdfriends.org

SEE A DUET PAGE 6…

ILLUSTRATION: FRANK WILES

Figure 2.

THE
GREEN SETTEE
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As I pursue my love for the literature
of Arthur Conan Doyle and his iconic
creation, Sherlock Holmes, I feel like an
archaeologist, sifting for literary fossils
in a quest to discover the origins of the
crimes or mysteries under investigation.
One personal “dig” led me to an item in
the Arthur Conan Doyle Collection at the
Toronto Public Library. It was a small album
compiled circa 1900, of pencil, pen-and-ink and
watercolour drawings, literary quotes, poems
and autographs. The entries include stick
figures [Figure 1] drawn by two young Norfolk
siblings, Gilbert John and Edith Alice Cubitt,
forming a simple cryptographic cipher, and the
autograph of Arthur Conan Doyle, just seven
months before he published “The Adventure
of the Dancing Men” in The Strand Magazine.
Another literary excavation, this one a result

Figure 3.
Figure 1.

of the 2004 Christie’s auction of the “lost” archive
of the ACD Estate, an extensive collection of
personal effects and holographic papers, led
me to two historic handwritten manuscripts:
The first was a 36-word fragment [Figure
2] of a story of a hunter and his prey, a “fine
Bengal” tiger, written in 1865 by young Arthur
as a precocious 6-year old schoolboy; and the
second, an 1883 manuscript [Figure 3] from the

The Editorial Board
THE EDITORIAL BOARD OF MAGIC DOOR is pleased to announce that Donald Zaldin, MBt, BSI, has

joined us as co-editor. For over a quarter-century, Donny has served The Bootmakers of Toronto in multiple
leadership roles, including Meyers, Colonel Ross, co-Quizmaster, and Diarist and co-copy editor of Canadian
Holmes. He has written numerous articles for Sherlockian anthologies, journals and websites, and has given
many presentations, both academic and entertaining, at Bootmaker conferences, banquets and meetings.
Welcome to the board, Donny.
Dayna Nuhn
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34 year-old fledgling author, that was lost in the
post and then rewritten from memory over a
decade later, titled The Narrative of John Smith.
The tiger manuscript is ACD’s very “first
story,” revealing the origin of his lifelong
fascination with tigers, which figure in
the Canon in two of his four novels and
a dozen of his 56 short stories, and also
in his non-Sherlockian writings.
The manuscript of the ruminations of a
convalescing, opinionated curmudgeon is
ACD’s “first novel,” written in a primitive,
unpolished style, yet revealing the promise
of the nascent writer at his yet unmastered
craft. It affords readers a unique opportunity
and vantage point to trace the development
of a short-story writer into a novelist, before
he became an accomplished man of letters.
As co-editor of Magic Door I hope to unearth
literary artifacts of Conan Doyle’s non-Sherlockian
and lesser-known writings, in order to expose
them to a wider and more appreciative audience.

ORIGINAL GRAPHICS: ANGELA MISRI

Recurring themes in the one hundred letters and postcards housed
in the Toronto Reference Library’s collection written by Arthur Conan
Doyle to his editor H. Greenhough Smith of the Strand Magazine.

Writer’s block & feeling
overworked

Negotiation and rights
discussions

Universal Themes
continued from page 1…

Defending the work

Loyalty to your editor

Arguing and rebellion

words into writing The Lost World and says “I have never had
such a kick off. One is haunted by the fear that it may drop.”
To know that Arthur Conan Doyle suffered from an ailment every author
I know complains of is both heartening and humbling at the same time. He
struggled as we all do with coming up with ideas, even for his most famous
creation. In a letter9 dated June 5th, Conan Doyle writes that “I have a
Sherlock in my head – don’t know how long it will be before I can get it out. It
is not wise to guess it.”
But it is a letter10 written from his Windlesham manor that I find

of the Sherlock Holmes stories in my favourite letter3 in the
collection. It underlines the importance of The Strand editor to
the millions of fans who adore the stories of Baker Street.
From the natural fascination with the notes in different handwriting,
to the number of undated letters (eighty) that hold hints of their original
dates, I find the mystery reader in me wrestling to hunt down the
unanswered questions.4
“I think I take a fairly sane view of my own work. I can never
Fortunately, some of that compulsion can be answered if one
remember an instance in which I have been very far wrong.”
just steps to a different bookshelf in the same collection to read
an article entitled “My dear Smith” written by the former curator,
a librarian of some repute – Mr. Cameron Hollyer. I humbly suggest that if
especially telling, in which Conan Doyle admits that he has “rather
you have not read his 1985 article published in Baker Street Miscellanea,5 you
exhausted [his] own stock” of ideas and then suggests a solution that
make that effort immediately.
Smith and The Strand might be able to offer. “I wonder if a competition
In my case, Hollyer’s work freed my mind to make connections I might
for the best mystery ideas would be possible.” Having trouble believing
have otherwise ignored in favour of solving the mysteries. Specifically, the
that Conan Doyle would propose a crowd-sourced mystery? I do not.
relationship evident in the hand-written notes from Conan Doyle to Smith
We’ve all been that desperate when staring at that dastardly blank page.
and the themes that are still relevant more than a hundred years later. In letter
Once you get past the wonder that even an author you admire as much
after letter I found parallels between my own experiences as a writer and
as Conan Doyle suffered from his own demons of writer’s block, you have to
those my peers have shared over a glass of wine (or when things got really
admire his transparency with those struggles with his editor. Not everyone
bad, a tub of ice cream).
has that kind of relationship where they can bare the scariest of insecurities
Take for example suffering from writer’s block and feeling
with the person who pays their bills.
overworked, which Conan Doyle describes no less than fifteen times
What you see as you read through the letters, though, is that more than
6
in his letters to Smith. In a letter written from his Undershaw home
twelve of them demonstrate a very solid core of friendship and trust between
(placing the date between 1897 and 1907 when the Conan Doyles
the two of them that Conan Doyle must have relied on. From personal
lived there) ACD says that he isn’t writing anything worth publishing
invitations to come visit him at his home, to asking Smith to confirm that
and suggests Smith come down for a visit to “knock a spark out of
he will be attending his second wedding, ACD reveals the personal side
[him].” In a second letter7 written from the same location he writes
to these two men in amongst the talk of business and word counts.
“I nibble away but I can’t quite get my teeth into this story.”
SEE UNIVERSAL THEMES PAGE 8…
In a November 1910 letter8 Conan Doyle writes that he is 12,000
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Isn’t it wonderful that Sherlock Holmes is again one of the most prominent
figures in popular culture, that Arthur Conan Doyle is more likely to be known
to today’s average reader than many of the so-called great authors of the 19th
century, and that thousands of young enthusiasts have joined our ranks?

NOTES FROM
THE CHAIR

which I haven’t even yet become aware. And that’s just for the English
language. Sherlock Holmes tales and pastiches have now been published
in over 100 languages and the reported number of pastiches is over 10,000,
not to mention innumerable online fanfic. Peggy Perdue has told me that
it is now impossible for the Collection to acquire every new publication
relating to Sherlock Holmes, especially when it comes to the barrage of selfpublished books, but she makes an effort to maintain a good representative
sample of everything. It must be equally frustrating for today’s Sherlockian
collectors who, unlike in the days of the late great John Bennett Shaw,
cannot possibly hope to add every single new item to their collections and
must be content with what they are able to obtain, knowing full well that
many more will never cross their doorstep. Shaw, whose vast collection
is now at the University of Minnesota, himself once noted that one of his
friendly rivals “collected with all the discrimination of a vacuum cleaner,”
but even that would not help with today’s proliferation of Sherlockiana.

CLIFF GOLDFARB

Too Much Sherlock?
As we prepare for Russell Merrit’s
Cameron Hollyer Memorial Lecture on
May 28, 2016 and the showing of the 1916
William Gillette film Sherlock Holmes, I was
reminded of Too Much Johnson, another one
of Gillette’s most popular roles, a three-act
farcical play about a philandering husband,
first presented in 1894. You can download
a copy of the playscript at https://archive.
org/details/threeactfarcical00gilliala It
too was made into a silent movie - written
and directed by Orson Welles in 1938, and
starring Joseph Cotten. The movie was
thought to be lost, but was rediscovered
in Italy, restored and then shown at a film
Screen capture from the restored 1938 film, Too Much Johnson, written and directed by Orson Welles and
festival in 2013. You can download a copy of
starring Joseph Cotton.
the film at http://www.filmpreservation.org/
preserved-films/screening-room/too-muchShould we bemoan this? Hardly! Isn’t it wonderful that Sherlock Holmes
johnson-work-print It is not a complete version of the play, but
is again one of the most prominent figures in popular culture, that Arthur
rather a film made by Welles to be projected during Mercury Theatre’s
Conan Doyle is more likely to be known to today’s average reader than
stage production of the play. Two other silent film versions of the
many of the so-called great authors of the 19th century, and that thousands
play itself were made in the early 1900s and both are still lost.
of young enthusiasts have joined our ranks? There have been other such
waves of popularity – in the early 1970s with The Seven Percent Solution
There was a time when we could never have “too much Sherlock”, but
and in the 1980s with the Granada Jeremy Brett series. It is likely that the
I’m not so sure about that anymore. It is now virtually impossible for any
current wave of popularity will subside, but it does look like Sherlock
one individual to keep up with all the new emanations of Sherlock in the
world, from pastiches to movies to TV shows, to Facebook, Twitter, Google
Holmes will continue to thrive and populate the Internet, whatever remains
groups, fanfic, cosplay and probably other new media manifestations of
of books in print and whatever new medium comes along to replace them.

4

4 TH E MAG IC DOOR • F R I E N DS OF TH E ARTH U R CONAN DOYLE COLLEC TION • TORONTO P U B LIC LI B R ARY

THE FRIENDS OF THE ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE COLLECTION
TORONTO PUBLIC LIBRARY PRESENT

STILL: WILLIAM GILLETTE’S SHERLOCK HOLMES, 1916.

The 2016 Cameron Hollyer Memorial Lecture

RUSSELL MERRITT
Professor of Film Studies University of California, Berkeley

Professor Merritt will talk about the rediscovery and restoration
of Gillette’s long-lost 1916 silent film, Sherlock Holmes.
The brilliantly restored film will be shown to mark the
100th anniversary of its first screening in Toronto.
SATURDAY, MAY 28, 2016, 2:00 pm
The Auditorium · Lillian H. Smith Library
239 College Street, Toronto
Public Welcome - No charge
www.acdfriends.org
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A Duet
continued from page 1…
Why do I believe that it also contains Occasional Autobiography? A Duet
was written in 1898 while ACD was married to his first wife Louisa, who
was at that point an invalid with tuberculosis. He had already met his future
wife Jean. Peter Blau wrote of A Duet that “Those who know something
about the author’s life will recognize many of his interests and enthusiasms
and there is much to be learned about the author himself.” In his ACD
biography, Teller of Tales, Daniel Stashower writes, “In every way, A Duet is
both the most revealing and confounding book of his career.” His additional
observation was that the story was a “tender and fitting tribute to a dying
wife” and had the “hopes for future happiness.” Susan Rice, in her 2009 talk,
“Ladies of the Arthur Conan Doyle Canon,” covers aspects of Grant Allen’s
novel The Woman Who Did and The New Woman in literature, and goes
on to note that Maude Selby in A Duet is unlike the women in the Sherlock
Holmes stories. Rice said “Maude is different, the exception to the parade of
empty dresses. She is drawn with immediacy and a realistic combination of
modesty and spirit. I found her touching and natural, remarkably authentic,
and entirely separate from all the other female characters I scrutinized.”
In 1901 ACD wrote in the Preface to the Author’s Edition:
“There are two of my books which are written not as stories but as
studies and pictures of contemporary life. These are The Stark Munro
Letters and A Duet. In the latter book my aim has been, in an age of
pessimism to draw marriage as it may be, and as it often is, beautiful
and yet simple, the commonplaces of life being all tinged and softened
and glorified by the light of love. No startling adventures are here, for
they do not come to such people as I have portrayed, nor would I have
them sparkling and talking in aphorisms, for this is also unusual in
suburban villas. It is atmosphere – the subtle, indefinable, goldentinted atmosphere of love – which I wished to reproduce, and also
the humour which the great jester, Life, brings with it. It is on these
points that I have succeeded or failed, for I have attempted no other.”
“There is one criticism which has been directed at the book so often
that I welcome an opportunity of saying a word upon it. The Violet Wright
episode has been pronounced to be needless and offensive. In view of the
respect which I have for some who entertain this view, I have gone over
that part of the book and softened down some of the crudities, but, in
the main, the chapters must remain as they stand. To excise them would
be to weaken the reality and humanity of the book. I did not set out to
write a fairy-tale, but to draw a living couple with all the weaknesses,
temptations, and sorrows which might come to test their characters
and to over shadow their lives. Frank is no ideal hero, but an every-day
youth no better than his fellows. I cannot think that an episode which
tends to show how the influence of a good woman may help a man to
keep straight, or how in a direct duel the force of sincerity and virtue
may overcome strength and brilliancy, can tend to anything but good.”     
ACD had more to say in Through the Magic Door, Memories and
Adventures and in The Crowborough Edition of the Works of Sir Arthur
Conan Doyle. When Smith, Elder and Company were considering their
options on works for the Uniform edition, they were reluctant to include
SEE A DUET PAGE 8…
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MAXIMS FOR
THE MARRIED
1. Since you ARE married, you may as well make the best of it.
2. So make some maxims and try to live up to them.
3. And don’t be discouraged if you fail. You WILL
fail, but perhaps you won’t always fail.
4. Never both be cross at the same time. Wait your turn.
5. Never cease to be lovers. If you cease,
some one else may begin.
6. You were gentleman and lady before you
were husband and wife. Don’t forget it.
7. Keep yourself at your best. It is a compliment to your partner.
8. Keep your ideal high. You may miss it, but it is
better to miss a high one than to hit a low one.
9. A blind love is a foolish love. Encourage
the best in each other’s nature.
10. Permanent mutual respect is necessary for a permanent mutual
love. A woman can love without respect, but a man cannot.
11. The tight cord is the easiest to snap.
12. Let there be one law for both.
13. There is only one thing worse than quarrels
in public. That is caresses.
14. Money is not essential to happiness, but
happy people usually have enough.
15. So save some.
16. The easiest way of saving is to do without things.
17. If you can’t, then you had better do without a wife.
18. The man who respects his wife does not turn her
into a mendicant. Give her a purse of her own.
19. If you save, save at your own expense.
20. In all matters of money, prepare always for
the worst and hope for the best
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THE LUMBER ROOM
Like most large libraries these days, the Toronto Public Library
has been working on a project to digitize significant items in its holdings.
When the project first began, the majority of the images in the Library’s
Digital Archive were drawn from our collections of historic materials
related to Toronto and Canada. The project has now expanded to include
all of our special collections, including the Arthur Conan Doyle Collection.
This is an exciting project to be working on since it gives us the
opportunity to share the ACD Collection’s holdings in a way that will be
accessible to Friends and researchers worldwide. Items for digitizing will
be drawn from public domain materials in the collection, and we have
chosen to start primarily with our original photos and photo negatives.
For example, there are now a couple of the ever-popular spirit photos from
Conan Doyle’s time with the Crewe Circle available for viewing online.
Photos based on our collection of negatives from the 1907 honeymoon
of Arthur and Jean Conan Doyle have also been enjoyable to work on.
Interestingly, the Conan Doyle’s own photo album of this trip is in the
collection of Richard Sveum, this issue’s “Beyond Sherlock Holmes”
contributor. The photos offer a charming glimpse of the famous author and

his second wife behaving like typical tourists. One can easily imagine the
slide show when they got back home: “Here’s Arthur at the Colosseum;” or
“Here’s Jean with some camels…nasty creatures they were, too.” Not every
photo in the collection will be scanned. For example, the negatives from
Conan Doyle’s 1914 tour of Canada include several images of murky water
that didn’t make the cut. However, other items in this collection have value
not only for Doyleans but also for anyone interested in Canadian life and
places in that time period. There are some good images of Sir Arthur in the
mix. My favorite is one where he is watching leg wrestling onboard ship.
Finding these images is easy. Just go to www.torontopubliclibrary.
ca and enter a term like “Arthur Conan Doyle” in the main search
box. If there are any digital images related to the term, a sample will
show up to the right of the screen under the heading “From the Digital
Archive.” You can click on the link below the image that reads “More
from the Digital Archive” to see the rest. Alternatively, as soon as you
have done your search, you can look at the left side of the screen,
where the limiters are. Results are sorted by format, so if you click on
“Images,” you will be taken to the list of relevant photos. More images
will be added regularly, and these will soon be followed by digitized
books as well. Check back often, and please feel free to contact me if
you have any questions or suggestions about the digitization project.

Jean Conan Doyle with camels.

Arthur Conan Doyle watches leg wrestling.

PEGGY PERDUE
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Universal Themes

remember an instance in which I have been very
far wrong.” Mic drop, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

continued from page 3…
“I hope your old slip is weathering the storm
caused by all these cheap imitations,” ACD
writes in a letter from Undershaw, Hindhead,
Haslemere. “I observed that ‘The Royal’ stole the
very print of your table of contents. They are
always pestering me but I do not even answer
their letters now. My ambition is always to stand
by the old craft.” That kind of loyalty can be
found throughout this collection. Even when
Conan Doyle admits that he has sold stories
to other publications, he goes out of his way
(it seems) to find a middle-ground where The
Strand would also benefit from his writing.
This is not to say that their friendship was
all fun and games, by any means. Conan Doyle,
for example, became frustrated with access to
his previous published works, writing11 that he
really needs the earlier proofs of The Hound
before he can send the next installments, and even
gets a little passive aggressive when he writes:
“Could I have the proofs earlier? Or shall I hold
back what I have written until the last moment?”
He walks that line of threatening-not-reallythreatening with the best of us – well aware that
there is only so far you can push the person who
is putting up the money for you to keep writing.
The theme of rights and rights negotiation
comes up a dozen times in these letters (even
though Conan Doyle was represented by A.P. Watts
from 1890 on12). In two letters13 Conan Doyle
asks for and then thanks Smith for the return of
two of his manuscripts, writing that “they may
mean something to my lads in the future.”
One of my favourite themes that also echoes
my own experience (perhaps because I too
write mystery fiction) is that of researching
and defending the clues I have laid out on the
page. When I say to my peers in the writing
field that the mystery is far more important to
me than the exact correctness of all the facts,
they look at me like I’m mad. Conan Doyle, it
turns out, would have understood. In a letter
postmarked from Undershaw, Conan Doyle
writes, “If the facts are wrong, he is wrong but
that does not matter to the two of us…. One
must be masterful in telling a story.” But my
favourite letter defending his writing is one from
May 13, 1904 when he writes “I think I take a
fairly sane view of my own work. I can never

4

A Duet
continued from page 6…

Angela Misri is a Toronto based
journalist, writer, and mom. She is the
author of the Portia Adams mysteries,
set in 1930s London where nineteenyear-old Portia discovers she has
inherited 221B Baker Street. The third
title in the series, No Matter How
Improbable, has just been released.
END NOTES
1

The Strand Magazine was founded by George
Newnes in 1890 and had its first offices in
Burleigh Street in London. The monthly magazine
featured both short fiction and general interest
articles and ran seven hundred and eleven issues,
wrapping up in March 1950. Herbert Greenhough
Smith was the editor from 1891 to 1930, [the
same year Arthur Conan Doyle died. Editor]

2

A male mid wife. [Editor]

3

In the collection of letters held by the Toronto
Reference Library, this one is numbered
48 and is dated September 24 only.

4

Arthur Conan Doyle did not usually date his
letters and this has led to a lot of detective work by
various scholars. The other handwriting referred to
belongs to ACD’s secretary, Alfred Wood. [Editor]

5

Issue 44, Winter, 1985. pp 1-24. [Editor]

6

Number 13 from the collection of letters
in the Toronto Reference Library.

7

Number 27 from the collection of letters
in the Toronto Reference Library.

8

In the new collection of letters, unlabeled at
this point, but dated by a different hand (not
Conan Doyle’s) as Nov 2, 1910 and written on
Windlesham, Crowborough, Sussex letterhead.

9

From the same collection, this letter is labeled
#64, written on June 5th of an unspecified year.

10 From the same collection, this September
24th letter is labeled #48. The assumption
is that it was post-1907 when the Conan
Doyles moved to Windlesham.
11 Letter #17, probably referring to the
publication of The Hound of the Baskervilles
in The Strand beginning in October 1901.
12 The Professional Literary Agent in Britain,
1880-1920 by Mary Ann Gillies.
13 In the letters labeled #43 and #44.
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A Duet. They informed A.P. Watt (Conan Doyle’s
Literary Agent): “It has we fear been so to speak
‘slaughtered,’ and if it must be included it should
have another story in the same volume.” The
author refused. He offered instead to revise
the text and add two additional chapters.
The book has many other important
connections. H.G. Welles’ Marbury Road home
in Woking was the setting of A Duet and he
wrote to ACD about how much he liked it. ACD
turned A Duet into a play A Duet A Duologue
(Samuel French 1903) and the “20 Maxims
for the Married” was published as a motto
card by the Campbell Art Company. Using the
principles of Sherlockian scholarship, one
can study each chapter for names, places and
events. Perhaps an annotated edition is needed
with references to Britain’s Valhalla, Mrs. Beeton,
Samuel Pepys, The Browning Society, and
Thomas Carlyle’s home at No. 5 Cheyne Row.
A Duet is still available in every form, from
a free Kindle version, to a newly printed book
on demand, to an expensive first edition. I
encourage you to read it. It is not an adventure,
but rather a fictional autobiography.          
Dr. Richard J. Sveum works at the
Park Nicollet Clinic in St. Louis Park,
Minnesota where he specializes in
Allergy, Asthma and Immunology.
Dick is a member of the Baker Street
Irregulars and the Norwegian Explorers of
Minnesota. He is President of the Friends
of the Sherlock Holmes Collections
at the University of Minnesota.
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