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Sherlock holmes remains a great inspiration for 
forensic science, especially for the way his acute 
study of a crime scene yields small clues as to the 

precise sequence of events. He makes great use of trace 
evidence such as shoe and tire impressions, as well as 
fingerprints, ballistics and handwriting analysis, now 
known as questioned document examination. Such 
evidence is used to test theories conceived by the police, 
for example, or by the investigator himself. All of the 
techniques advocated by Holmes later became reality, 
but were generally in their infancy at the time Conan 
Doyle was writing. In many of his reported cases, 
Holmes frequently complains of the way the crime 
scene has been contaminated by others, especially 
by the police, emphasising the critical importance of 
maintaining its integrity, a now well-known feature of 
crime scene examination.

Owing to the small scale of the trace evidence (such 
as tobacco ash, hair or fingerprints), he often uses a 
magnifying glass at the scene, and an optical microscope 
back at his lodgings in Baker Street. He uses analytical 

chemistry for blood residue analysis as well as toxicology 
examination and determination for poisons. Holmes 
seems to have maintained a small chemistry laboratory 
in his lodgings, presumably using simple wet chemical 
methods for detection of specific toxins, for example. 
Ballistics is used when spent bullets can be recovered, 
and their calibre measured and matched with a suspect 
murder weapon.

At the very end of A Study in Scarlet itself, it is shown 
that Holmes knows Latin and needs no translation of 
Roman epigrams in the original—though knowledge 
of the language would be of dubious direct utility for 
detective work, all university students were required 
to learn Latin at that time.

Later stories also contradict the list. Despite Holmes’s 
supposed ignorance of the political world, in “A Scandal 




