
Arthur Conan Doyle's The Hound of Baskervill: A Study of 

Characterisation 

 
Kashish Arora 

Kashish06arora@gmail.com 

 

Under graduate Student, School of Education and Humanities, Manav Rachna University, Faridabad 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

Arthur Conan Doyle's "The Hound of the Baskervilles" stands as a pinnacle of detective fiction, renowned for its intricate plot 

and vivid characters. Among its notable features is the adept characterization that breathes life into the narrative. This research 

paper delves into the depths of Doyle's characterizations, exploring the multifaceted personas that populate the moors of 

Dartmoor and unraveling the intricate web of motives and personalities that drive the story forward. Through a meticulous 

analysis of the major characters—Sherlock Holmes, Dr. John Watson, Sir Henry Baskerville, and others—this paper seeks to 

illuminate the techniques employed by Doyle to craft compelling and enduring characters that have captivated readers for 

generations. 
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Main Text 

1.1 Introduction 

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s "The Hound of the Baskervilles" stands as a classic in detective fiction, renowned for 

its intricate plot, vivid setting, and memorable characters. Among its notable features is the adept characterization 

that brings life to the narrative, contributing to its enduring popularity and scholarly interest. This research paper 

delves into the depths of Doyle's characterizations, exploring the multifaceted personas that populate the misty 

moors of Dartmoor and unraveling the intricate web of motives and personalities that drive the story forward. 

 
 
 

1.2 Background and Significance 

Arthur Conan Doyle, a Scottish physician and writer, introduced the world to the iconic detective Sherlock Holmes 

in 1887 with the publication of "A Study in Scarlet." The success of this debut marked the beginning of a literary 
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phenomenon that would captivate readers for generations. "The Hound of the Baskervilles," serialized in "The 

Strand Magazine" in 1901– 1902, represents one of the most celebrated entries in the Sherlock Holmes canon. 

The novel's setting on the desolate moors of Devonshire, its Gothic atmosphere, and its exploration of supernatural 

elements within a rational framework add layers of intrigue to the story. However, it is the richly drawn characters 

that truly distinguish "The Hound of the 

Baskervilles" as a masterpiece of characterization. From the brilliant but enigmatic Sherlock Holmes to the 

stalwart Dr. John Watson and the tormented Sir Henry Baskerville, each character contributes to the tapestry of 

the narrative, offering insights into human nature and the society of Victorian England. 

 

 

1.3 Objective and Study: 
 

This research paper aims to dissect the characterization in "The Hound of the Baskervilles," with a 

particular emphasis on major characters such as Sherlock Holmes, Dr. John Watson, and Sir Henry Baskerville. 

By closely analyzing the techniques employed by Doyle to develop these characters, the paper seeks to uncover 

the nuances of their personalities, motivations, and relationships. Furthermore, the study aims to explore how 

characterization serves the broader narrative and thematic purposes of the novel, shedding light on its exploration 

of themes such as good versus evil, loyalty, and the supernatural. 

 

 

1.4 Relevance of the Topic: 
 

The relevance of examining characterization in Arthur Conan Doyle's "The Hound of the Baskervilles" lies in its 

multifaceted implications for literary analysis, understanding human nature, exploring cultural context, 

appreciating continued relevance, and situating within the broader literary tradition. Through a focused study of 

character portrayal, readers can unravel Doyle's narrative techniques, delve into the complexities of human 

behaviour, gain insights into Victorian society, appreciate the enduring appeal of the novel, and recognize its 

contributions to the evolution of detective fiction. Thus, the study of characterization in "The Hound of the 

Baskervilles" serves as a lens through which to explore the rich tapestry of themes, techniques, and cultural 

significance embedded within Doyle's timeless work. 

 

 
2. BODY 

2.1 Arthur Conan Doyle and the Legacy of Sherlock Holmes 

Arthur Conan Doyle, a towering figure in the annals of literature, left an indelible mark on the world with his 

creation of Sherlock Holmes. Born in Edinburgh in 1859, Doyle's early life was marked by a pursuit of both 

medical studies and a burgeoning interest in storytelling. His experiences as a physician would later inform the 

deductive prowess of his most famous creation. Doyle introduced Sherlock Holmes to the world in 1887, with the 

publication of "A Study in Scarlet," marking the inception of a character that would transcend the pages of fiction 

to become a cultural phenomenon. Sherlock Holmes, with his keen intellect, remarkable powers of observation, 

and iconic deerstalker cap, swiftly captured the imagination of readers worldwide. Through a series of short stories 

and novels, Doyle meticulously crafted the character of Holmes, endowing him with a complexity and depth that 

resonated with audiences. Against the backdrop of Victorian England, Holmes emerged as an emblem of 

rationality and order in a world fraught with uncertainty and chaos. His methods, grounded in logic and reason, 

stood in stark contrast to the prevailing superstitions and prejudices of the era. Indeed, Holmes's enduring 

popularity can be attributed not only to his unparalleled deductive skills but also to his status as a symbol of justice 

and intellectual superiority. Moreover, Doyle's creation of the character paved the way for the evolution of 

detective fiction, shaping the genre in profound ways. The character of Sherlock Holmes has transcended the 

confines of literature to become an enduring cultural icon, inspiring countless adaptations, homages, and 

reinterpretations across various media. As such, Arthur Conan Doyle's legacy is inextricably linked with that of 
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Sherlock Holmes, a testament to the enduring power of storytelling and the timeless appeal of a well-crafted 

mystery. 

 
 
 

2.2 Setting the Stage: The Atmospheric World of "The Hound of the Baskervilles": 

In Arthur Conan Doyle's "The Hound of the Baskervilles," the setting serves as more than mere backdrop; it is a 

character in its own right, shaping the narrative and influencing the development of its characters. Chief among 

these settings are the desolate moors of Dartmoor, a landscape as mysterious and foreboding as any character 

within the story. Dartmoor's vast expanses of heather, bogs, and rocky outcrops create an atmosphere of isolation 

and unease, providing the perfect canvas upon which the tale of the Baskerville curse unfolds. 

The desolation of Dartmoor is palpable from the outset, as the characters navigate its treacherous terrain. The 

moors, with their shifting mists and treacherous bogs, serve as a physical barrier, isolating the characters from the 

safety and familiarity of civilization. This isolation intensifies the sense of danger and heightens the tension as 

the characters find themselves at the mercy of the elements and the unknown forces that lurk within the moors. 

Moreover, Dartmoor's stark beauty is juxtaposed with its inherent dangers, creating a sense of Gothic atmosphere 

that permeates the novel. Doyle masterfully evokes a sense of foreboding through his vivid descriptions of the 

moors, imbuing the landscape with an almost otherworldly quality. The moors become a breeding ground for 

superstition and fear, fueling the rumors of a spectral hound that haunts the Baskerville family. Within this Gothic 

landscape, Doyle seamlessly integrates supernatural elements that further contribute to the sense of unease and 

mystery. The legend of the spectral hound, said to roam the moors and bring death to the Baskerville heirs, casts 

a long shadow over the story, blurring the lines between reality and myth. The presence of the hound, whether 

real or imagined, looms large in the minds of the characters, driving their actions and shaping their perceptions 

of the world around them. However, perhaps the most significant aspect of Dartmoor's role in "The Hound of the 

Baskervilles" lies in its influence on character development. The harsh and unforgiving landscape serves as a 

crucible, testing the mettle of the novel's protagonists and revealing aspects of their personalities that might 

otherwise remain hidden. From Sherlock Holmes's stoic determination to Dr. Watson's steadfast loyalty to Sir 

Henry Baskerville's vulnerability in the face of ancestral curses, Dartmoor's challenges force the characters to 

confront their fears, strengths, and weaknesses, ultimately shaping their journey and the resolution of the mystery. 

 

 
3. Major Characters: Portraits in Depth: 

3.1 Sherlock Holmes: The Genius Detective Sherlock Holmes embodies the quintessential detective 

archetype, renowned for his analytical mind and deductive reasoning skills. He possesses an unparalleled 

ability to deduce intricate details from seemingly mundane observations, employing logic and rationality 

to solve even the most perplexing mysteries. 

The Analytical Mind and Deductive Reasoning: Holmes's analytical prowess allows him to discern clues 

and make deductions that elude ordinary observers. His keen attention to detail and logical approach to 

problem-solving enable him to unravel complex cases and uncover hidden truths. 

Eccentricities and Idiosyncrasies: Despite his brilliance, Holmes is characterized by eccentricities and 

idiosyncrasies that set him apart from conventional protagonists. His aloof demeanor, penchant for 

experimentation, and unconventional methods of investigation contribute to his enigmatic persona. 

Holmes's Relationship with the Supernatural: While Holmes is primarily a champion of reason and 

skepticism, his encounters with the supernatural in "The Hound of the Baskervilles" challenge his 

rational worldview. His willingness to entertain the possibility of the supernatural adds depth to his 

character and underscores the novel's exploration of ambiguity and uncertainty. 

 
3.2 Dr. John Watson: The Loyal Companion Dr. John Watson serves as Holmes's steadfast companion and 

trusted confidant, providing narrative perspective and emotional depth to the story. As both narrator and 
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chronicler of Holmes's adventures, Watson offers insight into Holmes's methods and motivations while 

also serving as a relatable point of view for readers. 

Narrator and Chronicler of Holmes's Adventures: Watson's role as narrator allows readers to experience 

Holmes's investigations firsthand, offering glimpses into his thought processes and deductive reasoning. 

Watson's descriptive prose and introspective musings provide context and depth to the narrative. 

The Emotional Core of the Narrative: In addition to his role as a narrator, Watson serves as the emotional 

core of the narrative, providing a humanizing counterbalance to Holmes's cold logic. His unwavering 

loyalty and steadfast friendship with Holmes add warmth and depth to their dynamic partnership. 

Watson's Growth and Development: Throughout the novel, Watson undergoes personal growth and 

development, evolving from a passive observer to an active participant in the investigation. His 

experiences on Dartmoor challenge his preconceptions and deepen his understanding of himself and his 

relationship with Holmes. 

3.3 Sir Henry Baskerville: The Tormented Heir Sir Henry Baskerville, the last remaining heir of the 

Baskerville estate, is haunted by the specter of his family's cursed legacy. As the central figure in the 

novel's mystery, Sir Henry grapples with the weight of his familial inheritance and the threat posed by 

the legendary hound. 

The Weight of Family Legacy Sir Henry's inheritance of the Baskerville estate brings with it a burden of 

familial history and superstition. The shadow of the Baskerville curse looms large over his life, casting 

doubt on his safety and sanity. 

Psychological Complexities and Vulnerabilities Sir Henry's character is marked by psychological 

complexities and vulnerabilities stemming from his traumatic past and uncertain future. His fear of the 

hound and distrust of those around him add layers of depth to his portray. 

Baskerville's Interactions with Holmes and Watson Sir Henry's interactions with Holmes and Watson 

reveal his reliance on their expertise and his vulnerability in the face of danger. His collaboration with 

Holmes underscores the theme of trust and the necessity of allies in confronting adversity. 

3.4 Supporting Characters: Stapleton, Dr. Mortimer, and Others: In addition to the central characters, "The 

Hound of the Baskervilles" features a diverse cast of supporting characters who play crucial roles in 

advancing the plot and enriching the thematic tapestry of the novel. 

Roles and Significance in the Narrative Supporting characters such as Stapleton and Dr. Mortimer serve 

as foils to Holmes and Watson, offering alternative perspectives and motivations. Their actions and 

interactions with the central characters propel the plot forward and contribute to the novel's atmosphere 

of suspense and intrigue. 

Contributions to Themes and Plot Development The supporting characters' roles in the narrative are 

integral to the exploration of themes such as deception, ambition, and the nature of evil. Their presence 

adds depth and complexity to the story, highlighting the interconnectedness of characters and themes 

within Doyle's masterful storytelling. 

 
4. Techniques of Characterization: 

 

Characterization is a fundamental aspect of storytelling, and in "The Hound of the 

Baskervilles," Arthur Conan Doyle employs a variety of techniques to bring his characters to life and imbue them 

with depth and complexity. 

One of the primary techniques Doyle utilizes is direct and indirect characterization. Through direct 

characterization, the author explicitly reveals traits and qualities of the characters to the reader. For example, 

Doyle describes Sherlock Holmes as possessing "an extraordinary genius for minutiae," providing readers with a 

clear understanding of Holmes's exceptional observational skills. Indirect characterization, on the other hand, 

involves revealing character traits through actions, dialogue, and interactions with other characters. Doyle often 

employs indirect characterization to allow readers to infer the motivations, personalities, and inner conflicts of 

the characters based on their behavior. For instance, Sir Henry Baskerville's cautious demeanor and skepticism 

regarding the Baskerville curse indirectly reveal his rational nature and practical mindset. 

Dialogue and interaction are also essential tools for characterization in the novel. Through conversations between 

characters, readers gain insight into their personalities, relationships, and underlying tensions. Doyle carefully 
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crafts dialogue to reflect each character's voice, mannerisms, and attitudes, further fleshing out their individuality. 

For instance, the banter between Holmes and Watson not only serves to advance the plot but also reveals their 

mutual respect, camaraderie, and complementary personalities. Similarly, interactions between Sir Henry 

Baskerville and other characters provide clues about his temperament, fears, and vulnerabilities. 

Symbolism and imagery play a significant role in characterizing individuals and conveying thematic elements in 

"The Hound of the Baskervilles." Doyle utilizes symbols and imagery to evoke emotions, foreshadow events, and 

deepen the reader's understanding of the characters. For example, the spectral hound serves as a powerful symbol 

of fear and ancestral guilt, reflecting the psychological burdens carried by the characters, particularly Sir Henry. 

Additionally, the bleak and mist-shrouded landscape of Dartmoor serves as a metaphor for the characters' inner 

turmoil and the pervasive sense of dread that haunts them. 

Character development and arcs are crucial for creating dynamic and engaging characters that evolve over the 

course of the narrative. Doyle skillfully crafts character arcs that allow individuals to grow, change, and confront 

their internal conflicts. For instance, Dr. Watson evolves from a passive observer to an active participant in the 

investigation, gaining confidence and independence along the way. Similarly, Sir Henry Baskerville undergoes a 

journey of self-discovery as he confronts the ghosts of his past and learns to embrace his identity and heritage. 

 
 

5. Themes Explored Through Characterization 

In "The Hound of the Baskervilles," Arthur Conan Doyle uses characterization to explore several prominent 

themes, enriching the narrative with depth and complexity. 

One of the central themes is the conflict between rationality and superstition, embodied in the characters of 

Sherlock Holmes and Sir Henry Baskerville. Holmes, a staunch advocate of logic and reason, represents the 

triumph of rationality over the irrational fears propagated by superstition. His unwavering commitment to 

empirical evidence and deductive reasoning serves as a counterbalance to the pervasive atmosphere of fear and 

uncertainty surrounding the Baskerville curse. Conversely, Sir Henry Baskerville grapples with the legacy of his 

family's superstitions, torn between his rational skepticism and the primal instincts stirred by the legend of the 

spectral hound. Through the interplay of these characters, Doyle explores the complexities of belief and the 

struggle to reconcile reason with the unknown. 

The nature of evil, both human and supernatural, is another theme that permeates the novel's characterization. 

Characters such as Stapleton and Dr. Mortimer embody the darker aspects of human nature, driven by ambition, 

greed, and deceit. Their actions serve as a stark contrast to the malevolent forces believed to haunt the moors, 

blurring the lines between human villainy and supernatural terror. Doyle's nuanced portrayal of evil challenges 

simplistic notions of morality, inviting readers to consider the complexities of human behavior and the blurred 

boundaries between good and evil. 

Loyalty, friendship, and trust emerge as key themes through the interactions between characters such as Sherlock 

Holmes and Dr. Watson. Their enduring friendship and unwavering loyalty to each other provide a moral anchor 

amidst the chaos and uncertainty of the narrative. Similarly, the bond between Sir Henry Baskerville and his allies 

reflects the importance of trust and solidarity in overcoming adversity. 

Finally, the impact of social class and family legacy is palpable in the characterization of characters like Sir Henry 

Baskerville and the Stapletons. Sir Henry's aristocratic background and the weight of his family legacy shape his 

identity and influence his interactions with others. Conversely, the Stapletons' lower social status and their 

obsession with status and wealth underscore the pervasive influence of class distinctions in Victorian society. 

Through these characterizations, Doyle explores the complexities of social hierarchy and the enduring legacy of 

family ties. 

 
6. CONCLUSION 

In "The Hound of the Baskervilles," Arthur Conan Doyle demonstrates his mastery of storytelling through 

meticulous characterization, weaving a rich tapestry of themes and motifs that continue to captivate readers to 

this day. 

Recapitulating the key findings of this study, we have observed how characterization serves as a linchpin in 

Doyle's narrative, illuminating the complexities of human nature and society. 
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Through the lens of characters such as Sherlock Holmes, Dr. John Watson, and Sir Henry Baskerville, we have 

explored themes ranging from the conflict between rationality and superstition to the nature of evil, loyalty, 

friendship, and the impact of social class and family legacy. 

Moreover, this examination has shed light on the implications for understanding Doyle's craftsmanship as a writer. 

Doyle's deft use of techniques such as direct and indirect characterization, dialogue, symbolism, and character 

development reveals his keen understanding of human psychology and narrative structure. By employing these 

techniques, Doyle creates characters that are not only compelling and multifaceted but also serve as vehicles for 

exploring timeless themes and universal truths. 

Looking forward, there are numerous avenues for future research inspired by the insights gleaned from this study. 

Further exploration of the socio-cultural context of Victorian England and its influence on character development 

in "The Hound of the Baskervilles" could yield valuable insights into Doyle's thematic concerns and narrative 

choices. Additionally, comparative studies examining the portrayal of characters across different adaptations and 

reinterpretations of the novel could provide fresh perspectives on Doyle's legacy and the enduring appeal of 

Sherlock Holmes. 

In conclusion, "The Hound of the Baskervilles" stands as a testament to Arthur Conan Doyle's enduring legacy as 

a master storyteller. Through his meticulous characterization and thematic exploration, Doyle invites readers to 

embark on a journey of mystery, intrigue, and discovery that continues to resonate with audiences across 

generations. As we continue to unravel the mysteries of Doyle's narrative craftsmanship, we are reminded of the 

timeless power of storytelling to captivate, inspire, and endure. 
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