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Irene Adler in Dubious and Questionable Legend 
 

by Julia Rosenblatt 

 

The opening words of “A Scandal in Bohemia” are etched into the memory of every student of the 

Canon: “To Sherlock Holmes she is always the woman,” referring to “the late Irene Adler of dubious 

and questionable memory.” Considering how much has been written about her, and how she has 

been portrayed in subsequent works, we might also describe her as “of dubious and questionable 

legend.” 

What do we know about her? According to the Canon, she was born in New Jersey in 1858; she 

had a successful operatic career in Europe, having sung at La Scala and with the Imperial Opera of 

Warsaw. A contralto, she was known as a prima donna, but she had retired before she was 30. She 

was beautiful: “the daintiest thing under a bonnet on this planet,” “with a face a man might die for.” 

At the time of “A Scandal in Bohemia,” she was living in London, where she married barrister God-

frey Norton before fleeing to Europe. 

As to character, she is described as “resolute,” with a “soul of steel,” and one who can be trusted 

to keep her word. Although three subsequent stories refer to her by name,1 she never appears again 

in a canonical adventure. 

She has, however, taken on an active and varied existence outside the Canon. From the very first 

issues of The Baker Street Journal, Irregulars have speculated about the details of her life both before 

and after her encounter with Sherlock Holmes in 1888. How long after depends upon the meaning of 

“late.” Did she die before 1891 when the story was published? If so, subsequent events must be few 

and brief. Edgar Smith concludes that she was born in Hoboken and returned there to die at age 33 

                                                        
1 “A Case of Identity,” 191, “The Blue Carbuncle,” 245, “His Last Bow,” 797. 
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in 1891, pining for Sherlock Holmes.2 J.N. Williamson advances the notion that the King of Bohemia 

murdered Irene Adler and used Holmes as a cover-up.3 

Of course, if “late” means former and not deceased, as in Irene née Adler, she could have lived a 

very long life, indeed. William S. Baring-Gould places her near Hoboken in 1892, not to die but to 

give birth to her son, Nero Wolfe, who was conceived during a tryst with Sherlock Holmes in Mon-

tenegro, an idea advanced and debated earlier in The Baker Street Journal.4 According to Baring-

Gould, she died in Trenton, N.J., in 1903, the same month that Holmes retired to Sussex. He draws 

no conclusions from the coincidence.5 Bernard J. Van Dieren asserts that Adler was still alive in 1954, 

aged 96, retired in the South of France, after having, for a time, resumed her operatic career.6 

Why did she retire? She may have had health problems that affected her voice and may have led 

to an early death. Manly Wade Wellman contends that she retired from the stage in order to become 

a British spy, her quarry the King of Bohemia. Concluding that she died before 1891, he infers that 

the king murdered her in retaliation.7 

The Woman; the Myths 

Who was Irene Adler? The candidates are legion. A few examples will have to suffice. Irene 

Adler was surely not her real name. Julian Wolff, among others, makes a case for her being British 

actress (and royal mistress) Lillie Langtry, who was known as “the Jersey Lily.”8 Alternatively, al-

though her life spanned earlier years than Adler’s (1818?-1861), Lola Montez bears some striking 

similarities. An actress and dancer, rather than a diva, she traveled the world, performing and re-

inventing herself. Seductively beautiful, she had numerous affairs, including one with King Ludwig 

I of Bavaria, which may have led to his abdication shortly after he named her Countess of Lands-

feld.9 In addition, Lillian Nordica’s life (1857-1914) bears a compelling similarity to Irene Adler’s. An 

American, born in Maine, she began life as Lily Norton. A prima donna with an amazing vocal 

range, from mezzo-soprano to soprano, she made a sensation on the Continent, including La Scala. 

She even retired briefly to London in 1884, before resuming her career a couple of years later.10 

We can look to the literary world, as well, for possible likenesses. Evelyn Herzog links Irene 

Adler to Irene Heron Forsyte of John Galsworthy’s The Forsyte Saga, noting similarities in their ap-

pearance, their involvement with music, and Forsyte’s resolute nature as a mature woman. She finds 

the chronology corresponds well, including the Galsworthy Irene’s 12-year hiatus between Forsyte 

husbands, during which she could have had the life recounted in “A Scandal in Bohemia.”11 Donald 

                                                        
2 Edgar Smith, “Goodnight, Mister Sherlock Holmes,” The Baker Street Journal, Vol. 2, OS, Number 4 (1947), 415-419. 
3 J.N. Williamson “”A Scandal in ‘A Scandal in Bohemia’” The Baker Street Journal, Vol. 1, Number 4, (October 1951), 

141-143. 
4 See John D. Clark, “Some Notes Concerning the Paternity of Nero Wolfe,” and accompanying letter from Rex Stout, 

who remains discretely non-committal. The Baker Street Journal, Vol. 6, Number 1, (January 1956), 5-11. 
5 William S. Baring-Gould, Sherlock Holmes of Baker Street, (London: Rupert Hart Davis, 1962), 176-177, 267. 
6 Bernard J. Van Dieren, “What Has Become of Them?” The Baker Street Journal, Vol. 4, Number 4, (October 1951), 97-

204. 
7 Manly Wade Wellman, “Scoundrels in Bohemia,” The Baker Street Journal, Vol.4, Number 4, (October 1951), 232-238. 
8 Julian Wolff, “The Adventuress of Sherlock Holmes, Some Observations Upon the Identification of Irene,” The Baker 

Street Journal, Vol. 7, Number 1 (January 1957), 29-31. 
9 Alastair Martin, “Lola and Irene, Heavenly Twins,” The Baker Street Journal, Vol. 22, No. 4 (December 1972), 242-244. 
10 Edward J. Vatza, “The Case of the Yankee Diva,” The Baker Street Journal, Vol. 42, Number 3, (September 1992) 135-

142. 
11 Evelyn Herzog, “Irene! (gasp) Irene!” The Baker Street Journal, Vol. 18, Number 4 (December 1968), 201-207. 
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Redmond, noting that Irene would have adopted a pseudonym during her Continental travels, ob-

serves the connection between the two surnames. “Heron” and “Adler” (German for eagle) are both 

associated with birds of prey.12 Herzog’s musings may seem to get a little fanciful when she posits 

that Irene may have been the abandoned daughter of Professor Moriarty. In view of recent depic-

tions of Irene Adler, however, this may not be that far off the mark. 

Baker Street Irregulars like to think of Irene Adler as Clara Stephens, the aunt of Irregular James 

Montgomery, (great-aunt to Irregular Bruce Montgomery) and, in her memory, most gatherings in-

clude a rollicking singing of “We Never Mention Aunt Clara.” Edgar Smith, apparently abandoning 

the notion that she died in 1891, signed on to this theory, reporting that Professor Norbert Wiener of 

M.I.T. recalled meeting an elderly woman living in St. Jean de Luz, France, who was known to the 

townspeople as “Aunt Clara.”13 These are only a few of the notions advanced by the early Irregulars. 

As evidence that we need not take all of these conjectures too seriously; the same J.N. Williamson 

who had written that the king murdered Irene, contradicted himself and later claimed that Watson 

had an affair with her, and it was she that he married in 1902, after Mary Morstan divorced him.14 

On the other hand, Crighton Sellars paints a picture of contented married domesticity with Sherlock 

and Irene during Holmes’s retirement in Sussex.15 Rex Stout makes the most outrageous assertion: 

that, using the pen name John H. Watson, she was actually Sherlock Holmes’s wife at Baker Street.16 

Like Professor James Moriarty, who appears in only a few stories but has been injected into 

countless pastiches, Irene Adler has become a perennial Holmesian companion. Just as a super 

sleuth needs a super villain, a leading man needs a romantic interest, or at least a female counter-

part... 

(Continued) 

 

To read the rest of this essay, you can order Bohemian Souls at our website: 

http://www.bakerstreetjournal.com 

About the BSI Manuscript Series 

The Baker Street Irregulars, the literary society focused on Sherlock Holmes and Sir Arthur Co-

nan Doyle, in cooperation with leading libraries and private collectors, publishes The Manuscript 

Series to bring to the public facsimile editions of manuscripts and other documents relating to Sher-

lock Holmes and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, with insightful commentary by talented Sherlockian and 

Doylean writers.  Bohemian Souls is the seventh volume in this series. 

Other BSI Publications 

The BSI also publishes the International Series, the History Series, The Baker Street Journal, and se-

lect non-series works.  All of these can be ordered at our website. 

 

                                                        
12 Donald A. Redmond, “Another Gasp in re Irene,” The Baker Street Journal, Vol. 19, Number 1 (March 1969), 41. 
13 Edgar W. Smith, “From the Editor’s Commonplace Book,” The Baker Street Journal, Vol. 5, Number 1 (January 1955), 

63. 
14 J.N. Williamson, “The Latest Treatise upon Pathology,” The Baker Street Journal, Vol. 6, Number 4 (October 1956), 

208-214. 
15 Crighton Sellars, “A Visit to Sherlock Holmes,” The Baker Street Journal, Vol. 2 Number 1, (January 1952), 5-17. 
16 Rex Stout, “Watson was a Woman,” in Edgar W. Smith, Profile by Gaslight, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1944), 

156-165. 


