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5 The Adventure of the Final Problem
By Arthur Conan Doyle

✪	To recognise implicit ideas in a text. 
✪	To explore the writer’s techniques. 
✪	To comment on the writer’s presentation of characters. 

LEARNING�OBJECTIVES�

Many detectives have an arch enemy or master criminal to defeat and 
capture. ‘The Adventure of the Final Problem’ is a short story about the 
fictional detective Sherlock Holmes. In this story, there is no case for 
Holmes to solve; instead it tells the story of Holmes’ final showdown 
with his arch enemy, the notorious Professor Moriarty. At the end of the 
story, Holmes and Moriarty fall to their deaths at Reichenbach Falls, 
after a tense fight. Holmes sacrifices his life to protect the world from 
the evil of Moriarty.

In the following extract, Sherlock Holmes is describing the character of 
Professor Moriarty to Dr Watson.

CONTEXT

‘He is the Napoleon of crime, Watson. He is the organiser of half 
that is evil and of nearly all that is undetected in this great city. 
He is a genius, a philosopher, an abstract thinker. He has a brain 
of the first order. He sits motionless, like a spider in the centre of 
its web, but that web has a thousand radiations, and he knows weIl 
every quiver of each of them. He does little himself. He only plans. 
But his agents are numerous and splendidly organised. Is there a 
crime to be done, a paper to be abstracted, we will say, a house to be 
rifled, a man to be removed – the word is passed to the Professor, 
the matter is organised and carried out. The agent may be caught. 
In that case, money is found for his bail or his defence. But the 
central power which uses the agent is never caught – never so much 
as suspected. This was the organisation which I deduced, Watson, 
and which I devoted my whole energy to exposing and breaking up. 
I had met an antagonist who was my intellectual equal. My horror 
at his crimes was lost in my admiration at his skill. But, at last, he 
made a trip – only a little, little trip – but it was more than he could 
afford, when I was so close upon him. I had my chance, and, starting 
from that point, I have woven my net round him until now it is all 

Holmes describes 
Moriarty as an evil 
criminal genius 
who has not yet 
been caught.

p  Holmes and Moriarty fall to 
their deaths at Reichenbach 
Falls

Moriarty has 
managed to get 
away with all the 
crimes he has 
been connected 
with.

Moriarty is 
described as 
clever and a good 
organiser who 
doesn’t commit 
the crimes himself 
but encourages 
others to do his 
dirty work for him.

Holmes is appalled 
at how evil 
Moriarty is, yet, 
at the same time, 
he is impressed 
by his intelligence 
and ability.

Moriarty has 
finally made 
a mistake and 
Holmes is ready to 
set a trap for him.
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ready to close. In three days, that is to say on Monday next, matters 
will be ripe, and the Professor, with all the principal members of his 
gang, will be in the hands of the police. Then will come the greatest 
criminal trial of the century, the clearing up of over 40 mysteries 
and the rope for all of them – but if we move at all prematurely, you 
understand, they may slip out of our hands even at the last moment.
Now, if I could have done this without the knowledge of Professor 
Moriarty, all would have been well. But he was too wily for that … 
I was sitting in my room thinking the matter over, when the door 
opened and Professor Moriarty stood before me …
His appearance was quite familiar to me. He is extremely tall 
and thin, his forehead domes out in a white curve, and his two 
eyes are deeply sunken in his head. He is clean-shaven, pale, 
and ascetic-looking, retaining something of the professor in his 
features. His shoulders are rounded from much study, and his 
face protrudes forward, and is for ever slowly oscillating from 
side to side in a curiously reptilian fashion. 

Napoleon of crime: criminal 
mastermind
Undetected: undiscovered
Philosopher: thinker
Abstract thinker: someone who 
thinks ‘outside the box’
Radiations: scatterings
Abstracted: removed
Rifled: searched through
Deduced: guessed or worked out
Antagonist: enemy
Prematurely: before the right time
Wily: crafty
Ascetic: disciplined
Oscillating: moving

GLOSSARY

Holmes is 
preparing for 
Moriarty and his 
gang to be caught 
and sentenced to 
death.

Holmes is taken 
by surprise as 
Moriarty enters his 
sitting room.

✔	Understand how writers create effect through language.

✔	Recognise and comment on the effect of writers’ 
techniques, including use of figurative language. 

✔	To produce clear and lively written work.

SKILLS FOCUS

1 Read this description of Moriarty:
 ‘He sits motionless, like a spider in the centre of its web, but that web has a thousand radiations, and he 

knows well every quiver of each of them.’
 The writer has used a simile to describe him. Explain what this image suggests about Moriarty. Do you think 

this gives the reader a positive or negative impression of him?

2 Read the final paragraph again. How does the writer use language to describe the appearance of Moriarty? 
Copy and complete the table to help you organise your ideas and then write your answer in a paragraph.

1

2

LOOK CLOSER
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1 Create your own villain or master criminal. Your character can be from any period in time. You can 
use a copy of the table below to help you:

Name of villain

Appearance
Face
Body
Features

 

Clothes

Accessories

Personality

Any special  
talent or skill?

What makes  
him or her a villain?

Any other details

1

NOW TRY THIS

Evidence from the text Effect on the reader

‘extremely tall and thin’ This makes the reader think that ...

‘forehead domes out in a white curve’ This suggests that ...

‘eyes are deeply sunken in his head’

‘His shoulders are rounded from much study’

‘oscillating in a curiously reptilian fashion’

3 How many crimes does Sherlock Holmes think that Moriarty has been involved in?

4 When describing his plan to capture Moriarty, Sherlock Holmes states, ‘I have woven my net round him 
until now it is all ready to close.’ Explain what he means here and write about the effect of this image.

3

4
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2 Imagine that a detective apprehends your criminal committing a crime. The criminal tries to escape. 
Write three paragraphs describing the confrontation and the chase that follows. Remember to: 

✪	 make your writing sound tense and dramatic 

✪	 use exciting and dynamic verbs and adverbs

✪	 use dialogue to add to the drama of the situation.

You might want to start with this line:

✪	 A tall, dark shadow loomed over him and at once he knew he had been caught!

FAST FINISHERS 
Draw and label a picture of your villain.

2

3   With a partner, think about the following statement:
‘Moriarty is nothing more than a common criminal.’
 Work together and discuss evidence that agrees or disagrees with this viewpoint. You can use a 
table like this to arrange your points.

Agrees with statement Disagrees with statement

He has organised many criminal activities. Sherlock Holmes admires his intelligence.

 Decide which viewpoint you agree with more and be prepared to deliver your  opinions to  
the class.

3

Read the extract again. How does the writer use language to show the 
reader that Moriarty is evil? Write at least three paragraphs in response. 
Here are some sentence starters to help you with your first paragraph:

✪	The first way that the writer uses language to show us that Moriarty 
is evil is ...

✪	The writer uses the words ... 

✪	This suggests that ... [8 marks]

PRACTICE QUESTION
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