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Holmes has been represented on screen many times before. Why did you decide you wanted to make a film about the character? 

I was always a big fan of the stories, really, from my childhood. My father first read them to me when I was about nine years old. It was a great ritual, reading Conaan doyle. And I sort of remembered in the back of my head that somehow, what I saw in my mind's eye when I read the stories didn't really coincide with anything I'd ever seen in any of the films or on television. Not that I wasn't a fan. I loved the Basil Rathbone ones, and the Jeremy Brett ones more recently. But somehow what I saw in my own mind's eye was different.  

I had been an executive at Warner Brothers for many years, and when I decided to start my own company and be a producer the first thing I did was to reread the Sherlock Holmes stories and the novels. And I was very happy to discover that indeed what I had suspected was the case. When I read him, I saw a very different character to the one portrayed more commonly. (And I could talk about that in some detail.) I think primarily, I saw somebody...a character who was a great deal more modern and more accessible, less of the sort of Edwardian gentleman that had evolved from the Basil Rathbone films, much more of a damaged and vulnerable figure who was brilliant on the one hand, and the best at what he could do and a genius, but also somebody who in between cases was likely to spend two weeks laying on his sofa in a funk...and somebody who probably suffered from some kind of bipolar depression and was possibly autistic as well.  

So I thought there was a really interesting and modern, really accessible mix of personality there, which I thought was exciting. I'd never seen him presented that way before. The other thing that occurred to me...of course, one's always looking for something that would be popular and fun, is just how fun a character he was and how much of an action hero he was. Because, again in the stories, Conan Doyle refers to the fact that he's an expert boxer. In fact one character in the Sign of Four mentions that he remembers Sherlock from the bare-knuckle fights in the East End of London and how Holmes could have been a champion if he'd taken it seriously. And there are also references to his expertise with a single stick, which is a sort of short wooden club which people would carry around with them at night in London for self protection, and also he's an expert swordsman. And of course, in terms of the modern audience, he used a martial art called baritsu when he fought Moriarty on the Reichenbach Falls, so that allowed us to use martial arts and make him a  martial artist in the film. So here we have a character who has all these modern complications to his character, but also we can portray as an action hero without compromising the integrity of the original stories. As a fan of the master I didn't want to do anything I thought he'd disapprove of in any way. 

How does the Sherlock Holmes of the movie differ from the image that most people have of Holmes? 

I think that the images that people have of Sherlock Holmes really come from two sources. One is the Sidney Paget drawings which accompanied some of the original stories in Strand Magazine. The other is the Basil Rathbone movies, which were made in the 30s and were really very much patriotic films made during the war, and all about doing the right thing for England.  

From those two sources really sort of emerged the classic image of Sherlock Holmes with the deerstalker hat and that curving Meerschaum pipe, and of course there's the image of him as the...coming from those 40's films...as the immaculately dressed English gentleman who's very proper and very much as one would imagine a Victorian gentleman to be. When I read Sherlock Holmes, what I saw in my head was much more what a Victorian artist might have looked like. In fact, in one of the stories, Watson refers to him as Bohemian, so in my mind's eye I sort of imagined a character out of Toulouse Lautrec. I also, for some reason in my head, as a big rock and roll fan, I was reminded of the Rolling Stones in their 'Victorian Period'...from the early 60s when Brian Jones was still around and they'd dress in Victorian outfits. 

Here's a man who, when he's not on a case and firing on all cylinders, spends his life in a depression and hanging around, and is probably someone who isn't necessarily so immaculate. If he's spent two weeks laying around on his sofa, his hair is probably a mess, he's probably unshaven. I thought, wow, that's a much more real version of Sherlock Holmes. To me at least. So I thought it would be very cool to make him look like that. So that's what we did. I think it worked very well. The way he looks and the costumes are both authentic to the period, but they also somehow look very cool and modern, and somehow very much in fashion at the moment. In fact, I believe there are some articles in the papers about the new Victorian look in fashion, with the wonderful Victorian waistcoats and jackets and tweed and all that. Part of which I think has arisen because of this interest in Sherlock. 

How much of an inspiration was London to the movie and how important was it to incorporate real London locations into the movie? 

London is everything. London is Sherlock Holmes' stomping ground. London is a place that Sherlock Holmes knows like the back of his hand. In fact, in one story, there's a reference to how, for fun, Sherlock would walk around London and take every single possible route to different places so as to teach himself to get from one place to another in the shortest possible time. A bit like The Knowledge that London cabbies have to pass in order to qualify to have a cab. So he really knows London better than anybody.  

He also loves the people of London and fraternises with people of all walks of life and enjoys their company. And then of course London is the greatest city in the world at that time. It is the ultimate Victorian city. There's all this building going on right at the heart of the British Empire. You've got Tower Bridge being built at that period - we've actually got that in our movie. All these grand buildings side by side with all these terrible slums and tenements, and the docks of London, of course. England at that time was a huge trading empire so the docks were incredibly important.  

The other thing was that I grew up in London and love London, as does Guy Ritchie who directed the film. So for us, and pretty much all the crew, it was incredibly important that London be a character in our film. And we've really tried, and I hope succeeded, to use new computer graphics to recreate the London of the day, so you really get a sense of the city. I mean, one of the things I'm most proud of is that there's a shot of Piccadilly Circus as it would have been at the time, with carriages going through it. That's the magic of CGI.  

We had a really great time filming in London. I felt that going to the location we went to actually inspired all of us. In terms of how we portrayed what was going on. It was very exciting. After weeks of shooting, long days when we were very tired, to go to a new location that was very beautiful...it was fantastic. I remember in particular one morning quite late on in the shoot when we went to the naval college at Greenwich, which is that magnificent Wren building with the wonderful Inigo Jones building in the background. It was early in the morning, we watched the sun rise over the Thames. It was misty. The whole crew had big smiles on their faces. We were in this wonderful place. 

When recreating Holmes' London, were you more influenced by descriptions from the original books, or from earlier screen adaptations of Holmes, or from other fictional works set in this period? Or all three? 

I'll tell you, actually, really none of the three. What is so great about that period is that we have an enormous amount of photographs from that period and our amazing production designer Sarah Greenwood put together right at the beginning of preproduction a collage of images of Victorian London and of the Victorian world, which literally ran the whole length of a 30 foot corridor. Every day, in order to get into the office, we all walked past it. Extraordinary photographs....of the docks of Tower Bridge being built, of the ships being built, and the scale of the workers, the way people were dressed, the streets of London, the omnibuses, the crowds, the carriages - all that stuff. Also, the old images of some of the churches in London. It really was beautiful. Those images inspired us every day. Personally, I have this very dog-eared...I think it's a Penguin 2-volume complete Sherlock Holmes in paperback, which was the book I started on when I started rereading this about three and a half years ago and that has a beautiful photograph of what would be Baker Street on a foggy day with omnibuses and crowds. That was an image that was particularly important to me. In fact we tried to recreate that for our actual Baker Street set. I think we probably did pretty well. 

Many of the scenes from the film are either on or close to the river Thames. I wondered if you could say a few words about its importance to the film. 

The river is obviously the heart of London. The reason the earliest settlements, dating back to Rome and pre-Roman times, settled in the location that became London is really because of the river. And, of course, London was the commercial capital of the Empire, so the docks were incredibly important. The Tower of London, which is one of the most important buildings in London and was the building from which the rulers of England controlled that area from 1070-something on, starting with William the Conqueror, is also on the edge of the Thames. The old city was very much built around the Thames. Of course, our modern Houses of Parliament are also on the Thames. So I think it's an essential part of the film and the story and part of Sherlock Holmes. In fact, the story which inspired me the most, which is the Sign of Four, takes place in and around the Thames. And a lot of our story also takes place in and around the Thames. there's a certain point where Blackwood, our villain, makes his escape on a boat on the Thames. Our final sequence takes place under and in the Houses of Parliament. And we have a final fight sequence, which is on the top of Tower Bridge, which is under construction. So, yes, The Thames is very important to the film. 

You've mentioned elsewhere that Holmes is 'as modern a character as when he was originally created'. Could develop that a little? In what ways can he be seen as modern? 

It's interesting. The original Holmes stories came out in 1887. That's 122 years ago. That means that probably our great-grandparents read the stories, our grandparents, our parents certainly did, we did and our children have or will. That's a pretty amazing feat of writing and I think the reason for that is that Conan Doyle managed to create a character who was genuinely and authentically, psychologically complex and complicated. And he created a hero who, if you compare him to the characters in Treasure Island, or John Buchan's characters or people like that, those tend to be good old-fashined heroes who are brave and strong and go into battle, but Holmes is a very flawed character. And Watson who, of course, provides our point of view for the stories doesn't mind pointing out his insecurities his inadequacies, the sort of funny quirks that he has, as well as of course how brilliant he is and how brave he is and how clever he is. I think that's what makes him so relateable, still today.  

He really comes across as a very complicated and interesting character. I think that's what it's all about. If you look at modern television...The Wire...Sopranos...these kind of characters who capture the public imagination, I think very often it's because they're complicated.. It's not black and white. They're not all good or all bad. And I think that's what Holmes is. He's endlessly fascinating. And every time I read the stories I discover more about him and think about him in different ways. And I know Robert Downey felt the same way, and still does, and is constantly finding new details about him. That's why he's so wonderful and we're all such fans. I started as a fan. I think Guy had been a fan as a child. By the end of the movie, all our cast and crew were reading the stories and were sort of obsessed with them. We'd talk about which were our favourite stories.. He's absolutely amazing. Conan Doyle is such a good writer.  

Do you have a favourite story? 

Probably the Sign of Four - of the longer ones. I've got to say - one of my favourites is the Valley of Fear. That whole section in the middle that's not even about Holmes. The writing is so good. There are other ones. I love the Red-Headed League. And I love the Greek Interpreter as it's got Mycroft in it. 

What do you think Holmes and Watson would make of modern London? 

I think they'd love it. I think they'd love it. London continues to be this extraordinary place which is constantly renewing itself. I can say that I've had a really interesting experience of London having moved to America and having spent most of my time here since the late 80s and then coming back periodically to work on different films. I've watched London change. All these new buildings in the city. I've watched the Tate Modern appear. All the old buildings being cleaned up and turned into public spaces. I've watched first the Iranians arrive, then the Poles arrive, then the Russians arrive. And this wonderful mix of people talking different languages in the street. And there's nothing like the street life.  

I grew up, actually, near Baker Street my whole life, as a child up until I went to University. When I go back I still stay in the middle. And I walk everywhere. I was living there for a year last year working on the film. I'd walk to work every day. Through Soho, through Marylebone. Walk home from dinner at night. And it's so alive and thriving. There are so many interesting pockets of London. If you go to Brick Lane or Brixton or the East End. Look how the East End has changed since Sherlock's day. I think they'd thoroughly approve. There are certainly plenty of mysteries and murders still going on for Sherlock to solve. He'd certainly be very busy. 

We hear that you styled your villain, Lord Blackwood, around (Londoner) Aleister Crowley. Could you say a little more about this. 

I love the stories and they're fantastic in their own right. But looking at what I think the modern movie-going audience is looking for in terms of an event movie, I felt that I couldn't just do another Sherlock Holmes murder mystery - no matter how clever it was. I needed to do something that had big stakes and a big idea to it. And I had been introduced to the idea of Aleister Crowley through my brother of several years, and I found him a fascinating character. He was someone who was sort of a contemporary of Holmes. He would have been about 15 in 1890 when our film takes place, so I cheated a bit. But the Victorians were fascinated with the occult. Conan Doyle himself was fascinated. Famously he was involved in various seances with this character called Madame Blavatsky and in fact he and Houdini attended a seance together - must have been quite fun. So you've got this Victorian fascination with the supernatural, with the occult, you've got Crowley who was such a fascinating figure that certainly...again the Rolling stones, the Beatles, Led Zeppelin...all these guys were fascinated with him. He's on the cover of Sargent Pepper. There's a reference to hum in a David Bowie song. Jimmy Page bought his mansion on the shore of Loch Ness, called Boleskine Manor. Very much my rock and roll heroes were fascinated by him. I'm a big big fan of the writer Somerset Maugham. He wrote a book called The Magician which was inspired by Crowley. So it struck me he was the sort of character I could bring in who would not only have this hypnotic presence and was incredibly clever, so a good match for Sherlock, but also could potentially be connected to supernatural or occult forces and powers. I thought that was a good way to bring in a bigger idea for the audience. I felt again that in the tradition of Conan Doyle and the Hound of the Baskervilles, I could do a story that involved the supernatural. I hope we did him (Crowley) justice. 

Any tips for someone exploring Holmes' London? 

When you're walking look very carefully around you because there are all sorts of clues in the architecture of London to the characters of the people who built the buildings and to the society of the time. The buildings had all sorts of significant meanings. There are theories that a lot of Wren's buildings were actually built according to some kind of masonic code. In fact we've employed that idea in the film. When you're walking around looking at these things, imagine the intentions of the builders and how there may be more to them than just the brick and stone. 

