
Practice question 
Remember – this is just a practice question! Your actual assessment will be 
different.  

 
Here is an extract from A Scandal in Bohemia. In this extract, Sherlock Holmes 
asks the King of Bohemia who is blackmailing him. The King of Bohemia 
describes Irene Adler. 
 

“And Irene Adler?” 
“Threatens to send them the photograph. And she will do it. I know 

that she will do it. You do not know her, but she has a soul of steel. She has 
the face of the most beautiful of women, and the mind of the most resolute 
of men. Rather than I should marry another woman, there are no lengths to 
which she would not go—none.” 

 
Here is your question: 

What kind of character is Irene Adler? 
You must refer to this extract, and to two other extracts from A Scandal in 
Bohemia.  
 

 

Here is a student’s response to this question. Each paragraph has been 
numbered. 

1 

Irene Adler is Sherlock Holmes’s main enemy in A Scandal in Bohemia. 

She is an excellent character, and is the only person to have beaten Sherlock 

Holmes in all of his adventures. Her beauty, cleverness and daring all make her 

an exciting character. Even though she defeats Holmes, we still like reading 

about her.  

2 

In the quotation, we are told how brave and determined Adler can be. She 

even impresses the King of Bohemia, who describes her ‘soul of steel’. This 

metaphor tells us how tough Adler can be. She is completely unbreakable – 

nothing can stop her. The King of Bohemia is a very impressive and 

intimidating person – he is 6 foot 6 inches tall, and look like he is as strong as 

Hercules. If this man is impressed by Adler, then we should be too. The fact that 



she has a ‘soul of steel’ may tell us that Adler is just as tough as the King of 

Bohemia, who is strong physically. This first description hints at how powerful 

she is. Sherlock Holmes did not understand just how clever Adler could be.  

3 

We see how daring Irene Adler is later in the story when she follows Holmes 

and Watson to Baker Street. She dresses in an ulster coat, and even has the 

nerve to say, “Good-night, Mister Sherlock Holmes” as she walks by. This would 

have been a very dangerous thing for her to do. If Sherlock Holmes had 

recognised her, he would have known that his disguise had been worked out and 

he would have tried to get the photograph back that night. But Irene Adler shows 

how brave and tenacious she is by dressing up and finding out more about 

Holmes. She is actually more successful than Holmes because no one works out 

her disguise. Irene Adler was able to figure out that Sherlock Holmes was the 

vicar who was let into her house. This makes Irene Adler an even more impressive 

character in two ways. Firstly, she is able to see through Holmes’s disguise. Even 

Dr Watson, Holmes’s friend, ‘had to look three times’ to work out if Holmes was 

wearing a disguise. Irene Adler is able to see through it, and she has never met 

him before. Also, the reader already knows how clever and smart Sherlock 

Holmes is from his deductions earlier in the story. If Irene Adler is able to 

outsmart even Sherlock Holmes, we know that she must be an incredibly 

powerful woman.  

4 

He knows that she is and this is why he respects her. He only refers to her as 

‘the woman’. This shows that he respects her. She is the ‘one’ woman to him. He 

loves her. This makes her more interesting because Holmes had not loved anyone 

else – he is a bachelor. But because Holmes fell in love with Irene Adler we know 

that she is a special character, one that we should remember. The fact that she was 

the only person to outsmart Holmes also shows us that we should think of her as 

‘the woman’, even though she didn’t love Holmes back when she married Godfrey 

Norton.  

5 

Irene Adler is a fascinating character. By looking at what she does and how 

other people describe her, we see that she is a formidable woman. She is the only 

person to have outsmarted the great detective Sherlock Holmes, and because of 

that she is a memorable person. She’s not just the most interesting woman 

Sherlock meets, but quite possible the most fascinating person he encounters.  

 


