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X

For soME YEARS the Detection Club of London hekd its occasional
informal dinners = a3 distinet from the formal onc at which new
mombers were Indueted cach yuar by making responsss w the club’s
ritaal while they paced one hand epon o lighted skoll ~ at o Soho
restaurant. At one of these dinners | arnived [ate, and went steamght
into the dining-room, pust in time to see the end of the soup. My seat
was opposite that of the president, Agatha Christie, and a5 we ate the
next course | became sware that her mild unemphatic gaze was often
directed at . . . could it be my expanding baut hardly visible waistline?
Was there a mark on my Ge? It took me 3 munute of two o reslize
that the was jooking, 1 a speculative rather than a censonous way,
at my hands, and that they were rather grubby,

As soon as | could easily do so I got up, washed my hands, and
returned. There is no "story” here, no comment was made, and 1 can
offer pothing more than a personal conviction that Agatha Cheistie
was viewing those grubby hands as 2 possible constinuen: element in
some plot. A mam comes fo fable = his hands are grubly - faimely markod
with some ket of srais = yver Kalf a dosen pasple are prepared o say
that e speni the whole day o Ais office . . . [ feel sure that some sach
ihoughts weres passing through her mind,

She said once that she thoaght of tuems o her plots most alten
while eating apples in the bath, but what they evidently spring from
is vnuenally kesn obgervation, In many wavs she was what she
sppeared to be, 3 middle-class Baglish lady with highly conventsonal
opiniont, but she wat tomething else too, The middle-class lady had
a considerable knowledge of the ways in which poisons work, derived
from her World War | expericnce 08 & nuise, and alss a keen
professional mterest in motives for and methods of murder. In s
concern with dewail this interest rarely transgressed beyond the
bounds of a middle-cluss lady’s raste, and she would bave felt it both
unpecessary and unpleasant to describe the physcal details of a
violent crime, or the mental agony suffered by a vicim of rape.
Mobody is ever raped o an Agatha Christe story. Her antitode woulki
have been that ope knows such thimgs bappen, but that they wéne
hardly suitable subjects for detective fiction. It was the plotting of
erime that fascinated her, not its often unpleasant end, and it is a5
o construcior of ploats thar she spands supreme among modern crime
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writers. Raymond Chandler once gaid that plotting was 3 bore,
necessary piece of journeywork that had to be done, and that the
actual writing wis the thing that gave the author pleasure, Apatha
whristics feclings were almost the opposite of these, which is one
resson why she didn't care for Chandler's work. -

Her most stunningly origina plots are those in The Murder of
Reger Ackrowd, The A.B.G. Murders and Ten Little Niggers (also
evasively called And Them There Were Nowe and Ten Lirtle Indrams),
but although these are her najor achicvements, she showed from the
beginning an extracrdinnry assurance i handling the devices in o
detective gbory plot.

sHer first book, The Mysteriows Affair ai Seyvles, was published in
1920 but weitten some years eatlier, when she was working n & Red
Croes dispensary during World War [, It wos amitten in response
o a challenge by her sister, and Hercule Poirot was conceved in a
determination to creale & datective outtide the Sherlock Holmes
pattérn. Physically outside the patoein ot lesst, for Poirot hat both
his forerunner's mental acuity and his maddening zest for mystifica-
tion. In general & 3% true that nothing becomes out-of-date more
quickiy than an old detective story but Soples, which was turned dovm
by several publishers, remaing wonderfully readable wday. In part
this is because of Poirot, but it i5 chiclly o tribute o the plot.-

IMm Christie plots are based upon a single and fairly simple
circumstance, which is then elaborated and concealed In Styiss the
plot sprmgs from dhe fao thar in England somebody acquitted of
a crime may not be tried for it again. Suppose, then, that a stumbling
block against your committing & muarder s the fact that you are an
chvious suspedt, you might — il you have that particular kind of
tortuously Ingimious mind - take advaniage of this very situation
by laying & trail of clues leading to yourself, which would cuuse your
atrest. Onoe acreated and tried you produce an alibi, and acquitial
follows, This murder plan may seem unlikely, bur it was carried
through succesafully in real life o decade after the publication of
Sivles by a murderer who confessed when there was little evidence
against him, withdrew his confession at his trial, was acquitted for
lack of other evidence, and then boasted of his crime. The Christie
villain is foiled by Poirot, who sees what be i3 trving to do, manages
to prevent his arrese, and even uncovers his alibi so thar he is appar-
eoily cleared of suspicton. Poirot’s manoeuvring also deccives the
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resder, who see the delective proving & suspedl’s innoccnce, and
so orodscs hum off the st of those who may heave commdtted the
crime,

‘There are other felicities in Sryles, in particular several of those
deductions that tridk us by their very simplicity. The two significant
facts, Poirot wells his Wanonic collaborater Captain Haitings, arc
that the thermometer registered cighty degrees in the shade on the
day of the rurder, and that the chiel suspect wears odd clothes, has
a black beard and uses glasses, We may say with Hastingy: "Poiror,
I camnod believe you are serious’; but the points are desr enough.
(1) The murdered woman ordered a fire 1o be highted in her room on
this hot summer day: bence, the méant 1o bumn something. (2} The
suapect has been identified by the locnl chemist 55 a man who beught
poisen, but his peculiaritics of appearance make him very casy to

Stwkes was a splendid beginning. Mot all of the books that suoceeded
i were on the same level, and the semi-thrillers that used what has
been called 2 "master crimingl’ theme skem to me iafenior in almost
every way (o the orthodox detective stories. But s Agatha Chrnstic’s
skills developed, a puttern emergoed which might be called the typical
Christie plot form:. It was used by other people too, bul by nonc so
well or $0 variously a2 in her books. The form consisted of gathering
& number of poople together in a parucular piace preliminacy to one
of them being murdered, and of showing the réasons for their presence.,
It & 2 way of creating a toaally closed socicty, and one can sce it
happening in very different books: Death on the Clouds (1935) (Dearh
in the Air in Amicrica), Cards oa the Table (1936), Death on the Nils
(1937} and Ten Linle Nggers (1939). To lock st the way i which
these plots are devised and carried through is to see the high skill
that was, with almost deceptive casualness, employed in them.

Dreaekin the Clowds gives us eleven passengers but only ten fuspects,
since the cleventh airplane passenger s Poirof. There they ace, en
rewie [rom Le Bourget to Croydoa (in relation to air fravel the book
has a itrong pericd Mavour), and we get glimpacs of their actions and
thoughts, Amang these phimpscs are the thoughte, deceprively con-
veyed af course, of the murderer. The wictim is Madame Giselle,
she has & mark on her neck, and 8 wasp has been flying about in the
cabin, Was the wasp respontible 7 Bat below one passenger’s seat s
a thorn of the kind used by South American tribes for pufling fnam
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blowpipes. The thom is tpped with curare, and a blvwpipe is Eound
under the seat of . . | Poirat.

There are two highly charactenistie things about this cutline of
suspects and setting of a scene. The first is that it confines the suspects
to the people on board the airplane and then, by a process of elimina-
tion, to those who pot up and passed Madame Giselle's scat or had
the chance to use a blowpipe; the second, that a trick is being wsed

& portraie taken iy Ty3e, (he year of pubdication
af iht sometioet undetrated Pord ad Ead Flouie,
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in the apparcntly simple outline. At an early point Poirot says that
a detailed list of the passcngers’ belongings will help o solve the
crime, We are given this list, which covers three pages, and yes, if
we interpret it comrectly we shall come up with the right answer, ue
the interpretation is not casy o make,

In Cards o the Table the situation is more deliberately artificial.
The rich Mr Shaitana ‘colleces’ undiscovered murderers on the ground
that *murder can be art] A murderer can be an artis”, These are, e
says “the ones who have got away with i, the criminals who lead an
sprecable life which no breath of suspicion has ever ouched’.
Shaitena stages 2 dinner party to which he invites lour detectives
familiar to Christie readers - Superintendent Battle, Colonel Race,
Mra Ariadne Oliver and Poirot himself - and four smurderees, or four
people said by him to have committed murder. Some rubbers of
bridge are played, and the evenmg énds with Shaitana's death, “The
diosed circle is perfect. Vetersn Christic readers know thar che detec-
tives are beyond suspicion. Which of the four brdge players is the
killer? The bridge scores are reproduced ar the beginning, and by
studying them - and the text - it Is possible w come up with the right
ANAWEL,

- Dreack on vhe Nile, Aguthia Christic”s own favourite among her books
with a forcign sering, is & more subtle and sophisticated affair. In
the first twenty-five pages we mees all the principal characters and
discover their reasons, that is the reasons they give to cach other, for
going o Egypt. The murderer it among thew characters, and again
acareful reader of these apening pages may dedece correctly whnt is
likely 1o follow. The deception here fs ane of the most brilliant pieces
of Christie conjuring, because at a fairly early stage the intelligent
reader may think he sees what is going 10 happen, only to be con-
founded when the crime is committed by the fact that what he
suspected seems to be impossible. 1 should be inclined o put this
with the very best Christie plots if she had not been 3o desperately
mtent to deceive as o strain credulity at tmmes. Her party of ravellers
down the Nile includes a kleptomaniac, an aleoholic, a thief ad a
subiidiary would-be murderer whose activities have nothing o do
with the main plot. All this is too much, end indeed is far more than
wasneeded to achieve her ends. The true deceptions, those connected
with the main ploc, are puzzling enough, in particular one that con-
cerns a pistel wrapped up in a cheap handkerchicf and a velves stole
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and theown overboard, Why wos this done, Poiror asks again and
aguin, soying rightly that it is the crux of the case. In spite of the red
Lt 1, for which she had perhaps rather oo strong a liking, Agaths
Chistie's sense of fair play s always paramount in relation to a
i, .ificant clue, She shows it fo W, toases ws with it, almot openly
.+ s the truth about it through Poirot - end still we are deceived
b use of her meticulous way with words, which when she is dealing
e o & chae in 3 story are to be taken precisely at their Literal mesning.
In Daath on the Nife we s2c 3 pited being fired, and we see the resuh
a3 o ¢crimaon stain spreads over a wounded man's trouser leg, but . .
but cloge reading of the passage @8 advisable,

I shall have something to say about the plotting of Ten Little Nigger:
later on. Here it is enough topoint out the skill with which, in the first
section, the pattern is developed a8 the suspects who are alo the
victims are seen degiding o accept invitations 1o the island off the
Devon coast where after dinner on the first evening all ten of them
hear a recording which savs that they were guiity of muorder and asks:
‘Priseners at the bar, have you anything to say in your defence?”
Again a trick, the first in 3 whole series, 18 being played on us. We
are allowed to see some of the thougls of the person who has devised
this death trap without having much chance of placing a name to him
or her, Exeepr, of course, by aknowledge of Agatha Christe"s methods,
of the kind of trap she sets.

z

The kind of trap she gets - there are people who claim to be able always
1o tell the villain in any Christie story by such an awareness. | couldn®t
make this clnim myself, and indead T doubt whether it is possible to
be specific about the 'kind of trap’. Even the pat:em | have called the
typical Christie plot form does not apply to the nwjority of her books,
althesugh it isused in a high percentage of the best ones. But her work
is aronishingly varied. There is a whole slew of books that take their
setrings from the fact that her sccond husbamd Sir Max Mallowsn
it an archaeologist, concemed chiefly with Assyoan culiere, and that
she often accompanied him and to some extent shared his interests,
But although archacology has a place in several stories her readers are
never oppressed by a feeling of ignogance. She had an mstinctive
rvpreness of just bow far her audience would wish her w go in show-

sxpert knowledge, and no Agatha Christe mystery depends lor
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its solution on a knowledge of ancient artefocts. Even in Death Comes
@z the End (19450 & 0ot very succeislul experiment set in ancient
Egypt, no specialized knowledge is necded 1o solve the puzele.
. There are seversl other seis of books which don't it into any
particular pattern of plotting. These mclude the five Tommy and
Tuppence thrillers, books such as The Myererions Mr Quwin in which
Agatha Christie indulged her interest @n the supematural, and the
collections of Poirot and Miss Marples short stomes, All of these secm
o me oot only inferdor to her best work, but also a3 remote from the
rain stream of it a3 are the romantic povels she wrote under the
name of Mary Westmacstt, The main stream of her writing is un-
questionably in the thirty-0dd Poirol novels and the much smaller
number, eleven at my last count, concerped with Miss Marple,

One dees certain things more clearly in looking back at her work
than was apparent when reading the books as they were published.
(ac is the supremacy of the best Poirot storics over the rest of what
she wrote. She became tired of Poirot heeself and preforred AMice
Marple, who did not appear in a novel until 1930, with the fechle
Murder at the Vicarage [ Miss Marple, she said, was more lun, and
like meany mente and grandmothers was 'a splendid natural detective
when it comet (o obzerving human nature”, Ooly a minority of readers
agreed with her. If one prefers Poirot it is not only because he is an
altogether livelier character, but also because his insights are more
rational and less inspirational than Miss Marple™. A second thing
that becomes apparent s hes frequent carclessness in leaving deplor-
ably loose ends, and a third i the highly verbal nature of her plotting.
It 13 oot just that you dan't necd to know about ancient amefacis 1o
solve 2 Christie puzzle, but that you need no specialized knowledge
at alli Think of John Dickson Carr's locked room mysteries, of
K. Austin Freeman's (and many another writer's) sgientific lore, of
the leaming paraded by Dorothy L. Sayers, of all those crime storics
that depend for their solution upon oue technical knowledge of the
theatre, of of biblingraphy, or on changes of emperatuce, of time-
tahles, or tde tables, and the Christle simplicity will secm most
weloome. Yet simplicity is oot quite the wordThe basic difference
in plotting between her and mos detective story wiiters i that the

W are mdueed o give & Mmeaning 1o aomething that kag been 1aid,
or something that has been seen, which it nof the rue meaning or
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it :}:m.{;pqﬂihhminﬁltgpi:ﬂinmﬂ the verbal illusion
oocurs in & story where we are led 1o believe that a child named
Evelyn, bom to & woman involved in a murder case, i5 g girl. But
Evelya may be a boy's nane oo, Why do we never think of that as
a posathility ? Because early in the story the mother gives a newspaper
interview in the course of which she says: "My deaghier shatl grow
up happy and innocent. Her life shall not be trinted by the cruel past.’
But we are mld cleariy enough in relation to the interview that the
wornan who gives it 5 expecting a child, so that she could oot possibly
have known its sex. The assumption has been planted in our minds,
and when the woman's child Evelyn i3 mentioned, we tske the
feminine sex for granted, The assumption B unjustified. Evelyn &
A msn.

Visual deceptions are of the kind suggested already in relation to
Dipath an the Nile, Sometimes it is hardly possible for us to penetrane
them, but many have the marvellous conjurec’s quality (They Do It
With Mirrors =~ Murder Wiith Mirrers in America — is of this kind) that
leave one gasping with pleasuce at the audacity of the deceiver, saying
*So rhar's how it was done’ Such visuel and verbal clues, when they
arc used with subtlery and hirness, seem w mc the very bett things
in the classical detective story, At her best Dame Agstha Christic was
an noomparable deceiver.

That the ievel of her work vaned greatiy hai to be acknowledged.
Mt of her finest performances belong to the 19308 and 19308, The
followmg decade moee or less maintained this high level, but after
that the decline was steady and nesr the end it was steep. The books
of her lnst fow years were, with oaly one of 1wo exceprions, no more
than faint echoes of her best work. A book like The Clocks (1963}
opens very promisingly with 3 body found 8 room full of clodks,
most of which have oo right to be there. The explanation of this
anomaly, which would have been the heart of an earlier nowvel, is both
crual and disappoinung. And the people have become shadowy too,
a5 inevitabiy the lost touch with contermporary lfe and feeling.

A rurvey of her whole outpur shows that she was often slapdash
Fromn the beginning in desling with the rechinical detalls from which
she flinched. Murder on the Links (1923), for instance, has been justly
praised for its complicated and brllisnt plotting, and for the way in
which details of a twenty-year-old murder eré interwoven with a
current one, It containg one of her most charscverisically clever
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touches of deception, and what must be called an almost equally
characteristic carelessness in handling an important plot detall, The
touch of deception fivse. The question arises a3 to how some intruders
lefe & house, Perhaps, Poirol suggests, they might heve dimbed on
to 6 tree and jpmped down o a flower-bed; buc it is pointed out to
him that the mould is perfectly smooth, A companion lwer-bed,
he says, shows martks of the gardener's hob-najled boots, but the
official mvestigator replics scomfully that on this side “we have no
tree, and consequently no means of gaining acoess to the upper storey”.
When Poirot insists that the gardenes™s footprints are important he
is thowght ridiculous, What is their importanee # Just that the gurdener
has weeded both beds, and 50 miust have left his footprints on both,
The fect that the second bed is smooth means that the intruders ffid
escape that way, and that they had time to smooch the mould afrer
them.

And now the plece of carelessness, Ac an carly stage of the case
Poirot picks up a picce of lead piping on the scene of a crime, and
mch later says that it has been used "o disfigure the victim’s face 5o
that it would be unrecopnizable”. But Hastings b2 aleeady ksked ar
the victim, and neither he nor the police investigawr mentions the
gavage blows that would kave been necestary to make the face un-
recognizable, Hastings svs that it was “terribly convulsed’, which is
quite a different matter.

3

In the end Agatha Christic’s claim to supremacy among the clagaical
detective story writers of her time rests on her originality in con-
structing puzzles. This was her supreme skill, and it is examined
here in three books, The Murder of Roger Ackrond, The A.B.C.
Murders and Tenm Litile Niggers. Some would add to these, which I
regard as her most dazzling performances, Murder on the Orfent
Expresy (1934) {in the US Murder in the Calais Cooch) or Peril at
End House (1932} or cven the last Poirot story Crrtaim (1975}, But
the erime writer who relies on a puzzle is like o dght-rope walker,
A perfect achievermnent B a perfect marvel, but anything less, any
slight swaying oo the ling, leaves us sharply critical. Both Murder on
the Orient Bxpress and Curtatn are for me too obviously and purcly
tricks, and slthough I mate Pertl ar End Flouse much more highly than
do most critics, it cannot quite be ranked with Christic's best,
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The Murder of Rager Ackroyd was published in 1026, and probably
remmuins jts anthor's moat famous single work. She was inclined herself
£ say that too much fuss had been made about it, bur that wast st least
in patt the reaction of any writer who feels that praise of an early book
implies denigration of later ones. But in Roger Ackroyd Agatha
Christle did something absolutely now in the detective story. [t was a
plot device, and what can be sbeofutsly pew in that, a sceptical reader
might aik? The same reader might go on to point out that the had
alresdy used & modified form of this device in a neglected, very
engaging story called The Mon ot the Brown Suil (1924), although
there it played only 3 minor pact in the swry. Perfectly true: but in
Roger Achroyd the device is of the heart of the book, which really could
not exist without it The whale thing & the blandest, most brilliant
of deceptions. When we look back to sec how it was donc - well, a3
#0 often with Dame Agatha it & & matter of some sssumptions that
we arc led 1o make because making them = customary, phus & fow
carefully chosen phrases intended % deccive without ever being
positviely ununee.

The trouble with plat device: s that they olften obtrude, so that
we have all plot and no sory. Part of Roger Ackrowd™s triumphant
sucoess reats in the fact that the rent of the story is so perfectly rypical
of the period. A country squire & murdered, the body it found i the
library, there is & butler and 8 housekesper both of whom behave
suspiciously, the cast of charscrers includes several with a mogive for
murder. All this, even in the middle Twenties, was far from new., The
rovelty rests in the fact that the murdérer seema to fit 30 naturally
into sich a miliew, and yet truly docs not belong to it atall. The plot
device fits into the framework of the story as snugly as the peari in its
oysicr.

xoe muight feel that ingenwity m plot construction could hardly be
k. *yrther than Roger Ackroyd. Rather more than a decade after
its puplication, Dorothy L. Ssyers sugpested that the detective story
a8 @ pure purzle was in gentle and painless decline, panly because
thos. devices that kad seemed so mgenious in the foem’s cacly days =
the puisoned tosthbrush, the evaporating ice dart, the pistol tmwed
to fire when the grandiasther clock in the library struck twelve - were
worn out from oo uch use, and partly because readert” tastes had
changed, 8o that they were incressingly ssking for crime stories in
which the charcters were a8 important a3 the plot, She has proved a
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truthful prophet, altheugh some of the coime story’s developments
would have surprised and displeased her, Agatha Christis"s ingemaity,
however, had alwsys been verbal and vispal rather than mechanical
and soicotific, and she responded to the idea that the detective puzzle
was worn out by inventing new and still more dozzling conjusing
ericks.

[ Are The A.B.C. Murders (1935) and Ten Litele Niggers (1939) as
good 2t Rager Ackroyd ¥ Mot guite, because the trick played on the
reader is deliberately artificial rather than Stting netumlly inte the
story. In the later booka the Christie cleverness again leaves us gasp-
mg, but second and third readings thow that the plot has been buile
around the device uzed, with total disregard for our belief in the story
itself, Whe can believe that those ten guilty people would in fact have
accepted that mysterious invitation 1o stey on the small island in Ten
Lieele Naggers? Who can bebieve in & musderer 50 reckless, and in a
gull 30 stupid, as the characters in The A.B.C. Murders? Yet the
books remain trivmphs of ingenuity, and it is worth trying to see post
b the tricks are done.

The A.BC, Murders are apparently motiveless, o at least their
mative seems o be purely alphabetical. Ascher is killed at Andover,
Barnard at Bexhill and Clarke at Churston. A copy of an A B.C
Railvay Guide s placed beside the body, and cach crime is announcod
beforehand in a taunting letter o Poirot, “We're up against a hamici-
dal manise,” says one of the police inveitigators, but although Poirot
pgrees of the tme, we know that this cannot be the case. There maist
be a logical answer.

That iz the reader’s asrumption, and of course be = right. The
problem is, then, how to maintain his nterest chrough a scrics of
crimes which i their details (T am trying not to give away oo much)
are for the moat part irrelevant to the plot. This ia managed by shalts
of viewpoint from Hastings"s first person narration 1o & thaird person
view of the actions of 3 man named Alexsnder Bonaparte Cust, or
ABC YWho 3 ABC.? He ks always on the scene of the crime, aed
it seema that he must be the murderer, The presence of A _B.C. links
what would otherwize sppear disparate crimes in which we might lose
mierest. And another problem confronted the author, that of bringing
togerher suspects involved in separate crimes and living in different
parts of England. This teo is managed with anobtrusive skill, The
book is a mastersork of carefully concealed artifice,
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And sois Ten Lisrle Niggers, The way in which characters and plot
ant introduced has been described. Ar an carly stage, then, we s¢e
what is going to happen. Some of these people are going 9o be killed,
there will be a police investigation, and the perion responsible will
be discovered. But a3 death after death occurs, and no investigator
mppears, it i3 slowly borne in on us that the nursery rhyme ends with
the line: “And then there were none.” When only two people remiain,
one must be the murderer. It dozsn't, however, work out like that
The book’s last sentencss embody the nature of the purzle: "When
the sea goes down, there will come from the mamland bosts and men,
And they will find ten dead bodies and an unsolved problem on
Indizn Island.” Polrot does not appear in this beok. How could he,
when it is & problem thet remaing unsolved #

4

Whar are Agsths Christic’s chances of survival 8% a wniter who will
be read a centory from now? To a cortain extent this depends wpon
the kind of sociery we live in. Although some of her booes are pulb-
lished inthe Soviet Union, it is unbkely thet she would be much read
in a Communist-ruled workd, But if we spproach the qucstion in
hterary rather than social terms, will she be remd in the year 2100,
and if so, why?

To answer yies, as [ would do, 15 not 10 say that she was & great or
even a pond wrniter, bat rather to say that nlthough the detective stary
iz ephemeral literature, the puzzle which it embodies hat g permam-
ent appeal. Perhaps W, H. Auden was oight in identifying the ideal
detective story rexder 25 one possessed by a sense of guilt, and n
suggesting that detective stones should not be considered as art bat
as g kind of magic. Certainly its associabion with mydh, and its links
with the classical riddle, are strong. Fow crime stories nowadays are
detective novels - they belong, to vary what Auden said a lisele, to the
real and pot oo an fdoal world = and it 5 plausible w oonsder Dame
Agatha Christic as the last notable figure of her kind. If her work
C o marvives it will be because she was the supreme mistress of o magical
skill thar is 5 parmanent, although often scorer, conoem of humandity
the construction and the solution of puzeles.
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