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Introduction 

The prime concern of this major thesis is to gain some information about English society in 
the early 20th century, especially the twenties and thirties. I use for this purpose some short 
stories of Agatha Christie, because they have not been concentrated on yet. I use the first of her 
collections, Poirot Investigates (1924). The other primary source will be one of her novels, 
Hercule Poirot’s Christmas (1938), which contains a nice description of English society as 
seen by foreigners. In both books we can find Hercule Poirot, who is the most famous detective 
character created by Agatha Christie. As he is Belgian, this gives a good chance to compare the 
behaviour and manners of different countries.  

The first chapter is introductory and describes the development of detective fiction from 
the beginning till the interwar period, which is considered to be the Golden Age of detective 
fiction. I also examine the development of detective hero in British literature. I include the 
detective rules that were made to be followed by the authors of detective fiction in this time and 
mention the debate about detectives, types of crime and other topics that led to an incredible 
success of this genre. I briefly mention some authors of the twenties and thirties, their work and 
the types of detectives they created. Another allusion I refer to in this chapter is the interesting 
experiment with “murder dossiers”, which appeared in Britain in 1936. This part is based on 
some chapters from Julian Symons’ Bloody Murder. Last reference is to Agatha Christie and 
brief introduction to her location. 

The second chapter concentrates on Agatha Christie. I examine her life and the influences 
that made her uncrowned Queen of Crime. I use for this her own Autobiography (1977), A 
Biography by Janet Morgan (1985) and Alison Light’s Forever England: Feminity, Literature 
and Conservatism Between the Wars (1991). Here I explore her childhood, but in particular I 
focus on her youth and her life in the time related to the two texts explored. I also include some 
comments on some of her other novels and theatre plays. Then I move on to the analysis of the 
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two narratives, focusing on the way Agatha Christie referred to twenties and thirties. I use 
particularly two short stories, The Adventure of the “Western Star” and The Adventure of the 
Egyptian Tomb, although I also exert examples from some other stories. In short stories as well as 
in the novel Hercule Poirot’s Christmas I explore the way Agatha Christie violated the laws of 
priest Knox. Last area examined in this chapter is the England in the interwar period. 

The third chapter deals with the character of Hercule Poirot, focusing particularly on the role 
of detective personality. I concentrate on his appearance, personal qualities, origin, family and 
also popularity. I add information about actors that took the part of the famous Belgian in films 
and TV series. I also try to describe the detective methods, which always unmistakeably lead to 
the right solution of the crime. I examine how and why Agatha Christie made up her hero, why 
he is a foreigner and why was made such a caricature. As there is no assistant in the novel, I will 
include some comments on Captain Hastings, who is the “helper” of Hercule Poirot in the short 
stories.  
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1. The Genre of the Detective Story 

I like a good detective story, but, you know, they begin in the wrong place! They begin with 
the murder. But the murder is the end. The story begins long before that....1 

 

1.1. The Beginnings 
The beginnings of the detective story are connected with the name of Edgar Alan Poe, and the 

first detective story of his was published in 1841. It was called Murders in the Rue Morgue and 
contained also the first fictional detective D. Auguste Dupin. He was only an amateur of French 
origin, but he was much cleverer than any policeman, even though his method was based on very 
simple logical reasoning. Nevertheless, the first “Great Detective” was born and set the example 
for many others. 

The next development of detective story is associated with Britain. Charles Dickens could 
perhaps be mentioned here as the first one to write a detective novel. He was interested in the 
work and methods of police and in his novel Bleak House the writer created the figure of his 
protagonist Inspector Bucket, who is generally regarded as the first detective character in British 
literature. 

At the end of the nineteenth century, the detective story gradually gained more popularity,  
mostly thanks to Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, who invented the character of Sherlock Holmes, the 
greatest detective ever. He was clearly influenced by E. A. Poe, because he also used his idea of 
a pair of heroes. On one hand, there is a detective, who is cleverer than anybody else and on the 
other hand, there is his friend of average intelligence, who has a role of narrator. In this case, 
his name was Dr. Watson. The first text with these two characters was A Study in a Scarlet 

                                                        
1 Christie, Agatha: Towards Zero. London: Fontana Books, 1966, p. 9. 
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(1887). 
It was in the twenties, when the detective fiction was considered a special genre of literature. 

But when this happened, it was necessary to establish some borders, within which the writers of 
detective stories should operate. The first who tried to put down a list of exact rules “to describe 
the nature of the game and then to show how it should be played” (Symons, 1) was Austin R. 
Freeman in 1924. The rules were supposed to define the setting of the plot, the kind of crime 
being solved, the motives for the crime, the character of the criminal and the figure of the 
detective. This was then followed by S. S. Van Dine who in 1928 brought out a book Twenty 
Rules for Writing Detective Stories. However, the most famous laws were produced by Ronald 
Knox in his Detective Story Decalogue (1929). Because I will refer to them later on, here is the 
list of them:  

1. The criminal must be someone mentioned in the early part of the story, but must not be 
anyone whose thoughts the reader has been allowed to follow. 

2. All supernatural or prenatural agencies are ruled out as a matter of course. 
3. No more than one secret room or passage is allowable. I would add that a secret 

passage should not be brought in at all unless the action takes place in the kind of house 
when such devices might be expected. 

4. No hitherto undiscovered poisons may be used, nor any appliance which will need a long 
scientific explanation at the end. 

5. No Chinaman must figure in the story2. 
6. No accident must ever help the detective, nor must he ever have an unaccountable 

intuition which proves to be right. 
7. The detective must not himself commit the crime. 
8. The detective must not light on any clues which are not instantly produced for the 

                                                        
2 This was not a display of racism on the part of the good Father, but simply his reaction to what was one of the 

most hackneyed plots of cheap detective stories. 
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inspection of the reader. 
9. The stupid friend of the detective, the Watson, must not conceal any thoughts which 

pass through his mind; his intelligence must be slightly, but very slightly, below that of the 
average reader. 

10. Twin brothers, and doubles generally, must not appear unless we have been duly 
prepared for them                                                                                                    (Sins, 11-12) 

 
Following this trend, in 1928 the Detection Club was founded to protect and explore the 

formulae and practices of the detective writers. It was a kind of professional union with G. K. 
Chesterton as its president. It still exists, but it is not any longer opened only to writers of 
classical detective stories. 

In the beginning, there was a debate about the character of the detective figure. S. S. Van 
Dine, American detective writing under the name of Willard Huntington Wright, thought that the 
detective must be “a character of high and fascinating attainments – a man at once human and 
unusual, colourful and gifted” (Symons, 1). Symons himself states, that majority of detectives 
during the twenties were still rather eccentric amateurs. He also notes a tendency to “produce 
detectives remarkable only for their ordinariness” (Symons, 1). Another thing was that the 
detective should not be officially in charge of the crime. There was also a feeling that the 
detective should be introduced early in the story, but should not interfere all the time. 

Another debate was about the type of crime that should be investigated. Wright stated that it 
must be a murder, because three hundred pages of story are too much for some kind of fraud or 
deception. E. M. Wrong, one of the early historians, took a view, that murder must come first, 
because “it involves an intenser motive than any other peace-time activity” (Symons, 1). It was 
commonly believed, that all the motives for crimes should be personal and rational – the crime 
(particularly murder) should not be committed by some lunatic incidentally wandering around. 
Also undiscovered poisons and supernatural solutions were forbidden. All the authors commonly 
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believed that they should play fair with the reader. And so money and sex have always been the 
two main motives for murder. 

As to the criminal, s/he must not be a professional or a servant, because that would be “too 
easy solution” and because “the culprit must be a decidedly worth-while person” (quoted in 
Symons, 1), which servants were not. The murder usually took place where there were servants 
around, but none of them could be guilty of anything more than a theft or blackmailing. John 
Dickson Carr was convinced that any research would show that secretary was the most common 
murderer in crime fiction.  

Even though this was a period of tension, which ended in the war, none of these things was 
usually mentioned in detective stories. Surprisingly enough, in the British stories the General 
Strike of 1926 never took place and trade unions did not exist (Symons, 2). The puzzle of “Who” 
and “Why” and “How” remains a vital element in most crime fictions, with no things disturbing 
your concentration on the pure problem of unsolved crime. 

 
 

1.2. The Golden Age of Detective Literature 
As was already mentioned, the detective story became a very popular in the inter-war period, 

which is called the Golden Age of detective literature. The fairy tale land of the Golden Age was 
one in which murder was committed over and over again without anybody getting hurt (Symons, 
2), which gave people the feeling of relief after the dreadful war. In this time, it was mainly 
woman, who were the most prominent authors. This genre, even tough it was restricted by the 
above-mentioned rules, was quite creative and gave a space for all kinds of experiments and 
gave the women the satisfaction in the fields of their interest. 

The detectives of this time were mostly “professional amateurs or private individuals, 
usually men about town, full of undergraduate cleverness” (Light, 77). There was a 
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transformation of the pre-war hero in a much more human detective, which made the genre very 
popular (together with other elements, such as the ingenuity of the puzzle and the method of 
murder). 

There are a great many writers of the detective story and novel in the twenties and thirties. I 
mention here some of the most famous ones, leaving out Agatha Christie, as I focus on her later.  

Dorothy (Leigh) Sayers (1893–1957) has a lot of admires as well as a lot of opponents. The 
first group share the opinion that she is the best writer of detective stories of the twentieth 
century, the other group consider her work to be “long-winded and ludicrously 
snobbish”(Symons, 4). In her defence, we have to say, that she had always carefully organized 
her plots and also properly researched the original details about a means of murder. Her 
detective, Lord Peter Wimsey, was created with very responsive regards. The problem is, that he 
is said to be interested in “history, antiques, music, gastronomy and other matters” (Symons, 5) 
but he does not seem to have a real knowledge of those things. 

Anthony Berkeley Cox (1893–1971) was first writing under the name of Anthony Berkeley 
and later as Francis Iles. He created a short story of The Poisoned Chocolates Case (1929), 
which was later on expanded into a novel. Symons regards it as “one of the most stunning trick 
stories in the history of detective fiction” (3). The amateur detective, Roger Sheringham, was 
framed almost “as a joke, as a caricature of an offensive acquaintance” (Symons, 4).  

There was, of course a great number of authors that I do not mention at all. That is not 
because I find them less important or less interesting, but because it is virtually impossible to 
cover the whole area of writers of the Golden Age. But I include information about one curious 
experiment. 

It appeared in 1936, the publication of the “murder dossier”, which somewhat spluttered out 
the mystery of the detective stories. The first book was Murder Off Miami. Author of this 
experiment was the thriller writer Dennis Wheatley with the cooperation of J. G. Links. Those 
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dossiers were more like artefacts than books. In Britain they were issued in “loose-leaf form with 
ribbon bindings”, in America “between stiff covers” and they were full of realistic clues in 
transparent envelopes – hair, matches, poison and pills. It also contained photographs of the 
characters and the scene of crime. The text was created as duplicate of telegrams, letters, 
memoranda, police documents and reports. The solution of the problem depended on the 
illustrations (Symons, 8). 

At first, the dossiers were very cheap and also very popular, with the first issue selling over 
80,000 copies. The second and third issue were not as much successful, but still was sold on a 
large scale. Then, suddenly, the end came. It was partly because of the war broke out, partly 
because of the rise in price, but the main reason was that it was simply impossible to read them 
as a book. You had to take it as a game – but unfortunately, you could play it and enjoy it only 
once. When you came to the solution, there was actually no reason to go through the clues again.  

The dossiers now became collectors’ items, existing memory of the great past of detective 
fiction and the Golden Age. 

As to the quality of stories, written in the Golden Age, I agree with Symons, who is notably 
an expert, connoisseur and himself a writer of the genre, when he says that “there are no trick 
stories nowadays as good as those of Christie and Carr”. And the truth is that even the 
contemporary readers remain truly attracted by the detective stories from the inter-war period.  

 

1.3. Agatha Christie and Location 

Agatha Christie was the most prominent writer of this period and belonged to the first wave 
of English Queens of Crime. Famous for her misdirection of readers through foreshadowing, 
dialogue, and pointless implications, her techniques captivate and force the reader to think along 
a certain path while the murderer stays out of suspicion. Because of these techniques, Christie 
became internationally successful (Mysteryweb). Her books have been translated into more 
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than a hundred languages, which is more than Shakespeare and the only book that outsold 
her is the Bible. Over a billion copies in the original language and another billion in over 45 
foreign languages books have been sold since 1920. Her play The Mousetrap has been played 
in East End, London, ever since it’s premiere in 1952 and became the longest continuously 
running play in theatrical history.  

Her career lasted more than half of the century and she wrote over 80 detective stories, 19 
plays and about 100 short stories. She was a very procreative writer and wrote also six 
romantic novels under the name of Mary Westmacott, two books of poetry, and also two 
autobiographies. 

How did this lady became the uncrowned Queen of Crime is discussed in the following 
chapter. 
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2. Agatha Christie 
2.1. The Life and Work of the Queen of Crime 
Agatha Christie was born on 15th September 1890 as Agatha Mary Clarissa Miller in Torquay 

in England. She was the youngest of three children of Frederick Alvah Miller, an American 
emigrant, and his English wife Clarissa Boehmer. She had a sister Margaret Frary, whom se 
called “Madge”, and a brother Louis Montant, nicknamed “Monty”. She loved her sister, who 
influenced her a lot - they were reading detective stories and even forged their own. They were 
also playing a game, where her sister Madge would pretend quite unannounced to be “the Elder 
Sister”, indistinguishable from her in appearance but who was mad and only occasionally came 
to the house. Suddenly adopting a soft, oily voice, Madge would ask, “You know who I am, 
don’t you, dear? I’m your sister, Madge. You don’t think I’m anyone else, do you? You 
wouldn’t think that?” What was extraordinary, Christie remembers, was that it was always at her 
special invitation that her sister played this game: she wanted to be pleasurably terrified (Light, 
87-8). 

She was taught at home by a governess and tutors. In 1906 she went to Paris to study art. 
There, she discovered her talent as a singer and a pianist. She was thinking about music career, 
but she gave it out, because she was too shy to stand in front of the audience. 

In 1913 she had met Archibald Christie, who later became a World War I. fighter pilot in the 
Royal Flying Corps, and only a year later they married. While he was off at war, she worked as 
a nurse and later as the pharmaceutical dispensary at the local Red Cross hospital. There she 
gained her excellent knowledge of poisons that she exploited later in her novels. This was 
actually the time, when her first novel came into being. Although it was completed in a year, it 
was not published until five years later.  

After the war, Archie started to carry a business in London, while she still stayed at home 
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with their daughter, Rosalind Margaret Clarissa, who was born in 1919. Despite all the problems 
the family had, Agatha Christie always remembered those times as quite happy. After the First 
World War, air transport routes began to be set up. First were from London to Paris and then 
around the world - the Imperial Airways were offering services even to Singapore and the Cape. 
She an Archie went on an Empire tour, world tour, which she considered to be one of the most 
exciting experiences in her life.  

Things changed, when her mother died. She was very much upset and started to be 
depressed. She left to clean out her mother’s house and did not see her husband for quite long 
time. When he finally came to visit her, it had only one purpose – to tell her, that he had fallen in 
love with another woman and asked for divorce. 

After this experience, the young woman went to pieces and as a result, she disappeared for 
eleven days. A lot of versions exist of what happened during those eleven days (one of theme 
even states that she was taken away by the UFO). In 1979, the British filmmakers headed by 
producer Michael Apted made a film Agatha. It is a speculative movie about what could happen 
during the time she was missing. This story is probably based more on creators’ imagination 
than on real, proved facts. However, this film became popular, mainly due to the actors starring 
this film – Timothy Dalton in the role of Archibald Christie, Dustin Hoffman as an American 
journalist trying to find the missing writer, and Vanessa Redgrave as Agatha Christie. In this 
story, the writer tries to prepare and commit a murder of her husband’s lover. But Janet Morgan 
in her Biography came presumably closest to the verity as she had the access to the family 
documents. But the real truth will probably never be revealed. In this place, I shortly describe 
what happened. 

Agatha Christie’s friend, Miss Carlo Fischer was hired as a governess for Rosalind and as a 
secretary for her mother. On the evening of Friday, December 3rd Carlo had an evening off. 
When she came back from London, the writer was already gone – took her car and left, without 
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saying anything to the maids. The next day, the car was found half-way down a grassy slope and 
she was missing. The press had the story almost at once and when Carlo and Archie went to 
examine the car, there was a crowd of people there and even some vans selling hot drinks and ice 
cream. Also the house was besieged and Rosalind had to be taken to school by a policeman. 

Carlo gave an interview to Agatha Christie’s favourite newspapers, the Daily Mail, every 
day. For the newspapers it was a gift, but lots of information were not true. The common believe 
was that she had a car crash and went injured and confused into the forest, where she got lost. A 
number of witnesses appeared, but we shall never know, which of their testimonies were 
accurate and which were made up just for the purpose of publicity. The Mail started to produce 
theory of a nervous breakdown connected with memory or identity loss. There were also some 
suggestions about her leaving with a lover or it was regarded by some other authors as a way of 
maintaining publicity. One of the possibilities is that she simply wanted to disappear the same 
way that she had described in her books. As Captain Hastings tells in a story of The 
Disappearance of Mr Davenheim (PI, 210): 

“I should have thought,” I remarked, “that it would be almost impossible for anyone to 
“disappear” nowadays.” 

Poirot moved a plate of bread and butter the eight of inch, and said sharply: 
“To which class of disappearance are you referring?” 
“Are disappearances classified and labelled then?” I laughed. 
“But certainly they are! They fall into three categories: First, and most common, the 

voluntary disappearance. Second, the much abused “loss of memory” case – rare, but 
occasionally genuine. Third, murder, and a more or less successful disposal of the body. Do you 
refer to all three?” 

“Very nearly so, I should think. You might lose your own memory, but someone would be 
sure to recognize you – especially in the case of a well-know man like Davenheim.”  

 
Agatha Christie’s flight and fate were now a matter of intense popular interest. After nine 

days the public (including Miss Dorothy Sayers) joined in what the Evening News described as 
the “Great Sunday Hunt for Mrs Christie”. Newspapers were offering a reward for anyone who 
could find “the missing novelist”, which naturally produced a good deal of false scents (Morgan, 
144-5). 
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Finally, the writer was found on December 14th at Hydrophatic Hotel in Harrogate, North 
Yorkshire, which was in the twenties a fashionable spa. She was staying there under the name of 
Theresa Neele. She suffered from the genuine loss of memory, and did not even recognize her 
husband. But he managed to take her to Abney and the doctors were called to examine her. She 
eventually recovered with the help of psychiatrists. Thereafter, this event was never again 
mentioned or elaborated upon by Christie. She and Archie were divorced in 1928. 

In 1930, after the divorce, Agatha Christie wanted to search for some adventure, and she 
went by Orient Expres to Ur, town in Iraq, where her friends participated in an archaeological 
research. There she met Max Mallowan, an archaeologist 15 years younger than herself, whom 
she married in Edinburgh not long afterwards.  

In the thirties, the Mallowans divided their time between several houses in England and 
archaeological expeditions on the Near East. During the World War II., Max joined the Brixham 
Home Guard, and later the Anglo-Turkish Relief Committee and also was a liaison agent in 
North Africa, while the writer was working again as a pharmaceutical dispensary. Agatha 
Christie stayed with him for a large part of every year between 1930 and 1938, so that during her 
most creative period her inventions of Englishness are nearly all written on the hoof (Light, 99). 

At the beginning of the war her daughter Rosalind married Major Hubert Prichard, who was 
unfortunately soon killed in France. In 1943, the only grandchild of Agatha Christie, Mathew, 
was born. Rosalind remarried later in her life, her husband was Anthony Hicks. 

After the war, Mallowans restored their journeys to the Near East. On the beginning of the 
fifties, Agatha Christie became popular as an authoress of plays, when The Mousetrap (1952) 
and Witness for the Prosecution (1953) were preceded. From 1958 until her death she served as 
the co-president of the Detection Club of London, a private club for leading crime writers and in 
1971 she was awarded the high honour of becoming a Dame of the British Empire. 

Agatha Christie died in her house at Wallingford on January 12th 1976, when she was 86 and 
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was buried four days later in St. Mary’s Churchyard, Cholsey, Berkshire, forty-seven miles west 
of London. There lies Lady Mallowan –“Dame Agatha Christie”. She was known to millions of 
people throughout the world as the Queen of Crime or as she preferred, the Duchess of Death 
(Amazon web).  

Moving on to the writing of the inimitable Agatha Christie, I mention at first some general 
factors that enclose her work. She was very original in the way she produced her stories. Her 
novels look strikingly receptive about the broad range of people, which began to come under the 
term “middle class”. Her characters include retired colonels and vicar’s ladies, secretaries, 
commercial salesmen, shopkeepers, receptionists, shop-girls, nurses, solicitors, housewives, 
doctors and dentists. (Light, 76) The criminal is first of all “one of us”, just an ordinary person, 
someone you meet every day. The least likely individual may turn out to be the criminal; the 
obvious deviant and the degenerate are frequently red herrings. Christie’s murderers include 
young mothers and a 12-year-old girl and even victims can be guilty of murder. Only the clergy 
do not murder (though they are not above suspicion), a scruple which suggests a more old-
fashioned kind of conservatism than one which thrives on social snubs Her fiction definitely 
suggests that the middle class between the wars was not one coherent group with the same scale 
of values, but rather it remained as “fragmented factions ill at ease and suspicious of each other, 
endlessly divided against themselves” continually. (Light, 98) 

Another interesting point is the family. Families in her stories are usually full of anger. The 
reader is supposed to expect the members of the family to be “at each other’s throats, squabbling 
and often petty”, believe that husbands and wives do not respect the marriage and that the victim 
is neither likeable nor admirable but a foolish, domineering snob. In her world of fiction, nothing 
is sacred. We can see that clearly in the story of Hercule Poirot’s Christmas.  

Agatha Christie was often inspired by the places where she lived. One of the frequently 
mentioned places was Torquay, her birthplace. It appeared in several stories, such as in Sleeping 
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Murder (1976). The hotel in Ordeal by Innocence (1958) is inspired by the Royal Castle Hotel in 
Darthmouth, where she lived later in her life. This was also the place, where the film version of 
this book was shot (1984). In the outskirts of Salcombe and Kingsbridge the story Towards Zero 
(1944) was set, as is seen from the map at the beginning of the story. Even though the novel 
Peril at End House (1932) was not located in this place, the exteriors were used for the film 
version – this was the first feature film with David Suchet in the role of Hercule Poirot. The 
Burgh Island, which is during the ebb connected with the land only by a tract of sand, provides 
setting for the story of Ten Little Niggers (1939) and also appears in the novel Evil Under the 
Sun (1941).  

By the late 1930s, over 300,000 houses were being built every year. In the interwar period 
over four million houses had been built. The specifications for a semi-detached house 
constructed in the thirties, with 3 bedrooms and a price of about £750, included electric fires, 
airing cupboards, tiled bathrooms, porcelain bath suite and separate toilets. The other 
arrangements included living rooms with large bay windows, a separate dining room and garden. 
Where Agatha Christie does use big houses, they are seldom described as repositories of national 
character or a lost civility; it is their character as private homes that appeal to her. Hers is not a 
romantic conservatism, cleaving to the aristocratic as a mark of a better past or a model for the 
good life (Light, 81). The house in Ashfield is the place where she set her last novel Postern of 
Fate (1973), which has never been translated into Czech. Greenway House, which Mallowans 
bought just before the war and which served as an asylum during the World War II, occurred in 
several of her novels. The first one was Evil Under the Sun, followed by Dead Man’s Folly 
(1956), and Ordeal by Innocence (1958). The place was also used for shooting the television 
adaptation of The Seven Dials Mystery (1981).  

But we must not forget the main reason, why Agatha Christie ultimately became the 
acknowledged Queen of the Golden Age. The popularity of her books is based on the mystery 
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theme – on the ways the murders are committed or discovered, on her ability to delay the 
identification of the murderer until the very end. However, all her life she abominated violence 
and blood and constantly confessed that she had no knowledge of the usual equipment used for 
murder. Later in her life she also admitted that she had actually never met a murderer. “I know 
nothing about pistols and revolvers, which is why I usually kill off my characters with a blunt 
instrument or better with poisons. Besides poisons are neat and clean and really exciting... I do 
not think I could look a really ghastly mangled body in the face. It is the means that I am 
interested in. I do not usually describe the end, which is often a corpse.” (quoted on Mystery net)  

Last but not least aspect I mention is the pleasures of travel, the contemporary passion for 
trains, boats and planes that dominate her plots in the 1930s. Hercule Poirot may rely on 
armchair methods, but he certainly travels, visiting Egypt, Jordan, Syria or Turkey – despite the 
fact, that he did not really enjoy the sea cruises. “But oh”, he lamented, “the sea! The hateful 
sea!” (The Adventure of the Egyptian Tomb, PI, 134)  

In Christie’s stories it is the journey, the voyage, the pleasure of moving from one place to 
another - and the disruptions it may bring with it - as a way of passing the time, which engross 
the reader rather than the engagement with actually being abroad. It is the journey that offers the 
best metaphor for the disruptive process inaugurated by a murder and for the founding of a 
society of strangers who come together as its result. The train journey in particular, “running 
along conventional tracks” but taking the traveller into unknown territory, “predictable and 
unexpected”, can mediate between the public world outside and the private interior, and was an 
ideal place for strangers to become a temporary community, safely enclosed and yet being 
carried into the unfamiliar (Light, 90). As Agatha Christie said: “People are murdered and die, 
but trains go on just the same.” (quoted in Morgan, 165) 

The career of Agatha Christie began in 1920, when Bodley Head Company decided to 
publish her first novel The Mysterious Affair at Styles. This book gave the world the great 
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detective Hercule Poirot, a retired Belgian police officer who was to become one of the most 
permanent characters in all of fiction. It was based partly on Agatha Christie’s own nursing 
experience and Styles was a replica of Torquay. The novel gave an illuminating picture of 
Britain recovering from World War I. and though she said that she disliked descriptive writing 
Styles proved to have an accurate eye for recording social history (The New Bedside web).  

However, the true success came as late as 1926, when her novel The Murder of Roger 
Ackroyd was published. This was considered to be the first book showing her finest skills. The 
story is set in a village deep in the English countryside, where Roger Ackroyd dies in his study. 
There is a butler, the main suspect, and also a housekeeper, a parlour maid, two housemaids, a 
kitchen maid and a cook. The detective here is Hercule Poirot again, who asks unintelligible 
questions that turn out to be meaningful later on. Every successful detective story in this period 
involved some trickery practised upon the reader, and here the trick is the highly original, 
making the murderer the local doctor, who tells the story and acts as Poirot’s Watson. This book 
gave rise to a debate about her outraging one of the commandments of Knox’s Detective 
Decalogue, which said that the thoughts of the Watson must not be concealed. 

She wrote more than 30 novels featuring Poirot, among the most popular were Murder on 
the Orient Express (1934), and Death on the Nile (1937). The final Poirot story, Curtain, was 
published in December 1975, event though it was already written during World War II. As I write 
about Poirot in the next chapter, I briefly mention some other notable characters of her books 
now.  

Another Christie’s well-known character representing the Great Detective was Miss Jane 
Marple, introduced in Murder at the Vicarage in 1930. An elderly spinster in the engaging 
English village of St. Mary Mead solved all kinds of mysteries with keen concentration and 
intuition. Featured in 12 novels, Miss Marple exemplified the cosy style, a form of mystery 
fiction that became popular in, and ultimately defined, the Golden Age of fiction in England 
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during the 1920s and 1930s. Agatha Christie created some other detectives, such as Tommy and 
Tuppence Beresford (The Secret Adversary 1922, Partners in Crime 1929), Parker Pyne (Parker 
Pyne Investigates 1934), Harley Quin (The Mysterious Mr Quin 1930) and there are also about 18 
books without a detective, such as Ten Little Niggers (1939) or Endless Night (1967). 

During the thirties Agatha Christie produced intricate stories of various gimmicks. This was 
the most productive period – she wrote twenty-four books with up to four publications in one 
year. In this time, the psychological explanation appears as a “form of common sense, a kind of 
secular morality with new claims to certainty and continuity which help us to form reliable 
judgements about the nature of human beings.” In all of Christie’s fictions, as we listen to 
people’s talk, there is only one correct interpretation of their stories, only one way of making 
sense (Light, 103). Hercule Poirot always uses the psychology while revealing the truth:  

 “Furthermore, I will tell you an interesting psychological fact, Hastings. A murderer has 
always a strong desire to repeat his successful crime, the performance of it grows upon him” 

 (The Adventure of the Egyptian Tomb, PI, 149)  
 
Nevertheless, her quality was not in the brilliant construction of plot, nor in the locked-room 

mystery, nor did she often take for granted the scientific and medical knowledge of readers. The 
trick was that she succeeded wonderfully often in her two objectives of telling an interesting 
story about reasonably plausible characters and creating a baffling mystery. 

 

2.2. The Twenties and Thirties Reflected in Agatha 

Christie’s Texts 
In this part I describe the stories and plots of the two narratives analysed, focusing primarily 

on the English society, as reflected in those texts. The first of them is the collection of short 
stories Poirot Investigates (1925), and I pay attention primarily to two short stories, in 
particular The Adventure of “Western Star” and The Adventure of the Egyptian Tomb. The 
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second text is a novel written in 1938, Hercule Poirot’s Christmas.  

 
2.2.1. Poirot Investigates 
First, I focus on Christie’s collection of short stories, Poirot Investigates (1925). It is a 

compilation of eleven stories, each of the dealing with a different kind of crime. There are some 
cases of jewel thefts and robberies, disappearances (of people and wills) and inheritance dramas, 
murder cases and kidnapping. Alison Light describes this book as a “kaleidoscopic collage” with 
“mechanical plots” mostly “hackneyed and truncated.”(68) I cannot quite agree with this 
statement, as I find this book rather enjoyable. However, the truth is that it is impossible to read 
this collection as a whole. You must take each story as a separate unit, sometimes even skip 
some of the adventures and only then can you fully enjoy the brilliant detective mind of Agatha 
Christie. All the stories are connected in the character of the narrator, Captain Hastings, who is 
discussed in the next chapter. 

In The Adventure of “The Western Star”, a young lady “richly dressed – fashionable hat, 
magnificent furs” (7) asks Poirot and Hastings to help her with a delicate problem. Poirot has, as 
always, a high opinion of himself: “This street, it is not aristocratic, mon ami! In it there is no 
fashionable doctor, no fashionable dentist – still less is there a fashionable milliner! But there is a 
fashionable detective.” (9)  

The lady, Miss Marvell, received letters that require her diamond, “The Western Star”, to be 
returned whence it came – and they were handed in by Chinaman. She also tells them about 
Society Gossip – the newspaper that wrote about a “Star of the East”, which is in the possession 
of the Yardly family. Here a clear influence of the time can be seen. Magazines multiplied and 
supplied the growing needs of the middle-classes and their hobbies. Newspapers were sold in 
great numbers, and also the book sales were increased with the creation of book clubs and the 
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first paperbacks. 
Poirot and Captain Hastings hear with interest of the story about “eyes of temple god” (16), 

which should rejoin in the future, whether the owner likes it or not. Not long afterwards, Lady 
Yardly also comes to ask for a help, with almost the same story. What at first seems a hoax soon 
turns out to be the jewel robbery, committed by Chinaman – and both stones are stolen. Poirot, 
with the help of his little grey cells, comes to the solution of this problem, which includes secret 
love, blackmailing and only one diamond given as a ransom.  

Except for the occurrence of Chinaman, there was one more rule violated – the detective 
cannot keep any evidence to himself.  

Another story that is very typical for Agatha Christie’s work in the 1930s is The Adventure 
of the Egyptian Tomb, where the pleasure of travel is indicated. The story deals with 
superstitions and potent curse from the past, the “Curse of Men-her-Ra”. Again a lady comes to 
consult Hercule Poirot, this time it is Lady Willard, a widow of a famous archaeologist, who died 
of a sudden heart failure after the discovery of the tomb of Men-her-Ra. Due to the following 
deaths of other participants in the archaeological research (Mr Bleibner, who died of blood 
poisoning and his nephew, who shot himself in New York), she is afraid that her son, who 
brought the body of the Mummy to England, may die too. Poirot and Hastings travel to Egypt, to 
the pyramids of Gizes and search for the truth. Throughout the story, Poirot is shown as 
somebody who deeply believes in black and white magic, superstitions and similar things. And 
as almost always, he is shown as a rather comic figure not only through the description of 
Hastings’, but also in his complaining. He even considers the Sphinx to be “half-buried in sand 
in an untidy fashion” (135). 

“And the palm-trees I like them not. Not even do they plan them in rows!”                (135) 
 “And my boots! Regards them, Hastings. My boots, of the neat patent leather, usually so 

smart and shining. See, the sand is inside them, which is painful, and outside them, which 
outrages the eyesight. Also the heat, it causes my moustaches to become limp – but limp!”  

(134) 
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This story turns out to be a case of will and inheritance. Poirot reveals some important facts 
from the past and when he comes close to the solution, he is almost killed too. But he pours the 
poisoned camomile tea (one of his favourite) into the bottle to be analysed and when the 
murderer sees that, he commits a suicide. In the end, Poirot also explains his attitude:  

“I believe in the terrific force of superstition. Once get it firmly established that a series of 
deaths are supernatural, and you might almost stab a man in broad daylight, and it would still be 
put down to the curse, so strongly is the instinct of the supernatural implanted in the human 
race.”                                                                                                                                     (147)  

 
2.2.2. Hercule Poirot’s Christmas 
The theme of the novel is quite conventional. It complies with the issues of the inter-war 

period, such as love-and-hate relationship, family dynamics, envy and money-angle.  
Old Simeon Lee invites whole of his family for Christmas. Having four sons and a 

daughter, this family reunion is supposed to be a big one. Alfred, the eldest son, is the only one 
living in the same house and is genuinely devoted to his father and would do anything for him. 
His brother George is an MP and needs a money as he is “the only member of the family who 
has done anything in the world” (168). Then there is David, who hates his father, because he 
thinks he is the reason of her mother’s death. All of those three have their wives, each of them 
being a strong personality. The youngest, Harry, also comes – but he is hated by almost all 
members of the family, as he is the “prodigal son”. And instead of her mother (who died in the 
meantime), there comes Pilar: 

 “This girl was different. Black hair, rich creamy pallor – eyes with the depth and darkness 
of night in them. The sad proud eyes of the South…It was all wrong that this girl should be 
sitting in this train among these dull, drab-looking people – all wrong that she should be going 
into the dreary midlands of England. She should have been on a balcony, a rose between her lips, 
a piece of black lace draping her proud head, and there should have been dust and heat and the 
smell of blood – the smell of the bull-ring – in the air…She should be somewhere splendid, not 
squeezed into the corner of a third-class carriage.”                                                                    (10) 

 
So the family is complete, but there is one more man, who comes unexpectedly. Stephen 
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Farr, a son of Simon’s old friend, who came to England for the first time and had been advised 
by his father to visit Simeon Lee, if he does. This man was chosen by the author, together with 
Pilar, to show the people from the foreign point of view. He describes it in his youthful and 
peculiar way.  

“People! Incessant, innumerable people! And all so – so – what was the word – so drab 
looking! So alike, so horribly alike! Those that hadn’t got faces like sheep had faces like rabbits, 
he thought. Some of them chattered and fussed. Some, heavily middle-aged men, grunted. More 
like pigs, those. Even the girls, slender, egg-faced, scarlet-lipped, were of a depressing 
uniformity.”                                                                                                          (10)  

 
As obvious as it is, Simeon Lee is murdered. This is a classical “locked-room mystery” – 

door locked from inside, windows that do not open and a dead man alone in the room. In this 
moment we come across the detectives - Superintendent Sudgen and also Colonel Johnson, 
who at random has a host – the famous Hercule Poirot.  

Except for those above mentioned, there is also a butler, a footman, a cook, a kitchen maid, 
a between maid, two housemaids and a valet attendant. But as was already mentioned, none of 
these would commit a murder – even though we may for a while suspect the valet attendant, he 
proves he has an alibi – he was in the cinema. This is not very unusual in the time. By 1917 it 
was assumed that there were over 3000 cinemas across the country and by 1939 the number had 
risen to 5000. The cheapest seats cost sixpence. During the war Cinema played a dominant role. 
It appealed to the audience who recreated the cloths and interiors they saw on the screen. In all 
classes of society girls were wearing “Garbo” coats and combed their hair as Norma Shearer or 
Lilian Harvey. 

 The servant I would like to mention is Tressilian, the butler. He is the one, who has been 
with the family for very long time and as such, he can describe the family and how the things 
changed during the times. He is also a good observer, described as expert on of ladies’ dress, 
always noticing and criticising the gowns of the ladies: 

“Mrs Alfred, he noted, had got on her new flowered black and white taffeta. A bold design, 
very striking, but she could carry it off, though many ladies couldn’t…very nice that design on 
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the taffeta; that cape suited her…The dress Mrs George had on was a model, he was pretty sure 
of that. Must have cost a pretty penny. Mrs David now: a nice lady, but didn’t have any idea of 
how to dress. For her figure, plain black velvet would have been the best. Figured velvet, and 
crimson at that, was a bad choice. Miss Pilar, now, it didn’t matter what she wore, with her 
figure and her hair she looked well in anything. A flimsy cheap little white gown it was, though.”                                                                                                                     
(56-58) 

 
Things become a bit complicated, when police find out, that some diamonds were stolen 

from the dead man; that Stephen Farr is actually another son of the same, and also when it is 
revealed that Pilar is only a friend of already dead granddaughter of Simeon Lee. She is the 
second person, who in her own way, being a “Spanish subject” describes the people around 
her. 

  Pilar sat squeezed up against the window and thought how very odd the English smelt…It 
was what had struck her so far most forcibly about England – the difference of smell. There was 
no garlic and no dust and very little perfume. In this carriage now, there was a smell of the trains 
– the smell of soap and another very unpleasant smell – it came, she thought, from the fur collar 
of the stout woman sitting beside her. Pilar sniffed delicately, imbibing the odour of mothballs 
reluctantly. It was a funny scent to choose to put on yourself, she thought… All these people, 
seven of them – how funny they were, the English! They all seemed so rich, so prosperous – 
their clothes – their boots – Oh! Undoubtedly England was a very rich country as she had always 
heard. But they were not at all gay – no, decidedly not gay.                                                           (11) 

 
She sticks to her opinion throughout the whole book. She thinks the English “are kind – 

they are all very kind. But they do not laugh much, they are not gay” (154). As she is Spanish, 
she clearly has a sense for drama. “I like to see people get angry. But here in England they do not 
get angry like they do in Spain. In Spain, they take out their knives and they curse and shout. In 
England they do nothing, just get very red in the face and shut up their mouths tight.” (106) And 
also in other situations she remains an easy-going girl, who wears her heart on her sleeve: “In 
books I have read that an English Christmas is very gay, that one eats burning raisins and there is 
a plum pudding all in flames, and something that is called a Yule log.” (173) But on the other 
hand she is very clever and compares the English and Spanish attitude whenever she can: “How 
silly they look standing there…Why do they not embrace? No, of curse the English do not do 
that. But they might say something. Why do they just look?” (41)   
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So, who could be a murderer? Of course, Poirot is here to discover the truth. He is not 
talking too much, he only listens. “As I have always said, me, I am the father confessor!” (139) 
Even though he undoubtedly comes to the right solution, the police are not regarded as 
incapable. This was simply due to fact, that no authors would show somebody, who is an 
established part of society as insufficient. One of the brothers says it in the book: “I don’t think 
it’s quite our business to teach the police their jobs, eh? Pretty competent body of men on the 
whole.”(164) We are waiting with a close attention to see, weather the statement of Mr George’s 
wife is true: “I can’t help feeling that the manner of my father-in-law’s death was somehow 
significant. It – it was so very unEnglish.” (125) 

The plot is as unexpected as ever. Agatha Christie managed to overcome at least two of the 
rules of priest Knox – that the detective must not keep any thoughts for himself (until the last 
moment there is not explained, why Poirot wanted a false moustache) and that the detective must 
not himself commit the crime (the true criminal is showed to be another son of Simeon Lee, 
Superintendent Sudgen).  

As we have seen, Agatha Christie’s books are always not only full of surprising plots and 
unforeseen actions, but also full of information about the twenties and thirties – you only have to 
either look carefully or know where to look for them.   

 

2.3. The Times of Agatha Christie 
“Britain between the wars was such a safe country in which to live.”3  
 
As already presented, Britain between the wars was quite interesting place to live. Now, I 

would like add some information about things, that haven’t been mentioned so far – radio and 
broadcasting, environment, cars, housing, suffrage movement and situation in London.  
                                                        

3 Quoted in Light, 66 
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The interwar period is connected with the reign of George V. (1910 – 1936) who changed 
the family name from the German Saxe-Coburg-Gotha to the English name Windsor. The king 
and his wife, Mary, did a lot to continue the popularity of the monarchy. As was already 
mentioned, the political situation was not a component of detective stories. Nevertheless, men in 
Agatha Christie’s books often hold a discussion of the political situation. Both radio and 
newspapers contributed to the mysteriousness and prestige of the royal family.  

The further development of radio led to the establishment of British Broadcasting Company 
in 1922. The BBC began its daily schedule from Savoy Hill in 1922. John Reith was the first 
Director-General of the BBC and he insisted that the program should equally provide 
opportunity of education and also entertainment. The BBC became a corporation in 1927 and 
was given a Royal Charter requiring news programmes to be impartial. This probably did more 
to save the sense of collective national identity between the wars than anything else. In 1934, 
George V. began his broadcasts to Britain and the Empire. Television was developed by the 
EMI-Marconi Corporation and by John Logie Baird. The first continuous television service 
broadcasted by the BBC was from London in 1936. Ever since, the TV has influenced the people 
all around the world. 

Another expanding factor was the cars. Agatha Christie mentioned this fact quite often, as 
Captain Hastings was a great admirer of beautiful and “strong” cars. It was not until 1912 that 
statistical records of the motor industry were kept but it is assumed that about 10 500 vehicles 
were produced in that year. England was the primary localization of motor production and the 
development of car design in Britain. The Crossley saloon of 1912 (15hp, four-cylinder) was 
significant for being endowed with one of the earliest fully enclosed saloon bodies. Austin 
produced a car – the Austin 10 – in the same year. They were sold for around £300 and were 
bought primarily for sport, but within 20 years the car became an inseparable part of most 
people’s lives and supplied an industry across England. But this had also some negative effects, 
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together with the heating system of London in the first quarter of the century. 
For a long time the chimneys of London had been pouring sulphur dioxide into the 

atmosphere, and when there was a temperature inversion, it raised fogs, the famous London 
“pea-soupers”, named after its colour. Because of the increasing industry, and because there was 
a larger number of houses that could afford coal, this problem was constantly getting worse. 
When it reached a crisis point - London was exposed to a series of thick smogs (nickname made 
from smoke and fog) - it began to kill a considerable amount of people. It became impossible to 
drive (taxis found themselves on pavements, buses needed men with lanterns walking in front of 
them) and the only way that pedestrians knew there were other people around them was because 
they could hear them coughing. This was pretty much removed with the burst of other electricity 
and central heating system. There were also other things that are typical for London before and 
between the wars. 

At the start of the new century, London was a larger, busier place than it had ever been 
before. As a thriving centre of trade and commerce, London had become very much the centre of 
the world’s largest empire. London at the time was a queer mixture of pretentious wealth hiding 
irritating poverty. Although this was a period of remarkable prosperity, the working man could 
not really profit from it. People leaving their lodgings owing rent was a quite common thing to 
meet at the time. There was a great sense of shared experience, the feeling that they had all been 
through the bad times. 

The war was the first time the civilians had to face directly the attacks of the enemy. Early 
bombing raids were carried out by Zeppelins, which had a big problem actually find the city, and 
many of their bombs were dropped in the open countryside. However, Londoners were alarmed 
at this new aspect of war, and called the Zeppelins the “baby killers”. Towards the end of the war 
London had to cope with more tireless and precise bombing, and this was only a foretaste of 
what was about to come in a couple of decades. 
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The outbreak of war in 1914 led to a political vacation in the suffrage movement. But it was 
actually the participation of British women in the war effort, working in factories and the armed 
services as well as in the home, which persuaded the Government to give women over the age of 
thirty the right to vote in 1918. This right was extended to women over 21 in 1928. 

Britain lost a great deal of a generation of young men in First World War. Britain’s civilian 
population during Second World War found themselves under severe domestic restrictions, and 
occasionally bombing. Second World War changed the city completely – with bombs raining 
down nightly on London, the whole of London suffered.  
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3. The figure of the famous detective  
Agatha Christie created probably the most emasculate detective figure like a parody of 

typical heroic detective in terms of appearance and manners. This little Belgian, Hercule 
Poirot, first appeared in Agatha Christie’s first novel The Mysterious Affair at Styles in 1920. 
Agatha Christie later wrote numerous novels featuring this great detective and the last one 
was published in 1975 - Curtain: Poirot’s Last Case, though already written in the 1940s. 
There was one mistake that the author blamed herself for. When Poirot first appeared, he was 
already an old man. He left the Belgian police in 1904, when he was about 60 years old. If he 
grew older as an “ordinary mortal”, he would solve his last cases in the respectable age of 
130! So his aging had to be slower – for every three years he added himself only two years. 
Agatha Christie was sorry, that she did not get rid of him after three or four books. This could 
have been her intention in The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, where Poirot states that this was his 
last case. But the success of the book upset the applecart and Poirot stayed in her novels for 
long time. Hercule Poirot’s career lasted 55 years (1920-1975) and when he “died”, the 
newspapers on both sides of Atlantic printed obituaries. One of those even appeared on the 
first page of New York Times on August 6th 1975 and he was thus the only fictional character 
ever to be honoured in this way. Hercule Poirot has even become as famous as an independent 
character that Anne Hart, a librarian in Newfoundland has written his biography, The Life and 
Times of Hercule Poirot. 

When thinking of a new detective, she had some ideas in her head. He was supposed to 
have some experience with crime and criminals; to be clever, original and precise; to have an 
extraordinary name; to be the kind of detective that would not resemble anybody else. In 
creating the retired Belgian police officer, who moved to England after World War I. and 
started a second career as a private detective, she succeeded.  

In her Autobiography, Agatha Christie remembers that her native place, Torquay, was in 
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that time full of Belgian refugees. They were looked at with respect, as they came from brave 
little Belgium attacked by Germany, but also with a high hand, because they were neither as 
much intellectual as Frenchmen, nor such a good tradesmen as Dutchmen. It was a strange 
kind of foreignness. They were exotic in a way, which was exactly what Agatha Christie 
needed. She could use him as a contrast to Englishness, both in manner and behaviour: “Mon 
Dieu! It is that in this country you treat the affairs gastronomic with a criminal indifference.” 
(The Adventure of “The Western Star”, PI, 31) Though frequently mistaken for a Frenchman, 
who are generally and historically regarded as suspicious, Poirot functions in the stories to 
point up as well as indulge English prejudices about foreigners, e.g. that they are vain, 
excitable and eat funny food. He can speak English fluently, even though he sometimes 
makes mistakes that make the readers laugh. This considerably adds to the idea of caricature 
he was supposed to be. 

Agatha Christie gave him the name of Hercule Poirot as a kind of irony. His first 
name suggests an antic hero, the male myth. His parents probably admired antic mythology, 
as he has a brother named Achilles, who is mentioned in Big Four. His surname on contrary 
associates with a poirot, a clown. Little Hercules thus fights monsters of his times, the 
criminals. As he himself states, he is “the great Hercule Poirot, the terror of evildoers” (The 
Mystery of Hunter’s Lodge, PI, 89), even though he is too old and too unfit to be heroic. 

Poirot epitomized a compromise between the present in is unconventional behaviour and 
the past in appearance and manners. He is cosmopolitan as well as metropolitan. He lives in 
London, in Whitehaven Mansions, in a block of newly built service flats with chrome 
furniture and geometric designs. (Light, 73) On the other hand, he is a happy tourist, feeling 
as much at home in a guest house on the English Riviera as on the Orient Express. He leaves 
his house quite often and travels abroad, to Syria, Jordan, Egypt or Turkey, and every time 
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some kind of crime comes his way. This is the reason why he cannot stop being a detective, 
even though he tends to promise so for ages.  

Moving to Poirot’s personal qualities and behaviour it is now obvious that they must be 
extraordinary and unconventional. Poirot has many characteristics that have made him a 
legend all over the world. The first thing which people realise when getting to know him is 
not his intelligence even though he himself thinks that he is most likely to be best 
remembered for his ability to solve complicated mysteries with the help of “those brave little 
grey cells.” But it is rather the odd and waxed moustache, the egg-shaped head and his high 
opinion of himself that strikes people the most. He is an exotic, elderly little man, only five 
feet four inches tall; he has the blackest of hair and shining green eyes.  

A large number of detectives of the early days of mystery fiction were unmarried, celibate 
individuals and as Hercule Poirot is far from being termed handsome, he also remains a single 
man. This might be also for the lack of opportunities, but the main reason that he never 
married were probably the funny looks together with “Order and Method”: 

“Observe that Peerage – how you have replaced him! See you not that he tallest books go 
in the top shelf, the next tallest in the row beneath, and so on. Thus we have order, method, 
which, as I often told you…”                             (The Adventure of “The Western Star”, PI, 22)   

 
Actually the order and method became a kind of obsession. Hastings describes it with a 

grin: “Then, carefully and meticulously, he arranged the empty coffee-cups in a neat row, and 
beamed happily on the result.” (The Jewel Robbery at the Grand Metropolitan, PI, 154) In 
this fact, he is really ridiculed by the author, when he says: “It is really insupportable, that 
every hen lays an egg of different size! What symmetry can there be on the breakfast table? 
At least they should sort them in dozens at the shop!”(The Disappearance of Mr Davenheim, 
I, 228) 

However, what makes him being recognised among the thousands is his famous 
moustache that is of unique quality. No one could mistake his long, luxuriant (and incredibly 
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black) moustache with anyone else’s. Poirot carefully waxes it to make it perfect: 
He said, and there was a wistful note in his voice: 
“It is true that your moustache is superb…Tell me, do you use for it a special pomade?” 
“Pomade? Good lord, no!” 
“What do you use?” 
“Use? Nothing at all. It – it just grows.” 
Poirot sighed. “You are favoured by nature.” He caressed his own luxuriant black 

moustache, then sighed. “However expensive the preparation,” he murmured, “to restore the 
natural colour does somewhat impoverish the quality of the hair.”                   (Christmas, 132) 

 
Hercule Poirot, despite his small figure and funny head, likes the fashion. He is always 

neatly dressed in the finest of clothing that is always elegant and immaculately clean. With 
his patent leather shoes, little bowler hat, dapper clothes and moustache he is striking and 
somehow amusing figure. His friend Hastings wrote that Poirot had a limp when he walked. 
He waddles from one place to the next a little bit like a well-dressed penguin (Poirot web). 

“Dressed precisely the same as in London, he carried a small clothes-brush in his pocket 
and waged an unceasing war on the dust which accumulated on his dark apparel.” 

 (The Adventure of the Egyptian Tomb, PI, 134) 
 

Knowing what he looks like, one can wonder why Agatha Christie created such a 
funny looking figure and not a handsome and likeable detective as many of her 
contemporaries did. According to Light, this was also done in purpose. Poirot could afford his 
readers some necessary relief from those lantern-jawed fellows who bludgeon their way out 
of innumerable tight spots in the more backward-looking fiction of the period.  

If we move to his character, we can clearly see that he is a man of marvellous 
intelligence. He is proud of himself and often boasts. He “knows everything” that is why he 
chooses his cases. Considering his manners he candidly admits his passion for finer things of 
life and luxury, including first-rate food and good chocolate, exotic drinks (he loves strop de 
cassis or a special – Hastings calls it noxious – tisane), exotic locales, excellent served food, 
the theatre and other arts, and very comfortable hotel rooms. (Poirot web) But his faithful 
friend Hastings likes him the way he is: “In spite of his idiosyncrasies, I was deeply attached 
to my quaint little friend.” (The Adventure of “The Western Star”, PI, 21) 
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Nevertheless, Hercule Poirot’s nature is frequently described by negative adjectives. 
Sally R. Munt finds him narcissistic, emotive, feline, apparently irrational, eccentric, 
quixotic, obsessed with the domestic, and socially “other” in that he is a Belgian (8). The 
most striking feature is his ego: 

“All cannot be as Hercule Poirot! I know it well”  
“You really have the best opinion of yourself of anyone I ever knew!” I cried, divided 

between amusement and annoyance. 
“What will you? When one is unique, one knows it! And others share that opinion.” 

(The Adventure of “The Western Star”, PI, 9)  
 

He is always sure that people recognise him. It satisfies his egoism when people 
emphasise that he is a famous figure and that they find him very ingenious and clever. He 
has excellent memory and admirable patience that makes his investigation successful. And it 
is also the “weird questions” he asks: “The question seemed so ludicrously inappropriate that 
for a moment we both stared in silence.” (The Disappearance of Mr Davenheim, PI, 223) But 
the questions always turn out to be meaningful and Poirot always comes to the right solution. 
As Hasting says: “He did so hate failure of any kind.” (The Adventure of “The Western 
Star”, PI, 33)  

At this point the analysis of the detective methods can provide some additional 
information about the sleuth. Hercule Poirot is an experienced amateur detective, who states 
that the greatest tool for crime solving is “his little grey cells”: “The senses mislead. One 
must seek the truth within – not without.” (The Disappearance of Mr Davenheim, PI, 212) 
We can find him meditating and sitting for hours in his armchair, revising the present case – 
talking to himself to clarify his thoughts nodding his head, doing peculiar things and being 
fully absorbed in his inner thoughts. Hastings does not agree with this proceeding and Poirot 
can clearly see that: 

“It is not so that the detective should act, eh? I perceive your thought. He must be full 
of energy. He must rush to and fro. He should prostrate himself on the dusty road and seek 
the marks of tyres through a little glass. He must gather up the cigarette-end, the fallen 
match? This is your idea, is it not?”                       (The Kidnapped Prime Minister, PI, 197) 
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Hercule Poirot is a very discreet man. He usually hides the flow of his thoughts till the 

very end, till he is absolutely sure that his presumptions are correct. He is not used to sharing 
what is passing over his mind even with his colleagues, which they find really irritating. As 
Hastings says: “It’s all very well to try and explain it away afterwards. There really is a 
limit!” (The Adventure of “The Western Star”, PI, 40) 

 When investigating, he builds upon several principles: logic, sense, knowledge, feelings 
and psychological examination of the suspects. He deduces and then selects thoughts as one 
might select pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. He believes that all crimes are psychological and 
having clues is not everything. “Si, si, mon ami, it’s a pity that you study not the 
psychology…never does the woman destroy a letter if she can avoid it.” (The Adventure of 
“The Western Star”, PI, 40) He says while tapping his forehead: “The true clues are within – 
here!”(The Kidnapped Prime Minister, PI, 197) He has unbelievable ability to notice clues 
that seem irrelevant for the others involved in investigating. Hercule Poirot likes to stand 
aside only listening to other people and watching them. All these qualities together form the 
unique personality of the world most famous detective.  

Hercule Poirot is probably Agatha Christie’s best-known character – and he has, of 
course, often appeared in films, portrayed by various actors. Exactly five actors took a part of 
this great Belgian detective. Austin Trevor was the first one to play Hercule Poirot in three 
movies in the early thirties (Alibi, Black Coffee, Lord Edgware Dies). But he did not resemble 
Poirot very much; he was young, handsome and even clean shaven! In 1965 another actor, 
Tony Randall, played Poirot in only one film, The Alphabet Murders. In 1974 another unusual 
Poirot appeared, Albert Finney, in the Academy Award winning movie The Murder on the 
Orient Express, where the suspects were played by world famous actors, e.g. Ingrid Bergman 
and Sean Connery. Peter Ustinov played Poirot in Death on the Nile (1978), and has since 
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then appeared in the role of Hercule Poirot in several movies in the period of 10 years, such as 
Evil Under the Sun, Appointment with Death and a few TV-movies. But it is necessary to 
mention, that even him was not looking like his written counterpart. He was quite tall and 
stout with grey hair. Many fans of Poirot agree, that David Suchet (from the Poirot TV series, 
1989 - 1993) is the actor who has succeeded best in portraying the famous detective; his 
brilliant performance convinced fans that he was the one and only Poirot. This series contains 
almost all published works, featuring Hercule Poirot. The only exception is the 12 short 
stories from the book The Labours of Hercules and another three short stories. In addition, 
there have been so far another 17 feature films (see Appendix 2). 

Hercule Poirot was simply superb. But he was not always alone, he often has some 
assistant – in Christie’s early Poirot stories Captain Arthur Hastings tried to help him. Poirot 
liked him the most as he was not only his “Watson”, but also his good friend. Anyway, he 
always seemed to miss the clues that were of importance.  

Captain Hastings, the narrator of most of the stories, uses the pre-war language of 
romance. He raves about the smallness and whiteness of a lady’s hands and the love interest 
between the characters is in his presentation somehow sentimental: 

“Deduce, Poirot, from the following facts! Here is a young lady. She is coming along 
slowly, looking up at the houses as she goes. Unknown to her, she is being shadowed by three 
men and a middle-aged woman. They have just been joined by an errand boy who points after 
the girl, gesticulating as he does so. What drama is this being played? Is the girl a crook, and 
are the shadows detectives preparing to arrest her? Or are they scoundrels, and are they 
plotting to attack an innocent victim? What does the great detective say?” 

In a minute, he gave vent to an amused chuckle: “As usual, your facts are tinged with 
your incurable romanticism, my friend.”          (The Adventure of “The Western Star”, PI, 7-8) 

 
As he is the narrator, we do not get to know much of him. Only in The Mysterious Affair 

at Styles is mentioned, that he retired from Front because of the wound, spent few months in a 
depressive rest home, does not have any friends or relatives and that he is in that time, 1920, 
about thirty.  In the prologue of ABC Murders, there is mentioned his wife, who stays on 
ranch in South America, while her husband goes to England to settle up some business. 
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Agatha Christie herself confesses that she was inspired by Sherlock Holmes stories when 
creating this figure. Hastings is loyal, but a little bit slower in comprehension. Poirot often 
comments this fact with a great surprise: “You see nothing, my friend. As usual, nothing at 
all! It is incredible – but there it is” (The Jewel Robbery at the Grand Metropolitan, PI, 170). 
Hastings is more of a stooge than a helpmeet: “Poirot looked at me pityingly, shaking his head 
very gently. “Mon pauvre ami! But it is that you have not the gift! The important detail, you 
appreciate him never!” (The Disappearance of Mr Davenheim, PI, 224) But on the other 
hand, Poirot regards him as his best friend, asks for his opinion and sometimes even agrees 
with him: 

“And what do you think of Dr Bernard, Hastings?” 
“Rather an old ass” 
“Exactly. Your judgements of character are always profound, my friend.”  

(The Tragedy at Marsdon Manor, PI, 47) 
 
It is strange, that even though Hercule is almost every time a hundred percent correct as 

he has “uncanny luck in hitting the bull’s-eye” (The Adventure of “The Western Star”, PI, 
15), Hastings keeps laughing at his ideas and ridicule him: “You make fun of Papa Poirot, is it 
not so?” (The Disappearance of Mr Davenheim, PI, 218) 

Agatha Christie wanted to get rid of him as much as she wanted to get rid of Hercule 
Poirot. The later was impossible to achieve, but she could send Captain Hastings away to 
Argentina (in the novel Dumb Witness, 1937) and did not let him come back until forty years, 
later in 1975, to witness the last cases of the great Belgian. Their fate was bound together. 
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Conclusion 
The prime aim of this major thesis was to gain some information about English society in 

the early 20th century, especially the twenties and thirties as reflected in Agatha Christie’s 
texts. This work was based on some short stories and a novel by Agatha Christie featuring 
Poirot, I used namely the first of her collections, Poirot Investigates (1924) and her novel, 
Hercule Poirot’s Christmas (1938). 

Agatha Christie belongs to so-called “Golden Age” of detective literature, which is 
connected with the expansion of women writers, who inherited the heritage of the male 
inerrable heroic character and adjusted it to female point of view.  

The life of Agatha Christie was full of situations that inspired her writing, such as her 
work as pharmaceutical dispensary at the hospital, where she gained her knowledge of 
poisons. Overall, her texts were influenced by the trends of her times and her life – the 
passion for travelling, archaeological expeditions and places she visited as well as the places 
where she lived. However, Agatha Christie did not emphasize the contemporary aspects of the 
society very much. Instead, she closely concentrates on details of every day life, such as 
clothes, conventions or family relationships.  

Agatha Christie was very creative. In her short stories, she deals with all kinds of crimes, 
settings and characters. There is a burglary among the British aristocracy as well as murder 
committed by doctor in Egypt. She uses the force of superstitions and the supernatural powers. 

On the other hand, in her novel, she concerns herself with a family affair and different 
people, such as MP or son of a gold-miner, that want to take revenge on their long past 
enemies. She describes the men as being either despotic or too weak to take any action and 
dependent on their wives. In both texts we find foreigners, not only in the character of 
detective, but also among other prominent characters, such as Spaniard Pilar in Hercule 
Poirot’s Christmas and Hassan in The Adventure of the Egyptian Tomb, who is of Arabic 
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origin. What connects those two texts is the presence of the famous sleuth, Hercule Poirot.  
Christie’s detective was definitely created to ridicule the infallible detectives of the 

period. Agatha Christie made him a connector between the past Edwardian Britain and 
modern age, which is represented by him being a Belgian refugee. She managed to harmonise 
the past with the present. When Agatha Christie made him Belgian, she among other things 
provided scope for some of his memorable characteristics – the exuberant use of French in 
his speech, minute and somehow adorable inaccuracies in his English, his theatrical attitudes 
and gallant manners. Along with his ridiculous appearance, we are also given a wide range of 
personal eccentricities – his passion for order and method or a fondness of camomile tea, 
which almost kills him.  

But beneath all that demonstrativeness, there shelters a hearty, amiable, immensely 
clever and stupendously experienced gentleman, full of human comprehension that helps 
him solve any case that comes in his way. 

Agatha Christie was not afraid to create character that entirely differed from the 
mainstream of the characters of the Golden age period. This is her uniqueness. And above all, 
Agatha Christie succeeded in making Hercule Poirot an eternal character and herself the most 
read author of detective story in the world. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



  

- 48 - 

Works Cited 

Primary sources: 
• Christie, Agatha. An Autobiography. London: Collins, 1977. 
• Christie, Agatha. Hercule Poirot’s Christmas. London: Pan Books, 1967. 
• Christie, Agatha. Poirot Investigates. London: Collins, 2001. 

Secondary sources: 
• Light, Alison. “Agatha Christie and conservative modernity.” In Forever England. 

Femininity, Literature and Conservatism between the Wars. London: Routledge, 1991. 
• Morgan, Janet. Agatha Christie. A Biography. Glasgow: Collins, 1985. 
• Munt, R. Sally. Murder by the Book? London: Routledge, 1994.  
• Sins for father Knox by Josef Skvorecky, translated by Kaca Polackova Henley, New 

York: Norton and Company, 1989. 
• Symons, Julian. Bloody Murder, ch. 8, 9. Handout for “English Queens of Crime”, 

seminar, Masaryk University, 2005. 
• Trodd, Anthea. “Crime Fiction.” In Womens Writing in English, Britain 1900 - 

1945. London: Routledge, 1991, 129 - 136. 
Internet web pages 

• http://www.poirot.cz 
• http://www.agathachristie.com/essentials/bio.shtml 
• http://www. new_bedside.com/agatha/writers.htm 
• http://www.nd.edu/~rwoodbur/christie/poirot.htm 
• www.britannia.com/history/h90.html 
• http://christie.mysterynet.com 
• http://www.mysterybookstore.com/agatha-christie 
• http://www.angelfire.com/fl/christianx/page15.html 



  

- 49 - 

Appendix 1 

Agatha Christie’s Writings in Twenties and Thirties 
The Mysterious Affair at Styles (1920) 
The Secret Adversary (1922) 
The Murder on the Links (1923) 
The Man in the Brown Suit (1924) 
Poirot Investigates (1924) 
The Secret of Chimneys (1925) 
The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1926) 
The Big Four (1927) 
The Mystery of the Blue Train (1928) 
The Seven Dials Mystery (1929) 
Partners in Crime (1929) 
The Mysterious Mr. Quin (1930) 
The Murder at the Vicarage (1930) 
The Sittaford Mystery (1931) 
Peril at End House (1932) 
The Thirteen Problems (1932) 
Lord Edgware Dies (1933) 
The Hound of Death and Other Stories (1933) 

Murder on the Orient Express (1934) 
The Listerdale Mystery and Other Stories  
      (1934)  
Why Didn’t They Ask Evans? (1934) 
Parker Pyne Investigates (1934) 
Three-Act Tragedy (1934) 
Death in the Clouds (1935) 
The A.B.C. Murders (1936) 
Murder in Mesopotamia (1936) 
Cards on the Table (1936) 
Dumb Witness (1937) 
Death on the Nile (1937) 
Murder in the Mews (1937) 
Appointment With Death (1938) 
Hercule Poirot’s Christmas (1938) 
Murder Is Easy (1939) 
And Then There Were None (1939) 
Regatta Mystery and Other Stories (1939) 

 
Source: http://www.agathachristie.com/booksplays/bookpages/1699.shtm 
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Appendix 2 

Feature Films Starring David Suchet as Hercule Poirot  
1. Poirot: The Hollow, 2004, dir. by Simon Langton 
2. Poirot: Death on the Nile, 2004, dir. by Andy Wilson 
3. Poirot: Sad Cypress, 2003, dir. by Dave Moore 
4. Poirot: Five Little Pigs, 2003, dir. by Paul Unwin 
5. Murder in Mesopotamia, 2001, dir. by Tom Clegg 
6. Evil Under the Sun, 2001, dir. by Brian Farnham 
7. Lord Edgware Dies, 2000, dir. by Brian Farnham 
8. The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, 2000, dir. by Andrew Grieve 
9. The ABC Murders, 1999, dir. by Andrew Grieve 
10. Death in the Clouds, 1999, dir. by Stephen Whittaker  
11. Dumb Witness, 1996, dir. by Edward Bennett 
12. Hickory Dickory Dock, 1995, dir. by Andrew Grieve 
13. Murder on the Links, 1995, dir. by Andrew Grieve 
14. Hercule Poirot's Christmas, 1994, dir. by Edward Bennett 
15. One, Two, Buckle My Shoe, 1991, dir. by Ross Devenish 
16. The Mysterious Affair at Styles, 1990, dir. by Ross Devenish 
17.  Peril at End House, 1990, dir. by Renny Rye 

Sources: 
• http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0235681/ 
• http://www.d-suchet.narod.ru/eng/poirot.htm#4#4 
• http://www.screenselect.co.uk/visitor/searchresults.html?domain=dvd&search_ 

keywords=Poirot&page=1&field=search_title 
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