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About Agatha Christie

Agatha Christie is known throughout the world as the Queen of Crime. Her books have sold over a billion copies in English and another billion in 100 foreign languages. She is the most widely published author of all time and in any language, outsold only by the Bible and Shakespeare. Mrs Christie is the author of eighty crime novels and short story collections, nineteen plays, and six novels written under the name of Mary Westmacott.

Agatha Christies first novel, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, was written towards the end of World War I (during which she served in the Voluntary Aid Detachments). In it she created Hercule Poirot, the little Belgian investigator who was destined to become the most popular detective in crime fiction since Sherlock Holmes. After having been rejected by a number of houses, The Mysterious Affair at Styles was eventually published by The Bodley Head in 1920.

In 1926, now averaging a book a year, Agatha Christie wrote her masterpiece. The Murder of Roger Ackroyd was the first of her books to be published by William Collins and marked the beginning of an author-publisher relationship that lasted for fifty years and produced over seventy books. The Murder of Roger Ackroyd was also the first of Agatha Christies works to be dramatisedas Alibiand to have a successful run in Londons West End. The Mousetrap, her most famous play, opened in 1952 and runs to this day at St Martins Theatre in the West End; it is the longest-running play in history.

 
Agatha Christie was made a Dame in 1971. She died in 1976, since when a number of her books have been published: the bestselling novel Sleeping Murder appeared in 1976, followed by An Autobiography and the short story collections Miss Marples Final Cases; Problem at Pollensa Bay; and While the Light Lasts. In 1998, Black Coffee was the first of her plays to be novelised by Charles Osborne, Mrs Christies biographer.
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The Marples






The Murder at the Vicarage; The Thirteen Problems; The Body in the Library; The Moving Finger; A Murder Is Announced; They Do It with Mirrors; A Pocket Full of Rye; 4.50 from Paddington; The Mirror Crackd from Side to Side; A Caribbean Mystery; At Bertrams Hotel; Nemesis; Sleeping Murder; Miss Marples Final Cases

1. The Murder at the Vicarage (1930)

The murder of Colonel Protheroeshot through the headis a shock to everyone in St. Mary Mead, though hardly an unpleasant one. Now even the vicar, who had declared that killing the detested Protheroe would be doing the world at large a favour, is a suspectthe Colonel has been dispatched in the clergymans study, no less. But tiny St. Mary Mead is overpopulated with suspects. There is of course the faithless Mrs Protheroe; and there is of course her young loveran artist, to boot. Perhaps more surprising than the revelation of the murderer is the detective who will crack the case: a whitehaired old lady with a gentle, appealing manner. Miss Jane Marple has arrived on the scene, and crime literatures private mens club of great detectives will never be the same.


	Saturday Review of Literature: When she really hits her stride, as she does here, Agatha Christie is hard to surpass.



2. The Thirteen Problems (1932)

Over six Tuesday evenings a group gathers at Miss Marples house to ponder unsolved crimes. The company is inclined to forget their elderly hostess as they become mesmerized by the sinister tales they tell one another. But it is always Miss Marples quiet genius that names the criminal or the means of the misdeed. As indeed is true in subsequent gatherings at the country home of Colonel and Mrs Bantry, where another set of terrible wrongs is related by the assembled guestsand righted, by Miss Marple.

The stories: The Tuesday Night Club; The Idol House of Astarte; Ingots of Gold; The Bloodstained Pavement; Motive v Opportunity; The Thumb Mark of St Peter; The Blue Geranium; The Companion; The Four Suspects; A Christmas Tragedy; The Herb of Death; The Affair at the Bungalow; Death by Drowning.


	Daily Mirror: The plots are so good that one marvelsMost of them would have made a full-length thriller.




3. The Body in the Library (1942)

The very-respectable Colonel and Mrs Bantry have awakened to discover the body of a young woman in their library. She is wearing evening dress and heavy make-up, which is now smeared across her cold cheeks. But who is she? How did she get there? And what is her connection with another dead girl, whose charred remains are later discovered in an abandoned quarry? The Bantrys turn to Miss Marple to solve the mystery.

Of note: Many of the residents of St. Mary Mead, who appeared in the first full-length Miss Marple mystery twelve years earlier, The Murder at the Vicarage, return in The Body in the Library. Mrs Christie wrote Body simultaneously with the Tommy and Tuppence Beresford spy thriller N or M?, alternating between the two novels to keep herself, as she put it, fresh at task.


	The Times Literary Supplement wrote of this second Marple novel: It is hard not to be impressed.



4. The Moving Finger (1943)

Lymstock is a town with more than its share of shameful secretsa town where even a sudden outbreak of anonymous hate-mail causes only a minor stir. But all of that changes when one of the recipients, Mrs Symmington, appears to have been driven to suicide. I cant go on, her final note reads. Only Miss Marple questions the coroners verdict. Was this the work of a poison pen? Or of a poisoner?


Of note: The Moving Finger was a favourite of its author. From An Autobiography (1977): I find thatI am really pleased withThe Moving Finger. It is a great test to reread what one has written some seventeen or eighteen years before. Ones view changes. Some do not stand the test of time, others do.


	The Times: Beyond all doubt the puzzle in The Moving Finger is fit for the experts.



5. A Murder Is Announced (1950)

The invitation spelled it out quite clearly: A murder is announced and will take place on Friday, October 29th, at Little Paddocks, at 6:30 p.m. Everyone in town expected a simple party gamea secret murderer is chosen, the lights go out, the victim falls, and the players guess whodunit. Amusing, indeeduntil a real corpse is discovered. A game as murderous as this requires the most brilliant player of all: Jane Marple.


	Robert Barnard: As good as Agatha Christie ever wrote.

	A.A. Milne: Establishes firmly her claim to the throne of detection. The plot is as ingenious as everthe dialogue both wise and witty; while the suspense is maintained very skillfully 

	The New York Times Book Review: A super-smooth Christieneat murders in an English villagean assortment of her famous red herrings, all beautifully marinated.



6. They Do It with Mirrors (1952)

A sense of danger pervades the rambling Victorian mansion in which Jane Marples friend Carrie Louise livesand not only because the building doubles as a rehabilitation centre for criminal youths. One inmate attempts, and fails, to shoot dead the administrator. But simultaneously, in another part of the building, a mysterious visitor is less lucky. Miss Marple must employ all her cunning to solve the riddle of the strangers visit, and his murderwhile protecting her friend from a similarly dreadful fate.


	Guardian: Brilliant.

	The New York Times: No one on either side of the Atlantic does it better.



7. A Pocket Full of Rye (1953)

Rex Fortescue, king of a financial empire, was sipping tea in his counting house when he suffered an agonising and sudden death. The only clue to his murder: loose grain found in his pocket. The murder seems without rhyme or reasonuntil shrewd Jane Marple recalls that delightful nursery rhyme, Sing a Song of Sixpence. A playful hint indeed for a murder that is anything but childs play.


	Times Literary Supplement: Ingenious.



	The New York Times: The best of the novels starring Miss Marple.



8. 4.50 from Paddington (1957)

For an instant the two trains ran side by side. In that frozen moment, Elspeth McGillicuddy stared helplessly out of her carriage window as a man tightened his grip around a womans throat. The body crumpled. Then the other train drew away. But who, apart from Mrs McGillicuddys friend Jane Marple, would take her story seriously? After all, there are no other witnesses, no suspects, and no casefor there is no corpse, and no one is missing. Miss Marple asks her highly efficient and intelligent young friend Lucy Eyelesbarrow to infiltrate the Crackenthorpe family, who seem to be at the heart of the mystery, and help unmask a murderer.

Of note: The introduction of Lucy Eyelesbarrow as a side-kick to Miss Marple was lauded by the critics, but her work with the older detective was limited to this novel.

9. The Mirror Crackd from Side to Side (1962)

The quaint village of St. Mary Mead has been glamourized by the presence of screen queen Marina Gregg, who has taken up residence in preparation for her comeback. But when a local fan is poisoned, Marina finds herself starring in a real-life mysterysupported with scene-stealing aplomb by Jane Marple, who suspects that the lethal cocktail was intended for someone else. But who? If it was meant for Marina, then why? And before the final fade-out, who else from St. Mary Meads cast of seemingly innocent characters is going to be eliminated?


	Times Literary Supplement: The piecesdrop into place with a satisfying click. Agatha Christie deserves her fame.



10. A Caribbean Mystery (1964)

As Jane Marple sat basking in the tropical sunshine she felt mildly discontented with life. True, the warmth eased her rheumatism, but here in paradise nothing ever happened. Then a question was put to her by a stranger: Would you like to see a picture of a murderer? Before she has a chance to answer, the man vanishes, only to be found dead the next day. The mysteries abound: Where is the picture? Why is the hotelier prone to nightmares? Why doesnt the most talked-about guest, a reclusive millionaire, ever leave his room? And why is Miss Marple herself fearful for her life?

Of note: A Caribbean Mystery introduces the wealthy (and difficult) Mr Jason Rafiel, who will call upon Miss Marple for help in Nemesis (1971)after his death.


	Observer: Livelinessinfectious zestas good as anything Mrs Christie has done.

	The New York Times: Throws off the false clues and misleading events as only a master of the art can do.




11. At Bertrams Hotel (1965)

When Jane Marple comes up from the country for a holiday in London, she finds what shes looking for at Bertrams: a restored London hotel with traditional decor, impeccable serviceand an unmistakable atmosphere of danger behind the highly polished veneer. Yet not even Miss Marple can foresee the violent chain of events set in motion when an eccentric guest makes his way to the airport on the wrong day

Of note: Bertrams was inspired by Browns Hotel in London, where the author was a frequent visitor.


	Saturday Review of Literature: One of the authors very best productions, with splendid pace, bright lines.

	The New York Times: A joy to read from beginning to end, especially in its acute sensitivity to the contrasts between this era and that of Miss Marples youth.

	The New Yorker: Mrs Christies pearly talent for dealing with all the words and pomps that go with murder English-style shimmers steadily in this tale of the noisy woe that shatters the extremely expensive peace of Bertrams famously old-fashioned hotel.




12. Nemesis (1971)

Even the unflappable Miss Marple is astounded as she reads the letter addressed to her on instructions from the recently deceased tycoon Mr Jason Rafiel, whom she had met on holiday in the West Indies (A Caribbean Mystery). Recognising in her a natural flair for justice and a genius for crime-solving, Mr Rafiel has bequeathed to Miss Marple a 20,000 legacyand a legacy of an entirely different sort. For he has asked Miss Marple to investigatehis own murder. The only problem is, Mr Rafiel has failed to name a suspect or suspects. And, whoever they are, they will certainly be determined to thwart Miss Marples inquiriesno matter what it will take to stop her.

Of note: Nemesis is the last Jane Marple mystery that Agatha Christie wrotethough not the last Marple published.


	Best Sellers: The old charm is still there and a good deal of the old magic in plotting, too.

	Times Literary Supplement: Miss Marple is an old lady now, knowing that a scent for evil is still, in the evening of her days, her peculiar gift.



13. Sleeping Murder (1976)

Soon after Gwenda Reed moves into her new home, odd things start to happen. Despite her best efforts to modernise the house, she only succeeds in dredging up its past. Worse, she feels an irrational sense of terror every time she climbs the stairsIn fear, Gwenda turns to Jane Marple to exorcise her ghosts. Between them, they are to solve a perfect crime committed many years before

Of note: Agatha Christie wrote Sleeping Murder during World War II and had it placed in a bank vault for over thirty years.


	Chicago Tribune: Agatha Christie saved the best for last.

	Sunday Express: A puzzle that is tortuous, surprising, andsatisfying.



14. Miss Marples Final Cases (1979)

Despite the title, the stories collected here recount cases from the middle of Miss. Marples career. They are: Sanctuary; Strange Jest; Tape-Measure Murder; The Case of the Caretaker; The Case of the Perfect Maid; Miss Marple Tells a Story; The Dressmakers Doll; In a Glass Darkly; Greenshaws Folly.


	The Republican (Springfield, Massachusetts): When it all becomes clear as day, the reader can only say, Now why didnt I think of that? But he never does. Mrs Christie at her best.









Charles Osborne on 
Sleeping Murder




In October, 1976, Sleeping Murder: Miss Marples Last Case was posthumously published. This, the second of the two novels she had written during the Second World War, was the one Agatha Christie had made over, by deed of gift, to Max Mallowan. Until it appeared, a number of readers had continued to entertain the hope that, one day, their author would allow Hercule Poirot and Jane Marple to meet and to work together on a murder case. But this idea had never appealed to Agatha Christie. Why should they? she wrote.21 I am sure they would not enjoy it at all. Hercule Poirot, the complete egoist, would not like being taught his business by an elderly spinster lady. He was a professional sleuth, he would not be at home at all in Miss Marples world. No, they are both stars, and they are stars in their own right. I shall not let them meet unless I feel a sudden and unexpected urge to do so.

She never felt that urge. Unlike Poirot in Curtain, Miss Marple is allowed to survive her last case, but as with Curtain, the chronology of Sleeping Murder will not bear too close a scrutiny. Although it was written in the early forties, the reader must imagine it is happening after 1971 and Nemesis, if he is to regard it as really being Miss Marples last case. (A further posthumous volume, entitled Miss Marples Final Cases, was to appear three years later, but would turn out to consist of stories written and previously published at least thirty years earlier.)

The heroine of Sleeping Murder attends a performance in London of Websters The Duchess of Malfi with John Gielgud in the cast. This can only have been during the Gielgud repertory season at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket, in 1944, when Gielgud played Ferdinand to Peggy Ashcrofts Duchess, which makes it difficult not to envisage the events of the narrative as occurring in the mid-forties. And, indeed, Miss Marple is presented as an attractive old lady, tall and thin, with pink cheeks and blue eyes and a gentle, rather fussy manner. There is no hint of that fragility of extreme old age which had crept up on her by the time of At Bertrams Hotel (1965), or Nemesis which, published in 1971, must be regarded as Miss Marples real last case.

Towards the end of the performance of The Duchess of Malfi, when she hears the actor playing Ferdinand utter the famous line, Cover her face; mine eyes dazzle: she died young, Gwenda Reed reacts in an extraordinary manner:

 

Gwenda screamed.

She sprang up from her seat, pushed blindly past the others out into the aisle, through the exit and up the stairs and so to the street. She did not stop, even then, but half walked, half ran, in a blind panic up the Haymarket.



Yes, it was clearly the Theatre Royal, Haymarket (though Agatha Christie calls it His Majestys Theatre, which is opposite). What, one wonders, can John Gielgud, who played Ferdinand, have thought? He is an actor who would have noticed a member of his audience walking, nay, running out on him.

Gwenda had experienced a sudden flash of revelation. She had heard that line before, as a child, and it had been accompanied by a vision of murder and of a murderer. Inexplicably, it seemed to have taken place in the house by the sea in South Devon which she, a young married woman of twenty-one and just arrived from New Zealand, had only recently bought.

Gwendas husband Giles is a distant cousin of the well-known novelist Raymond West, and so it comes to pass that Raymonds aunt, Miss Marple, agrees to help Gwenda unravel her mystery. This is one of Agatha Christies favourite crimes in the past, and it is one of the most baffling, for there are several questions to be answered. Who, if anyone, was killed, and where, and when, and why? Also, of course, by whom? There is one enormous coincidence to be swallowed, but Dame Agatha disarmingly dares the reader not to swallow it: Its not impossible, my dear, Miss Marple says to Gwenda. Its just a very remarkable coincidenceand remarkable coincidences do happen.

Does the line from The Duchess of Malfi offer too helpful a clue to those who know their Webster? Or is that merely a red herring? Incest does play a part in Sleeping Murder as well as in Websters play. One or two characters from St Mary Mead make brief appearances, there is an enjoyable postscript set on the terrace of the Imperial Hotel, Torquay, and there is also an odd little mystery which has been referred to earlier. At the beginning of Chapter 10 of Sleeping Murder Gwenda visits a sanatorium in Norfolk, and has an odd, chance encounter with an old lady while she is sitting in a waiting-room.


Her eyes rested thoughtfully on Gwenda and presently she leaned forward towards her and spoke in what was almost a whisper.

Is it your poor child, my dear?

Gwenda looked slightly taken aback. She said doubtfully: Nono. It isnt.

Ah, I wondered. The old lady nodded her head and sipped her milk. Then she said conversationally, Half past tenthats the time. Its always at half past ten. Most remarkable. She lowered her voice and leaned forward again.

Behind the fireplace, she breathed. But dont say I told you.



In Sleeping Murder this leads to nothing, and we are to assume that the old lady is merely a senile patient of the nursing home. But perhaps she is the Julia Lancaster who in 1968 will say (or has said?) very much the same thing to Tuppence Beresford in By the Pricking of My Thumbs. A similar incident is referred to by a character in The Pale Horse of 1961. Is there some deeper meaning to this recurrent Christiean motif? Should research students be set to work on it? Or is it, as seems most likely, based on something once said in the waiting room of a nursing home to Agatha Christie, and never forgotten by her? But could she really have used it for the second and third times without realizing that she had already made use of it? Again, did no editor at her publishers ever draw her attention to it? Let it remain a marvel and a mystery to the world.

Once again, life chose to imitate Agatha Christies art. The following news story from its Washington correspondent appeared in the London Times on 17 December 1979, under the heading Visions find an Agatha Christie murderer:


A particularly gruesome murder has been uncovered in North Carolina, in circumstances very similar to Agatha Christies last novel, Sleeping Murder. In the book, a woman returns to her childhood home, where events trigger memories long suppressed of the time when she saw.22

In the North Carolina case, Mrs Annie Perry recently started having visions of the time her father disappeared in April, 1944. She was then 10. She told the police last week that on Easter morning she saw her mother in the kitchen and the sink full of pots and pans of bloody water.

Later that day she saw her fathers body almost naked in an unused room. During the night she heard butchering sounds.

The family lived on a farm, and had an outside privy. In the following week, when using the privy she looked down the hole and saw her fathers face floating.

Her mother, Mrs Winnie Cameron, reported her husband missing and in due course obtained a divorce, on grounds of desertion.

When the daughter recently began to have visions, she went to a psychiatrist who sent her to the police.

They took the matter seriously enough to obtain a search warrant. She took them to the site of the privy, where they dug and found human bones.

On Friday afternoon the police found Mrs Cameron. She had shot herself, leaving a suicide note in which she confessed to the murder of her husband.



Sleeping Murder: Miss Marples Last Case was enormously successful, attracting more favourable reviews than had been accorded to Poirots last case. The Chicago Tribune put it succinctly: Agatha Christie saved the best for last.

About Charles Osborne

This essay was adapted from Charles Osbornes The Life and Crimes of Agatha Christie: A Biographical Companion to the Works of Agatha Christie (1982, rev. 1999). Mr. Osborne was born in Brisbane in 1927. He is known internationally as an authority on opera, and has written a number of books on musical and literary subjects, among them The Complete Operas of Verdi (1969); Wagner and His World (1977); and W.H. Auden: The Life of a Poet (1980). An addict of crime fiction and the worlds leading authority on Agatha Christie, Charles Osborne adapted the Christie plays Black Coffee (Poirot); Spiders Web; and The Unexpected Guest into novels. He lives in London.
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21In An Autobiography.
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22Remainder of sentence suppressed by C.O.








