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    Known for her murder mysteries, Agatha Christie is the best-selling novelist of all time. She has written a total of 66detective novels, along with 14collections of short stories and several plays, including The Mousetrap, which is the world’s longest running play. Over a billion copies of her works have been sold in English alone. Christie is viewed as the creator of the traditional detective novel, introducing many of the tropes now associated with the genre. She is best-known for her works featuring the characters of Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple. Christie has been given numerous awards for her writings and was the first ever recipient of the Mystery Writers of America's highest honour, the Grand Master Award. In 1971, she was awarded a DBE for her contributions to literature.


    Christie married twice and had one daughter, Rosalind, in 1919. Christie participated in the war effort in both the First and the Second World Wars, working in hospital dispensaries, where she acquired much of her knowledge of poisons. Christie’s family continue to manage her estate to this day, with her great-grandson now the chair of Agatha Christie Ltd.
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    The Murder of Roger Ackroyd was the third of Christie’s novels to feature Hercule Poirot, a peculiar Belgian detective with a talent for solving difficult cases using his “little grey cells”. In this novel, Poirot is pulled out of retirement to investigate the murder of his wealthy industrialist friend. The tale of blackmail and murder is known for its surprising ending, often heralded as one of the best twists of all time.


    In 2013, the British Crime Writers' Association voted The Murder of Roger Ackroyd the best crime novel ever written. It was the first of Christie’s works to be published by HarperCollins and the first to be adapted for the stage. The novel remains one of Christie’s best-known works, and is one of her most controversial, with some criticising her breaches of the conventions of detective fiction.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    WELCOME TO KING’S ABBOT


    The novel is narrated by DrJames Sheppard, who lives with his nosy sister Caroline in the village of King’s Abbot. The village is quiet and traditional and contains two large houses, one owned by the widow MrsFerrars, whose husband died a year previously, and the other by Roger Ackroyd, a widower who lives with his stepson Ralph, his sister-in-law, her daughter Flora, and his housekeeper Miss Russell. The novel opens with the death of MrsFerrars: Caroline believes that she killed herself out of guilt because she poisoned her husband. Roger Ackroyd, with whom Sheppard is friendly, invites Sheppard to dinner that night. Miss Russell later visits his surgery and asks about drug addiction and poisons. Sheppard meets his new neighbour, a retired ‘MrPorrot’, and visits Ralph, who tells him that he is staying at an inn after a row with his stepfather.


    Sheppard arrives at Roger Ackroyd’s house at half past seven and dines with Roger, MrsAckroyd, Flora, Geoffrey Raymond (Roger’s secretary) and Major Hector Blunt (Roger’s friend). After dinner, Roger takes Sheppard to his office and reveals that MrsFerrars, with whom he was romantically involved, did indeed kill her husband and was being blackmailed. Roger receives a letter from MrsFerrars revealing the identity of the blackmailer and asks Sheppard to leave while he reads it. Sheppard leaves, encountering a familiar stranger on his way out. In the night Sheppard receives a phone call telling him that Roger has been murdered. He returns to the house, where the butler Parker denies making the call. However, Roger is found stabbed in the study and the police are called. Raymond heard Roger talking to someone at half past nine. Flora seems to have been the last to see Roger alive, saying goodnight to him at 10pm.


    The letter has vanished, so Sheppard tells the police about the blackmail. They learn that Roger was stabbed with his own ornate knife. Sheppard had heard someone looking in the silver box, where the knife was kept, when he arrived for dinner.


    POIROT JOINS THE INVESTIGATION


    Sheppard discovers that Ralph has left the inn but keeps the information to himself. Flora, who is engaged to Ralph, fears that he will be a suspect, so she reveals Poirot’s identity and asks him to investigate. Poirot asks Sheppard to assist him. Poirot examines the scene and learns that Parker, the chief suspect, has been cleared by fingerprints. Parker reveals that a chair has been moved in the study and the police find footprints on the windowsill matching Ralph’s shoes. The police focus their attention on Ralph while Poirot and Sheppard examine the garden, finding a scrap of fabric and a quill in the summerhouse. Poirot and Sheppard overhear a conversation between Blunt and Flora, in which Blunt appears interested in her. They then find a wedding ring in the pond with an ‘R’ inscribed on it.


    Roger’s will is read: Flora, Miss Russell, Raymond and MrsAckroyd have all inherited, but Ralph has received the most. Raymond discovers that £40 is missing from Roger’s desk, leading to Poirot questioning the maids. One, Ursula Bourne, was fired that day for touching papers in Roger’s office and has no alibi. Poirot sends Sheppard to talk to Ursula’s former employer, who refuses to talk. Poirot talks with Caroline and learns from her that Miss Russell visited Sheppard and that Ralph had been meeting a mystery girl in the woods. The inquest is held, and Poirot tells the police that the fingerprints on the knife are the victim’s own. He assembles everyone - Blunt, Flora, MrsAckroyd, Raymond, and Sheppard - together and accuses everybody of concealing something.


    THE CONFESSIONS BEGIN


    Poirot and Sheppard dine together and Sheppard worries that Ralph may be guilty. Poirot, however, believes he is innocent. Poirot deduces that the stranger visiting the house was Canadian and was meeting someone in the summerhouse, not Roger in his office. MrsAckroyd confesses to Sheppard that she was the one who looked through Roger’s papers, hoping to find his will, and that she left the silver box open. Poirot wonders why Ursula would falsely confess to moving the papers and wants to know the colour of Ralph’s boots. Caroline tells him that they are black. Raymond confesses that he was in debt before the murder, so he has a motive. Poirot tells Sheppard that he suspects Parker and gets Parker to recreate his actions that night. From this, Poirot works out that Flora never saw Roger on the night of his death. She stole the £40 and pretended to be leaving the study when she saw Parker. However, Blunt offers to take the blame for her and Poirot tells him to confess his love for her. Parker reveals that he blackmailed his previous boss and was trying to eavesdrop on Roger but had not learnt anything from it.


    A man, Charles Kent, is arrested in Liverpool, suspected of being the strange visitor. Poirot and Sheppard go to meet him. It turns out that he is the illegitimate son of Miss Russell, who met him in the summerhouse. He is a cocaine addict who wanted money off his mother, who asked Sheppard about drug use as well as poisons.


    ALL IS REVEALED


    Poirot confronts Ursula, who is revealed to be Ralph’s wife. She threw her wedding ring in the pond after Ralph decided to marry Flora to secure his inheritance. Ursula had told Roger the truth, which led to her being sacked and caused Roger to threaten to disinherit Ralph, giving Ralph a strong motive to murder him before he could change his will.


    Poirot gathers the suspects and reveals that Roger had recently bought a dictaphone, which was what Raymond heard. Poirot brings Ralph into the room, revealing that Sheppard had been hiding him to protect him. Poirot tells the room that he knows who the murderer is and that they should come forward to protect the innocent Ralph.


    Poirot then discusses the case alone with Sheppard. Poirot reveals that the phone call, which had puzzled him from the beginning, allowed the killer to remove the dictaphone from the study and accuses Sheppard himself. Poirot explains that Sheppard must have set the dictaphone to play a recording of Roger at half past nine, tricking Raymond into thinking he was alive when Sheppard had murdered him earlier. The fake phone call ensured that Sheppard was the first to discover the body, allowing him to quickly remove the dictaphone. Sheppard then framed Ralph while pretending to protect him. Poirot accuses Sheppard of being the blackmailer, having realised that MrFerrars was poisoned when examining the body. Poirot gives Sheppard the opportunity to commit suicide to protect his reputation and therefore spare Caroline from the truth. Sheppard writes his confession and takes an overdose.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    DR JAMES SHEPPARD


    Sheppard, the narrator of the novel, is a doctor with a keen interest in mechanical devices and appears to be a reliable, friendly man. Poirot seems to like him and compares him to his faithful companion Captain Hastings, who frequently narrates Poirot novels. We are naturally disposed to trust the narrator of a tale, so we do not suspect him of the murder, making the revelation of his crimes all the more shocking. The novel’s ending makes it clear that Sheppard is a weak man, whose desperation to solve his financial difficulties led him to commit terrible acts.


    Despite him being the narrator, we learn very little about Sheppard. However, there are some indications that he is not as nice as we initially assume. His descriptions of other characters tend to be negative and he looks down on the residents of King’s Abbot. This arrogance contrasts with his outwardly pleasant manner. He does not appear to feel remorse when his crimes are discovered, and willingly murdered his close friend Roger, suggesting that he can be cold and detached.


    HERCULE POIROT


    Poirot is Christie’s most famous creation: a Belgian detective whose arrogance sometimes annoys those around him. At the beginning of the novel, Poirot has retired. His friend, Roger, has agreed to help him remain anonymous in town, going by the name of ‘MrPorrot’. Despite having what others view as unusual habits, Poirot is a brilliant detective, using his psychological assessments of his suspects to deduce a motive for the crime. Poirot is not motivated by a desire for fame or fortune; he simply wants to find the answer to the puzzle and says that he cannot stop once he has begun an investigation. His decision to let Sheppard commit suicide demonstrates that legal justice is not his main priority.


    Poirot often uses French words instead of their English alternatives, highlighting his outsider status in King’s Abbot, which is every inch a traditional English town. Sheppard describes Poirot as “little” with an “egg-shaped head” and “two immense moustaches” (p.21).


    ROGER ACKROYD


    The titular Roger Ackroyd is, not surprisingly, the murder victim and his death is the catalyst for the events of the novel. Ackroyd is a wealthy manufacturer of around50, who Sheppard says resembles the stereotype of a country squire. His wife (an alcoholic) died many years before the start of the novel and he has recently become involved with MrsFerrars. We are told that he is well-liked in the village, but his family claim that he was mean with his money and it is revealed that there was a lot of tension in his household prior to his death.


    CAROLINE SHEPPARD


    Caroline is Sheppard’s sister, with whom he resides. She is incredibly nosy and loves to gossip, so the case fascinates her. Sheppard is baffled by her ability to find out so much despite staying in the house. Her misguided attempts to investigate provide much of the novel’s humour, though she makes several accurate observations. For example, she guesses that MrsFerrars murdered her husband. Although Sheppard looks down on his sister, comparing her to an “mongoose rampant” (p.7), he appears to care deeply for her and ultimately commits suicide to spare her the shame of his crimes being revealed. Christie liked the character of Caroline and later stated that she was the inspiration for the character of Miss Marple.


    FLORA ACKROYD


    Flora is Roger’s young niece, who has lived with him since the death of her father. Flora is beautiful and charming, though Sheppard states “quite a lot of people do not like Flora Ackroyd” (p.31). She is engaged to Ralph, to whom she is intensely loyal, though she does not seem to love him. Flora resents her dependency on Roger for money and stole money from his desk on the night of the murder. She is, however, upset by his death and it is Flora who requests that Poirot investigate. The murder gives Flora financial independence and she chooses to marry Hector Blunt.


    MRS ACKROYD


    Flora’s mother, Mrs Ackroyd, is also financially dependent on Roger and has many debts. She moved into Roger’s house after the death of her husband, Roger’s “ne’er-do-well younger brother” (p.14). On the day of Roger’s death, she searched his office for his will. Sheppard dislikes her, describing her as “coldly speculative” (p.32).


    RALPH PATON


    Ralph is Roger’s stepson, who is described as handsome and charming, though weak-willed. He is initially the main suspect in the murder: he frequently argued with Roger over money


    URSULA BOURNE


    

    GEOFFREY RAYMOND


    

    MAJOR HECTOR BLUNT


    

    PARKER


    

    MISS RUSSELL
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