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Foreword

One of the very great pleasures for me, as an Agatha Christie fan and a writer of mysteries myself, is re-reading her books, watching adaptations of her stories and being able to talk about the Christie world with others – all the ‘geekery’ of true fandom. Imagine my delight, then, at not only having the chance to devour Mark Aldridge’s wonderful new compendium of all things Marple in advance of publication, but also the honour of being asked to write the introduction. Especially (my apologies, cher Monsieur) because Miss Marple has always been my favourite. 

Who is Miss Marple? A lace-capped little old lady surrounded by skeins of fleecy white wool? A prudish Victorian spinster? A petty village gossip, a traditionalist who mourns a lost way of life? A frail, rheumatic creature? Or an unshockable expert in all areas of human weakness and folly, a feminist figure, a Nemesis of wrongdoers: one who goes forward to do battle with evil, even risking life and limb in her vali­ant efforts to ensnare the guilty? As it turns out, she is all of these things, and more besides, as Mark Aldridge so expertly, entertainingly and comprehensively demonstrates in this book. 

Of the entire Christie oeuvre, I believe the Marple books are the ones that most reward the reader on a second or third reading. This is because they rely less upon killer hooks (though there are some brilliant ones – see A Murder is Announced or Sleeping Murder) and more on a deep understanding of character. They have at their heart a detective who solves crimes, not through physical evidence, but via an unparalleled insight into the souls of other human beings, a formidable ability to scent out evil wherever she goes. Miss Marple is a character who changes through the books as a real person would: who ages, who grows more philosophical and tolerant in some respects and more formidable and severe in others. 

This book is the greatest of treats for any Marple fan: a thorough examination of the plots of the books, of the many portrayals of the great lady herself in film and TV (with varying degrees of success!), and of the way in which the central character evolves across the canon as the world around her changes. Far from being the cliché of the Golden Age detective novel set in a perma-pastoral, quasi-feudal 1930s setting, Mark Aldridge shows us how the Marple books provide a fascinating portrait of mid-twentieth-century England and a changing social order. We may begin with the shadow of death visiting sleepy English villages and country houses, unchanged for decades with their full complement of servants, but we move swiftly on to the uncomfortable post-war accommodations of the haunted Fifties and then beyond to the technicolour social mobility of the Swinging Sixties. The book explores how St Mary Mead itself grows and modernises as the old order dies away, country estates are encircled by modern housing and industry, traditional hotels develop disturbing new identities. I think I only truly appreciated the extent to which Christie engages with the modern and keeps up with the changing times after reading it. 

Rather like Miss Marple herself, this book wears its great cleverness and knowledge lightly. It will delight scholars and lay readers alike. Also like her, it displays wonderful wit and gossip and is full of amusing asides and anecdotes. You can dip into it at any point or read it from cover to cover and I know that, like the novels themselves, it will still entertain on a second – or third – reading. 

I only wish I’d had the book to refer to while writing my story for the recent Marple collection, as it is an invaluable resource for any writer or reader trying to understand Christie’s brilliance. Perhaps we will never fully understand it, because I think what lay behind it was a unique kind of genius – nowhere more in evidence than in the creation of her wise, loveable, frightening, amusing, enigmatic, terrifyingly intelligent elderly detective. But this book proves an indispensable companion to anyone making the attempt. Thank you to Mark Aldridge for writing it. 

LUCY FOLEY

Summer 2024




Meet Miss Marple

It should be no surprise to anyone that Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple has always been a reassuring presence. After all, her first appearance followed an exciting but also tumultuous time for Christie. The beginning of the 1920s saw the publication of her debut novel, The Mysterious Affair at Styles – the first of many adventures for the Belgian detective Hercule Poirot. Christie then went on to write short stories and thrillers alongside her mystery novels, while her day-to-day life was enhanced by a ‘Grand Tour’ in 1922, which saw her travelling the world alongside her husband, Archie. However, by the time that Miss Marple made her debut in December 1927, Christie’s life had been turned upside down. In 1926, she had a breakdown following the death of her mother and Archie’s decision to leave her for another woman. Both this break­down and the subsequent well-publicised disappearance took some time to recover from, and yet these difficult events also coincided with the publication of The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, a novel that has since taken pride of place as one of Christie’s masterpieces. 

Agatha Christie’s career was flourishing just as her life seemed to be falling apart. So it is notable that it was shortly after these events that she created a new character, whose entire raison d’être was to be a calm point in a stormy sea. Miss Jane Marple is an unmarried older lady who has spent most of her life in the small village of St Mary Mead, and her quiet observations of people and relationships give her great insight into character. For Miss Marple, these observations serve to prove that, whatever else is happening, human nature remains fundamentally the same. Miss Marple herself rarely seeks the spotlight, and, in the earlier short stories, almost functions as a punchline to a joke being played on other characters as the thoughtful old lady in the corner outwits her more forthright acquaintances. In doing this, Miss Marple shows that things will be all right in the end. Whatever the drama, the truth prevails, which was and is a reassuring fact for both readers and, we can presume, for Agatha Christie herself. Nevertheless, Miss Marple is not simply some kind grandmotherly figure. She has a steely streak, and an unerring ability to frustrate almost as many people as she charms, while her quest for the truth knows few barriers. In Nemesis, the final Marple story to be written, she finally concedes that ‘you know, I could be ruthless . . .’ By this point, Miss Marple has gained a reputation as a person who can detect and remedy the ‘wickedness’ that she sees in everyday life. She is happy to do this, suggesting that ‘I hope you dear young people will never realise how very wicked the world is.’1

This book charts the progress of Miss Marple from her short-story origins to later ventures on stage, screen and beyond, which now includes new mysteries written by some of the best crime writers working today – a true testament to the staying power of Agatha Christie’s creation. Miss Marple’s appearances in other media have resulted in some more radical versions of the character, from Margaret Rutherford’s comical sleuthing in the films of the 1960s to the quirky Geraldine McEwan portrayal of the twenty-first century, in which she mourned a lost love. Each interpretation has its own fans and, as we shall see, even Christie’s original Miss Marple stories show subtle changes to the character as society develops. Contradictory evidence doesn’t allow us to pinpoint precisely when Miss Marple was born; she is both an elderly lady of the Victorian era in 1927 as well as an elderly lady of the World Wars generation in the 1970s. For Christie, ‘Miss Marple was born at the age of sixty-five to seventy’, but never­theless she lives on to witness the rise of modern society, which she views with fascination.2 Miss Marple may be nostalgic for a lost past, but she isn’t a reactionary. 

For fellow mystery writer Christianna Brand, Miss Marple was surely created to be the antithesis to Hercule Poirot, who Brand considered to be ‘all shine and show-off’. Brand described Miss Marple as ‘the very pink of modest self-deprecation’, with her ‘quiet confidence in her own powers’, which is ‘robustly bolstered up, should it ever fail her, by the adulation of her somewhat unremarkable friends.’3 These ‘unremarkable’ associates include her novelist nephew Raymond West, while other important figures in Miss Marple’s life drift in and out as stories demand it. Many of them are residents of St Mary Mead, from the local servants to the well-heeled Arthur and Dolly Bantry of nearby Gossington Hall. 

It may be easy to think of Miss Marple as a character who had much in common with Agatha Christie, but it’s wrong to do so. For one thing, Christie was only in her thirties when she created the character, and she later complained that ‘I never can see why anybody thinks that I resemble Miss Marple in any way’, before acknowledging that she may be more like Ariadne Oliver, the fictional mystery writer who appears in several of Christie’s novels.4 As Christie told a fan, Miss Marple tended her garden and ‘lived all her life in the country, which is why her nephew considered (quite falsely) that she knew nothing about life. I have spent a great part of my life travelling in all sorts of interesting and exciting places, and, nomadic by temperament, my hobby has been travelling and music, and a love of gardens, but not much practical gardening.’5 

Although Christie rejected the idea that she was a feminist, strong female protagonists were an important feature of many of her novels, and the intelligence and determination shown by Miss Marple is just one example of this. Some of the other examples are obvious, including the likes of Prudence Cowley (better known as Tuppence Beresford), whom we first meet in 1922’s The Secret Adversary, and is shown to be more than a match for her eventual husband Tommy when it comes to solving mysteries through adventurous escapades. But in Christie’s work a ‘strong woman’ can mean many things, from professional nurse Amy Leatheran (who narrates Murder in Mesopotamia) to the icy manipulation of Romaine Vole in Witness for the Prosecution, a woman who will do anything to prove her husband is innocent of murder.6 The strength of Miss Marple may not always be obvious, because she plays her cards close to her chest, but her determination always shines through by the end of each mystery. This determination is important both in terms of proving that her conclusions are correct, and her unerring belief that justice must be done.

In terms of Miss Marple’s origins, Christie often cited relatives and family friends as influences, which is unsurprising given her strongly matriarchal family background.7 ‘There is no particular model for Miss Marple,’ she confessed; ‘some of her remarks and points of view are reminiscent of my own two grandmothers, and of their friends and acquaintances, whom I knew in my youth.’8 There exists a letter that appears to show that Christie thought that the name must have been inspired by the ‘beautiful old manor’ Marple Hall, near to Abney Hall (now in Greater Manchester), which was where her sister lived.9 Readers are given relatively little background to the character herself, and instead learn much more from the way that she reacts to other people and events. In 1970 Christie wrote to a scholar who had penned his own biography of Miss Marple and confessed that ‘If you know “the career of Miss Marple” from childhood upwards, you know more than I do! Indeed, I have never thought very much about her childhood.’10 In terms of Miss Marple’s character, a recent creation was an important influence: ‘I think it is possible that Miss Marple arose from the pleasure I had taken in portraying Dr Sheppard’s sister [Caroline] in The Murder of Roger Ackroyd,’ Christie wrote in her autobiography. ‘She had been my favourite character in the book – an acidulated spinster, full of curiosity, knowing everything, hearing everything: the complete detective service in the home.’11 It was when the story was adapted for the stage by another writer that Christie realised the potential for a reworked version of the character, as the play changed Caroline into a younger love interest, renamed Caryl. ‘I resented the removal of Caroline a good deal,’ she later complained. ‘I liked the part she played in village life: and I liked the idea of village life reflected through the life of the doctor and his masterful sister.’ This turn of events was to have greater significance for Christie: ‘I think at that moment, in St Mary Mead, though I did not yet know it, Miss Marple was born and with her Miss Hartnell, Miss Wetherby, and Colonel and Mrs Bantry – they were all there lined up below the border-line of consciousness, ready to come to life and step out on to the stage.’12 

Miss Marple – the underestimated but ruthless sleuth of St Mary Mead – had arrived. 




Chapter One:

Miss Marple’s Early Mysteries (1927–38)

It is a common misconception that Miss Marple made her first appearance in the 1930 novel The Murder at the Vicarage, when in fact she made her debut three years earlier, in the 1927 short story ‘The Tuesday Night Club’.1 This is an understandable mistake, as the early Miss Marple stories weren’t collected into a book until 1932, when they were published within The Thirteen Problems. However, this distinction is important for two reasons. Firstly, because reading these short mysteries first gives a good sense of her early characterisation, as well as providing a loose story arc for Miss Marple’s development as a sleuth. Secondly, the particular importance of this period of Agatha Christie’s life means that the wider context of Christie’s world cannot be completely divorced from the contents of her writing. Agatha Christie’s disappearance in December 1926 has been the source of endless fascination, and has inspired writers of both fiction and non-fiction to speculate about what happened. These numerous theories, which have covered everything from revenge conspiracies to science fiction, should not blind us to the severity of the real-life events. Less than a year before she penned the first Miss Marple story, Agatha Christie had hit rock bottom. 

Decades later, Christie would write in a personal letter that the cause was simply ‘Too many troubles all at once’.2 This, she pointed out, ‘breaks anybody down’, and ‘then some things happen – earache, toothache, gastritis, lapses of memory, sleep walking and even buckets of tears – just because one can’t start the car!’3 As early as 1928, she was honest about what had gone on:4



  On the day of my disappearance I drove over in the afternoon to Dorking with my daughter to see a relative. I was at this time in a very despondent state of mind. I just wanted my life to end. As I passed by Newlands Corner that afternoon I saw a quarry, and there came into my mind the thought of driving into it. However, as my daughter was with me in the car, I dismissed the idea at once.5





In her later letter, Christie explained why she so rarely referred to the painful subject: ‘The least said, the less notice taken,’ she wrote. ‘The press has always made out it was a “publicity stunt”. I considered at the time, and now long after still consider that that is preferable to airing my private life in public as everyone is so fond of doing nowadays! Anyone who knows me at all will know that publicity has always embarrassed me horribly.’6

Despite these personal agonies, Christie remained a determined woman. In 1927 she spent some time recuperating, including in the beautiful town of Puerto de la Cruz in Tenerife.7 She now had to support not only herself but her young daughter, Rosalind, and the best way to do this was to write more stories to generate an income. In this scenario Christie could have churned out unremarkable thriller stories that, by her own admission, were much easier to write than her mystery novels. And yet, as she had stated years earlier, ‘crime is like drugs. Once a writer of detective stories and, though you may stray into the by-paths of poetry or psychology, you inevitably return – the public expect it of you!’8 As a result, one of the most immediate outcomes of this time of crisis was one of the greatest creations in the history of mystery fiction. Just like Miss Marple, Agatha Christie was not to be underestimated. 




The Mysteries of ‘The Tuesday Night Club’

(Short stories, 1927–8)

Agatha Christie once insisted that ‘Miss Marple insinuated herself so quietly into my life that I hardly noticed her arrival’, and indeed she made a typically understated debut.9 The first six Miss Marple stories were originally published in The Royal Magazine, a British monthly publication, commencing in December 1927. In the first mystery, readers are introduced to ‘The Tuesday Night Club’ (also the story’s title), accompanied by the magazine’s typically hyperbolic claim that this would be ‘The first of a thrilling series of Mystery Stories – the best this famous author has ever written.’10 In these loosely-linked stories, each of the six members of the club presents a mystery that they have encountered, with the others challenged to solve the case; a particularly neat premise that allows Miss Marple to shine. 

Christie ‘chose six people whom I thought might meet once a week in a small village and describe some unsolved crime’, starting with Miss Marple: 


the sort of old lady who would have been rather like some of my grandmother’s Ealing cronies – old ladies whom I have met in so many villages where I have gone to stay as a girl. Miss Marple was not in any way a picture of my grandmother; she was far more fussy and spinsterish than my grandmother ever was. But one thing she did have in common with her – though a cheerful person, she always expected the worst of everyone and everything, and was, with almost frightening accuracy, usually proved right.11



The five characters who join Miss Marple in the informal club would all appear to have their own strengths when it comes to solving mysteries, from solicitor Mr Petherick (‘dry, shrewd, elderly’) to clergyman Dr Pender, who reminds those present that those in his position ‘hear things, we know a side of human character which is a sealed book to the outside world’.12 Most significant of these further characters is Miss Marple’s nephew, Raymond West, whose inclusion allows for some amusement about the generational divide and the pitfalls of dismissing people on the grounds of age or gender. Christie described him as ‘a modern novelist who dealt in strong meat in his books, incest, sex, and sordid descriptions of bedrooms and lavatory equipment – the stark side of life was what Raymond West saw.’13 It’s worth remembering that Christie was somewhat closer to Raymond’s age than Miss Marple’s at this point, and yet it’s clear where her sympathies lay. She created a convincingly patronising character, whose ‘dear, pretty, old, fluffy Aunt Jane he treated with an indulgent kindness as one who knew nothing of the world’.14 Any reader of this book will know how wrong he was. 

In this first story, Miss Marple is described in a way that may surprise those who have come to view her as the smart, tweed-wearing woman of many adaptations. Here, she wears ‘a black brocade dress, very much pinched in round the waist. Mechlin lace was arranged in a cascade down the front of the bodice. She had on black lace mittens, and a black lace cap surmounted the piled-up masses of her snowy hair’. As the accompanying magazine illustration shows, she is very much a Victorian, knitting her orange wool. Despite Christie’s attempts to distance Miss Marple from any real-life individual, the description of this elderly woman sitting in a ‘big grandfather chair’ has similarities to Christie’s description of her own grandmother, who ‘passed her life in Victorian contentment’, and whom she remembered sitting ‘in a huge leather-backed carver’s chair’.15 At this stage the character must have been born in around 1860, although this would change as time moved on in the real world, and Miss Marple’s own ageing slowed.16 Here, she is described as taking pleasure from surveying the room with her kindly blue eyes. At this gathering, Raymond’s girlfriend, Joyce, suggests that there might be some interesting stories to tell, although initially Miss Marple is forgotten when only five members of this new ‘club’ are included in the count. Once awkwardly acknowledged, the older lady humbly suggests that it will be an interesting evening, ‘especially with so many clever gentlemen present’. By the time the six stories have been shared, however, Miss Marple will have outwitted all of these ‘clever gentlemen’ at some point. 

Sir Henry Clithering, ex-Commissioner of Scotland Yard, is the first of the men to present a mystery for the club to discuss. Even readers who have never encountered these characters before are given an early clue that Miss Marple may be the one to solve this puzzle, given how keenly she notes the minutiae of village life. This includes the question of precisely what happened to Mrs Carruthers’ picked shrimps, half of which disappeared between the shop and her home. Even this tiny mystery is enough to excite Miss Marple, whose cheeks grow pinker while mulling it over. Tantalisingly, the solution is never revealed, even when this and similar mysteries are alluded to in later stories, but we are sure that Miss Marple will have worked everything out. For Raymond, this is an example of his aunt only being capable of thinking on a smaller scale, but it is precisely this attention to small details that will help to reveal Miss Marple as a remarkable analyst of human nature. 

The mystery itself concerns a poisoning in the Midlands, which is initially believed to have been accidental. The victim, Mrs Jones, ate tinned lobster, which is a food to be treated with great caution in the world of Agatha Christie. As the author remembered, ‘tinned food was regarded with disapproval by all in the days of my girlhood. All girls were warned when they went to dances: “Be very careful you don’t eat lobster for supper. You never know, it may be tinned!” – the word “tinned” being spoken with horror. Tinned crab was such a terrible commodity as not even to need warning against.’17 Accordingly, ptomaine poisoning is initially attributed as the cause of death, but village gossip casts suspicion on the dead woman’s husband and companion, with the result that an exhumation and new tests confirm arsenic as the lethal poison.18 The question for the Tuesday Night Club (and the reader) is not only who poisoned the dead woman, but how she was poisoned. On the latter point, the ease with which the reader may deduce the true method is divided along national lines. When the Los Angeles-based podcast All About Agatha covered this story, the hosts casually mentioned that the relevant clue seemed obscure. They were then inundated with messages from those in Britain and other countries for whom the clue was obvious thanks to differences in the national cuisines; the podcast still receives occasional corrections on this point, which if nothing else is a helpful reminder that different readers can experience the same story in their own way. 

One key accomplice in the crime elicits some indirect sympathy from Miss Marple, who, early on in proceedings, argues that ‘so many people seem to me to be either not bad or good, but simply, you know, very silly’, which is an observation that may apply to one member of the guilty party. ‘There was no unkindness in Miss Marple,’ said Christie, ‘she just did not trust people. Though she expected the worst, she often accepted people kindly in spite of what they were.’19 This first story is an early indication of the sadness that Miss Marple can sometimes feel about those who are guilty but may have been misled or manipulated into the criminal act. ‘I suppose they will hang [them] too,’ she says, concerning the accomplice: ‘poor thing’. 

As well as featuring helpful illustrations of key characters and events, the initial magazine publication of this story in The Royal was structured slightly differently to the version now published within The Thirteen Problems, and most significantly removed the coda.20 This concluding paragraph is where Miss Marple’s methodology is reinforced, and her approach to working out the truth behind events and people is set up for the future. Earlier in the story she mentions her knowledge of an adulterous man called Mr Hargraves, which is initially dismissed as irrelevant by the impatient and short-tempered Raymond, but proves to be an essential part of Miss Marple’s process. As she then reminds her nephew in this final section, ‘you don’t know as much of life as I do’. 

The next story, ‘The Idol House of Astarte’, is told by Dr Pender.21 This mystery takes place at a house called Silent Grove on the edge of Dartmoor in Christie’s beloved Devon, and it concerns attendees at a fancy-dress party at the house. Several partygoers decide to roleplay a mystic act outside a newly built ‘idol house’ in the grounds, which has been placed where the owner feels a temple should have been. The result is murder ‘by apparently no mortal agency’, in which one member of the party collapses, and is then found to have been stabbed despite there being nobody close enough to have carried out the murder. The placement of this as the second story immediately indicates the extent to which this collection of stories was to be diverse in the choice of mystery subgenres, from the domestic crime of ‘The Tuesday Night Club’ to this potentially supernatural event. Although Miss Marple initially claims that the mystery ‘perplexes me very much indeed’, her memory of attending a garden party helps her to solve the case, albeit with a significant piece of supposition that implies good fortune on the part of the murderer.22

‘Ingots of Gold’, meanwhile, initially positions itself as a story about the locating of lost treasure.23 Raymond West’s tale moves along the English coast to Cornwall, specifically the ‘wild and rocky’ spot of Polperran, although despite the setting and story, he is annoyed by his aunt’s suggestion that this marks him out as a romantic.24 Nevertheless, in these early stories Raymond (who sports a natty bowtie alongside his angular features in the magazine illustration) is trying to impress his ‘modern painter’ girlfriend, Joyce Lemprière, who is happy to tease him. ‘Raymond just likes the sound of the words and of himself saying them,’ she informs everyone during the first story. None of his friends leap to his defence. This tale of gold carried by a sunken ship from the Spanish Armada is more than a simple treasure hunt in the end, of course. Miss Marple cuts through the atmospheric window-dressing of ‘an awful foreboding of evil’ and instead concentrates on tyre marks and deception, even though her attention is split between Raymond’s storytelling and her own knitting. ‘You wouldn’t like my opinion dear,’ she suggests to her nephew, ‘young people never do.’ She is probably right, as the solution includes her gently chastising him. This solution also highlights how much Miss Marple knows about the ways of the world, from the habits of gardeners to the significance of Christian holidays. ‘You are so credulous, dear,’ she tells Raymond. ‘I suppose it is being a writer and having so much imagination.’ 

Joyce is the next guest to tell her story. Soon to become engaged to Raymond, she would appear to later change her name to Joan; such are the whims of creative types.25 In ‘The Tuesday Night Club’, Joyce perceives her femininity to be a strength when it comes to the ‘game’ of deduction. ‘I bet I could beat you all,’ she says. ‘I am not only a woman — and say what you like, women have an intuition that is denied to men — I am an artist as well. I see things that you don’t. And then, too, as an artist I have knocked about among all sorts and conditions of people.’ Such claims seem reasonable in isolation, until she drops her final, ill-judged, bombshell. ‘I know life as darling Miss Marple here cannot possibly know it.’ Christie herself was contradictory when it came to the strength of women’s thinking versus men’s. Miss Marple is one of many examples of Christie’s women outwitting the opposite sex, but in a 1966 interview the author claimed that ‘Very few people really stimulate you with the things they say. And those are usually men. Men have much better brains than women, don’t you think? So much more originality.’26 By the time Joyce comes to share the mystery of ‘The Blood-Stained Pavement’, she is more aware of Miss Marple’s true strengths.27 

‘The Blood-Stained Pavement’ returns to Cornwall, this time to the village of Rathole, seemingly based on the real location of Mousehole.28 The accompanying illustration of Joyce in The Royal shows her to be a fashionable woman of the era, with short and slicked hair and precisely defined make-up creating an almost androgynous look. Her story concerns what seems to be blood appearing on a pavement, which is taken to be a warning of forthcoming death, and this apparently comes true when there is then a fatal incident at sea. Joyce is inevitably patronised by Raymond, who despairs of her referring to the Spanish ‘shelling’ some of the village (‘Do try to be historically accurate, Joyce’), and the story requires quite some deduction to put all the pieces together, as the chain of clues leads to confusion more than anything. In the real world, Joyce’s vision may have had its origins in Christie once seeing her sister Madge’s face covered in blood . . . only to learn that it was actually dyed nougat.29 

While the men insist that ‘there is very little data to go on’, Miss Marple merely smiles, before making a point that may appear to be superficially modest but demonstrates how little the men of the ‘club’ know about life. ‘Of course it is different for me,’ Miss Marple insists, before solving the mystery that Joyce had failed to work out for herself. As well as claiming that women take more notice of clothes than men (an important element of the story’s resolution), Miss Marple states that ‘it is much easier for me sitting here quietly than it was for you – and being an artist you are so susceptible to atmosphere, aren’t you?’ In typical fashion, this comment from Miss Marple may be read as either a compliment or a criticism. By this point even Raymond is forced to accept his aunt’s skills, which she explains neatly: ‘There is a great deal of wickedness in village life.’

In the fifth story, local solicitor Mr Petherick presents the curious case of ‘Motive v Opportunity’.30 Petherick reassures his fellow guests that the case will be without jargon, perhaps feeling threatened by Miss Marple shaking a knitting needle at him while insisting ‘No legal quibbles, now’. After all, these mysteries are for an evening’s entertainment, rather than readers of legalese. Nevertheless, the mystery does concern a legal document – specifically, a will – which appears to have been replaced with a blank piece of paper. Miss Marple solves the case with such ease that she produces ‘a long and prolonged chuckle’. This time, it is the memory of ‘little Tommy Symonds’ that brings the solution to mind. This ‘naughty little boy’ liked to tell riddles that could catch out his teacher, and although Raymond insists that surely Tommy Symonds has nothing to do with Mr Petherick’s story, Miss Marple demonstrates that it does. ‘Is there anything you do not know?’ asks Mr Petherick. Very probably, but so far Miss Marple has solved each case even while preoccupied with her knitting. 

Finally, it is the turn of Miss Marple herself to tell a story in ‘The Thumb Mark of St. Peter’, a title that Christie admitted was ‘somewhat ridiculous’.31 The story opens with Miss Marple reinforcing the fact that she is a keen observer of life. As Christie later said in a letter to a fan, Miss Marple ‘had many hobbies – watching birds, gardening, a little gossip about the neighbours, perhaps more than you know about’.32 It is the latter point that allows her to be so consistently under­estimated, as few were paying any attention to what Miss Marple was really doing. Some light gardening, yes, but at the same time she is keeping a close eye on the village goings-on. To coincide with the publication of this story, Christie penned a short article called ‘Does a Woman’s Instinct Make Her a Good Detective?’33 It’s an interesting piece, not least because it seems so contradictory. Christie appears to be keen to play down women’s skills, just as she was discreetly emphasising them in the stories themselves. ‘Women are not methodical,’ she stated, and generously we may consider this to demonstrate a differentiation between the precision of Hercule Poirot, and the more instinctive understanding of Miss Marple. More puzzlingly, the article claims that: 


women are not really interested in crime. The criminal, when all is said and done, is just this – an enemy of society, and women do not really care about anything so impersonal as that. If a man has acquired a plethora of wives, or murdered his spouse for the sake of another, they are interested. It is the personal side that attracts them.



Superficially this is a bizarre claim, given that we know Christie herself was certainly interested in crime, as were many of the female characters she created. Perhaps we may substitute ‘crime’ for ‘the criminal justice system’, which would make more sense in an era when women had little to do with the mechanics of catching, trying and punishing criminals, although criminality is rarely ‘impersonal’. Christie did not underemphasise the innate skills that she perceived many women to have. She claimed that:


in a private and personal capacity women are wonderful detectives. They know all about Mr Jones and Miss Brown, and that the Robinsons aren’t getting on as well so they did, and that Mr White married Mrs White for her money. There is no deceiving them. They just know! Because, you see, they are interested. The Whites live next door, and the Robinsons just over the way. And that is what matters in this life. 



Christie appears to be underplaying not only her own strengths but those of her entire gender here, but she is also making a fair point about women’s expertise, which can differ from men’s, especially in an age when women were generally at home while men went to work. This meant that they honed different skills, and understood subtleties of societal and character change that may go unnoticed by men. 

‘Now you are laughing at me, my dears,’ says Miss Marple at the beginning of this story, when Joyce teases her with a sarcastic expectation of something ‘really spicy’. It is not yet clear how many times Miss Marple must outwit her companions in order to be granted proper respect, but clearly it takes more than five ‘wins’ for her to be certified champion of the club. Once more, village life is important to Miss Marple’s deductions, but here it is also the setting. Other mysteries that she has encountered are teased without further elaboration: why did Mrs Sims only wear her new fur coat once? And who did cut the strings on Mrs Jones’ bag? We are never told, although the later revelation that Mrs Jones ‘went off her head’ (to use Miss Marple’s words) may provide a clue.34 We also meet a new relative of Miss Marple’s, her niece Mabel, who doesn’t appear to be Raymond’s sister, and so is presumably the child of a second sibling (we are never given any definitive answer regarding the details of the Marple family tree). Mabel is described as ‘silly’, and she is clearly not the type who Miss Marple believes could be a murderer. Nevertheless, when Mabel’s husband dies after two years of marriage, she is the subject of village gossip that suggests precisely that. Miss Marple then sets out to clear her niece’s name.35 

Miss Marple is not one for beating around the bush, even when it comes to her own family. ‘There is no smoke without fire,’ she insists when speaking to Mabel. Now that she is the protagonist of a story rather than an observer, Miss Marple takes on a new lease of life, using much blunter language with her niece than she has used in the polite get-togethers where we have seen her previously. ‘If you have done anything silly, don’t for Heaven’s sake keep it back now,’ she chastises Mabel, as she is already fed up with her niece’s inability to help herself; ‘no doubt that conduct of yours has done nothing to help’, she adds later. Miss Marple also reveals what she trusts, and what she doesn’t; she has faith in God, as she says a prayer to help her situation, but she is suspicious of doctors, which may explain why she is so keen to send at least one of them to the gallows in a later story. ‘I have no truck with doctors and their medicines myself,’ she insists, later claiming that an old tea recipe ‘is worth any amount of your drugs’. Miss Marple’s ‘ever true faith’ does indeed help her to solve the mystery, in a surprisingly direct way. 

By the story’s end not only has the mystery been resolved, but so has the question of the burgeoning romance simmering in the middle of each meeting of the club, as Miss Marple works out the answer to the question of exactly why Joyce always thinks of her as ‘Aunt’. This frustrates Raymond, who is not permitted to break the news himself, and snobbishly recoils at the suggestion that his Aunt Jane recognised similarities between his proposal and that made by the milkman. ‘Everybody is very much alike, really,’ Miss Marple insists. ‘But fortunately, perhaps, they don’t realise it.’

These first half-dozen Miss Marple stories were so well received that Christie soon set to work on creating more mysteries for the character to solve. However, the author also set herself up for the same difficulty that she encountered with Poirot. Creating older detectives like Miss Marple ‘proved most unfortunate’, Christie later wrote, ‘because she was going to have to last a long time in my life. If I had had any second sight, I would have provided myself with a precocious schoolboy as my first detective; then he could have grown old with me.’36 However, Christie was not a cynical creator of detective stories, and she wrote about things and people that interested her, and the fact that these stories have also brought so much joy to others is almost a pleasant side effect. No matter how successful a schoolboy detective may have been, there are surely few readers who would swap Miss Marple for any alternative. 




The Murder at the Vicarage

(Novel, 1930)

When Agatha Christie first introduced Miss Marple as a ‘spinster’, it seems plausible that she was thinking of her own circumstances as much as her memories of elderly relatives. Although she did not fit the definition of ‘spinster’, having been married and had a child, for a while Christie saw her future as a single woman, and perhaps Miss Marple was an indication of her optimism for this new course of her life.37 ‘Spinster’ is a word that has fallen out of fashion because of its problematic connotations that a woman without a husband is somehow to be marked out as different, or even lesser. Certainly, that is much of the point of the early Miss Marple appearances; who would listen to an older woman who had not even known true and lasting love, and failed to become a part of established society through supporting a husband and family? 

Agatha and Archie Christie divorced in 1928, but she did not remain single for long. In 1930 she met the archaeologist Max Mallowan, fourteen years her junior, and the joy he brought her is immediately obvious in her correspondence. ‘It’s a wonderful year’, Christie wrote to her friend Allen Lane, the publisher, in July.38 In September she wrote again, two days after marrying Max, asking Lane to forgive ‘an incoherent letter’, as ‘I am off to Venice and a wander through Greece – and with a husband too – I don’t quite know how it happened as I was absolutely determined never to do it again – A great surprise to me!’39 She went on to describe Max:


He’s a good deal younger than me and it’s all very unsuitable – like everything else that’s enjoyable! He’s an archaeologist and of course I’m mad on that – we shall have a marvellous life wandering about the strange places – You met him – but you wouldn’t remember him because he never speaks!! I can’t think how I can be such a fool! – But safety at all costs is really a repulsive creed!40 



1930 also saw a significant professional development for Christie, as The Murder at the Vicarage was published in the latter half of the year. It first appeared as a serialisation in the Chicago Tribune (with illustrations showing an angular and large-nosed Miss Marple) alongside other newspapers from August, and then as a novel on 13 October, as the first Christie book to join the new imprint of the Collins Crime Club.41 It was likely written in 1929, which means that this is the only Miss Marple novel that Christie wrote as an unmarried woman.42 This may explain why single women are given such prominence in the book (including not only Miss Marple, but other older ladies in St Mary Mead, such as Miss Hartnell and Miss Wetherby), as is the casual dismissiveness towards them that is ultimately proven to be ill-advised. Our narrator for this story is the village’s vicar, Leonard Clement, whose wife Griselda describes Miss Marple as ‘terrible’ and ‘the worst cat in the village’. The vicar disagrees a little, appreciating Miss Marple’s sense of humour, which is no surprise since Christie imbues him with a tremendous sense of wit and honesty. The latter is particularly evident on the first page, when the vicar casually remarks that ‘anyone who murdered Colonel Protheroe would be doing the world at large a service’. The bullying, overbearing Colonel is certainly an unpopular figure, even among his family, and few tears are shed when he is shot dead in the vicarage’s study. 

Despite the viciousness levelled at her by some characters, Miss Marple is initially described as a ‘white-haired old lady with a gentle, appealing manner’, although this outward appearance is acknowledged as deceptive. While her friend Miss Wetherby is ‘a mixture of vinegar and gush’, it is Miss Marple who is ‘much the more dangerous’. She is not above patronising others on the basis of their youth in the same way that she is patronised for her old age, such as when Griselda suggests an innocent explanation for a relationship between two characters who appear to be having an affair. Miss Marple pats her on the arm: ‘My dear,’ she says, ‘you are very young. The young have such innocent minds.’ As ever, Miss Marple’s own mind is preoccupied with the truth of her observational skills, both past and present. She remembers village incidents that have parallels with the unfolding events, while she is also no stranger to good old-fashioned nosiness and spying.43 ‘Miss Marple always sees everything,’ remarks the vicar. ‘Gardening is as good as a smoke screen, and the habit of observing birds through powerful glasses can always be turned to account.’ Although his wife may think that Miss Marple is a ‘nasty old cat’, the vicar correctly concludes that ‘That kind of cat is always right’. As Miss Marple claims, in St Mary Mead at least, ‘idle tittle-tattle is very wrong and unkind, but it is so often true, isn’t it?’ When a character notes that Miss Marple knows a great deal, the vicar explains that she is ‘rather unpopular on that account’. This knowledge extends beyond the village, and her reading of American detective stories help to influence her investigation, which is complicated by the contradictory confessions of Colonel Protheroe’s wife, Anne, and her lover, the painter Lawrence Redding. 

‘Clever young men know so little of life,’ states Miss Marple, when thinking about the impending arrival of her novelist nephew, Raymond. The vicar is no fan of Raymond’s ‘books about unpleasant people leading lives of surpassing dullness’, but does note Miss Marple’s amused twinkle during her nephew’s arrogant speeches. Raymond dismisses St Mary Mead as ‘a stagnant pool’, a metaphor his aunt agrees to, but for her this is because nothing ‘is so full of life under the microscope as a drop of water from a stagnant pool’. Although Raymond may consider St Mary Mead to be dull, there is a great deal going on in the village. Nevertheless, it is still a place where servants are seen as a necessity, as the traditional British class system gasps its last before the Second World War disrupts the status quo for good at the end of the decade. Of course, the residents have no foreknowledge of this while they bemoan the low quality of the ‘help’. The vicar is particularly despairing of his own maid, who ‘seemed to have taken a perverse pleasure in seeing how best she could alternate undercooking and overcooking’, although he also understands that if she were to get too good then they would no longer be able to afford her services. The outside world has its own influences, and shell shock from the First World War is even cited as a possible defence for one suspect. At this point St Mary Mead is stated to be in the fictional country of Downshire, although it seems that there is some redrawing of county boundaries in the coming decade, as, by 1942, it is located in Radfordshire (also fictional).44 Christie was happy to be vague, stating that ‘There is no exact location for St Mary Mead, but it can be reached from London by train, or by car, in roughly about 1½ hours, and is about the same distance possibly from the south coast.’45 Decades later, she would object to a claim that the village was in the real county of Berkshire, simply stating that it was ‘30 to 40 miles from London – South rather than North’.46 

The formal investigation into the murder is undertaken by Inspector Slack and Colonel Melchett, who are both assisted and frustrated by the villagers. Slack is described as ‘rude and overbearing in the extreme’, something that creates problems for him when he won’t even allow the vicar to pass on important information because it doesn’t fit with his current methodology for detection. Slack’s superior, Colonel Melchett, is little better but neatly handled by Miss Marple; he is nearly apoplectic when she tells him that ‘I’m afraid there’s a lot of wickedness in the world. A nice honourable upright soldier like you doesn’t know about these things.’ Melchett would certainly not appreciate being lectured by a member of the opposite sex, as he refuses to give them much credit. Following Anne Protheroe’s confession, he states that ‘She’s a woman, and women act in that silly way. I’m not saying she did it for a moment . . . You wouldn’t believe the fool things I’ve known women do.’ 

Those who encounter Miss Marple are forced to accept her powers, which appear to be almost supernatural, such as when she spookily casts a shadow at the vicarage’s breakfast table at a key point of the investigation. While the vicar despairs that she ‘systematically thinks the worst of everyone’, he also acknowledges that there ‘is no detective in England equal to a spinster lady of an uncertain age with plenty of time on her hands’. However, even Miss Marple needs some help to draw her investigation to a close, as her instinct can only bring the case so far, and she is forced to set a trap to bring the guilty to justice. Once arrested and caught, the realities of the criminal justice system in 1930 are passed over quickly, but any murderer will surely hang. One resident considers this point briefly, suggesting that ‘We think with horror now of the days when we burnt witches. I believe the day will come when we will shudder to think that we ever hanged criminals.’ 

St Mary Mead’s residents have immersed themselves in each other’s lives and, in the vicarage at least, in the world of detective fiction. Villagers have been reading the adventures of Arsène Lupin, Sherlock Holmes, the writings of G. K. Chesterton and the mystery novel The Stain on the Stairs. This last title is a fictional book, but more than half a century later it was cited as one of the novels written by Jessica Fletcher, of the television series Murder, She Wrote; as her character was inspired by Miss Marple, this is unlikely to be a coincidence.47 

One influence on The Murder at the Vicarage was Christie’s own short story ‘The Love Detectives’, which was first published in 1926. This mystery also features a pair of lovers who each claim responsibility for a murder, and it reaches a similar conclusion to this novel.48 The crime is investigated by the mysterious Mr Quin and his friend Mr Satterthwaite, but it was not included in the collection of Quin short stories that was also published in 1930, probably because of the similarities to The Murder at the Vicarage. 

Reflecting on the novel years later, Christie confessed that ‘I cannot remember where, when or how I wrote it, why I came to write it, or even what suggested to me that I should select a new character – Miss Marple – to act as the sleuth in the story. Certainly at the time I had no intention of continuing her for the rest of my life. I did not know that she was to become a rival to Hercule Poirot.’49 Although it would become acknowledged as a classic Christie text, the author was less sure of it when revisiting it during the writing of her autobiography.50 ‘I am not so pleased with it as I was at the time,’ she wrote. ‘It has, I think, far too many characters and too many sub-plots.’51 Christie is quite right here; it makes sense that archaeologist Dr Stone and his secretary Gladys Cram are generally removed from adaptations, for example. ‘But,’ Christie went on to say, ‘at any rate the main plot is sound. The village is as real to me as it could be – and indeed there are several villages remarkably like it, even in these days. Little maids from orphanages, and well-trained servants on their way to higher things have faded away, but the daily women who have come to succeed them, are just as real and human – though not, I must say, nearly as skilled as their predecessors.’52 

Readers tend to enjoy the novel more than Christie seemed to, as the central mystery works well alongside the amusing and insightful comments from the narrator. This can be difficult to achieve, as Christie later told an interviewer: ‘I suppose it’s just like making sauce. Sometimes you get all the ingredients just right and you have success.’53 Reviews were generally good, with the Daily Mirror finding that ‘Bafflement is well sustained’, while the Times Literary Supplement felt that ‘As a detective story, the only fault of this one is that it is hard to believe the culprit could kill Prothero [sic] so quickly and quietly . . . It is Miss Marple who does detect the murderer in the end, but one suspects she would have done so sooner in reality.’54 The Yorkshire Post argued that ‘in less skilful hands these village-dwellers might easily have proved boring in the extreme. But even the most prosaic characters borrow something of Miss Christie’s astuteness.’55 The Observer’s reviewer H. C. O’Neill found ‘distinct originality in her new experiment for keeping the secret. She discloses it at the outset, turns it inside out, apparently proves that the solution cannot be true, and so produces an atmosphere of bewilderment.’56

Reviewers in the United States were a little more cautious in their praise. The News Chronicle thought that Christie ‘ought to be a village scandal-monger – she does it so well’, but that ‘I do want to know all about the other casually mentioned cases of this village life . . . Could not Mrs Christie write a new Cranford – a Cranford of crime?’57 The New York Times found village life tiresome, stating that ‘The talented Miss Christie is far from being at her best in her latest mystery story. It will add little to her eminence in the field of detective fiction . . . the average reader is apt to grow weary of it all, particularly of the amiable Miss Marple.’ Even the ending was judged to be ‘a distinct anti-climax’.58 The Brooklyn Citizen praised the inhabitants of village life, with the residents and suspects ‘less mechanical puppets dangling on strings than real honest to goodness, flesh and blood, living figures . . . we have here a book which Agatha Christie fans may well term her best book.’59 Contrarily, a year after publication the apparently slow-reading reviewer of the Beatrice Daily Sun concluded that ‘Agatha Christie has written much better stories than this one, which drags interminably.’60

Possibly the most welcome feedback was not from a reviewer, but an author who, alongside Christie, Margery Allingham and Ngaio Marsh, has been widely dubbed one of the ‘Queens of Crime’, Dorothy L. Sayers. Sayers was corresponding with Christie about another matter, but made time to express her adoration of this book. They were not close friends, and Sayers addressed her letters to ‘Mrs Christie’, with a note that – mindful of Christie’s divorce and remarriage – she was unsure what name she should use for the author ‘rendered illustrious by the exploits of M. Poirot’.61 In December 1930, Sayers wrote to offer:


congratulations and applause for Murder at the Vicarage. Not only did you take me in very completely – which is nice – I like to be taken in – but, oh, gosh! Don’t you know all about village life!!! Are you a pastor’s daughter? (Who’s Who not to hand). I am, so I can recognise every dreadful truth in the story. The parson and the old pussies are simply splendid. I did enjoy it all so much. Dear old tabbies are the only possible right kind of female detective, and Miss M is lovely – and really not half a bad old soul in the end – which is what is so clever of you. I think this is the best you have done – almost – though I am very fond of Roger Ackroyd. But I like this better because it hasn’t got a Dictaphone in it; I have an anti-dicta-gramophone complex.62



Perhaps it was the congratulations of a fellow esteemed author that convinced Christie that Miss Marple could continue beyond one novel and a collection of short stories, although more than a decade would pass before the appearance of a second full-length mystery starring St Mary Mead’s most famous resident. Even Miss Marple’s neighbours have started to consider her more kindly by the end of The Murder at the Vicarage. ‘I wonder, Miss Marple,’ says the vicar, ‘if you were to commit a murder whether you would ever be found out.’ Miss Marple is shocked: ‘What a terrible idea,’ she retorts, ‘I hope I could never do such a wicked thing.’ She then laughs, and hints that she knows the vicar’s own ‘little secret’, which is that his wife is pregnant. This time, our narrator seems pleased with the ‘old cat’, concluding that ‘Really Miss Marple is rather a dear . . .’




The Thirteen Problems

(Short Story Collection, 1932)

The Thirteen Problems brings together all the Miss Marple short stories that Agatha Christie had written by the time of its publication, 6 June 1932.63 This includes not only the six original ‘Tuesday Night Club’ mysteries, but also a further six stories published in The Story-Teller Magazine from December 1929, plus one more. ‘I enjoyed writing the Miss Marple stories very much, conceived a great affection for my fluffy old lady, and hoped that she might be a success’, Christie remembered two decades later. ‘She was. After the first six stories had appeared, six more were requested.’64 The magazine publication of these six new stories prefaced the arrival of The Murder at the Vicarage, while the thirteenth mystery, ‘Death by Drowning’, was first seen in Nash’s Pall Mall Magazine’s November 1931 edition. This indicated that Miss Marple’s adventures were to be an ongoing series even after she starred in her own novel, although her appearances would be highly irregular for quite some time. Nevertheless, as Christie said: ‘Miss Marple had definitely come to stay’.65

For the second set of six stories, Christie adopted a similar format to the ‘Tuesday Night Club’. Sir Henry Clithering has returned to St Mary Mead, and this time is lodging with Colonel Arthur Bantry and his wife, Dolly, at Gossington Hall. This is our first chance to meet the Bantrys, but at this stage they are not exactly enamoured of the village’s ruthless sleuth. Dolly considers her to be ‘Quite a dear
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