
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreviewEnglish Review  November 2020 2120

Social context 
Time, class, race and culture
Christie’s relationship with outside influences has been seen as 
distant, with not much seeming to change in Poirot’s world despite 
massive changes outside it. Significantly, when ITV filmed the 
Poirot canon between 1989 and 2013, David Suchet twirls his 
moustaches against a generic 1930s backdrop in almost every 
episode, even if the original text indicates a different date. Yet the 
1990 television version of The Mysterious Affair at Styles is very 
clearly set in 1917, the novel proving impossible to strip from its 
specific milieu. 

Across the decades, however, social inequality and consciousness 
of class remain givens in Christie’s fiction regardless of any time 
period, stated or implied. For the critic George Grella, etiquette and 
ethics entwine as characters’ fates tend to align with their loyalty 
to upper-middle-class values — he sees the classic detective story 
as partly a comedy of manners (Grella 1970). In The Mysterious 
Affair at Styles, the sentimental Hastings praises the Cavendishes' 
loyal and deferential maid, ‘Dear old Dorcas’: ‘As she stood there 
with her honest face upturned to mine, I thought what a fine 
specimen she was of the old-fashioned servant that is so fast dying 
out’ (Ch. 8). 

Equally overt is the anti-Semitism that permeates Christie’s 
work, here shown in her creepy depiction of the toxicologist Dr 
Bauerstein, whom Hastings instinctively loathes. (Bauerstein is 
ultimately outed as a German spy — probably a worse crime than 
murder in the original context of production.) The modern alertness 
to such racist tropes accounts for the exclusion of this problematic 
character from the 1990 adaptation. 

Critical context
Responses then and now 
In the dark days of the Second World War, the influential literary critic 
Edmund Wilson ascribed the popularity of the detective fiction he 
hated to the cultural unease of the interwar period. He saw these two 
decades as: 

[…] ridden by an all-pervasive feeling of guilt and by a fear of 
impending disaster which it seemed hopeless to try to avert 
because it never seemed conclusively possible to pin down the 
responsibility. Who had committed the original crime and who 
was going to commit the next one? 

(Wilson 1944) 

Wilson saw the detective genre, in which wrongdoers are exposed 
and punished, as fulfilling a deep-seated psychological need. He 
singled out Christie’s work as beyond the pale, excoriating her writing 
as ‘mawkishness and banality … literally impossible to read’. Instead 
‘you run through it to see the problem worked out’. Her characters 
are deliberately flat, Wilson complained — to prioritise the puzzle, 
she ‘provide[s] herself with puppets’ (1944). 

Yet, as critic Joan Acocella points out, ‘such books were adored 
by ordinary readers […] housewives brought them home in the 
shopping basket’ (Acocella 2010). Seen in this light, we should take 
Wilson’s patronising dismissal of the crime genre with a pinch of 
salt. Thankfully, recent critics offer more nuanced evaluations of 
popular writing. For Lucy Mangan, the pleasure of solving the central 
‘whodunnit’ puzzle is even today ‘the engine of engagement’ for the 
‘quintessential armchair detective’ for whom ‘the formulaic nature of 
the beasts is a comfort’ (Mangan 2010). 
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TEXTS IN CONTEXT

The Mysterious  
Affair at Styles
Published 100 years ago, Agatha Christie’s first detective story takes place during the First 
World War. The idea of the Christie world as essentially timeless and hermetic has perhaps 
been exaggerated, with its English country house setting, closed group of well-to-do suspects 
with plausible motives, a changed will, multiple red herrings and a drawing-room revelation of 
‘whodunnit’. The Mysterious Affair at Styles can be seen as the blueprint for the ‘cosy crime’ genre, as 
well as the novel that launched the crime-fighting partnership: Poirot and Hastings

Biographical context
Queen of crime 
Strychnine is the murder weapon that does for the wealthy 
and recently remarried Emily Inglethorp in The Mysterious 
Affair at Styles. As Guardian columnist Lucy Mangan 
notes, one can imagine Christie, a conscientious volunteer 
pharmacist in both the First and Second World Wars, 
‘surrounded by the bottles of poisons that would one day 
find their way down the unsuspecting gullets of so many 
victims’ (Mangan 2010). Christie’s famous ‘disappearance’ 
amid the breakdown of her first marriage was front-page 
news in 1926, and the spa hotel in Harrogate where she 
was eventually found is now the venue for an annual crime-
writing festival. 

Her remarriage to archaeologist Max Mallowan meant 
spending summers on Middle Eastern digs where, as 
Mangan puts it, we can imagine ‘the meticulous plotter 
patiently aligning the scattered shards into a workable 
whole once more’ (2010).

As of 2020, Christie’s play The Mousetrap (1952) is the 
longest-running in theatre history, nearly 50 years after 
her death. Her novels are still being adapted for film 
and television. In 2013, the Crime Writers’ Association 
voted The Murder of Roger Ackroyd the best crime novel 
of all time. Read more today than her ‘Golden Age’ 
contemporaries Dorothy Sayers, Ngaio Marsh and Margery 
Allingham, Christie remains the undisputed ‘queen of 
crime’.

Literary context
Eccentric detective and narrator sidekick 
Poirot and Hastings are probably the only fictional crime-fighting team to rival 
Holmes and Watson. In both cases, the ‘dynamic duo’ trope counterbalances 
the detectives’ eccentricity with the stolid decency of the narrator sidekicks 
who record their successes. 

In The Mysterious Affair at Styles, Hastings, who has been ‘invalided home 
from the front’ towards the end of the First World War, is recuperating at 
the home of his old friend John Cavendish. Asked about what he plans to do 
when the war is over, he mentions a ‘secret hankering to be a detective’ in the 
Sherlock Holmes mould (Ch. 1). In this way, Christie signposts her commitment 
to the crime genre while gently mocking the naive Hastings, who is destined 
to play the supporting role rather than the star turn. Sure enough, in the next 
chapter he bumps into his ‘old friend, Monsieur Poirot’, once a famous member 
of the Belgian police, now a war refugee living in the Essex village of Styles 
St Mary. It will be the foreign outsider, not the family friend, who assumes 
Holmes’ mantle and unmasks the cunning duo who murdered Emily Inglethorp 
for her money. 

Christie dumped Hastings relatively quickly: ‘Poirot’s Idiot Friend’, as crime 
historian Julian Symons calls him, features in just eight of the 33 Poirot novels 
(Symons 1992, p. 117). She also grew so sick of Poirot that, ‘like Conan Doyle 
with Sherlock Holmes, she tried to eliminate him, but the fans, and hence the 
publishers, protested’ (Acocella 2010). Poirot first appeared in the midst of the 
First World War, and Christie secretly killed him off during the Second World 
War. Significantly, she returned both Poirot and Hastings to Styles — the scene 
of the original crime — for their final case. Curtain, written in the early 1940s, 
was withheld from publication for nearly 30 years and finally issued just a year 
before Christie’s death in 1975.
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