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[bookmark: _5yi0k3smwju9]Objectives
When you have successfully completed this lesson, you will be able to
· name the major elements of the detective story,
· recognize the elements of the detective story in Agatha Christie’s The A.B.C. Murders,
· identify the six Ws and H of the mystery story,
· analyze detective Hercule Poirot’s questioning technique,
· do a character analysis of Poirot,
· explain how point of view affects information for the reader.
[bookmark: _jan5m2hssy0n]Reading Assignment
· The A.B.C. Murders by Agatha Christie
[bookmark: _9hcfqedkh0l5]Overview - The Six Ws and H of Mystery Fiction
The six Ws and H—who, what, when, where, why, to whom, and how—are helpful in analyzing and understanding mystery fiction. The who in mystery stories refers to the criminal, in other words, the person “whodunnit.” The what refers to the crime. Usually, but not always, the crime is a murder; therefore, the criminal is the murderer. You already know the when and the where from our earlier discussions of setting. When includes both the general and specific time, and where includes both the general and specific place the story occurs.
The why of mystery stories, is the motive, the reason who did what to whom. (Obviously, to whom means the victim or victims.) Crimes have to be committed for a specific reason. They just wouldn’t be interesting, and a killing wouldn’t be a murder, if they happened by accident. There are five classic motives for murder: money, jealousy, revenge, self-defense, and self-preservation. The first four are self-explanatory; the last may need clarification. Say someone finds out that many years ago you did something dishonest, and that person tries to blackmail you. To save or preserve your reputation, you get rid of the person. This act isn’t the same as self-defense, when you kill someone because your life is in danger. Here your reputation is endangered, and you believe you have to preserve it.
How refers to the method used to murder the victim or commit the crime. It could be a conventional weapon such as a knife or gun; it could be a silk stocking used to strangle the victim; it could be poison. Try to identify the six Ws and H whenever you read a mystery.
[bookmark: _4k59kjngjxx5]Elements of Detective Fiction
There’s no precise list of ingredients for the detective story, but writers have used a number of elements so often and so consistently that we can list common characteristics we are likely to find in a detective story.
1. The detective is a distinctive, if not unusual, character. Detectives are somewhat strange, rather eccentric, and often brilliant. Their personal habits and tendencies may be peculiar to them alone. Their way of speaking may be different from the “norm.”
2. The detective possesses great reasoning abilities and is gifted in analyzing situations.
3. The detective is more observant than anyone else in the story. She or he notices and fits together clues that no one else sees or feels are important. The detective connects the clues together in a way that helps solve the crime.
4. The detective often has a not-so-brilliant but helpful companion. For example, Sherlock Holmes has his “sidekick” Dr. Watson. The not-so-brilliant companion or sidekick often does the “dirt work”—such as tracking down witnesses—while the detective does the hard work of sitting and thinking.
5. The guilty suspect or suspects usually show up early in the story. The suspect(s) may have a strong motive or be found with the murder weapon. Their fingerprints might be detected at the scene of the crime, or they may act extremely nervous.
6. The plot may involve a “locked-room” mystery. In this type of mystery, the robbery or murder scene does not exhibit signs of entry or exit. In addition to figuring out who did it, the detective has to figure out how the guilty party got into and out of the locked room. Could it be an inside job? Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” the first detective story, is a good example of a locked-room mystery.
7. The detective solves the crime by unexpected means, often by noticing some obvious detail. The reader and other characters don’t understand the significance of this detail, but the detective does.
8. The plot concludes with a “wrap-up” in which the detective gathers the suspects and the police together to explain how the crime was committed and “whodunnit.” In literary terms, this section of the story, where all the loose ends are neatly wrapped up, is called the denouement.
[bookmark: _ornyg1eky34b]Agatha Christie’s Detectives
In this lesson you’ll be reading Agatha Christie’s The A.B.C. Murders. Christie is the grand dame of mystery stories. She lived from 1891 to 1976, and was married to an archeologist. She got some of her ideas for her mysteries from his work. Many of today’s modern mystery readers started with Agatha Christie. My own memory of movie mysteries begins with watching one of her mysteries. The first theatrical mystery play I saw was her Ten Little Indians. Her two best-known and best-loved detectives are Miss Jane Marple, an older, unmarried Englishwoman, and Hercule Poirot (pronounced “air-cue pwah-row”), a Belgian detective who lives in England. Both sleuths have been the subjects not only of Christie’s books but also of movie and of television series.
The A.B.C. Murders stars Hercule Poirot. By most mystery lovers’ standards, Poirot is a master detective, a detective’s detective. He’s got class and style—and he knows it! Maybe that’s why we love him. He’s a great detective and he’s proud of it. In The A.B.C. Murders, not only is Poirot challenged to find the murderer, he also has to find both a motive and the opportunity for the murders. Early on the evidence seems to point to a salesman with the initials A.B.C. (A. B. Cust). Even though Poirot discovers this suspect, and even though the evidence implicates him, Poirot himself questions whether Mr. Cust is the actual murderer.
Accompanying Poirot is his friend Captain Arthur Hastings, who narrates the story. You will see the story through Hastings’s limited point of view. You will only have the information that he can provide you. You only see what he sees, so you might miss some things that he misses but Poirot doesn’t.
As always, read through the written assignment questions first. Knowing the questions will help keep you focused. You might want to jot down a question number in the margin of the page as you discover answers and partial answers. It’s a quick way to go back to find the answers after you have finished the book, thought carefully about the story, and are ready to complete the written assignment.
If you can put down this book after reading chapter 1, you might want to think about question 1. It will help you to better understand Poirot, especially throughout the rest of the book. On the count of three . . . 1 . . . 2 . . . 3 . . . It’s on to your ABCs. Enjoy!

