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Abstract In the introductory chapter, I posit the book’s core argument—that the increasing engagement with Gothic horror aesthetics is not new to Agatha Christie adaptations. These darker moods, however, have the potential to compete with the centrality of the puzzle in Christie’s stories. First, I establish the importance of the puzzle in Christie’s work. Second, I provide an overview of Agatha Christie adaptations that draw on the horror genre. This provides a historical overview of Agatha Christie adaptations for the small screen. I engage with television aesthetics and how Christie adaptations increasingly display a stylistic excess. This grounds my use of the horror and Gothic mood. I will argue that the debate on fidelity will always be relevant and a topic of concern because it matters to audiences and critics. Finally, I establish the subsequent chapters’ arguments and conceptual frameworks.

Keywords: Agatha Christie, crime fiction, mood, aesthetics, genre studies, fidelity, adaptation studies, Gothic horror



We begin by closely examining the moving hands of a clock. Dorothy Squires’ “Anything I Dream Is Possible” warbles faintly in the background. The next shot in this opening montage pans across a newspaper clipping that depicts a woman surrounded by smiling children. The article’s title tells us that she is “The Orphan’s Saviour.” The screen then cuts to black with the sound of a WHACK and a THUD. Dorothy Squires is slowly drowned out by menacing, low-pitched strings. This is followed by a blurry sequence of the woman, the “orphan’s saviour," on the ground, arm up, feebly attempting to stand. When we return to being in focus, we are given an extreme close-up shot of blood dropping onto fabric; it lands with a loud sizzle as if it burns to the touch. Blood drips down a more recent photograph of the woman with her now adult children; a smiling young man has his arm around her in an embrace.  12. Cut. We are now outside under the bright moonlight. That same man in the photograph exits the household grounds. A sign indicating the estate’s name ironically reads “Sunny Point.” The man seems to be in a total panic and hurriedly stops a car. When we return to inside, we first see the pendulum of a grandfather clock ticking. The camera tilts up to the face of the clock where we see the reflection of another woman screaming, having discovered the murder scene.



Richards, S., Agatha Christie and Gothic Horror: Adaptations and Televisuality.
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And so, Ordeal by Innocence (2018b) begins, and the series’ gloomy tone is established. The miniseries is adapted by screenwriter Sarah Phelps from Agatha Christie’s novel as part of her quintet that she has adapted for the BBC. Her other titles include The Witness for the Prosecution (2016), And Then There Were None (2015), The ABC Murders (2018a) and The Pale Horse (2020). These series, often dubbed “grim” and “gross” by critics, are a far cry from the quaint family-friendly murder that we have become accustomed to from Agatha Christie adaptations (see Hale 2019; Haigis 2019; Rabinowitz 2018). In this book, I will argue that these television series draw on varied generic codes to achieve a dark and gory aesthetic, ultimately challenging the conventionally charming treatment of Christie that we may be familiar with. They are adaptations that raise the indignation of Christie diehards. While Agatha Christie is no stranger to darker territory; it is rare that her mysteries are so consistently depicted with Gothic horror aesthetics. An exception to this rule, and a key case study of this book, is And Then There Were None, which has long been associated with the horror genre well before Sarah Phelps’ adaptation.

The primary focus of this book is television. In doing so, I aim to advance knowledge on how these controversially dark Christie television adaptations contribute, not just to contemporary studies of Christie’s work, but more broadly to adaptation studies, television studies and genre studies—specifically horror, the Gothic and the murder mystery. This book resides in the junctures in which these fields intersect. Attention will also be paid to adaptations in other media forms of note. And Then There Were None, for instance, has been adapted into both a graphic novel and video game, both of which draw on horror imagery. Christie has long been primarily associated with television. Cosy British-set murder mysteries are a televisual staple, such as Midsomer Murders (1997-present), Vera (2011-present), Shetland (2013-present), Inspector Morse (1987-2000) and so on. As Mark Aldridge notes in his monograph Agatha Christie on Screen, “many people’s first experience of Agatha Christie is not through her original texts, but through adaptations of her work for film and [in particular] television” (2016,1). The  13. enduring popularity of small screen adaptations of Christie’s work is all the more ironic given how much she hated television. “Entirely a personal idiosyncrasy,” she wrote to her agent Edmund Cork. “I have to admit I am not television-minded” (Christie, qtd in Aldridge 2016, 35). Agatha Christie adaptations are perhaps best known as charming made-for-television whodunits set in either “exotic” locations or quaint British villages. David Suchet is beloved as Poirot as are Geraldine McEwan, Julia McKenzie and Joan Hickson as Miss Marple. The evolution of Agatha Christie on television is a study on the evolution of television itself.

Agatha Christie’s stories feature heavily in the contemporary media landscape; reruns of various incarnations of the ITV series regularly appear in television schedules and her influence on the murder mystery genre cannot be overstated. Most recently, a key element to the solution of Knives Out (2019) draws heavily on Crooked House (1949). Her work is consistently liberally adapted, much to the anger of Christie’s diehard fans the world over. One must only look at the denigration of Kenneth Branagh's Murder on the Orient Express (2017), dubbed “self-indulgent and thoroughly unnecessary” (Orr 2017, para, 9), to see how dear her stories are to her fans. Typical iterations of Agatha Christie aren’t strangers to controversy, though, as these series have also been known to deviate from the source text. For instance, a lesbian couple is introduced into The Body in the Library (2004), an episode of the series Agatha Christie’s Marple, and several changes were made to the 2005 adaptation of Cards on the Table, including the addition of a gay tryst and the identity of one of the killers being altered. Bold is the adapter who messes with Poirot and plays with Christie’s puzzle logic. While ITV’s Agatha Christie’s Marple and Phelps’ adaptations do have notable fans, the matter of fidelity for some Agatha Christie diehard fans concerns how her detectives deal with this puzzle format. Do the clues remain the same? Is the ensemble of suspects faithful to how they are presented in the source text? And, most importantly, how does an engagement with a darker tone impact upon the untangling of these puzzles? Implications being: Can style detract from a complex narrative?

It may have come as a shock for diehard Christie fans when Sarah Phelps’ adaptations were all heralded as considerably grislier than their charming predecessors. While the first three miniseries were generally viewed positively by critics, scoring 82, 79 and 71 on Metacritic, respectively, the critical response to The ABC Murders was considerably more mixed, achieving only a 58. Her most recent adaptation, The Pale Horse, has received only mildly favourable reviews, receiving a 69. The social media backlash against The ABC Murders was noticeable, so much so that Sarah Phelps, herself, took to  14. Twitter to respond to criticisms, albeit in a derisive manner: “And thanks to all of you, those who enjoyed it and those who didn’t. See you next time when I rewrite Pride and Prejudice in a crack den. You’re all lovely. A bientot, mes enfants. #TheABCMurders” (Phelps 2018c).

Upon the release of Phelps’ And Then There Were None, author Sophia Hannah (2015) observed that “some people still see Christie as a writer of cozies—fun puzzles that are all surface and plot, with little depth or substance to them.” Phelps, herself, likens this divisiveness to “manufactured outrage” (qtd in Ling 2018, para. 4). In his review of The ABC Murders for the New York Times, Mike Hale took issue with the emphasis on everything being grimmer and grosser, writing that the adaptation is so “suffocatingly revisionist that what’s left isn’t really Christie at all” (2019, para. 4). The grimy, shadowy tone that worked for The Witness for the Prosecution, And Then There Were None and Ordeal by Innocence is seen as a distraction in The ABC Murders. This Gothic horror twist rebels against the association of Christie’s stories with quaintness. In this book, I argue that Phelps’ quintet, namely And Then There Were None, The Witness for the Prosecution, Ordeal by Innocence, The ABC Murders and The Pale Horse, draw upon a broad cross-section of Gothic horror to generate a gloomy mood that permeates through the texts. Rather than being a genre, the Gothic is a tone that employs political and cultural discourse to make us uncomfortable (Smith 2008). As Catherine Spooner notes, the “Gothic remains an incredibly fertile and diverse cultural form.... [It] continually reinvents itself, and is reinvented” (2007,196). This book explores this “Gothicisation” of Agatha Christie’s work. Fred Botting defines the Gothic as signifying excess, gloomy atmospheres and the past haunting the present, where these threats are “associated with supernatural and natural forces, imaginative excesses and delusions, religious and human evil, social transgression, mental disintegration and spiritual corruption” (1996,1). Christie’s murder mysteries are fertile grounds for these themes to be explored.


The Puzzle

Agatha Christie largely adhered to a puzzle-like formula in her stories, which quickly became her trademark. The detective was largely a channel through which the reader could decipher the puzzle. In an obituary for her in 1976, Time wrote that she was “the genre’s undisputed queen of the maze.” Her work was born out of the Golden Age of Detective Fiction, which is cited as occurring anywhere between 1918 and 1945 (Curran 2011, 21–30;  15. Rowland 2010, 119). These clue-puzzle narratives, Knight (2010, 91) writes, gave the reader enough information to try to solve the mystery without offering much in terms of plot or style; a charge applicable to Murder on the Orient Express (1934), but perhaps unfair to more atmospheric mysteries, such as Sleeping Murder (1976) or And Then There Were None (1939). Works published during the Golden Age were highly stylised and featured both a murder and a detective, someone positioned externally to law enforcement. Writing on the mystery novel, Brooks argues that they are “pursued both for the solution of enigmas and their prolongation in suspense, in the pleasure of the text: the best possible case of plot for plot’s sake” (1984, 170).

Agatha Christie was particularly known for her “Closed Circle” mysteries. These featured a murder in a closed off location which was ostensibly impossible for anyone to come and go from the scene except for the suspects in question. This location could be a manor (Ordeal by Innocence), an island (And Then There Were None) or a moving train (Murder on the Orient Express). The detective and their confidants go to great lengths to outline how no other suspects could be considered. As the clues unravel, early assumptions are proven to be false. Obvious suspects are either killed off or proven to be unmistakably innocent. This model is an extension of the “locked-room” mystery, of which Christie wrote a rare example of with Murder in Mesopotamia (1936). The game between the text and the reader is that the solution is possible to be solved before the detective outlines how it was all done in the final pages. Agatha Christie was famous for having her two detectives, Poirot and Miss Marple, reveal the solution in the denouement with the concerned parties present. Palmer writes, however, that while the reader has the chance to solve the mystery, “(a) the author weights all the chances in the detective’s favour; and (b) the narrator, whether first person or third, maybe unreliable” (1991,131). While many clues are foregrounded in the plot, fundamental components to the cause-and-effect nature of the crime are buried throughout the narrative only to be drawn attention to by the awe-inspiring detective. There were rules for writers working within the Detection Club, a social and dining society founded in 1930 by a group of authors who wrote Golden Age mysteries. Agatha Christie notably broke many of these rules, perhaps most famously with The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1926) (Makinen 2010,417). These were established by Ronald Knox, a Catholic priest, theologian, author and radio broadcaster who was a member of the club, and they dictated that stories must have as their primary interest the “unravelling of a mystery; a mystery whose elements are clearly presented to the reader at an early stage in the proceedings, and whose nature is such as to arouse curiosity, a curiosity which is gratified at the end” (1929, 9).

 16. Stereotypes are used in the puzzle formula in unexpected ways to fool the reader (Munt 1994, 8). In Queering Agatha Christie, Bernthal argues that by using recognisable stereotypes, “Christie both fools the reader as to ‘whodunit’ and undermines the certainty and reality of normativity” (2016, 265). This results in oppressive systems and structures being questioned, such as Poirot’s subversion of the law in Murder on the Orient Express. This is a far cry from those that view her “stereotyped characters and picturesque middle-class settings” as creating a “literary landscape that was unlikely to shock or surprise—a reassuringly conservative world view” (Symons, qtd in Bernthal 2016,1). The carnivalesque upheaval of relations in Ordeal by Innocence, for instance, is one such example. These narratives are often about subverting normality. The charming whodunit was constructed largely through the BBC adaptations, such as Joan Hickson’s Miss Marple in the 1980s, a “nostalgic articulation of Englishness” that was perfect for Thatcher’s Britain (Mortimer 2021, para. 2). Accordingly, the relationship between the Christie puzzle and ideology has always been in flux.

The central interest lies in the interrogation of clichéd suspects. This frames these stories as being game-like, a contest between the author and the reader. Later adaptations often adhere to this emphasis on the puzzle but update Christie to contemporary mores. As Bernthal concludes in his monograph, “[a]s Christie remains in the public eye, her seriousness as a writer and her relevance to contemporary audiences is being continually reasserted, while her institutional status is becoming less static and stereotyped than it has in recent decades” (2016, 267).

Phelps’ adaptations are a fascinating example of her work being “less static and stereotyped.” This darkening of Christie, however, reduces the centrality of the puzzle in the adapted narrative in order for a deeper exploration of the detective’s psyche. The ending of The Witness for the Prosecution, for instance, is more melodramatic than Christie’s hurried conclusion as it explores the impact of trauma on the main players. This extended conclusion shifts the focus of the whole miniseries to be primarily about protagonist John Mayhew’s psyche, as he deals with post-traumatic stress and guilt from war, rather than the source text’s focus on Romaine’s hoodwinking performance. In a tender early moment between Mayhew and Leo, where Mayhew becomes less stand-offish with the accused, Leo shares his despair in life after returning from the war. “We thought we'd get more,” Leo says despondently, of his belief that they would return heroes. “We are what happens when you butcher the young,” the lovers say in a final confrontation as they label Mayhew as equally as monstrous as them.  17. This leads Mayhew to have a fight with his wife as he forces himself on her, only for her to reveal that she never forgave him for their son not returning from battle. Typically, once the puzzle itself is solved, Christie concludes her stories quickly. Characters hastily profess their love for each other in closing paragraphs or in brief epilogues. This shift in focus to characters’ psychological development is a consistent theme in Phelps’ work and, I argue, a motif in the Gothicisation of Christie’s novels. This dichotomy between rationality and irrationality, the order of the puzzle and the disorder of the detective’s psyche, are indicative of the detective narrative and the Gothic being heavily intertwined (Spooner 2010).

While the central puzzle in The Pale Horse (1961) remains largely unchanged, Easterbrook’s true intentions are the focus. In the book, a middleman makes a bet with the client who want someone murdered. That client then visits the witches who, in turn, pass this information onto Osborne, who murders the victims with thallium poison. In the adapted text, Osborne seeks out the clients and uses spies to find out the names of the victims when they meet the witches. In this version, the witches don’t knowingly contribute to the murders. The series concludes with Easterbrook entering his house to the discovery of his wife’s body, as he always does in his nightmares. Here, he reads the newspaper detailing his untimely death. As stated above, this ambiguous conclusion suggests that the witches have committed him to an eternity of torment in purgatory. The solution to this complex puzzle is glossed over quickly in the final confrontation with Osborne, leaving many viewers confused over the puzzle’s details (Griffiths 2020; Keene 2020; Longridge 2020; Mellor 2020). The real crescendo here is Easterbrook’s guilt over Delphine’s murder and Hermia’s realisation of his violent misogyny. It’s Easterbrook’s unravelling psyche that is the emphasis of this adaptation.

The changed ending in Ordeal results in several clues present in the book being removed or altered. Christie’s version sees Kirsten, the maid, revealed as the killer, in a lover’s pact with the victim’s son, Jack, while the killer in Phelps’ version is Leo Argyle, the victim’s husband, who commits the murder so he can be with his young secretary, Gwenda. Jack has now become Kirsten’s illegitimate son conceived through Mr Argyle raping her when she first started working at the household. The ending in the book is very quick with the denouement lacking the drawn-out finesse of a Marple or Poirot story. Shortly afterwards, Kirsten stumbles out of the house with the Argyle surviving family members remaining behind. Phelps’ miniseries concludes once the surviving Argyle children visit Calgary in a psychiatric hospital and it is revealed that Kirsten is keeping the killer locked up in the  18. bomb shelter. The actual crime is solved while an entire sixteen minutes remains of the episode. This is considerably longer than more traditional adaptations of Christie’s work.

Likewise, since The ABC Murders is primarily about Poirot rather than the puzzle, the ragtag “legion” of investigators is removed from the source text. The book sees Poirot assemble key supporting figures who are connected to each murder. Alice Ascher’s niece, Mary Drower; Betty Barnard’s fiancé and sister, Donald Fraser and Megan Barnard; and Carmichael Clarke’s brother and secretary, Franklin Clarke and Thora Grey. These legion members become active in the deliberation process, which is in fact a ruse by Poirot to further investigate them. With the legion subplot removed, these characters become mere suspects. The crime scenes all have some relevance to Poirot, whose experience in World War I is key to the series’ thematic development, where it is revealed he was in fact a priest, rather than a Belgian police detective. Phelps uses the 1930s setting to explore the parallels between the British Union of Fascists and a contemporary post-Brexit Britain, positing that the rising fascist fear of the outsider resides in both climates. This distrust of outsiders is evident in the book (see 38-39,48, 64,68). This atmosphere, however, does not relate to the central puzzle. This xenophobia is paramount to developing Poirot’s character. The central mystery is engulfed by this character development; the suspects and victims are just catalysts to explore Poirot’s isolation and trauma.

This importance of the puzzle, or lack thereof, places an emphasis on the role of the narration in Christie adaptations. Viewing Christie, the viewer must piece together the broader story of the crime, be it during a feature-length film or across multiple episodes. Drawing on the difference between fabula (story) and syuzhet (plot) from Russian formalism, Bordwell defines film narration as “the process whereby the film’s syuzhet and style interact in the course of cueing and channelling the spectator’s construction of the fabula” (1985,53). From the sequence of events provided in the plot, the viewer must mentally paint the picture of the story, ideally before the detective beats them to it. Clues are integral to this. This slow reveal of the story is what creates suspense for the viewer. While the long-form format of seriality allows for complexity, which is fundamentally a redefinition of “episodic forms under the influence of serial narration” (Mittell 2015, 18), the embracing of these conventions, I argue, can downplay these clues and displace the centrality of the puzzle. This embellishment of mood is directly connected to the characterisation of the detectives rather than the piecing together of the puzzles.



 19. Fidelity: The Challenge of Reworking Mysteries

Agatha Christie’s stories have always been about the questioning of norms and values in British society. Darker adaptations only drive these challenges further. In Christie’s mysteries, one of the suspects is a killer and is often described by the detective as evil. This core attribute perfectly lends itself to horror, which for Wood (1985) is fundamentally about the suppression of “the other,” either within oneself or society. The Gothic draws on the fear of the repressed past to terrify the present. With this in mind, Phelps uses the Gothic as a framework in these adaptations to critique the present. Julie Sanders draws on the power of resistance from Adrienne Rich in describing adaptations as a form of “re-vision, the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical direction... not to pass on a tradition but to break its hold over us” (qtd in Sanders 2005,12). Adaptations can be a form of defiance, identifying fissures, absences and silences of canonical texts. Perhaps relationships between characters can be explored further than they are in the source text; maybe some characters are more sinister than what we first thought. This shift can be seen in some adaptations making a character more sympathetic, such as Gwenda Vaughn being a victim in ITV’s Ordeal by Innocence as opposed to the catty mistress in Sarah Phelps’ later adaptation. The Sarah Phelps quintet depart from many conventions that Christie is known for, particularly the centrality of the puzzle for the reader to solve. These adaptations embellish the depths of the evil that is at the core of these crimes, a departure of what we are used to. The economics of television production, as Aldridge notes, are to blame for the “typical Christie" (2016,43). Many early televisual adaptations in the 1930s and 1940s, such as Three Blind Mice (1947), were modelled on radio broadcasts. While changes were made for the visual medium, many clues were emphasised in the dialogue. BBC’s later miniseries in the 1980s only cemented this style, thus building pre-conceived expectations of the audience with the quintessential televisual model of Agatha Christie. The puzzle and the necessary clues were key to these “typical Christie” miniseries. Christie’s daughter, Rosalind Hicks, was closely involved in the development of BBC’s adaptation of the Miss Marple novels, often commenting on scripts resulting in what Aldridge notes as “cosy nostalgia” (2016,220). Resistances to these quaint televisual conventions manifest in the acceptance of what is negative, low or monstrous. In this book, I will explore how these aforementioned “grimmer and grosser” moods of the adaptations are drawn from sources beyond Christie’s work.

I will be exploring the adoption of horror and the Gothic through the lens of adaptation studies. The negative response of fans to these adaptations are  20. centred largely around fidelity, which holds a curious place in adaptation studies. Scholars have long argued against the notion of fidelity being the arbiter of whether an adapted text is any good. In “Adaptation, or the Cinema as Digest,” Bazin notably argued against the “faithfulness of form” and advocates for a process of adaptation that seeks cinematic “equivalences of meaning” (1997, 20). The greater meanings of a novel exist beyond the confines of surface style and can, therefore, coexist with different formal equivalences. In a contemporary post-structuralist approach to adaptation studies, as identified by David Kranz and Nancy Mellerski (2008,4-9), there is a movement away from the binary of original and copy, that meanings drawn out of adapted texts are from multiple sources. Hurst (2008,172) draws on Derrida in her critique of the role of fidelity and the binary in adaptation studies. She argues that to assert an essentialist difference between the two mediums is to reinscribe the oppositional structure along with the hierarchy.

And yet, fidelity informs the critical responses of Agatha Christie fans to adaptations of her work, because, as Christine Geraghty argues, “faithfulness matters when it matters to the viewer” (2008, 3). For many fans of Agatha Christie, Phelps’ adaptations are judged according to the degree to which they conform to their source text. Since they diminish the role of the puzzle in favour of an exploration of what is repressed, they are fundamentally different. For Catherine Grant, adaptation is a matter of reception, as screen texts require their audiences to “recall the adapted work, or the cultural memory” (2002, 57). Given that Christie’s own signature is branded across the promotional material for these series, audiences are invited to recognise Christie’s work in these versions. This anchoring of Christie as the primary author gives Phelps’ work cultural and economic value. As such, even though this analysis moves away from the original/copy binary, how the copy strays from the original and is shaped by Gothic horror is an important component to consider. We can never escape the original.

This analysis of Phelps’ adaptations is informed by Robert Stam’s (2000)  work on fidelity, which sees adaptation as a process of translation, where the story is decoded into a new medium. This argument sees new forms of grammar being used to express the essence of the story. Gérard Genette informs Stam’s work on textuality to argue that we should consider adaptation as a dialogue, with transtextuality being “all that which puts one text in relation, whether manifest or secret, with other texts” (Genette, qtd in Stam 2000, 65). Adaptation is then a form of transtextual dialogism between the literary and the screen. These adaptations are an “ongoing whirl of intertextual references and transformation, of texts generating other texts in an endless process of recycling, transformation, transmutation,  21. with no clear point of origin” (Stam 2000, 66). This will become clearer in my analysis of Phelps’ work, where the miniseries clearly draw on generic codes beyond Christie’s work. Screen adaptations are “mediated by a series of filters—studio style, ideological fashion, political constraints, auteurist predilections, charismatic stars, economic advantage, evolving technology” (Stam 2000, 68–69). Consequently, Phelps’ adaptations are new texts while simultaneously reminding the viewer of Agatha Christie’s original writing. These are her stories but not as we know them, as they are in dialogue with other screen generic conventions.

There is pleasure in viewing an adapted text through the identification of repetition; they are “second without being secondary” (Hutcheon 2006, 9). The knowing reader or viewer enjoys the intellectual pleasure of intertextuality, in seeing your favourite stories in new forms. Kim Cattrall as Emily French in The Witness for the Prosecution is like Samantha Jones from Sex and the City; Rufus Sewell as Mark Easterbrook in The Pale Horse is reminiscent of James Bond. Phelps’ characters transgress sexual decorum in new ways. The more desperate the guests become in And Then There Were None, for instance, the more raucous they are. The four supposedly remaining survivors, Claythorne, Lombard, Armstrong and Blore, all drink to excess, snort cocaine and howl like animals; Armstrong and Blore dance in each other’s arms and Claythorne and Lombard have sex, something which does not happen in the source text.

Literary and screen texts use different forms of grammar to express story elements. The creators of the adapted screen text must consider how literary texts look and sound and they need to adjust the story for new commercial parameters. In the case of The Witness for the Prosecution, for instance, Phelps has adapted a short story of only twenty or so pages to almost two hours of television content. The self-reflexivity of intertextuality allows us to consider the different production contexts of both the original and adaptation. According to Jellenik, “[a]daptations allow us to critically explore the aesthetic, political, industrial, and cultural drives behind texts—the ways that genre and culture alter and construct content. Through this lens, the act of adaptation becomes a critical component of cultural construction” (2017, 40).

Using Gothic horror, these adaptations are a fascinating critique of British society. A key part to the crime in Ordeal, for instance, is the abuse of the household servant, a significant reworking of how she appears in the book. Andrew Smith warns that the Gothic “should not be read as a form which passively replicates contemporary cultural debates about politics, philosophy, or gender, but rather reworks, develops, and challenges them”  22. (2008, 8, my emphasis). The Gothic, then, is a useful framework to rework and reconsider Christie’s writing. Arguing against the “manufactured outrage” of the backlash from Christie diehards in the Radio Times, Phelps is a firm believer that Christie would have made her stories more explicit if she could have:


She might not have written any sex or swearing and drug taking and whatever, but I’m sure she would have it if she could.... Don’t tell me this woman was a stranger to controversy and that she’s a stranger to blood and guts and a stranger to all the strange complex weirdness that makes up human motivation and human behaviour. She knows. (Phelps, qtd in Ling 2018, para. 5)


For Phelps, this darkness is the essence of Agatha Christie’s work. According to this logic, Phelps is not changing the story but expressing the essence of Christie’s using aesthetics drawn from Gothic horror. Adapting Christie in the socio-cultural climate of the 2010s allows Phelps to explore the extremities of evil. Where does the inspiration for the grammar of these new mediums come from? An examination of these transtextual dialogics does not necessarily discount the study of fidelity, particularly for adapted texts that identify the original author so explicitly. A study of faithfulness allows us to explore this tension of a screen text that emphasises the original author while simultaneously proclaiming that this text “deserves a brutality” that wasn’t there beforehand (Phelps, qtd in Kanter 2020).

Phelps’ position, here, can be read as reflecting the Gothic sentimentalities of Christie’s writing. Gothic stories are not just about threatening older men and vulnerable heroines in partially ruined castles. They are also about tormented characters within a household often isolated from the outside world, as is encountered in Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca (1938) or Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey (1817). Agatha Christie’s crime fiction was a key example of middlebrow gothic, as her stories reflected middle-class concerns of the day, which were looking towards the “re-establishment of social structures following the disruption” of World War I (D’Cruze 2006, 52-53). The middlebrow novel, Humble argues, was “a powerful force in establishing and consolidating, but also in resisting, new class and gender identities” after the war (2001, 3). As such, the turmoil faced in the Gothic middlebrow novel reflected the instabilities of domesticity, “where aspirations towards progress had to negotiate some rather disturbing aspects of modernity” (D’Cruze 2006,47). Christie’s ensembles of characters must all face the social upheaval that follows a crime.

 23. These series embellish the downplayed Gothic horror found in the novels. In many stories, such as Sleeping Murder, The Sittaford Mystery (1931) or, indeed, The Pale Horse, Christie uses supernatural elements, often ghosts or evil spirits, to establish mood. These supernatural elements are almost always imagined by the characters, however. These Gothic horror tropes are always rationally explained away through the logic of the detective. The Gothic, Rowland writes, functions as a “threatening state which detecting is meant to map and recuperate” (2001, 116). Such depictions of Gothic horror in Christie’s writing are often a narrative device to misdirect the reader. Phelps’ adaptations don’t explain away these elements. Instead, they are embraced to further establish mood. The witches in The Pale Horse really do have dark powers and ghosts do appear in And Then There Were None and Ordeal by Innocence through visions.

And yet, there are even further Gothic concerns to be found in Christie’s novels. Often, Christie’s novels are about violent evil lurking within the picturesque English village or a stately, upper-class family home. The Gothic novel, Modleski (1982, 20) argues, is fundamentally domestic, concerning familial relationships, often between women, within the home. In this cultural imagining of the home, the Gothic novel is often centred around what separates the domestic sphere from “the abuses and exploitations that are seen as inextricably linked with an experience of the public sphere” (Davidoff et al. 1976, 140). Cultural constructions of the “ideal home” are dependent upon the disavowal of anything violent (Blunt and Dowling 2006). The Gothic text, however, often subverts this distinction, with evil now being found within this ideal home. As such, Sarah Phelps’ adaptations are valuable case studies to explore these Gothic underpinnings found within Christie’s original writing.



Horror Aesthetics

Through looking at the relationships between Agatha Christie and Gothic horror aesthetics, this book takes a post-structuralist approach to adaptation. The Gothic, Lawn writes, is a mode rather than a genre as it is “a way of doing and seeing, adaptable across dislocations of culture, time, and space, rather than a substantive category” (2006, 14–15). These adaptations are not how we expect Agatha Christie stories to look and sound but rather a new way to appreciate Christie’s original writing. The dominant adaptations of Christie, such as those featuring David Suchet and Joan Hickson, feature murders that are stylistically akin to melodramas rather than to thrillers or horror.

 24. There are a few Agatha Christie adaptations that do draw on horror forms, with death scenes stylistically evoking dread. Aldridge (2016) provides extensive annotations on Christie film and television adaptations with a focus on American and British output. Aldridge cites several examples that draw on horrific tones, such as the score for the pre-title card opening of the short television drama Three Blind Mice (1947). Another example is the television episode of “The Red Signal,” which ran as a part of the half-hour anthology series Suspense (1949–54) on CBS. The short drama deals with themes of paranoia and the macabre as several characters, including one guilty of a crime, attending a séance, a recurring narrative device in Christie’s work. The American production keeps the British setting and cast. According to Aldridge, it


evokes the gothic horror of British literature as well as its contemporaries—while this séance may be taking place in what is ostensibly the present day, it carries with it connotations of old dark houses and centuries of ghost stories. (2016, 57)


As many Christie stories do, “The Red Signal” shifts from the fear of the paranormal to a crime thriller free from anything supernatural. Other example includes ITV’s “The Last Séance” (1986), adapted from The Hound of Death short story collection, which also features a séance infused with a creeping sense of dread. A film adaptation of Ordeal by Innocence (1985) experiments with horror aesthetics. The first cut of the film was not received well by test audiences with the original score composed by Pino Dinaggio, who was perhaps best known for his work for Nicholas Roeg’s Don’t Look Now (1973). His score was reportedly “reminiscent of a ghost story” (Aldridge 2016, 199), embellishing the unease of characters haunted by the past. Sadly, and perhaps strangely, the soundtrack was replaced with a Dave Brubeck jazz score. Another example can be found in the ITV series Agatha Christie’s Marple, which featured a very loose adaptation of The Sittaford Mystery in 2006, where an ensemble of characters learns of an impending murder through a séance. The rising music during the séance builds the tension and the scene ends abruptly, as we shift back to the dramatic form. The allusion to horror here, like many of Agatha Christie’s associations with horror screen aesthetics, is partial and fleeting.

And Then There Were None has long been associated with the horror genre. The story has been known under several names due to its offensive original name with previous titles being Ten Little Ni***rs and Ten Little Indians. René Clair’s 1945 And Then There Were None emphasises the inescapable  25. nature of death with the murders being “gruesome in their description if not depiction” (Aldridge 2016, 80). NBC’s telemovie Ten Little Indians (1959) is mostly a crime thriller. Midway through, however, the five survivors begin stumbling across dead bodies in a quick succession which “changes the tone from a slow-burn mystery to outright horror, as it mirrors the later slasher films more than the understated, unsettling nature of the original story” (Aldridge 2016,63). For Aldridge, this “shift in genre” is due to “timing, pace and the nature of live production” (2016,63). It’s ultimately a shift part-way through, however, as horror isn’t embraced holistically throughout.

The horror text is fundamentally about fear. More broadly, Wood argues that “normality is threatened by the monster” (1979,14) whereas Carroll (1990) defines horror as being art-horrified, where we have an emotional response, often that of fear or disgust, at something monstrous that defies scientific explanation. Both concur on the presence of a monster (or something monstrous) as being key to the horror form. In exploring the difference between the horror film and the science fiction film, and why they both often intersect, Vivian Sobchack (2004) argues that while both involve chaos, the horror text involves disruptions to the moral order while science fiction texts involve disruption of the social order. This distinction speaks to the importance of interpretation of aesthetics; or, to draw on Bordwell (1989), to consider “historical poetics.” A discussion of aesthetics and their “historical poetics” contextualises them “as part of different filmmaking and broader artistic traditions, or when viewed by different kinds of audience at different times” (Thomson-Jones 2008, 93).

Genres are in a constant state of flux. Many genre theorists have articulated key stages of development, such as Schatz’s (1981) four cycles—experimental, classical, refinement and baroque. For Grant (1986), genre cinema is a commercial model that engages in repetition and variation of conventions for a knowing audience. Wes Craven’s Scream (1996), for instance, repeated identifiable tropes of the slasher film while surprising audiences with key variations to the subgenre’s model. When we refer to the horror genre, often we refer to quintessential examples, which clouds the categorisation process for screen texts on the periphery. For slasher films, we would refer to Halloween (1978) or Scream; for the zombie film, we would refer to the work of George A Romero. This focus creates the prototype effect for prominent horror films (Bordwell 1989, 148); i.e., key “go to” examples of the genre. But what about forms of horror that exist on the periphery? Leeder (2018) argues that this core/ periphery model is a useful approach to consider the many incarnations of the horror genre. This also allows for an exploration of the many intersections between genres, such as the sci-fi/horror hybrid Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979).

 26. For screen texts that aren’t wholly prescribed to the horror genre, where do these associations with the genre generate? In Film/Genre, Altman identifies the semantic and syntactic components of a genre, which aid us in identification and interpretation. “The semantic approach,” Altman writes, “stress the genre’s building blocks, while the syntactic view privileges the structures into which they are arranged” (1984,10). As such, the association of Agatha Christie with horror requires an examination of both of these semantic and syntactic arrangements. A knife or dark lighting, for instance, would feature in multiple genres other than a horror film. They could feature in a melodrama, a medical procedural or a Western. How these signs associate with other formal elements indicate how these murder mysteries could be interpreted as being Gothic and/or horror texts. They could also give rise to the reading of slasher films that finds their origins in the murder mystery novel.

These texts on the periphery of horror are perhaps best described as having particular tones or moods. In his essay on the aesthetics of mood, Sinnerbrink draws on the concept of Stimmung to explore the “expressiveness of the film and the affective responsive of the viewer” (2012,149). Moods imbue fictional worlds with aesthetic significance. Sinnerbrink argues that “a film-world must be aesthetically disclosed or rendered meaningful through the evocation of appropriate moods in order for such cues to show up as affectively charged with meaning in the first place” (2012,154, his emphasis). Moods prepare us for an emotional engagement with a film that, according to Smith (2003), rely upon a series of cues that are diffused throughout a text. For television, it is not necessarily the narrative content but the aesthetic dimensions of an image that allow for these peripheral texts to have horror tones.

The adaptations of Agatha Christie that are discussed in this book aren’t “horror takes”—they aren’t “Agatha Christie, except creepier or scarier.” Rather, they treat horror aesthetics as a form of tone, mood or atmosphere. The audiences of these miniseries, dare I say, are not entirely the same as those that would identify as horror or cult cinema fans (see Leeder 2018, 148). These are atmospheres created to further develop narrative strategies and characterisation. This also speaks to many scholars who argue against genre films as being one coherent group. We must move away, argues Cherry, from thinking of horror as a single, coherent genre but as “an overlapping and evolving set of‘conceptual categories’ in a constant state of flux” (2009, 3). These aesthetics are an example of a text existing on the periphery of the horror genre.

Through their combination of narrative, sound and image, horror produces an affective experience. While some horror scholars argue that the genre  27. wants to shock us with “startle effects” (Baird 2000; Donnelly 2005), Hutchings (2009) argues that the genre is too varied to quantify what it does to the viewer. This leads us to embodied studies of our responses to horror. Many scholars have looked at the affect of horror (Hanich 2009; Brinkema 2014; Dudenhoeffer 2014; Reyes 2016). Ndalianis (2012a) explores this affective response of horror to what she refers to as the “sensorium.” In particular, she looks at the visceral disgust of “New Horror” cinema:


New Horror, like all horror, relies on the sensorium, an integrated unit that combines cognition and the senses, the mind and the body. Horror media offer us a gamut of experiences—horror, laughter, fear, terror, the cerebral pleasures of intertextual play—and, depending on the sensory, emotional and intellectual encounters each example throws our way, we perceive, sense and interpret the fictional spaces of horror in diverse and distinctive ways. The sensorium, therefore, refers both to the sensory mechanics of the human body, but also to the intellectual and cognitive functions connected to it. (Ndalianis 2012a, 16)


It’s a combination of sensory and cognitive engagement with the text that typifies what horror and the Gothic do to us. Here, aesthetics is linked to the body and our cognition and, I argue, speaks to the impact of the uncanny. We feel uneasy when immersed in the Gothic horror text. We dwell on this unease. Ndalianis draws on Susan Buck-Morss, who posits that aesthetics are a “form of cognition, achieved through taste, touch, hearing, seeing, smell—the whole corporeal sensorium” (1992, 6). Our senses are actively involved in the structuring of the information around us. This visceral element of aesthetics speaks to the haptic nature of sound and vision, something that Elsaesser and Hagener refer to as “the body-based nature of the experience” (2010,178). This is far more complex than just a semiotic analysis of what we view but a consideration of all the formal components of screen culture. Haptic images don’t just invite “identification with a figure but encourage a bodily relationship between viewer and image” (Marks 2002, 3). Our senses and our awareness of these responses are key to how we respond to aesthetics, when the familiar becomes unfamiliar. We are disgusted, uncomfortable and shocked, but we are also aware that we are disgusted, uncomfortable and shocked. For some, there might be pleasure in having these negative emotions under control while for others, our curiosity of forms of monstrosity can be satiated. Beyond the interpretation of images, we rely on our senses to give meaning to the fictional geographies created by film (Ndalianis 2012a, 30). There is a deeper social purpose to how we  28. respond to aesthetics that shock, disgust and terrify us. The role that mood plays in connecting to the sensorium is key to this analysis.



Horror Aesthetics and Television

I do not want my labelling of earlier televisual adaptations of Christie’s works as “quaint” or “charming” to be read as a value judgement. Rather, I refer to the medium-specific qualities and production contexts of earlier television content. Increasingly, the aesthetics of film and television, and indeed other mediums, intersect. Regarding adaptations and the changing perception of television as an artistic medium, Griggs writes:


For the adapter working with densely layered narratives of pre-existing texts, contemporary TV seriality lends itself to a more labyrinthine unravelling of and/or potential expansion of existing story worlds within a TV production context that is less rigid and less time-constrained than its cinematic or theatrical counterpart. (2018, 4)


The serial form has long offered the opportunity for adaptations to embrace the complexity of Christie’s puzzles. The 1985 BBC miniseries of A Murder Is Announced featuring Joan Hickson as Miss Marple, for instance, has a slow unravelling of all the clues from the original novel, such as the dead flowers and the positioning of the suspects in the darkened room.
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