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Murderers on

the Orient Express

Murder on the Orient Express is generally considered to be one
of Agatha Christie’s best works and a classic in the analytic

detective mystery genre. It was also made into a highly successful
movie that used the story primarily as a vehicle for cameo roles by
major stars such as Lauren Bacall and Ingrid Bergman, but that also
was beautifully acted and wonderfully absorbing.

What is distinctive about this particular story is that, unlike in
most mysteries, all of the suspects are the actual murderers. And once
Hercule Poirot figures this out, everything else falls beautifully into
place—as things must in a well-constructed mystery. A mystery story
is, semiotically speaking, like a coded message. All kinds of signs and
significations are observable, but the connections among them are not
obvious. Once we see how they are related and “break the code,” the
mystery is solved. Clues, then, are signifiers with a number of different
signifieds. We must assemble these clues and interpret them properly
to make sense of things and find the killer(s).

In Murder on the Orient Express, Christie’s decision to create a dozen
suspects who are all guilty was a remarkable and ingenious structural
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innovation, a reversal of the conventional situation in which only one
suspect is guilty. The fascination of watching the movie or reading the
story lies in seeing how Poirot puts everything together. Many of the
people who have seen the film probably previously read the book;
often readers want to see a book they have enjoyed actualized on
film—to see it “come alive,” reinterpreted—and in this case that is
what the film’s viewers get.

� ORGANIZING A MYSTERY

If we forget (to the extent this is possible) about the actual plot and
examine the story in terms of characters and relationships, we find
that Murder on the Orient Express has a very symmetrical organization.
There are three main characters—or, rather, two characters who are
polar opposites and a group of a dozen other interrelated characters
who form a third character and who mediate between the first two. We
find Poirot, the detective, on one side and Ratchett (an alias for a kid-
napper, Cassetti) on the other. By chance, Poirot happens to board the
Orient Express on his way back to France with Ratchett and a dozen
other people. Ratchett recognizes Poirot and, because Ratchett has
received some death threats, he offers Poirot $20,000 to protect him. But
Poirot has taken an immediate and instinctive dislike to Ratchett, and
so refuses.

Ratchett looks “evil” and Poirot, Christie tells us, looks comic. He
is described as “a ridiculous-looking little man. The sort of little man
one could never take seriously.” In addition to Ratchett and Poirot, a
dozen assorted passengers of varying classes and nationalities are also
traveling on the Orient Express.

At the very beginning of the book, on the first day of the trip,
Poirot is speculating with a friend, Monsieur Bouc, over lunch. Bouc
has been “studying” the people on board the train:

“Ah!” he sighed. “If I had but the pen of a Balzac! I would depict
this scene.” He waved a hand.

“It is an idea, that,” said Poirot.
“Ah, you agree? It has not been done. I think? And yet—it

lends itself to romance, my friend. All around us are people, of all
classes, of all nationalities, of all ages. For three days these people,
these strangers to one another, are brought together. They sleep
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and eat under one roof, they cannot get away from each other. At
the end of three days they part, they go their several ways, never
perhaps to see each other again.”

“And yet,” said Poirot, “suppose an accident—”
“Ah, no, my friend—”
“From your point of view it would be regrettable, I agree. But

nevertheless let us just for one moment suppose it. Then, perhaps,
all these here are linked together—by death.”

This leads Poirot to examine rather carefully the 13 other persons
on the train, all of whom are also in the dining car at the time, and to
speculate about them. The fact of the matter is that all of the characters
are linked together by death—by the various tragedies ensuing from
Cassetti/Ratchett’s kidnapping of a child, Daisy Armstrong, in the
United States in the distant past. And it is this link, which is dangled
before the reader several times in the story, that is the key to solving the
mystery.

Let us look at the characters in terms of their relationships. The
following presents some interesting paradigmatic oppositions:

Poirot 12 murderers on the train Ratchett

Discovers killers All kill (stab) Ratchett Is killed
Refuses to work All connected to Ratchett Asks Poirot to

for Ratchett and become involved work for him
with Poirot

Looks ridiculous All look different Looks evil

The puzzle in the story involves discovering how the 12 seemingly
random characters on the train are connected. Had Ratchett discerned
that they were connected, he might have lived. When Poirot discovers
they are connected, he finds the murderers—although, curiously
enough, he lets them go. He is able to do this because he is provided
(by the murderers) with an acceptable explanation or counterexplana-
tion of the murder, and he chooses to accept this alternative, which
involves a mysterious stranger who supposedly left the train after
Ratchett’s murder.

Once Poirot recognizes that some of the occupants of the train were
involved in the Armstrong case, he is able eventually to link all 12 char-
acters together. Toward the end of the book, but before it is revealed
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that all 12 occupants of the train are “related,” we find the following bit
of dialogue:

“Nothing would surprise me now.”

“Nothing! Even if everybody in the train proved to have been in
the Armstrong household, I should not express surprise.”

“This is a very profound remark,” said Poirot.

We do not at the time recognize the significance of this remark, but
Bouc has accidentally stumbled upon the solution to the mystery, and
Christie has him offer it to us, knowing that we will not take it seri-
ously. When we look back at the end of the story, we discover that
Christie has given us all we needed to know to solve the mystery, but
we have either neglected or misinterpreted all the clues. That is, we
either neglected important signifiers or misinterpreted them and
ended up with the wrong signifieds.

� DETECTIVES AS SEMIOTICIANS

Murder mysteries fascinate us because they involve, ultimately, decod-
ing a series of clues—signs and significations (actions, words, objects)
that seem random, irrelevant, or both, and that are meaningless until
we find the code that ties everything together. The great detectives
of analytic murder fiction are semioticians, whether they know it or
not. And the pleasure we derive from reading mysteries stems in part
from the semiotic problems they pose—the puzzles that we all try to
figure out.

The resolution to the story in Murder on the Orient Express comes
when Poirot seizes upon the tale of the fictitious murderer as a means
of enabling the real murderers to escape punishment. This resolution is
itself connected to certain moral codes we have, such as the notion that
evildoers “deserve” to be punished for their crimes and that, in the
right circumstances, a sufficiently evil character should be murdered.
The dilemma faced by this unusual group of vigilantes (for that’s what
they are, although some of them are cloaked in European finery) is the
dilemma faced by all such groups: How do you justify lawlessness—in
this case murder—in the name of law and order? Poirot’s response is
an emotional one, which may suggest, as psychoanalytic literature so
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amply demonstrates, that there are forces aside from “little gray cells”
that influence the actions of men and women.

The classic murder mystery is a subcategory of the murder mys-
tery genre in which rationality and logic are stressed and in which a
primal confrontation takes place between the emotion, irrationality,
and hatred of the murderer (who must also be extremely devious and
calculating) and the mind of the detective. This genre is highly formu-
laic and includes many conventions that must be observed if the
mystery is to be legitimate. A good classic mystery, then, involves a
confrontation between two minds.

Some Freudian analysts have suggested that the fascination with
murder mysteries is connected to children’s frustrated desires to know
what is going on in their parents’ bedrooms; they assert that adults
transfer these desires to other locked doors and mysterious sounds in
the night.

� SOCIAL AND POLITICAL DIMENSIONS

Murder on the Orient Express, both the book and the film, may also be
examined in terms of social and political dimensions. The characters
are all linked together, but not by what should join people together—
love and a sense of community. Rather, they are linked by hatred and
death. However, this escape from an alienated and estranged relation-
ship is only momentary. When the Orient Express arrives in France, all
the passengers go their separate ways, with only memories of a ritual
murder to bind them together.

Ironically, however, the book does suggest the possibility of a
society based not on class differences and estrangement but on a com-
munality of interest—on common goals that all men and women share.
The inversion in Murder on the Orient Express is interesting because it
demonstrates that members of different classes can work together when
they see it is in their interest to do so. Class differences can be overcome.

Of course, we must always keep in mind the fact that Cassetti/
Ratchett had kidnapped the child of a wealthy family, and it might be
argued that the poor and working-class characters serve, ultimately,
as instruments of the wealthy (and even royal) elements among the
murderers. Cassetti/Ratchett had, we know, “touched” the lives of all
involved, but it is the insistence, we may presume, of the upper-class
people involved that has brought everyone together, remarkably, on
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the Orient Express. And it is the very existence of social, national, and
class differences that everyone counts on to confuse anyone who might
be suspicious. It might be argued that the “mystification” the murder-
ers create parallels the social mystification that the bourgeoisie finds so
important to maintain itself.

A mystery story, in its own way, is a kind of microcosm of the
larger society. Perhaps it is no accident that so many mysteries—
especially the classic English ones involving deduction—feature
people from the wealthy and aristocratic levels of society as killers,
rather than having “the butler do it.” This would suggest class conflict
too overtly. Many mysteries, of course, include class strife and conflict
between the poor and the rich, but many also involve only intra-upper-
class murder, a sign of the degeneracy of the bourgeoisie. Ironically, the
murders in these stories are usually solved by detectives who come
from working-class and middle-class backgrounds, so an element of
class conflict is still visible in these works.

� POIROT AS REVOLUTIONARY

In a strange way, then, characters such as Poirot may be said to have a
revolutionary dimension, although their efforts are focused on the
personal, not the societal, level and they function most immediately as
instruments of official bourgeois social morality.

Behind our fascination with the wealthy and their glamorous self-
indulgent lifestyles, there is a germ of hostility and resentment and a
sense of relative deprivation that has political (and even revolutionary)
implications. At the same time, mysteries serve as diversions; they take
our attention away from the real world and our problems and offer us
characters, many of whom are vile and degenerate, who ultimately pay
for their crimes. Thus they function as sacrificial victims, enabling us to
purge ourselves (somewhat) of hostile feelings toward the rich and
powerful.

Instead of a real revolution against the real bourgeoisie, we “kill
off” the rich one by one in mystery stories. But these are the imaginary
rich, and so our hostility (and its revolutionary potential) is dissipated.
This might be the ultimate form of mystification, in which imaginary
confrontations between a potentially revolutionary proletariat, sym-
bolized by the detective and police, and the bourgeoisie are all acted
out in fantasy.
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We also learn one other thing from mysteries such as Murder on
the Orient Express: We, the common people, lack the intelligence and
wisdom to solve such mysteries; by implication, we may be unquali-
fied to run our own social and political institutions. We are reduced,
psychologically, to children who do not understand what really is
going on. The implication of these stories is that we are better off
entrusting the control of society to those who are wiser and more pow-
erful than we, which is exactly what the bourgeoisie wants the masses
to believe (that is, the status quo is functional).

Although the murder mystery is a commodity manufactured to be
sold to the largest possible market, and although the mystery generally
acts as an instrument of false consciousness (which distracts people
from their real interests), it may also, ironically, have a revolutionary
potential. This is because many of the murders found in this genre are
committed by members of the upper classes and show the degeneracy
of these people. Replacing them, then, seems quite reasonable. The
murders also reveal the vulnerability of the upper classes; they cannot
be protected from their fates despite their huge homes, servants, and so
on. Thus every murder has political implications and dimensions in
spite of itself, and every murderer, without knowing it, helps break the
iron grip that the “classes” have on the consciousness of the “masses.”

Many of the murders that take place in classic mysteries suggest,
even if vaguely, the possibility of revolutionary violence; they play a
role, even if in an oblique manner, in the class struggle. (Actually, in the
classic English murder mysteries, the upper class seems to be killing
itself off in rapid fashion. Eventually, we may surmise, there will be
nothing left but the working class, whose members will be surprised to
discover that the upper class has, bit by bit, destroyed itself, so there is
no need for a revolution.) Agatha Christie would be astonished at such
notions. Poirot, of course, would not find them surprising at all.

� STUDY QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

1. What are the oppositions in Murder on the Orient Express? How
do they generate “meaning” in the text?

2. Which characterization of Poirot seems more reasonable—Poirot
as semiotician or Poirot as revolutionary? Justify your answer.
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In this chapter, football is described from a semiotic viewpoint, as a
system of signs, with emphasis on the various sign subsystems (uniforms
of the players, officials, and cheerleaders; sign sections in the stands; and
so on). Special attention is paid to time and its manipulation by teams
and by television broadcasters using the instant replay camera. The
chapter then turns to the socializing function of football and its role in
preparing people to work in a specialized and bureaucratic society—in
particular, in the corporate world. Football is contrasted with baseball,
which is described as a 19th-century pastoral game, no longer synchro-
nous with Americans’ “hopped-up” and time-bound sensibilities. Football
is also described, sociologically speaking, as a functional alternative to
organized religion. A Marxist interpretation of the game is also offered,
focusing on football’s role as a diversion, the treatment of players as com-
modities, and the business aspects of the game, especially in regard to
television advertising.
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