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THE ENDURING ALLURE OF MURDER ON THE ORIENT EXPRESS BY AGATHA
CHRISTIE

Few novels have achieved the iconic status of Agatha Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express.
Published in 1934, this masterful whodunit has captivated readers for nearly a century. The story of
the luxurious train stranded by a blizzard, the brutal murder of an American tycoon, and the brilliant
deductions of Hercule Poirot is far more than a simple puzzle. It is a study in justice, morality, and
the  limitations  of  the  law.  For  any  fan  of  classic  crime  fiction,  Murder  On  The  Orient  Express
Agatha Christie remains a cornerstone of the genre—a novel that challenges readers to question
their own sense of right and wrong.
The title alone evokes images of opulence and danger: gleaming brass fittings, plush velvet seats,
and the haunting whistle of a steam engine cutting through a snowbound night. But what makes this
particular novel so memorable? It is not just the exotic setting or the list of suspicious passengers. It
is the ethical dilemma Christie presents at the story’s climax—a twist so audacious that it has
sparked debate ever since. In this article, we will  explore the plot, the characters, the real-life
inspiration, and the lasting legacy of this extraordinary book.

The Genesis of a Classic: Real Events
Behind the Fiction
Before we delve into the murder itself, it is worth understanding the events that inspired Agatha
Christie to write this novel. The book’s plot was directly influenced by two true stories that gripped
the public imagination in the early 1930s.
The first  was the infamous Lindbergh kidnapping. In March 1932, the infant son of  aviator Charles
Lindbergh was  taken from his  home and later  found dead.  The case  caused an international
sensation. The suspect, Bruno Hauptmann, was eventually arrested and executed. While Christie
was writing her novel, the trial was still fresh in public memory. She took the fundamental concept of
a  child  abducted  and  killed,  and  the  grief  of  the  parents,  as  the  emotional  bedrock  of  her
story—though she transformed the victim into a remorseless criminal.
The second inspiration was Christie’s own experience of being stranded on the Orient Express. In
1931, a severe flood delayed her journey from Istanbul to England. During that forced stop, she had
ample time to observe her fellow passengers and imagine how a murder might occur in such
confined,  glamorous  surroundings.  The  combination  of  a  real-life  tragedy  and  a  personal  travel
mishap led to the creation of her most morally complex work. Understanding these origins helps
readers  appreciate  why  Murder  On The Orient  Express  Agatha  Christie  is  more  than  a
puzzle—it is a response to the public’s thirst for justice in an unjust world.

PLOT SUMMARY: A JOURNEY OF DECEPTION AND REVENGE

The story begins with Hercule Poirot, the famous Belgian detective, boarding the Orient Express in
Istanbul. He is heading to London. The train is unusually full for the season. Poirot is offered a berth
in the second-class carriage,  but an old friend,  Monsieur Bouc,  the director of  the Compagnie
Internationale des Wagons-Lits, arranges for him to share a compartment with a talkative American
named Mr. Ratchett.
Ratchett,  a  sinister-looking  man  with  a  scarred  face,  recognizes  Poirot.  He  offers  the  detective  a
large sum of money to become his personal bodyguard, claiming he has been threatened. Poirot
refuses, saying he does not like Ratchett’s face. That very night, the train is stopped by a snowdrift
in  the  former  Kingdom of  Yugoslavia.  In  the  morning,  Ratchett  is  found  dead  in  his  locked
compartment—stabbed twelve times with a small dagger. The door is locked from the inside, and
the window is open, though no footprints lead away from the train.
Poirot is asked to investigate. The passengers come from diverse backgrounds: a Russian princess, a
Hungarian count, an English governess, an American widow, a German lady’s maid, an Italian car
salesman, a Swedish missionary, a British colonel, an American businessman, a French conductor,
and several others. Each seems to have a solid alibi and no obvious motive. However, as Poirot
interviews them, he uncovers small inconsistencies. More importantly, he discovers that Ratchett’s
real name is Cassetti—the man responsible for the kidnapping and murder of little Daisy Armstrong,
a crime that destroyed the Armstrong family and triggered a cascade of tragedies.
The Armstrong case, as Poirot reconstructs it, is heartbreaking. The child’s mother, Sonia Armstrong,
died in childbirth after the stress of the kidnapping. Her husband, Colonel Armstrong, committed
suicide. The family nurse was accused of complicity and killed herself. The family’s maid was driven
to suicide.  It  becomes clear  that  every  passenger  on the Orient  Express  is  connected to  the
Armstrong family in some way—each has a personal reason to want Cassetti dead.
In  the  final  chapter,  Poirot  assembles  all  the  suspects  in  the  dining  car.  He  presents  two  possible
solutions.  The  first  is  simple:  a  mysterious  outsider  boarded  the  train,  murdered  Ratchett,  and
escaped. The second is extraordinary: every passenger in the coach conspired to kill him. They all
struck him, each using the dagger, to ensure that no single person was solely responsible for the
murder.  This  second  solution  fits  the  evidence  perfectly,  though  it  violates  every  principle  of
conventional  justice.
Poirot must then choose which explanation to present to the Yugoslavian police. He chooses the
first,  allowing  the  passengers  to  go  free.  The  novel  ends  with  Poirot  reflecting  on  the  nature  of
justice. This controversial conclusion is what makes Murder On The Orient Express Agatha
Christie a work of art that transcends the mystery genre.

Character Analysis: The Jury on the Train
One of the most remarkable aspects of this novel is the depth of characterization. Each passenger is
more than a stereotype; they are a carefully drawn individual with a backstory tied to the Armstrong
tragedy. Let us examine a few key figures:

Hercule Poirot – The fastidious detective, with his obsession for order and his little grey cells,
is faced with a crime that defies his usual logic. He must grapple with whether the letter of the
law is always right. His decision to let the murderers go is a profound moment of growth.
Mary Debenham – The cool, composed English governess. She was the secretary to Sonia
Armstrong. Her calm exterior hides a fierce loyalty. She is one of the few passengers who
shows no remorse for the act.
Colonel Arbuthnot – A stiff British military man, deeply in love with Mary Debenham. He
represents the old-world code of honor, yet he is willing to break the law for vengeance.
Princess Dragomiroff – An elderly Russian aristocrat, godmother to Sonia Armstrong. She is
imperious and honest, but she lies without hesitation to protect the conspiracy. Her role as a
“judge” in the vigilante jury is clear.
Mrs. Hubbard – The talkative American widow, who is actually Linda Arden, the famous
actress and grandmother of Daisy Armstrong. She is the mastermind of the plot, orchestrating
the entire affair with theatrical precision. Her transformation from a comic figure into a tragic
avenger is powerful.

Christie does not portray the passengers as cold-blooded killers. Instead, they are ordinary people
pushed beyond endurance by an unjust system. The novel invites the reader to sympathize with
their cause while questioning the methods. This moral ambiguity is rare in golden age detective
fiction, which usually ends with the culprit being handed over to the authorities. Christie broke that
mold, and the result is a book that still provokes thought.

THEMES AND MORAL QUESTIONS

At its heart, Murder on the Orient Express is a meditation on justice. Can murder ever be justified if
the  victim has  escaped  the  law?  Christie  offers  no  easy  answer.  Through  Poirot,  she  presents  the
dilemma: “Is it ever right to take the law into one’s own hands?” The novel suggests that in extreme
cases, when the legal system fails, a kind of rough justice may be necessary. The passengers form a
private court and execute their own sentence. Poirot’s complicity in covering up the crime implies
that he agrees with their reasoning, at least in this specific case.
Another theme is the collective versus the individual. The murder is committed by a group, each
person striking a single blow. This distributes the guilt and also the responsibility. It is a symbolic act
that mirrors the shared trauma of the Armstrong family’s destruction. The train itself becomes a
closed society—a microcosm of the world—where everyone is complicit in the outcome.
The setting also plays a crucial role. The Orient Express, a symbol of luxury and international travel,
becomes a trapped world where normal rules no longer apply. The snow isolates the characters,
forcing them to rely on each other. This claustrophobic atmosphere heightens the tension and
makes the final revelation feel almost inevitable.

Literary and Cinematic Adaptations
The  popularity  of  Murder  On  The  Orient  Express  Agatha  Christie  has  led  to  numerous
adaptations. The most famous is the 1974 film directed by Sidney Lumet, featuring an all-star cast
including Albert Finney as Poirot, Lauren Bacall, Ingrid Bergman, Sean Connery, and many others. It
won an Academy Award for Ingrid Bergman, and its lavish production design perfectly captured the
elegance of the train. The 2017 remake directed by Kenneth Branagh, with Branagh himself as
Poirot, brought the story to a new generation, using modern cinematography and a slightly altered
ending. There have also been television adaptations, stage plays, and radio dramas.
Each  adaptation  interprets  the  central  moral  question  differently.  The  1974  version  leans  into  the
tragedy and the emotional weight of the conspiracy. The 2017 version adds a backstory for Poirot
that emphasizes his struggle between faith and logic. Regardless of the medium, the core story
remains compelling because it challenges the audience to decide what they would do in Poirot’s
position.

WHY THIS NOVEL STILL MATTERS TODAY

In an age of true crime podcasts and complex antiheroes, Murder on the Orient Express remains
relevant. It deals with issues of vigilantism, trauma, and the fallibility of justice systems. The novel
asks questions that have no easy answers: When does revenge become justice? Can a good act
come from evil means? These are timeless concerns.
Moreover, Christie’s craftsmanship is superb. The locked-room mystery is brilliantly constructed,
with careful  clueing and a fair-play approach that allows attentive readers to solve the puzzle
alongside Poirot. The twist ending is shocking but entirely logical. Few authors have managed to
combine such meticulous plotting with such profound moral weight.
For contemporary readers, the book also serves as a window into the social structures of the 1930s.
The rigid  class distinctions,  the role  of  women,  and the international  flavor  of  the train all  provide
context for a vanished world. Yet the emotions of the characters—grief,  anger, love, guilt—are
universal.

Conclusion: A Masterpiece of Moral
Complexity
Agatha Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express is far more than a clever murder mystery. It is a
novel  that  dares  to  sympathize  with  killers  and questions  the very  foundation of  justice.  The
elegance of its construction, the depth of its characters, and the audacity of its conclusion ensure its
place in the literary canon. Whether you are a seasoned mystery reader or a newcomer to Christie’s
work, this book offers an experience that is both intellectually stimulating and emotionally resonant.
The  next  time  you  board  a  train,  you  might  find  yourself  glancing  at  your  fellow  passengers  and
wondering what secrets they carry. That is the enduring power of Murder On The Orient Express
Agatha Christie.
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