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ABSTRACT 

The paper i n v e s t i g a t e s the i n t e r -
es t ingness of cr ime s t o r i e s by Agatha 
C h r i s t i e . The r u l e s govern ing the p l o t 
and the s t o r y suggest t h a t the i n t e r -
es t ingness of these books is based not 
on the elements of the p l o t or the s t o r y 
themselves but on the r eade rs ' need of 
c r e a t i n g and updat ing t h e i r b e l i e f s t r u c 
t u r e s . The reade rs ' l i m i t e d process ing 
c a p a b i l i t i e s and t h e i r l i m i t e d memory 
seems to d r i v e an in fe rence process 
which is manipulated by the au tho r . 
Several of the f a c t o r s t ha t make readers 
f i n d a book i n t e r e s t i n g are determined. 
As f o r the a p p l i c a b i l i t y of fo rmal methods, 
the paper i s r a t h e r p e s s i m i s t i c . 

I INTRODUCTION 

Theor ies concern ing the unders tand ing 
o f s t o r i e s and the g e n e r a t i o n / t e l l i n g 
of them have developed r a p i d l y in the 
l a s t few yea rs : terms l i k e " s c r i p t based" 
and "goa l based" have been i n i t i a t e d and 
i n t e r p r e t e d (Rieger 1976, Schank 1975, 
Schank 1981), " s t o r y t e l l i n g r u l e s " and 
" p l o t u n i t s " have been e s t a b l i s h e d 
(Beaugrande 1979, Lehnert 1981) , and 
the n o t i o n of " i n t e r e s t i n g n e s s " has been 
d iscussed (Schank 1979). For the type of 
s t o r i e s t h a t has been l a b e l l e d "author 
i n t e n t based" (Dehn 1981) the re has been 
e s t a b l i s h e d a d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n between 
the " p l o t " and the " s t o r y " (Yazdani 1982). 

On the bas i s of these s t u d i e s , 
hence fo r th by p l o t we mean the network of 
events l i n k e d by causal l i n k s (Schank 
1981), as i t may be recons t ruc ted a f t e r 
read ing the book, a mental record of 
"what happened and why", wh i l e the s t o r y 
i s the way the p l o t i s rendered in the 
book. 

Accord ing to the mutual b e l i e f o f 
author and reader , in each s t o r y the 
elements invoke a l a r g e r mu tua l l y under
stood schemata (Bruce 1981) There is a 

consensus between author and reader 
concern ing the r u l e s and means t h a t can be 
a p p l i e d . 

The ques t i on we t r y to answer is the 
f o l l o w i n g : what makes Agatha C h r i s t i e 
i n t e r e s t i n g ? We have chosen to d iscuss 
Agatha C h r i s t i e ' s work f o r the reason t h a t 
the r u l e s are r a t h e r s t r i c k t , the means 
are simple and both are common knowledge. 

We are i n t e r e s t e d in cr ime s t o r i e s as 
f a r as they meet the f o l l o w i n g c r i t e r i a : 
the i n t e n t i o n o f the author is to engage 
the r e a d e r ' s a t t e n t i o n , but w i t hou t i n 
v o l v i n g him e m o t i o n a l l y . 

The consensus between author and read
er inc ludes murder, some " o l d domestic 
po ison ing drama" (Orwel l 1965), as the 
key element o f the p l o t . Accord ing to t h i s 
consensus the wor ld of the p l o t should be 
sma l l - sca le and c l o s e d ; most of the cha
r a c t e r s must be honest , normal peop le . 
M o t i v a t i o n should be p r o p o r t i o n a t e to the 
deed, p lans should con ta in no a l t e r n a t i v e 
courses, e t c . There are r u l e s concern ing 
what the d e t e c t i v e can or cannot do.The 
consensus about the way of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 
f o r b i d s t o t e l l any th ing but the t r u t h 
through the n a r r a t o r , and demands t h a t the 
amount of unnecessary i n f o r m a t i o n should 
not be more than the minimum what is 
needed to keep d ia logues f l o w i n g . 

The method we have app l i ed is the 
f o l l o w i n g : a reader " w e l l - v e r s e d " in Agatha 
C h r i s t i e went through one of her works 
/ t h a t our choice should not be a r b i t r a r y 
i t was the very f i r s t book in which 
Monsieur P o i r o t appeared ( C h r i s t i e 1957)/ 
making p l e n t y of notes wh i l e he read . We 
have neg lec ted the danger i nhe ren t in our 
method, namely, t h a t the conc lus ions we 
w i l l a r r i v e at may be v a l i d on ly f o r one 
s i n g l e book. H o p e f u l l y , we s h a l l be able 
to o f f e r something more e n l i g h t e n i n g than 
the common-place c l a im t h a t read ing Agatha 
C h r i s t i e is i n t e r e s t i n g in the same way 
a s r i d d l e - s o l v i n g i s . 
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II WHAT IS DEFINITELY NOT THE KEY TO 
AGATHA CHRISTIE'S INTERESTINGNESS? 

We cannot agree w i t h p r o p o s i t i o n s 
a t t r i b u t i n g much i n t e res t i ngness to f a c t o r s 
l i k e the i n t e r e s t i n g n e s s o f the charac
t e r s or t h a t of the p l o t i t s e l f - we usu
a l l y f o r g e t what happened in a crime s t o 
ry as soon as we shut the book, moreover, 
the more s t o r i e s of a c e r t a i n type we 
have read the g rea te r is our enjoyment of 
the next one. I t i s not the "race w i t h the 
d e t e c t i v e " what makes read ing Agatha 
C h r i s t i e i n t e r e s t i n g . The reader may t r y 
to guess the murderer e a r l i e r than the 
l a s t chapter when he is t o l d , but Agatha 
C h r i s t i e ensures t h a t he should not suc
ceed. Ne i ther does the i n t e r e s t i n g n e s s 
l i e in the f a c t t h a t we get convinced of 
the cor rec tness o r the i n e v i t a b i l i t y o f 
the outcome - we seldom re - read any crime 
s t o r i e s . I t is the process - and not the 
r e s u l t - of the read ing we en joy . 

111 THE PRESSURE TO INFERE; DELUSIONS 

At f i r s t , l e t us cons ider not the 
reasons why the reader f e e l s compelled to 
i n f e r e but the nature o f h i s i n f e r e n c e s . 

I f he considers an i tem to be r e l e 
vant a t a l l , 

/1 / he judges the degree in wich i t i s 
guaranted to be t r u e by the r u l e s of the 
game, 
12/ assigns a degree of no rma l i t y to i t , 
/ 3 / enhances the importance of o ther 
i tems l i n k e d concep tua l l y t o t h a t p a r t i c 
u l a r one, 
and - i f i t i s poss ib le -
/ 4 / l a b e l s i t accord ing t o the s t e reo 
types t h a t can occur in connect ion w i t h 
cr ime / t he weapon, a l i b i e s , e t c . / , 
I5 I f i t s in i n t o the framework o f the 
" r e a l w o r l d " and p r o j e c t s i t t o the 
p l o t - w o r l d . 

These a c t i v i t i e s are runn ing p a r a l l e l 
and mod i f y ing each o the r a l l the t i m e , 
w i t h the a p p l i c a t i o n of some con tex tua l 
p roduc t i on r u l e s (Kayser and Coulon 1981). 
Bes ides, he i n s e r t s the newly found i tem 
i n t o a s t r u c t u r e he be l i eves the p l o t pos
sesses: he i n t e r p r e t s i t as an element of 
a p a r t i c u l a r s c r i p t or p l a n , or as some
t h i n g t h a t r e f e r s t o the mot ives o f ce r 
t a i n c h a r a c t e r s . Thus he enhances the ac-
c e s s a b i l i t y o f the i n f o r m a t i o n ob ta ined by 
h i s i n fe rence process wh i l e the o r i g i n a l , 
unprocessed i n f o r m a t i o n i s t h r u s t i n t o the 
background. 

However, the key ques t i on remains: what 
makes the reader i n f e r e and what makes him 
e r r? Our p r o p o s i t i o n is t h a t readers are 
unable to remember too many un re la ted 
i tems; i f they want to keep in touch w i t h 
the s to r y they have to r i s k f a u l t y i n t e r 
p r e t a t i o n s , s ince i f they d o n ' t , p ieces o f 
i n f o r m a t i o n , as soon as they occur , may be 
f o r g o t t e n once and f o r a l l . Readers p r e f e r 
to base t h e i r in fe rences on 'Items in the 
focus of a t t e n t i o n " . By i tems in the focus 
of a t t e n t i o n we mean pieces of 
i n f o r m a t i o n which are e i t h e r new or have 
been used many t imes or which have o f t e n 
changed t h e i r c r e d i b i l i t y . Ce r ta in types 
of i n fe rence have a spec ia l appeal : these 
are the ones which 

111 are based on s u p r i z i n g , abnormal i t ems , 
/ 2 / seem to support an a l ready e x i s t i n g 
b e l i e f - thus the reader has a "vested 
i n t e r e s t " i n t h e i r be ing the r i g h t ones, 
/ 3 / decrease cons iderab ly the s ize o f the 
s t r u c t u r e he t h i n k s he has to remember.He 
may t r y to guess the s i ze of the p l o t but 
he i s l i k e l y to underest imate i t : thus by 
expec t ing a simple s o l u t i o n he w i l l aim at 
an o v e r s i m p l i f i e d one. 
In ferences / 4 / which produce i n f o r m a t i o n 
connected to what he t h i n k s to be the main-
s p r i n g of the p l o t have a s p e c i a l appeal 
too - a l though the w r i t e r c a r e f u l l y mixes 
these i n f o r m a t i o n i n t o the f l ow o f the 
s t o r y . 

IV REVISION OF BELIEFS, THE INTERESTING
NESS OF A CRIME STORY 

While reading the s t o r y the reader is 
c o n t i n u a l l y f i t t i n g new i tems i n t o the 
b e l i e f s t r u c t u r e s he has e s t a b l i s h e d a l 
ready. When in the course of t h i s process 
he comes accross a new i tem t h a t seems to 
be c o n t r a d i c t o r y to t h i s s t r u c t u r e he is 
compelled to r ev i se h i s b e l i e f s . A reader 
w e l l - i n f o r m e d in AI may at tempt to do t h i s 
in a way suggested by the a lgo r i t hms of 
the T ru th Maintenance System (Doyle 1978), 
but he i s not too l i k e l y to succeed, the 
less so, s ince the TMS does not suggest a 
safe method which cou ld decide which as 
sumption is to be m o d i f i e d . 

While back t r ack i ng the c o n t r a d i c t i o n , 
the humble and hasty reader is more l i k e l y 
t o cons ider on ly those o f h i s b e l i e f s t h a t 
happen to be in the focus of a t t e n t i o n at 
the moment. What 's more, i f a b e l i e f has 
j u s t been weakened, he is l i k e l y to over -
weaken i t . These f a c t s , toge the r w i t h ce r 
t a i n d e l i b e r a t e decept ions on the a u t h o r ' s 
p a r t , f o r i n s t a n c e , making the reader f e e l 
much more c l e v e r than the good Has t ings , 
belong to the stock of methods Agatha 
C h r i s t i e f r e q u e n t l y a p p l i e s . 
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When judg ing the i n t e r e s t i n g n e s s of a 
book he has j u s t f i n i s h e d the reader r e 
c a l l s how he has been compelled to form 
b e l i e f s and change them, and i f he f e e l s 
t ha t he has been deceived in a degree co r 
responding to h i s own expec ta t ions and i t 
has been done by the a p p l i c a t i o n of " f a i r " 
methods he w i l l be s a t i s f i e d . 

I f we accept the p r o p o s i t i o n s concern
ing the process of read ing discussed above, 
then the i n t e l l i g e n t Agatha C h r i s t i e read
er should be regarded as someone who is 
able 

to judge the importance of the items 
and to genera l i ze t h e i r consequences in 
an app rop r ia te degree (Schank 1980); 

to r e a l i z e t h a t he has a " b e l i e f sys
tem" on h i s hands (Abelson 1979); 

to i n f e r not on ly in an incrementa l 
way, t h a t h i s in fe rences should c o n s o l i 
date one of h i s b e l i e f s ; 

to have a b r e a d t h - f i r s t approach; 
to s to re i n h i s memory, beside the i n 

t e r p r e t a t i o n s , the o r i g i n a l i tems as w e l l 
in order t h a t they should be access ib le 
f o r r e a p p r a i s a l f o r a d i f f e r e n t i n f e r e n c e , 
too (Kayser and Coulon 1981); 

to s to re a cons iderab le number of 
seemingly un re la ted i t ems ; 

to apply j u s t i f i c a t i o n s (Doyle 1978) 
in the proper way when mod i fy ing h i s 
b e l i e f s . 

V CONCLUDING REMARKS 

That we could have drawn so few con
c l us ions by ana lys ing a work of marg ina l 
l i t e r a r y value may be regarded as a warn
ing aga ins t o v e r r a t i n g our p o s s i b i l i t i e s 
i n ana lys ing the i n t e r e s t i n g n e s s o f s t o 
r i e s . Never the less , at l a s t we have sug
gested a s o l u t i o n of what is happening 
when you are reading and en joy ing Agatha 
C h r i s t i e , a l t hough , o f course, o the r read
ers may come across d i f f e r e n t types of 
r e g u l a r i t y and d i f f e r e n t va lues . 

Cons ider ing how many d i f f e r e n t e f f e c t s 
are mixed in a r e a l cr ime s to r y i t i s not 
too l i k e l y t h a t we can v e r i f y any propo
s i t i o n s concern ing the i n t e r e s t i n g n e s s 
of cr ime s t o r i e s through genera t ing some 
" a r t i f i c i a l " ones - not even in a case 
when the s imp les t s t e p , namely the t r a n s 
fo rma t ion from the p l o t to a p r e s e n t a t i o n 
p lan would be made by formal means. 

The on ly r u l e v a l i d f o r every poss ib l e 
case seems to be t h a t very o l d one t h a t a 
s to r y becomes a l i v e i f and on ly i f i t 
u n s e t t l e s some of the accepted r u l e s of 
s t o r y t e l l i n g p e r t i n e n t t o t h a t type. -
but in a pu rpose-o r ien ted and not in an 
a r b i t r a r y way. 

Two suggest ions : Agatha C h r i s t i e ' s 
oeuvre is p u b l i c p r o p e r t y : why should we 

not use these cr ime s t o r i e s as standard 
works f o r the ana l ys i s o f s t o r y - g e n e r a t i o n 
and t e l l i n g ? Besides, i t would be i n t e r e s t 
ing to examine what happens when we enjoy 
works o f o ther genres u n f o l d i n g in t i m e , 
such as, f o r i n s tance , music, e s p e c i a l l y 
the ways i n t e r e s t i n g s t r u c t u r e is c reated 
out o f elements q u i t e u n i n t e r e s t i n g i n 
themselves. The reason what makes t h i s 
phenomenon occur may be the very l i m i t e d -
ness of our resources. 
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