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Abstract • Jewish characters were a recurring feature in Agatha Christie’s crime novels up until 
the Second World War. Historiography has generally sought to contextualize and downplay her 
antisemitism, arguing that such tropes receded as she became aware of the consequences of National 
Socialism. Drawing on research into stereotypes and systemic racism, this article demonstrates that 
Christie employed antisemitic stereotypes as a deliberate literary device and made conscious decisions 
to retain anti-Jewish characters in her novels. After the war, antisemitism became uncomfortable, but 
the response was far from immediate, and systemic antisemitism instead became coded and subtle, 
as evidenced in the author’s post-war novels. At the same time, Christie’s œuvre can help address the 
question of where antisemitic prejudices survived after being expelled from public discourse: they 
have endured in reprints and translations up to the present day.

Sofie Lene Bak

‘Whodunit?’
Antisemitism as a literary device in the detective works  
of Agatha Christie

S ince Hamas’s terrorist attack on 
Israel on 7 October 2023 and the sub-
sequent war in Gaza, scholars of anti-

semitism worldwide have been debating how 
the resulting surge in antisemitism should be 
interpreted. Antisemitic tropes and stereotypes 
that had largely been excluded from public 
discourse since the Second World War have 
resurfaced with an intensity and scale that have 
surprised even the most pessimistic researchers. 
Attempts to explain how antisemitism survived 
the profound delegitimisation of the phenom-
enon after the Second World War – and the 
corresponding exclusion of antisemitic argu-
ments from the public domain – are hampered 
by the fact that research on the post-1945 his-
tory of antisemitism remains relatively limited 
and has focused primarily on political milieux 
at the ideological extremes. There is a need for 
research that extends beyond formal political 

arenas and allows us to explain how genera-
tions raised within a memory culture, heavily 
shaped by cultural and educational attention 
to the Holocaust, are now reproducing classical 
antisemitic tropes once thought consigned to 
the past. This article represents an attempt to 
initiate such an inquiry in a Danish context. 
Its findings are, however, readily transferable 
to the broader Nordic region and to conti-
nental Europe. The study concentrates on a 
relatively limited segment of cultural life, but 
its methodological approach can likewise be 
applied to other areas of cultural and literary 
production. At the same time, it addresses a 
sphere of culture in which audiences may be 
particularly susceptible to influence: moments 
of leisure and entertainment. In this respect, 
few genres are as widely accessible and cultur-
ally pervasive as the crime novel.

The following study offers a systematic 
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examination of the role Jewish characters play 
in the detective fiction of Agatha Christie, 
affectionately referred to as the ‘Queen of 
Crime’. Historiography has generally sought to 
contextualize and minimize instances of anti-
semitism in her writing, frequently arguing that 
antisemitic tropes receded as she became aware 
of the consequences of National Socialism. 
In contrast, the present analysis emphasises 
continuity and effect. It highlights both the 
novels’ embeddedness within a broader anti
semitic cultural heritage and the long afterlife 
of Christie’s antisemitic portrayals. At the same 
time, it represents the first systematic attempt 
to analyse the ways in which antisemitism 
functions as a deliberate literary device.

In March 2023, reports that the publish-
ing giant HarperCollins had edited Agatha 
Christie’s crime novels to avoid offending con-
temporary readers generated headlines around 
the world. The story also received attention in 
Denmark.1 This was not the first time Christie’s 
works had been revised: both book titles and 
a number of character descriptions had previ-
ously been altered in editions intended for the 
North American market. Most of Christie’s 
novels, however, were translated into Danish 
more or less verbatim until 2023, with a strong 
emphasis on linguistic fidelity.

Christie wrote seventy novels and numer-
ous short stories, from her debut The Mysterious 
Affair at Styles in 1920 to Sleeping Murder: Miss 
Marple’s Last Case, published posthumously in 
1976. She is not primarily known for nuanced 
characterisation or sophisticated social realism, 

1	 The Guardian 26.3.2023, https://www.the-
guardian.com/books/2023/mar/26/agatha-
christie-novels-reworked-to-remove-poten-
tially-offensive-language; The Times of Israel 
29.3.2023, https://www.timesofisrael.com/
agatha-christie-novels-edited-to-remove-
offensive-references-to-jews/. For Denmark, 
see e.g. Politiken, Kristeligt Dagblad, BT 26.3. 
2023, Berlingske Tidende 30.3.2023.

but rather for her intricate detective puzzles, 
which helped perfect the distinctive ‘whodunit’ 
genre, in which a perceptive detective, through 
deduction and psychological insight, identifies 
the murderer within a clearly delimited circle 
of suspects. This particular talent has, especially 
after her death, contributed to a reassessment 
of her literary status. Although she was largely 
a producer of commercial entertainment fic-
tion, she has increasingly been recognised for 
her exceptional control of plot construction, 
which allows readers to follow – and some-
times anticipate – the detective’s reasoning, as 
clues are gradually disclosed and organised so 
that readers may arrive at the same conclusions 
as the investigator. Numerous obstacles are, of 
course, inserted along the way, and Christie 
actively manipulated reader expectations, 
frequently employing cultural stereotypes as 
‘red herrings’ designed to distract and mislead 
(Makinen 2010).

Christie wrote her novels over a period of 
more than fifty years, and although her most 
beloved protagonists – the detectives Hercule 
Poirot and Miss Marple – appear never to age, 
the world they inhabit changed significantly, a 
development reflected both in plot structures 
and in the social and material settings of the 
stories. This does not make Agatha Christie a 
writer of sophisticated contemporary literature. 
Nevertheless, her novels may be read as por-
traits of their time, expressing ideas, patterns 
of thought and tropes that would have been 
readily recognisable to a broad contemporary 
readership (Ludewig 2012). Christie has been 
translated into more than a hundred languages 
and is known worldwide. Her works may be 
read as windows onto British culture, yet their 
translatability also points to the widespread 
international circulation and acceptance of 
Western tropes and modes of thought that 
proved recognisable across diverse cultural 
contexts – including Denmark. Christie was 
first translated into Danish in 1938, and, apart 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2023/mar/26/agatha-christie-novels-reworked-to-remove-potentially-offensive-language
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2023/mar/26/agatha-christie-novels-reworked-to-remove-potentially-offensive-language
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2023/mar/26/agatha-christie-novels-reworked-to-remove-potentially-offensive-language
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2023/mar/26/agatha-christie-novels-reworked-to-remove-potentially-offensive-language
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2023/mar/26/agatha-christie-novels-reworked-to-remove-potentially-offensive-language
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2023/mar/26/agatha-christie-novels-reworked-to-remove-potentially-offensive-language
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2023/mar/26/agatha-christie-novels-reworked-to-remove-potentially-offensive-language


Nordisk judaistik • Scandinavian Jewish Studies  |  Vol. 37, No. 1 7

from an interruption during the Second World 
War, her novels have since been published and 
republished in Danish by numerous publish-
ers in multiple editions, all in large print runs.

Of Christie’s 70 books, 66 of which are 
detective novels, Jewish characters can be iden-
tified in 23. These characters are either explicitly 
described as Jewish or can be identified 
through names, accents or physical descrip-
tions (Arnold 1987). In seven of the detective 
novels, the portrayals are sufficiently detailed 
or prominent to allow for closer analysis. These 
more fully developed depictions, however, 
reveal a recurring flaw in Christie’s writing, 
as all seven novels include problematic and 
stereotypical anti-Jewish characters.

In what follows, the term anti-Jewish 
characters is used to denote fictional figures 
who: 1. are explicitly identified as Jewish; 2. are 
described through negative generalizations; 
and 3. evoke negative associations or emotional 
responses. On the one hand, these figures 
derive their narrative force from antisemitic 
myths, stereotypes and prejudices; on the other 
hand, they simultaneously reinforce and dis-
seminate antisemitic tropes. The analysis there-
fore considers both authorial intention and 
impact on readers.

Levels of analysis
At this point, many admirers of Agatha 
Christie will hasten to her defence by argu-
ing that her work must be read in its historical 
context. The novels were written in a different 
era, when antisemitic prejudices were socially 
acceptable – and indeed reinforced by genre 
conventions. Anti-Jewish portrayals were not 
necessarily the result of deliberate authorial 
intent. This argument is valid yet insufficient, 
for the key question concerns what context 
should guide our reading of her novels.

An examination of the significance of 
anti-Jewish descriptions or statements in 
Christie’s texts is complicated by the fact that 

she frequently deployed readers’ assumptions 
about ethnic groups as part of her narrative 
strategy. According to the conventions of the 
genre, readers were encouraged to suspect the 
foreigner, the outsider or the Jew (Ludewig 
2012, Turnbull 1998), whereas in Christie’s 
work, such prejudices are used to divert atten-
tion from the genuine clues leading to the solu-
tion of the murder. In short, Jewish figures 
often function as red herrings. Christie’s novels 
may therefore serve as an entry point into the 
prejudices she perceived as widely shared 
among her contemporaries. From a literary-
historical perspective, analysis thus focuses on 
the historical context that shaped her character 
construction; if one seeks to identify the anti-
semites at this level, it would be the readers.2

Secondly, Christie also placed racist or 
xenophobic statements in the mouths of fic-
tional characters as a means of signalling their 
narrow-mindedness, arrogance, snobbery or 
ignorance (Brown 2020). Antisemitic preju-
dices hence function as a form of social diag-
nostic marker, enabling readers to interpret a 
character’s social position and habitus. This 
layer, however, is subtle and not always easily 
accessible, since such prejudices are not con-
sistently challenged or condemned within the 
narrative itself, making it difficult at times to 
determine who, precisely, is being portrayed 
as prejudiced. At this level, the novels invite 
a social-historical reading in which the anti-
semites are the fictional characters themselves.

Thirdly, Christie often refrained from 
employing a distinct authorial voice or an 
omniscient narrator in her novels. Consequently, 
it is not always clear who is responsible for 
antisemitic statements that appear in the text. 
When such statements cannot be attributed to 
a specific narrative agent – whether narrator 

2	 Attention to the significance of the genre’s 
aesthetic and narrative conventions is likewise 
the message conveyed in Räthel 2020.
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or fictional character – a third interpretative 
layer emerges, one that may provide access to 
embedded and potentially unconscious stereo-
types on the part of the author herself. If the 
aim is to investigate whether Agatha Christie 
personally held antisemitic views, the relevant 
evidence must be sought at this level. This may 
also be described as a cultural-historical reading 
of the novels.

Not all novels that contain anti-Jewish 
descriptions or statements are themselves anti-
semitic. If an author assumes that readers hold 
certain prejudices, such assumptions may be 
mobilised to advance the plot – or to misdirect 
it. Anti-Jewish statements may likewise serve 
to characterise fictional figures. However, when 
an anti-Jewish depiction cannot be attributed 
to a particular character and does not appear to 
play any functional role in plot development, it 
may provide insight into the author’s personal 
attitudes. Scholarly attention to Christie’s pat-
terns of thought is not aimed at stigmatising 
either her or her work, but rather at illumi-
nating the contemporary discursive context in 
which she wrote – and its effects. An analysis of 
Christie’s intentions behind such anti-Jewish 
expressions is, however, complicated by the fact 
that the anti-Jewish elements in her writing do 
not necessarily reflect a consciously articulated 
set of beliefs. This issue is addressed in the 
following section.

Stereotypes and systemic racism
Modern social psychology generally regards 
prejudices and stereotypes as normal cognitive 
phenomena rather than as signs of pathology 
or indicators of a particular personality type.3 

3	 Social-psychological research distinguishes 
between beliefs (stereotypes) and attitudes 
(preferences, prejudices). Stereotypes are 
generalized notions or assumptions about a 
group of people, that is, what the individual 
believes a group is or does. Prejudices, on the 
other hand, are emotional evaluations or 

Human beings routinely categorise their sur-
roundings, thereby creating a sense of order in 
the social world.

Stereotypes may be understood as embed-
ded cognitive structures – a kind of mental 
shortcut – that tend to minimise individual 
variation within other groups and exaggerate 
differences between groups (Banaji et al. 2021). 
They constitute ‘overgeneralisations’ insofar 
as they simultaneously understate variation 
among out-group members while amplifying 
presumed negative stereotypical behaviours 
(and often discounting positive behaviour 
that contradicts the stereotype; Fiske 1998). A 
range of cognitive processes reinforces stereo-
types. Individuals are more likely to remember 
encounters with out-group members, particu-
larly when these involve socially undesirable 
behaviour. When people actively seek infor-
mation about others, they also tend to favour 
information that confirms existing stereotypes. 
Moreover, stereotypes become more potent as 
they are repeatedly reinforced and culturally 
validated. Although these processes appear to 
be universal, the specific content of stereotypes 
remains historically and culturally contingent 
(Fiske 1998).

At a fundamental level, individuals seek 
to understand their social environment and 

attitudes toward a group, in other words how 
the individual feels about that group. They 
thus constitute the cognitive and affective 
dimensions of the categorization that forms 
part of the human mental system. This dis-
tinction makes it possible to highlight that 
the individual can hold stereotypical notions 
about others without these being associated 
with specific emotions, and that such notions 
can be automatic, ‘unconscious’, and even 
contrary to the attitudes of the individual. 
This terminology is, however, not always con-
sistently used, but in this context it suffices 
to assert that stereotypes concern the content 
of notions, whereas prejudices concern their 
emotional consequences.
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the people they encounter. They attempt to 
infer others’ intentions and to anticipate their 
behaviour – a capacity that historically may 
have been important for survival, or at least 
for social well-being. In such encounters, peo-
ple tend to assess others along two primary 
dimensions: warmth – encompassing per-
ceived trustworthiness and sociability – and 
competence, understood as the perceived abil-
ity to translate intentions into action (includ-
ing capability and agency). Stereotypes may 
thus be seen as shared perceptions of other 
groups’ warmth and competence. Across time 
and cultures, these two variables have proved 
remarkably stable dimensions of stereotyping, 
generating perceptions of insider groups (high 
warmth, high competence), outsider groups 
(low warmth, low competence), and ambiva-
lent groups (low warmth / high competence or 
high warmth / low competence) (Fiske 2018).

Stereotypes are closely tied to percep-
tions of socio-economic status. Perceived 
warmth is shaped not only by assumptions 
about cooperativeness but also by perceived 
economic interdependence – whether groups 
are viewed as partners or competitors – as well 
as by assumptions about shared values. This 
again underscores how stereotypes are shaped 
by specific socio-economic contexts, national 
histories, cultural frameworks and immigra-
tion patterns. An equally important insight 
from this approach is that hostility is not solely 
driven by hatred; ambivalence and discomfort 
can be equally influential. While hatred typi-
cally manifests as aggression, ambivalence is 
more likely to result in avoidance (Fiske 1998).

Research indicates that in the United States, 
Jews are commonly perceived as highly com-
petent but lacking in warmth, eliciting both 
admiration and envy. Envy, however, is an 
ambivalent emotion: while Jews are respected 
for their abilities, they are simultaneously 
resented (Fiske 2018). Because they are not con-
sidered part of the insider group, their talents, 

accomplishments and wealth may be admired, 
yet their success is often viewed as undeserved, 
perceived as coming at the expense of the in-
group’s collective resources. In other words, they 
are seen as competitors who do not share the 
values of the insider community. This ambiva-
lence establishes a conceptual bridge to related 
notions such as Bryan Cheyette’s ‘semitic dis-
course’ (1993) and Zygmunt Bauman’s defini-
tion of ‘allosemitism’ (1998), thereby enhancing 
its analytical force while foregrounding the 
distancing and exclusionary character of these 
stereotypes. 

Social psychological research is naturally 
also concerned with what happens to stereo-
types and prejudices as norms governing public 
expression change. Studies show that although 
discomfort with articulating negative aspects 
of ethnic and national groups’ ambivalent or 
outsider status increases as social norms evolve, 
the relative hierarchy between groups tends 
to persist (Fiske 2018). Changes in norms do 
affect stereotypes and prejudices, at least when 
these are expressed in social contexts. They do 
not, however, disappear. Altered norms mean, 
for example, that racism becomes aversive and 
only expressed when discrimination can be con-
cealed behind a legitimate reason, or when social 
norms are unclear or ambivalent (Fiske 1998).

The concept of systemic racism often refers 
to structural or institutional racism, denot-
ing the embedded norms and routines that 
create discrimination against – and barriers 
for – ethnic groups. Yet systemic racism can 
also refer to a broader structure that, across 
generations, differentiates and discriminates 
on the basis of racialized perceptions (Banaji et 
al. 2021). Systemic racism operates both on the 
individual and the societal level. It manifests 
itself structurally (in politics, laws and culture), 
in institutional practices, and on the individual 
level in memories, attitudes, beliefs and values, 
as well as in patterns of behaviour expressed 
through norms and habits.
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Structural and institutional racism can 
be countered through targeted initiatives, 
but this is no guarantee that systemic racism 
will automatically disappear as well. At the 
same time, systemic racism at the individual 
level can operate without conscious intention 
(Banaji et al. 2021). It may be present in all 
of us, often without our awareness. For this 
reason, it may be useful to distinguish between 
explicit and implicit – or automatic – racial 
prejudices. These may exist in a relatively inde-
pendent relationship to one another, such that 
individuals who do not hold explicit preju-
dices may nevertheless harbour implicit ones. 
Conversely, implicit prejudices obviously con-
stitute a foundation for explicit racism. At the 
same time, it is essential to maintain focus on 
the lack of willingness to acknowledge and 
confront implicit biases. Such biases are not 
necessarily synonymous with racism but may 
be understood as ‘unexamined prejudices’, 
defined as ‘controllable attention to or wilful 
neglect of one’s own biases’, and are an indi-
vidual expression of systemic racism (Banaji et 
al. 2021, 3). Confronting one’s own prejudices 
requires (personal) experience and knowledge, 
and above all the will to do so. While explicit 
racial prejudices have declined, implicit biases 
have proved highly resistant to broader societal 
change (Banaji et al. 2021).

The experience of the Second World 
War and the Holocaust not only generated a 
heightened awareness of the consequences of 
antisemitism and racism but also prompted 
sustained and deliberate efforts to promote 
education and public awareness about anti-
semitism. Opinion surveys have indeed 
shown a decline in the prevalence and spread 
of antisemitic attitudes. It has therefore been 
widely assumed that antisemitism, with its 
deep historical roots, had been defeated – or 
at least severely constrained and relegated to 
the political extremes. Today, however, schol-
ars of antisemitism once again emphasize its 

systemic character and its capacity to adapt to 
new social and political contexts. This has also 
led to a more critical approach to the ways in 
which antisemitism is measured, where social 
norms and social desirability often obscure 
access to underlying prejudices.

Antisemitism is hostility directed against 
Jews that assigns a particular and negative sig-
nificance to the fact that they are Jewish. It is 
not hostility toward people who happen to be 
Jewish, but hostility toward people because 
they are Jewish. Antisemitic attitudes margin-
alize and exclude Jews, whether intentionally 
or not. The embedded character of antisemitic 
stereotypes, and the role they play in our shared 
imaginative universe, has been described in 
various ways: as a cognitive or latent struc-
ture, as background noise, and as a form of 
cultural memory (Hirsh 2017; Fein 1987; Kvist 
Geverts 2008; Becker et al. 2024). To emphasise 
the inherited quality of these notions, and the 
extent to which they are embedded in the very 
foundations of our patterns of thought, it may 
therefore be useful to speak of an antisemitic 
cultural heritage.

Antisemitic cultural heritage
The use of antisemitic prejudices in Christie’s 
novels provides access to this antisemitic cul-
tural heritage in several ways. It reveals the 
deployment, both the intentional and explicit, 
as well as the automatic and implicit, of anti-
semitic stereotypes and prejudices. Indeed, 
both forms may produce antisemitic effects. 
This occurs, for instance, when the deliber-
ate use of prejudice is neither articulated nor 
challenged, because the underlying complex-
ity is not necessarily recognized by the reader. 
An antisemitic statement in Christie’s novels 
therefore does not necessarily reflect an anti-
semitic intention but may nonetheless produce 
an antisemitic effect.

It forms part of the established narrative 
about Agatha Christie that during her own 
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lifetime she became aware of her prejudices 
and took steps to limit the antisemitic and 
racist effects of her novels. After the Second 
World War – although it remains unclear 
exactly when – Christie reportedly asked her 
American publisher to remove references to 
Jews that might be perceived as controversial 
(Barnard 1990). The move was likely to have 
been prompted by a series of objections, includ-
ing a formal complaint raised by the American 
Anti-Defamation League (Turnbull 1998).

She also changed the title of one of her 
novels, which originally shared its name 
with a popular children’s rhyme. Today the 
novel is known as And then there were none. 
In Denmark, it was published as En af os er 
morderen (‘One of us is the murderer’), with 
the subtitle Ti små negerdrenge (‘Ten Little 
Negro Boys’) in 1956. The latter even served as 
the main title in a children’s book edition of 
the novel published by Forum in 1975. In the 
United States, somewhat strikingly, the novel 
was published under the title Ten Little Indians, 
though from the 1980s onward all references 
to racist stereotypes were removed.4

It is worth noting that this shift first 
occurred in the American market, where 
norms governing linguistic conduct changed 
considerably earlier than in Europe. This devel-
opment was most probably linked to strong 
American ideological traditions of equality 
and individualism, which both fostered norms 
against appearing prejudiced – at least explic-
itly – and placed responsibility on individuals 
to adjust their language and behaviour to these 
evolving standards (Fiske 1998).

4	 Rachel Hall, ‘Agatha Christie novels reworked 
to remove potentially offensive language’, 
The Guardian 26.3.2023. Ten Little Niggers 
translated into Danish as En af os er morderen. 
Carit Andersen, 1968. In a new translation in 
1998, the novel featured the title Der var ti, 
der var ni – (Peter Asschenfeldts nye Forlag, 
1998).

Biographers of Christie have similarly been 
unable to avoid addressing the issue. The liter-
ary historian Gillian Gill referred to Christie’s 
prejudices as ‘a kind of jingoistic knee-jerk 
anti-Semitism’. According to Gill, these atti-
tudes were a chauvinistic reflex rather than an 
expression of malice, reflecting thoughtlessness 
rather than hostility: ‘What is more, even at her 
most thoughtless and prejudiced, Christie saw 
Jews as different, alien, and un-English, rather 
than as depraved or dangerous – people one 
does not know rather than people one fears’ 
(Gill 1990, 89, 91). Gill further argues that as 
Christie gained a deeper understanding of the 
consequences of National Socialism for the 
Jews, antisemitic depictions gradually disap-
peared from her novels. A similar position is 
adopted by the historian of religion Martin 
Forward, as he emphasises that Christie’s 
‘reflex antisemitism’ was neither particularly 
malicious nor consciously articulated. For 
Forward, however, this is precisely the point 
– ‘worse in a way’ – because ‘her casual com-
ments illustrate the stereotypes and carica-
tures widespread in British society of her day’ 
(Forward 2006, 222).5 In a similar vein, the his-
torian Malcolm J. Turnbull, in his comparative 
overview of Jewish figures in the Golden Age 
detective fiction of Agatha Christie, Dorothy 
L. Sayers and Anthony Berkeley Cox, argues 
that Christie’s ‘prejudice emanated more from 
ignorance and an unblinking conformity to the 
normative views of the English middle class 
than from any deep-seated personal animosity 
toward specific Jews’ (Turnbull 1998, 86).

The same pattern is evident in the work of 
the social historian Jane Arnold, whose article 
‘Detecting Social History: Jews in the Works 
of Agatha Christie’ (1987) constitutes the first 
systematic attempt to understand Christie’s 
Jewish portrayals. Arnold presents the author 

5	 A similar interpretation is offered in 
Thompson 2007.
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as a typical example of an English antisemite: 
‘not violent, not active, simply smugly secure in 
the knowledge that anyone who isn’t English 
isn’t really quite human, and isn’t really worth 
serious and humane consideration’ (Arnold 
1987, 280). As a further mitigating circumstance, 
she suggests that all of Christie’s portrayals 
are stereotypical – not only the Jewish ones. 
This interpretation is rejected, however, by the 
author Shane Brown in the article ‘Scoring off 
a foreigner? Xenophobia, antisemitism, and 
racism in the works of Agatha Christie’ (2020). 
Brown demonstrates that Christie consciously 
used dialogue to challenge readers’ xenopho-
bic prejudices toward foreigners, whereas she 
more often relied on third-person narration 
when portraying Jews. In this sense, antisem-
itism constituted a particular blind spot in her 
writing. None of the aforementioned scholars, 
however, examine the specific narrative func-
tion that anti-Jewish characters serve within 
the novels themselves.

The existing scholarship thus points to 
several tensions. Were Christie’s antisemitic 
prejudices largely unreflective and, in a sense, 
relatively harmless? And did they disappear 
as her awareness of the gravity of Nazism 
increased? These two theses will be examined 
in the present study.

Agatha Christie’s antisemitism appears, at 
first glance, to confirm the assumption that the 
Second World War and the Holocaust had an 
immediate and decisive impact on the spread 
of antisemitism. The novels containing anti-
Jewish characters were originally published 
in Britain and the United States from 1920 
onwards, in the aftermath of the First World 
War, and in the 1930s during the growing 
mobilization against National Socialism; the 
last appeared in 1946 but was written during 
the last part of the war.

For this reason, it is pertinent to examine 
whether the depiction of Jewish characters 
changed over the course of this period, as 

evidenced by the seven novels. Did a gradual 
awareness of antisemitism emerge, moving the 
stereotypes from the background of the narra-
tive into the dialogue of the plot and the realm 
of social critique?

It can be observed from the outset that 
explicitly Jewish characters disappear from 
Christie’s novels after the Second World War. 
The question, however, is whether this choice 
reflects a deliberate rejection of antisemitism, 
or rather an adaptation to a changing norm 
that rendered explicit references to Jewishness 
inappropriate and antisemitic prejudice politi-
cally illegitimate. To illustrate this point, the 
analysis includes an additional novel contain-
ing a problematic portrayal of what is, in all 
likelihood, a Jewish Holocaust survivor. The 
novel was originally published in 1950 and 
is among the most distinctly contemporary 
works Christie ever produced.

The present analysis also challenges, in 
another respect, the assumption that 1945 con-
stituted a decisive rupture. Although Christie 
created no new Jewish characters after the war, 
those she had already created enjoyed a long 
afterlife. The analysis therefore also examines 
Danish translations of the selected Christie 
novels and the linguistic adaptations these texts 
underwent over time.

Agatha Christie’s novels were published 
in Denmark in several series. In 1938, the 
publisher Steen Hasselbalch issued a series 
of classic Christie stories. The books featured 
yellow covers with a drawn portrait of the 
Belgian detective, quotations from the novel, 
and the series label ‘a Poirot novel’. The Second 
World War delayed further translations and 
publications, but in the 1950s Carit Andersen’s 
publishing house took over the Danish edi-
tions. The original series, De trestjernede krimi-
nalromaner, which in the 1950s had colourful, 
dramatic covers – often centred on a beautiful 
young woman – was redesigned in the 1960s 
as a pocket edition with glossy black covers 
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featuring tableaux of murder weapons and 
pieces of evidence.

The novels that display antisemitic fea-
tures and contain problematic portrayals of 
Jews appeared in all of these series. Two were 
first published in Danish in 1938, four in the 
1950s, and two in the 1960s. Three of the novels 
appeared relatively soon after their English 
first editions, while the remainder were transla-
tions released on the Danish market decades 
after their original publication.

In what follows, the eight novels are pre-
sented in the order in which their original edi-
tions appeared in Britain. This chronological 
presentation is chosen precisely in order to 
identify any potential development over time. 
For readers less familiar with Christie, it should 
be noted that the majority of these novels are 
regarded as part of the core of her authorship, 
demonstrating her masterful command of the 
genre. The earlier novels from the 1920s are 

Danish first editions in different designs, Snigende 
død, 1938 (Peril at End House [1932]), Hollow-
mysteriet, 1951 (The Hollow [1946]) and Brevet 
der dræbte, 1963 (The Secret of Chimneys [1925]).
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somewhat more tentative and uneven, though 
the debut novel possesses a certain nostalgic 
charm. Unless otherwise indicated, quotations 
are taken from the English originals, and where 
relevant, the first Danish translation is indicated 
in a footnote. The analysis also incorporates 
the film adaptations of the novels in question.

The Mysterious Affair at Styles  
[De låsede døre] 1921
Agatha Christie’s first novel also introduces 
the character Hercule Poirot. What’s more, the 
novel also features the character Dr Bauerstein, 
a respected physician and poison expert who is 
staying in a small village in the English coun-
tryside while recovering from a nervous break-
down. Dr Bauerstein is a close friend of Mary, 
the wife of the heir to the Styles Court estate, 
and the reader may even suspect that the two 
are engaged in a romantic affair. This suspicion, 
however, sits uneasily with the description of 
Dr Bauerstein’s appearance as a tall, bearded 
man with ‘a sinister face’. The narrator of the 
novel, Captain Hastings – later to become 
Poirot’s companion and loyal associate – feels 
an instinctive distrust of the man, perhaps also 
because he himself harbours feelings for Mary. 
Dr Bauerstein is repeatedly seen wandering 
about the estate at unusual hours, giving the 
reader ample reason to be suspicious. Yet it 
is only about two-thirds of the way through 
the novel when Dr Bauerstein is revealed to 
be ‘a Polish Jew’ during a quarrel between the 
married couple. Mary’s husband, John, appar-
ently runs out of arguments against his rival 
when he retorts: ‘He’s a Polish Jew, anyway’. 
His wife’s response is crushing: ‘A tinge of 
Jewish blood is not a bad thing. It leavens the’ 
– she looked at him – ‘stolid stupidity of the 
ordinary Englishman’.6 Dr Bauerstein is not, 

6	 ‘en dråbe jødeblod er aldeles ikke at foragte. 
Det kan være ganske gavnlig for – hun så 
direkte på ham – den almindelige dumme, 

however, the murderer in the novel; instead he 
is revealed to be a German spy. Despite this 
surprising revelation, Poirot nevertheless has 
many words of praise for him, commending 
both his ability and his patriotism. Poirot also 
settles the question of nationality:

‘He is, of course, a German by birth,’ 
said Poirot thoughtfully, ‘though he has 
practised so long in this country that 
nobody thinks of him as anything but an 
Englishman. He was naturalized about 
fifteen years ago. A very clever man – a Jew, 
of course.’7

With this addition, Poirot effectively cements 
the notion that, regardless of assimilation and 
citizenship, the man remains different – an 
outsider.

The figure of Dr Bauerstein represents a 
classic example of the ambivalent anti-Jewish 
stereotype: cold, arrogant and suspicious, yet 
at the same time competent, intelligent and 
successful. He therefore provokes both envy 
and repulsion.

The novel was first published in Danish in 
1954. While the translation remained largely 
faithful to the original, it omitted the phrase 
‘a Jew, of course’ from Poirot’s description. The 
invocation of the antisemitic cultural frame-
work underlying the statement’s apparent self-
evidence may have been considered excessive 
for Danish readers at a time still relatively 
close to the war. The quarrel between the two 
spouses, in which the respectable gentleman 
derides Dr Bauerstein as a Polish Jew, was, by 
contrast, not revised in relation to the original. 

sløve englænder’ (De låsede døre, 1954, p. 118).
7	 ‘Af fødsel er han naturligvis tysker, sagde 

Poirot tankefuldt, man han har praktiseret 
så længe her i landet, at alle og enhver anser 
ham for englænder. Han fik engelsk indfød-
sret for ca. femten år siden’ (De låsede døre, 
1954, p. 129).
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In the Danish translation, Dr Bauerstein’s 
Jewishness thus functions solely as a form of 
social diagnosis intended to underline John’s 
snobbery and desperation. The novel was reis-
sued in numerous unchanged editions until 
the 1970s. When it was newly translated in 
1985, no linguistic alterations or omissions 
were introduced compared with the original 
Danish translation. The novel was adapted 
for television in 1990, starring the actor David 
Suchet, who embodied Poirot for more than 
two decades. In the film adaptation, however, 
the character of Dr Bauerstein was entirely 
omitted.

The Secret of Chimneys  
[Brevet der dræbte] 1925
The novel does not belong to Christie’s series 
featuring Poirot or Miss Marple. The plot 
revolves around a murder at the English coun-
try estate Chimneys, property of the reluctant 
Lord Caterham, and unfolds as a colourful tale 
involving a French jewel thief, an American 
detective and two heirs to a European mon-
archy. The murdered heir aspires to the throne 
of the fictional country Herzoslovakia and, 
in cooperation with the British government, 
conspires to reinstate the monarchy in this rev-
olution-stricken state. Such ambitions require 
financial resources, and the government’s envoy 
therefore assembles a gathering at Chimneys 
to negotiate the plot with the heir, Michael 
Obolovitch, and financier Herman Isaacstein, 
who represents a syndicate funding the coup 
d’état in exchange for oil rights. Isaacstein is 
introduced through a dialogue between Lord 
Caterham and the government envoy, George 
Lomax:

‘Herman Isaacstein. The representative of 
the syndicate I spoke to you about.’ 
‘The all-British syndicate?’ 
‘Yes. Why?’ 
‘Nothing – nothing – I only wondered, 

that’s all. Curious names these people 
have.’8

Here, the reader is confronted with the 
aristocrat’s prejudices regarding Isaacstein’s 
distinctly Jewish name. To clarify the intended 
meaning, Lord Caterham also resorts to the 
nicknames ‘Noseystein’ and ‘Ikey Hermanstein’, 
invoking the jovial abbreviation of Isaac, itself 
slang for Jew, and drawing on antisemitic 
notions of Jewish cunning and arrogance. 
While this semantic reference probably had 
little impact on Danish readers, it was none-
theless retained in the Danish translation.

Isaacstein is depicted as a personification 
of modern finance, in contrast to ‘old money’ 
rooted in lineage, inheritance and property. 
Lord Caterham’s disdain targets both his 
ethnicity, marking him as foreign and suspi-
cious, and his industrious nature. Isaacstein 
is introduced to the reader half-way through 
the novel:

a big man … He was dressed in very 
correct English shooting clothes which 
nevertheless sat strangely upon him. He 
had a fat yellow face, and black eyes, as 
impenetrable as those of a cobra. There was 
a generous curve to the big nose and power 
in the square lines of the vast jaw.9

8	 ‘Herman Isaacstein, repræsentanten for det 
syndikat, jeg omtalte.’ 
‘Det rent britiske syndikat?’ 
‘Ja, hvorfor det?’ 
‘Intet, slet intet. Jeg undrede mig kun lidt. 
Det er nogle underlige navne, de men-
nesker har’ (Brevet der dræbte, 1963, p. 18).

9	 ‘En kraftig mand … Han var meget kor-
rekt klædt i engelsk jagtkostyme, men det 
sad lidt mærkeligt på ham. Han havde et 
fyldigt, gulligt ansigt og sorte øjne så uig-
ennemtrængelige som en kobras. Den 
kraftige firkantede kæbe vidnede om styrke’ 
(Brevet der dræbte, 1963, p. 76).
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The comment on his attire signals his perfor-
mance of British gentility, which is, of course, 
inauthentic. Isaacstein is thereafter routinely 
referred to as ‘the great financier’ or ‘the great 
Mr. Isaacstein’, implicitly connecting him to 
the mythical construct of high finance, a world 
governed by its own rules and logic, and enor-
mous power.

All actors in the plot recognize Isaacstein’s 
competence, yet no one likes him. The story’s 
female protagonist, Virginia Revel, states 
bluntly: ‘Isaacstein looks foreign enough, 
Heaven knows.’10

The negative depictions of Isaacstein oper-
ate both through dialogue – reflecting the 
attitudes of the characters – and through the 
anonymous narrator’s voice. Functionally, they 
serve to make Isaacstein suspect: he is linked to 
financial capital, positioned as a competitor to 
the aristocracy, and unattainable for the lower 
classes. His Jewish identity activates two anti-
semitic stereotypes: as an outsider, questioning 
his national loyalty, and as inherently cunning 
and ruthless. The plot draws explicitly on the 
antisemitic cultural heritage associating Jews 
with money, greed and ambition – a notion 
rooted in medieval Christian interpretations 
and later reinforced by economic developments 
under modern capitalism. This association also 
underpins the stereotype of Jews as parasitic 
and unproductive, sometimes extending to the 
idea that capitalism itself is a Jewish invention 
(Stögner 2026).

While the link between Jews and finance is 
not inherently antisemitic, the risk is significant 
that either authorial intent or reader perception 
will invoke prejudices about greed and unscru-
pulousness. Christie could have made him an 
Italian gangster or an Arab oil magnate and 
achieved similar narrative associations; making 
him Jewish ensured the reader perceived him 

10	 ‘Isaacstein ser så fremmedartet ud, skal gud-
erne vide’ (Brevet der dræbte, 1963, p. 131).

as intelligent yet morally suspect. Isaacstein is 
not the only negatively portrayed character, but 
uniquely among the cast, he is depicted as both 
clever and calculatingly ruthless.

The novel was first published in Danish in 
1963. Compared to the original, the description 
of Isaacstein’s ‘generous curve to the big nose’ 
was removed from his introduction, most prob-
ably because the visual code was considered an 
inappropriate reference to antisemitic carica-
tures. However, the effect was only partial: a 
passerby at a local train station already provides 
the description, ‘foreign-looking gentleman 
came by it too, one with a bald head and a 
hook nose’,11 which remains in the Danish 
translation. Nevertheless, the antisemitic code 
shifted from the narrator/author to the level 
of character interaction. Later editions contain 
no further changes or omissions. The story was 
adapted into a film in 2010 in a significantly 
altered version, in which the amateur detective 
Miss Marple is incorporated into the plot. The 
storyline no longer includes any financier, and 
certainly not one of Jewish background.

The Mystery of the Blue Train  
[Det blå tog] 1928
In this novel, the detective Poirot once again 
takes centre-stage. On the opening page, the 
character Mr Krassnine/Boris Ivanovitch is 
introduced, facilitating the sale of a legendary 
ruby to the American millionaire, Rufus van 
Aldin:

A little man with a face like a rat … His 
father had been a Polish Jew, a journeyman 
tailor. It was business such as his father 
would have loved that took him abroad 
to-night.12

11	 ‘en udenlandsk udseende mand, en skaldet 
én med krum næse’ (Brevet der dræbte, 1963, 
p. 56).

12	 ‘Han var en lille mand med et rotteagtigt 
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The reference to the character’s Jewish back-
ground draws on the antisemitic cultural herit-
age concerning Jewish commercial skills, but 
also their cunning and cold-bloodedness. Yet 
the figure functions as a ‘red herring’ and plays 
no further role in the plot.

The main intrigue begins when van Aldin’s 
daughter and heir, Ruth, is murdered aboard 
the luxurious Blue Train from Calais to the 
French Riviera. Simultaneously, the extremely 
valuable ruby disappears, prompting Poirot to 
contact a notorious jeweller, Mr Papopolous, 
a former acquaintance. He must apply some 
additional pressure to elicit information about 
the missing gem, referencing their shared past in 
which Poirot assisted him in a case. In the 1928 
British original, Mr Papopolous is characterized 
through the following exchange with Poirot:

'Seventeen years is a long time,' said Poirot 
thoughtfully, 'but I believe that I am right 
in saying, Monsieur, that your race does not 
forget.' 
'A Greek?' murmured Papopolous, with an 
ironical smile. 
'It was not as a Greek I meant,' said Poirot. 
There was a silence, and then the old man 
drew himself up proudly. 
'You are right, M. Poirot,' he said quietly. 
'I am a Jew. And, as you say, our race does 
not forget.'

In the first Danish translation of the novel 
from 1952, however, the exchange is not only 
significantly abridged, but the reference to Mr 
Papopolous’s Jewish background, Poirot’s char-
acterization of Jews as a race and the stereo-
type of Jewish vengefulness are all omitted.13 

ansigt […] Hans far havde været polsk jøde 
– omrejsende skrædder. Hans far ville have 
elsket den slags forretning, han var ude på nu 
i aften’ (Det blå tog, 1952, p. 5)

13	 The exchange reads in Danish: 
‘Sytten år er lang tid, sagde Poirot 

This presents an interesting opportunity to 
consider what the reference to the character’s 
Jewish identity contributes to the flow of the 
plot. If the reader is intended to suspect him of 
murder motivated by the theft of the ruby, an 
important dimension is lost. Mr Papopolous – 
and his daughter, introduced later – emerge as 
colourful, engaging and sympathetic characters 
who may be interested in the ruby but are not 
obvious suspects.

It is likely that, given the publication date 
of 1952, relatively soon after the end of the 
Second World War, the publisher and trans-
lator found the description and use of racial 
terminology inappropriate and allowed the 
omission, even though this effectively removes a 
red herring from the detective puzzle. The first 
Danish translation was subsequently reissued, 
unchanged through the 1970s. However, the 
novel was retranslated into Danish in 1982, 
restoring the original exchange. While the racial 
term was replaced with ‘origin’, the final sen-
tence employed the dual meaning of the Danish 
word folk, which can refer both to ‘nations’ and 
to ‘people’ in general.14 It is this translation, 
with its potential antisemitic associations, that 
continues to be published in Denmark.

Peril at End House [Snigende død] 1932
In this novel, the Jewish character functions, 
once again, as a classic ‘red herring’, and his 
Jewish background is designed to cast doubt 
on the character’s motives and credibility and 
to mislead the reader into suspecting him of 
murder. The story is narrated by Poirot’s friend, 

eftertænksomt. Men jeg er alligevel sikker 
på, monsieur, at De ikke har glemt det. 
Nej, jeg har ikke glemt det. Men – men 
hensyn til juvelerne kan jeg intet gøre’  
(Det blå tog, 1952, p. 142).

14	 In Danish, the sentence reads: ‘De har ret, 
monsieur Poirot, sagde han stille. Jeg er jøde. 
Og som De siger, folk som jeg glemmer ikke!'  
(Det blå tog, 1982, p. 129). 
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Captain Hastings, and all descriptions of the 
Jewish character are mediated either through 
Hastings or other characters. There is no hid-
den narrator or authorial voice.

The character and his appearance are intro-
duced before his Jewish identity is revealed. 
Hastings observes:

‘A tall, fair, rather exquisite young man, 
with a rather fleshy nose and over-empha-
sised good-looks. He had a supercilious 
manner and a tired drawl. There was a 
sleekness about him that I especially 
disliked.’15

The young man is Jim Lazarus, the son of an 
art dealer and part of the social circle of the 
murder-threatened protagonist, Nick. His 
Jewish background is revealed by Nick herself: 
‘Rolling in money, of course. Did you see that 
car of his? He’s a Jew, of course, but a fright-
fully decent one’.16

Lazarus remains a suspect for two reasons. 
First, the reader is told that he offers to pur-
chase a painted portrait of Nick’s grandfather. 
Poirot explains:

‘I dismiss the long-nosed M. Lazarus who 
offered fifty pounds for a picture that was 
only worth twenty (it is odd, that, when 
you come to think of it. Most uncharacter-
istic of his race).’17

15	 ‘En høj, lys spradebasse af en ung mand med 
en lidt for kødfuld næse og lidt for iøjnefal-
dende køn. Han havde et overlegen væsen og 
talte træt og langsomt. Der var noget glat ved 
ham, som indgød mig særlig uvilje’ (Snigende 
død, 1938, p. 19).

16	 ‘Vælter sig naturligvis i penge. Så de hans bil? 
Han er selvfølgelig jøde, men rædsom flink 
af en jøde at være’ (Snigende død, 1938, p. 35).

17	 ‘Jeg ser bort fra den langnæsede Mr. 
Lazarus, som tilbød halvtreds pund for et 
maleri, der kun er tyve værd (det er løjerligt, 
når man tænker nærmere over det. Højst 

Here, Poirot effectively establishes a visual 
marker associated with Jewishness – the prom-
inent nose – and introduces an association with 
financial dealings. Characteristic of the period, 
Jews are described collectively as a race.

Secondly, it becomes apparent that Lazarus 
is far less wealthy than he claims; his family 
business is on the verge of bankruptcy. The 
honest but somewhat unsophisticated Police 
Inspector Japp, representing the diligent lower-
middle-class, tempers the suspicion Poirot has 
generated:

‘Lazarus and Son have a good reputa-
tion. Quite straight and honourable in 
their dealings. Sharp, of course – but that’s 
another matter. You’ve got to be sharp in 
business. But they’re all right. They’re in a 
bad way, though – financially, I mean.’

Lazarus proves to be innocent and, in the clos-
ing scenes, displays noble and caring qualities. 
Poirot also resolves the mystery behind the 
overly high purchase offer:

‘You see, M. Poirot,’ he said. ‘I am a dealer.’ 
‘Exactly.’ 
‘That picture is not worth a penny more 
than twenty pounds. I knew that if I 
offered Nick fifty she would immediately 
suspect it was worth more and would get 
it valued elsewhere. Then she would find 
that I had offered her far more than it was 
worth. The next time I offered to buy a 
picture she would not have got it valued.’ 
‘Yes, and then?’ 
‘The picture on the far wall is worth at least 
five thousand pounds,’ said Lazarus dryly.

The exchange shows that Lazarus intended to 
deceive his friend. Although innocent of the 

ukarakteristisk for hans race’ (Snigende død, 
1938, p. 118).
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murder and displaying warmth toward Nick’s 
friend Freddie – his romantic interest – by 
the novel’s conclusion, Lazarus is nevertheless 
framed in negative terms that draw on clas-
sic antisemitic tropes, portraying the Jew as 
cunning, calculating and untrustworthy. His 
‘Jewishness’ functions as a narrative device that 
provides two key negative associations. First, 
there is an economic antisemitism that high-
lights Jews’ supposed special relationship with 
money. One does not have to be Jewish to be 
motivated by money, yet in this case the stereo-
type positions him as a competitor rather than 
an ally, and his wealth is therefore portrayed 
as unearned. Second, epistemic antisemitism 
is also at play, casting doubt on Jews’ claim-
making authority – that is, their ability to assert 
and substantiate claims (Schraub 2022). In 
short, Jews are rendered untrustworthy and 
unreliable.

Had Lazarus not been Jewish, the narrative 
would need to rely on his actions, not his iden-
tity, to create suspicion. However, his poten-
tial financial motives and the clever painting 
purchase scheme appear too late in the story 
to establish him as a suspect. Until then, the 
reader simply believes he is wealthy, as he is 
initially presented. Thus, the character’s role in 
the plot depends on the antisemitic cultural 
heritage that guides the reader to suspect him. 
His Jewish identity is not used to shame or 
scandalize the speakers of the antisemitic state-
ments; rather, the descriptions are delivered 
through the protagonists, Hastings and Poirot. 
This supports the interpretation that Christie 
herself may have subscribed to such tropes.

The novel was first translated into Danish 
in 1938 and later retranslated under the title 
Døden lurer in 1960 with minor changes. The 
new translation was republished in numerous 
editions. As late as the 1999 retranslation – 
again published under the title Den snigende 
død – Lazarus remains ‘of course a Jew’, long-
nosed and described as an atypical example of 

‘his race’.18 The novel was adapted for televi-
sion in the series Agatha Christie’s Poirot in 
1990, where all references to Lazarus’s back-
ground were removed. The mention of his 
Jewish background was explicitly cited as one 
of the passages excised in the 2023 editorial 
sensitivity review of Christie’s works.19

Lord Edgware Dies / Thirteen at Dinner 
(US) [Tretten til bords] 1933
The setting of this novel is somewhat unusual 
for Agatha Christie. Although members of 
the aristocracy are still present, the story also 
includes actors, theatre people and wealthy 
patrons of the arts. Several explicitly Jewish 
characters appear in the narrative: the gifted 
American entertainer and mimic Carlotta 
Adams – who ultimately becomes a murder 
victim – as well as the secondary figures Mr 
and Mrs Dortheimer and the wealthy Sir 
Montagu Corner, all of whom play a crucial 
role in establishing alibis for the suspects.

Carlotta Adams is introduced early in the 
novel by Hercule Poirot himself: ‘She is shrewd 
and she is something more. You observed 
without a doubt that she is a Jewess?’ Captain 
Hastings, the novel’s narrator, continues:

‘I had not. But now that he mentioned it, 
I saw the faint traces of Semitic ancestry. 
Poirot nodded. 
‘It makes for success – that. Though there 
is still one avenue of danger – since it is of 
danger we are talking.’ 
‘You mean?’ 
‘Love of money. Love of money might lead 
such a one from the prudent and cautious 
path.’ 
‘It might do that to all of us,’ I said. 
‘That is true, but at any rate you and I 

18	 Den snigende død, 1999, pp. 29, 95 and 95, 
respectively.

19	 The Times of Israel, 29.3.2023.



Nordisk judaistik • Scandinavian Jewish Studies  |  Vol. 37, No. 1 20

would see the danger involved. We could 
weigh the pros and cons. If you care for 
money too much, it is only the money you 
see, everything else is in shadow.’20

Once again, it is Poirot who voices a stereotype 
linking Jews with an excessive attachment to 
money. In the plot, Carlotta’s willingness to 
accept a lucrative offer is indeed what places 
her in danger, though the narrative later clari-
fies that her concern with money stems from 
the fact that she supports her younger sister 
financially.

Among her friends, acquaintances and 
employees, Carlotta is generally well liked. 
She is described as a genuine lady – refined, 
serious, honest and hardworking – although 
Hastings finds her charm somewhat negative 
in character. In his view, she lacks individuality 
or distinctive personality, an observation he 
nonetheless admits is useful in her profession 
as an imitator. Carlotta’s closest friend also 
comments on her enthusiasm for money:

20	 Lord Edgware Dies [1933] (The Crime Club, 
London, 1969).  
‘Hun er intelligent – og mere end det. De 
har uden tvivl lagt mærke til, at hun er 
jødinde?’  
‘Det havde jeg nu ikke. Men nu, da han 
havde sagt det, kunne jeg godt se de svage 
spor af semitisk oprindelse.’ Poirot nikkede.  
‘Det borger for succes. Men der er endnu 
én vej åben mod fare – eftersom det jo nu 
engang er fare vi diskuterer.’ 
‘De mener?’ 
‘Kærlighed til penge. For stor kærlighed 
til penge vil netop kunne få en kvinde af 
hendes type til at afvige fra forsigtighedens 
og fornuftens slagne landevej.’ 
‘Det gælder vel for så vidt for os alle,’ sagde 
jeg. 
‘Sandt nok, men De og jeg ville i hvert fald 
have øjnene åbne for den fare, det inde-
bærer. Vi ville være i stand til at veje for og 
imod. Hvis man er for pengeglad, er det 
kun pengene, man har øje for – alt andet er 
i skygge’ (Tretten til bords, 1962, p. 9).

‘Nothing really excited Carlotta except 
money. She was made that way. She’d got 
one of the best heads for business I’ve ever 
met. She wouldn’t have been so excited and 
so pleased unless money – quite a lot of 
money – had been concerned.’21

Unlike several of the other characters, however, 
Carlotta is not described in terms of stereo-
typically physical features.

The same cannot be said of the Dortheimer 
family and their daughter, who provide the 
crucial alibi for the young heir to the Edgware 
title – a man burdened with chronic financial 
problems until his uncle is murdered. As the 
nephew himself explains:

‘This is a remarkably good alibi. Three 
strong, and Jewish at that … When uncle’s 
lifeblood is flowing, I am whispering cheer-
ful nothings into the diamond-encrusted 
ears of the fair (I beg your pardon, dark) 
Rachel in the box at Covent Garden. 
Her long Jewish nose is quivering with 
emotion.’22

The words belong to the novel’s vulgar and 
thoroughly unsympathetic young aristocrat, yet 
none of the listeners challenge or comment on 
the remark. Indeed, Inspector Japp confirms 
the alibi in similar terms: ‘He was at the opera 
with the Dortheimers. Rich Jews. Grosvenor 

21	 ‘Penge var faktisk det eneste, der virkelig 
formåede at ophidse Carlotta. Sådan var 
hun nu engang. Hun ville ikke have været 
så ophidset eller så begejstret, medmindre 
penge – mange penge – var stillet hende i 
udsigt’ (Tretten til bords, 1962, p. 66).

22	 ‘Dette er et usædvanlig godt alibi. Trefoldigt 
og tilmed jødisk […] På det tidspunkt, hvor 
onkel Georges blod flyder, hvisker jeg søde 
banaliteter i den små Rachels diamant-
prydede øre i en loge i Covent Garden, mens 
hendes lange, jødiske næse vibrerer følsomt’ 
(Tretten til bords, 1962, p. 83).
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Square [an affluent diplomatic district in 
Westminster].’23 The novel also introduces the 
wealthy Sir Montagu Corner, who hosts the 
dinner party that provides the principal female 
suspect with an alibi for the murder of her 
husband. Hastings describes him as follows: 
‘He had a distinctly Jewish cast of countenance, 
very small, intelligent black eyes and a care-
fully arranged toupee.’24 Alongside the physi-
cal description intended to signal his ethnic 
background, the detail of the toupée suggests 
a certain vanity. Corner appears somewhat 
affected but also cultured and knowledgeable 
about the arts. Yet Hastings’ description also 
conveys a subtle sense of unease: ‘In the dim 
light he looked like some genie of the medieval 
age.’25 Here again, the cultivated exterior hints 
at something slightly unsettling beneath the 
surface, reinforcing the recurring implication 
that wealth – and an overriding concern with 
money – remains the defining characteristic 
associated with these characters.

It is ultimately the cultivated Jewish woman 
– knowledgeable about Greek mythology and 
art – who, without realizing it, exposes the shal-
low and self-centred murderess. The imitation 
extends only to outward appearance, and the 
difference in wit and knowledge reveals that 
the two women cannot be the same person. 
The portrayal of the Jewish woman is therefore 
ambivalent. She is presented as capable and 
intelligent, yet her supposed love of money, 
combined with a lack of restraint and moral 
judgement, renders her both untrustworthy 
and repellent.

23	 ‘Han var til opera med Dortheimers. Rige 
jøder. Grosvenor Square’ (Tretten til bords, 
1962, p. 99).

24	 ‘Han havde udpræget jødiske træk, meget 
små, intelligente, sorte øjne og en omhyggeligt 
anbragt toupée’ (Tretten til bords, 1962, p. 93).

25	 ‘I den dæmpede belysning lignede han et 
fantasivæsen fra middelalderen’ (Tretten til 
bords, 1962, p. 93).

It is striking that in the American editions 
of the novel Poirot does not identify Carlotta 
Adams as Jewish at all. The opening charac-
terization is omitted, although the reference to 
her love of money is retained, since it explains 
her motive for unwittingly involving herself 
in what ultimately proves to be a murderous 
scheme. In addition, the malicious description 
of Miss Dortheimer’s ‘vibrating Jewish nose’ is 
also removed.26 The Danish edition, however, is 
translated from the British version and therefore 
reproduces the antisemitic portrayal. The novel 
first appeared in Danish in 1962 and was reissued 
in several editions until 1990. A new translation 
in 1999 introduced minor linguistic revisions but 
did not alter the antisemitic meaning embedded 
in the text.27 The novel has been adapted for 
film twice: first in 1985 with Peter Ustinov as 
Poirot, and later in 2000 with David Suchet. In 
both adaptations the original character names 
are retained, but there is no explicit reference 
to the characters being Jewish.

Three Act Tragedy [Tragedie i 3 akter]  
US 1934/1935
Once again this novel introduces a Jewish 
character whose function is to mislead the 
reader. In this case, however, the portrayal is 
more ambivalent and appears, at least in part, 
to counter antisemitic stereotypes.

The Jewish character, Oliver Manders, is 
courting the young, attractive, and spirited 
Miss Lytton Gore (nicknamed the rather 
absurd ‘Egg’). He is introduced in the opening 
pages of the novel together with the rest of a 

26	 Carlotta Adams is therefore not identified as 
a Jewish character in Arnold 1987.

27	 ‘Semitisk oprindelse’ [Semitic origin] is thus 
replaced with ‘semitisk afstamning’ [Semitic 
descent]; now Miss Dortheimer’s Jewish 
nose ‘dirrer’ [quivers] with excitement, while 
Mr Corner has been turned into ‘en ånd fra 
et eventyr’ [a spirit from a fairy tale]. Lord 
Edgwares endeligt 1999.
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dinner party that will soon witness first one and 
then a second murder in their midst. Unlike 
many other Hercule Poirot novels by Christie, 
Three Act Tragedy does not rely on a single fixed 
narrator – often Poirot’s companion Captain 
Hastings – and it is therefore unclear whose 
perspective shapes the description:

A handsome young fellow, twenty-five at 
a guess. Something, perhaps, a little sleek 
about his good looks. Something else – 
something – was it foreign? Something 
unEnglish about him.28

Shortly afterward Miss Lytton Gore teases 
the young man by calling him ‘you slippery 
Shylock’. This prompts a reaction from the 
character, who now emerges as one of the 
novel’s principal observers, the wealthy art 
connoisseur and patron Mr Satterthwaite:

‘Of course,’ thought Mr Satterthwaite, 
‘that’s it – not foreign – Jew!’ Yet he 
immediately adds, in his private reflections: 
‘What a handsome pair they made. Both so 
young and good-looking … and quarrel-
ling, too – always a healthy sign …’29

Here the narrative presents a romantic rela-
tionship – and the possibility of marriage – 
between an English woman of aristocratic 
background and a Jewish man. Significantly, 
this relationship is not met with disapproval or 

28	 ‘En køn ung mand, omkring frem og tyve. 
Måske var der noget glat ved hans kønne ydre 
og noget andet – var det noget udenlandsk? 
Der var noget uengelsk over ham’. (Tragedie 
i 3 akter, 1938, p. 19).

29	 ‘Selvfølgelig’ tænkte Mr. Satterthwaite, ‘sådan 
er det – han er ikke udlænding men jøde’/ 
‘Det var egentlig et nydeligt par. Begge to så 
unge og så kønne – og de trættedes også, det 
var altid et godt tegn…’ (Tragedie i 3 akter, 
1938, p. 21)

moral judgement, from either the narrator, the 
authorial perspective or the surrounding char-
acters. The absence of condemnation becomes 
even more noteworthy when it later emerges 
that Manders himself is illegitimate. His father, 
already married, ran away with Manders’s 
mother, who died shortly after giving birth. The 
boy was therefore raised by his maternal uncle 
and grandmother. A sympathetic acquaintance 
even confides to the reader: ‘I think that ter-
ribly conceited manner of his is a good deal 
put on’. Indeed, Manders’s Jewish background 
and ambiguous social status appear to have 
few practical consequences for his social life. 
As a child he even played with the vicar’s chil-
dren at the rectory. Nor is his characterization 
uniformly negative. Although Manders ini-
tially seems idle, blasé and somewhat boast-
ful, Poirot develops a degree of sympathy for 
the young man. Despite appearing on the list 
of suspects, Manders ultimately emerges as a 
protector and ally to Miss Lytton Gore, who 
realizes that she has been charmed by an older, 
charismatic actor who turns out to be a cold-
blooded murderer.

However, Manders’s Jewish background 
does initially mark him as ‘un-English’, posi-
tioning him as an outsider. This reflects a 
familiar antisemitic trope that casts suspicion 
on Jews and questions their loyalty. Although 
the suggestion of his ‘un-Englishness’ is voiced 
by a protagonist within the narrative and not 
explicitly challenged, the plot itself undermines 
the stereotype: Manders ultimately proves to 
be a worthy partner for the female protago-
nist. Antisemitism still functions as a literary 
device, since the reader is meant to suspect 
Manders. Yet the portrayal may also repre-
sent a deliberate attempt to construct a more 
nuanced and multifaceted character, balanc-
ing the negative implications embedded in 
the antisemitic stereotype.30 Nevertheless, 

30	 A position adopted by Turnbull (1998, 10, 143).
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the patterns of structural antisemitism remain 
present in the novel’s context. Elsewhere the 
narrative draws on familiar stereotypes of Jews 
as dubious moneylenders and reinforces nega-
tive associations between Jews and money.31

The novel was first published in Danish 
book form in 1938 and retranslated in 1961 
under the title Mord for åbent tæppe. The new 
translation did not substantially alter the 
meaning of the text. In a 1986 film adaptation 
starring Peter Ustinov, the story is relocated 
to contemporary Acapulco, and Manders’s 
character is replaced by the handsome Ricardo 
Montoya (whose background is never speci-
fied), who briefly becomes a suspect in the case. 
In the 2010 television adaptation in Agatha 
Christie’s Poirot, all references to Mr Manders’s 
Jewish background have been removed.

The Hollow [Hollow-mysteriet] 1946
Among the lively ensemble of characters in 
the novel, we encounter the sympathetic but 
financially struggling Midge, who becomes 
involved in a murder investigation through 
her wealthy family. By the end of the story, 
she emerges triumphant, engaged to her great 
love, the immensely wealthy Edward. At the 
beginning of the novel, however, Midge must 
earn her own living, and a recurring theme 
concerns how class differences, and particularly 
questions of inheritance, shape not only the 
material conditions under which life is lived, 
but also one’s overall outlook on life. Midge 
is honest, caring, patient and affectionate, 
embodying a warmth and authenticity largely 
absent from the novel’s upper-class characters. 
Yet she must support herself and cannot afford 
to be selective about where – or for whom – she 

31	 E.g. ‘Der var en jødisk herre oppe og tale med 
fruen, og der har været flere ting – jeg tror nu, 
hun har lånt penge for at holde den gående 
i håb om bedre tider’ (Tragedie i 3 akter, 1938, 
p. 53).

works. The novel also contains a sharp critique 
of the naïve view held by many members of 
the upper class toward women’s employment, 
which they regard as a kind of pastime that 
allegedly ‘flattered their sense of independence 
and gave them an interest of their own in life’. 
For Midge, by contrast, work is a necessity: she 
has no fortune and does not wish to depend 
on her wealthy relatives.

To illustrate the hardships faced by those 
who must earn their living, the narrative 
introduces her disagreeable employer, the 
dress designer Madame Alfrege. Although 
she runs her own salon and pursues her busi-
ness with ambition, she is introduced by the 
otherwise unidentified narrative voice as ‘the 
vitriolic little Jewess’. Alfrege is portrayed as 
malicious, suspicious, jealous and vulgar, just 
as her business and clientele are depicted as 
shabby. In the Danish translation from 1951, 
her customers are even described explicitly as 
belonging to ‘a dubious category of women’. 
They are further characterized as ‘stout and 
bewildered’, while the dresses produced in the 
salon are said to be ‘of a meretricious order’. The 
description of Alfrege is strongly physical. She 
splutters with rage, her shrill voice approaches 
a scream, and her harsh tone grates angrily. She 
is also said to have ‘a thick nose’.32 At several 
points in the novel she is referred to simply as 
‘the Jewess’, rendering all other aspects of her 
identity irrelevant.

Because the novel does not employ a named 
narrator or a first-person narrative voice, these 
descriptions appear as objective characteriza-
tions rather than subjective judgments. Still, 
Midge herself also comments on her employer: 
‘She’s a Whitechapel Jewess with dyed hair and 
a voice like a corncrake.’33

32	 ‘giftig lille jødinde’, ‘en tvivlsom kategori af 
kvinder’, ‘fede og forfjamskede’, ‘tyk næse’ 
(Hollow-mysteriet, 1951, p. 103 and 169).

33	 ‘Hun er en jødinde fra Whitechapel med 
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It is a complex matter to determine what 
role the identity ‘Jew’ or the quality of being 
‘Jewish’ plays in this context. The woman’s 
ethnicity has no bearing on the plot: she is 
not involved in the murder conspiracy and is 
never considered a suspect. Yet the oppressive 
working conditions in the fashion salon ulti-
mately prompt Edward to propose to Midge, 
as he wishes to rescue her from the hardships 
of working life. Wage labour deprives her not 
only of leisure and the freedom to control her 
own time; it also exposes her daily to humilia-
tions and insults that erode her self-confidence. 
The question arises whether the reader is meant 
to perceive these humiliations as especially 
intolerable because her employer is Jewish. Is 
the real outrage that a woman who, by birth, 
belongs to the upper classes must submit to 
the authority of an outsider – a Jew – some-
one who, within the logic of the class system, 
could never cross its social boundaries and gain 
admission to the upper ranks of society? It 
is plausible that such assumptions, shared by 
several of the novel’s characters, help explain 
the particularly venomous and explicit nature 
of the description. It is bad enough that Midge 
must work for a living; it becomes unforgivable, 
in this framing, that her employer is Jewish.

Even from the most charitable perspective, 
Madame Alfrege is a cruel caricature. It cannot 
be ruled out that Christie intended to expose 
the prejudices of the upper classes. Yet this 
interpretation is weakened by the fact that the 
characterization is also delivered through the 
narrative voice itself, rather than solely through 
the speech of fictional characters. The words 
are therefore not merely placed in the mouths 
of the novel’s protagonists.

It is paradoxical that the final Christie 
novel to feature an explicitly Jewish character, 
published shortly after the Second World War, 

farvet hår og en stemme som en hæs krage’ 
(Hollow-mysteriet, 1951, p. 104).

also contains the most hostile and uncompro-
mising portrayal, despite the character’s com-
plete irrelevance to the development of the 
plot. Madame Alfrege is neither a red herring 
nor a component of the novel’s broader social 
characterization. On the contrary, the condem-
nation of her seems to be shared by everyone 
in the narrative – apparently including the 
author herself. Compared with Christie’s other 
Jewish characters, Madame Alfrege is denied 
the ambivalent status that enabled recognition 
of competence and abilities.

The portrayal prompted a formal complaint 
from the Anti-Defamation League (Turnbull 
1998, 85). When she adapted the novel for the 
stage a few years later, the character was rewrit-
ten as French rather than Jewish (Brown 2020).

The novel was first translated into Danish 
in 1951. Compared with the English original, 
only one change was made to the characteri-
zation. In the original text Madame Alfrege 
speaks with a lisp intended to evoke a Yiddish 
accent.34 This linguistic marker – signalling 
both social status and relatively recent immi-
grant background – was not reproduced in 
the Danish translation. The translators may 
have been uncertain how to render it mean-
ingfully in Danish or doubted that readers 
would recognize the reference. When the novel 
appeared in a new Danish translation in 1964, 
there were no significant linguistic revisions 
compared with the first edition, and the anti-
semitic language remained unchanged. These 
early translations continued to be reissued in 
new editions until 1990. In 2000 the novel was 
translated into Danish once again. In this ver-
sion the explicit reference to Madame Alfrege 
as a ‘vitriolic Jewess’ had been removed. She was 
now described instead as ‘en harpe med farvet 

34	 S and C are thus replaced by Th (‘friendth’, 
‘the poleeth’). Arnold points out that her lisp 
‘is the natural result of applying an English 
accent to a Yiddish ‘tav’’. Arnold 1987, p. 275.
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hår og en stemme som en engsnarre’ (‘a harpy 
with dyed hair and a voice like a corncrake’). 
Her customers were no longer identified as ‘a 
dubious category of women’, and while their 
clothing remained vulgar, the women them-
selves were no longer depicted as fat – only 
confused.35 The antisemitic references were 
thus filtered out of the text. Nevertheless, the 
original translation continued to be published 
as late as 2017. In the 2004 television adapta-
tion of the novel, Madame Alfrege appears 
only briefly in conversation, and there is no 
reference to her being Jewish.

A murder is announced  
[Invitation til mord] 1950
In this novel, there are actually no characters 
explicitly identified as Jewish. Instead, we 
meet the ridiculous kitchen maid Mitzi. She 
is described as a refugee from Central Europe, 
dressed in a folkloric costume consisting of a 
Tyrolean skirt, with her braids wound around 
her head. She speaks with an accent and fre-
quently exclaims a contemptuous ‘Ach!’ Mitzi 
herself recounts that her entire family was 
killed during the war; she personally witnessed 
the death of her little brother. Yet she managed 
to hide and escape. She also likes to emphasize 
that she is, in reality, too refined to perform 
domestic work (‘I do work that never – never 
would I do in my own country’), as she has a 
university education. She is constantly fearful 
that the ‘Nazis’ will come for her.

The household tolerates Mitzi, not out of 
pity, but because it is difficult to find reliable 
staff, and because she is, in fact, an excellent 
cook. Yet they mock her, imitate her accent 
and mannerisms, and consider her a liar who 
exaggerates her wartime suffering. They ridi-
cule her terror at the murder that occurs in the 
house. One male resident, a distant relative 
of the lady of the house, is particularly cruel 

35	 Hollow-mysteriet, 2000, pp. 113 and 183.

toward her. He even goes so far as to sarcasti-
cally utter that it is a pity it wasn’t Mitzi who 
had been killed, and slaps her when she refuses 
to stop screaming at the sight of the corpse. 
On another occasion, the same young man 
sent her a postcard claiming that the Gestapo 
was on her trail. Even the police, called in to 
investigate the murder, are unfriendly toward 
her: ‘one of those Mittel Europas who go off at 
the deep end at the mere sight of a policeman. 
Made sure she was going to be locked up, and 
fairly screamed the place down.’36 The officers 
quickly adopt the household’s perception that 
Mitzi is untrustworthy. The lady of the house 
tries to smooth things over:

‘Please don’t be too prejudiced against the 
poor thing because she’s a liar. I do really 
believe that, like so many liars, there is a 
real substratum of truth behind her lies. I 
mean that though, to take an instance, her 
atrocity stories have grown and grown until 
every kind of unpleasant story that has ever 
appeared in print has happened to her or 
her relations personally, she did have a bad 
shock initially and did see one, at least, of 
her relations killed. I think a lot of these 
displaced persons feel, perhaps justly, that 
their claim to our notice and sympathy lies 
in their atrocity value and so they exagger-
ate and invent.’

This was one way for post-war society to pro-
cess information about crimes committed dur-
ing the war, acknowledging that the reports 
were probably exaggerated. Mitzi’s condition is 

36	 ‘en mellemeuropæisk flygtning – en af den 
slags, der øjeblikkelig bliver hysteriske ved 
det blotte syn af en politibetjent. Hun er fuldt 
og fast overbevist om, at hun skal sættes i 
fængsel, og hun skreg og hvinede, så at man 
ikke kunne høre ørenlyd’ (Invitation til mord, 
1951, p. 32).
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described as ‘persecution mania’.37 She knows 
that no one trusts her: ‘What is the use of what 
I say? You will not listen. You say I am a poor 
refugee girl who tells lies.’

Although Mitzi is portrayed as a carica-
ture, it is not unlikely that she was based on 
real individuals Christie had met. Thanks to a 
provision in the British immigration system, 
Jewish women and girls were able to obtain 
residence in the United Kingdom by means 
of a domestic-service permit, thereby escaping 
persecution in Nazi Germany.38 ‘A Central 
European’ domestic servant was thus a rela-
tively familiar phenomenon in British society, 
which renders Mitzi a specifically historically 
situated character.39 Moreover, her tempera-

37	 ‘en slags forfølgelseskompleks’ (Invitation til 
mord, 1951, p. 46).

38	 Yiannitsaros (2020) notes that 15,000 women 
and girls from Germany and Austria were 
granted residence in Great Britain imme-
diately prior to the outbreak of the Second 
World War under the domestic-service per-
mit scheme (p. 128). Yiannitsaros points to the 
association established in the novel between 
Jewishness and criminality – an association 
which, as the present analysis demonstrates, 
is by no means unique to this particular novel 
– but rejects the view that Christie merely 
replicated ‘anti-Semitic attitudes without 
comment’. Instead, he interprets the charac-
ter of Mitzi as a deliberate uncanny reminder 
on Christie’s part of the imagined and fragile 
nature of British (and traditionally village) 
community. What Yiannitsaros’s analysis 
does not account for, however, is that Mitzi 
also emerges as an anti-Jewish figure, not 
least through the coded linkage between her 
implicitly Jewish background and the epis-
temic antisemitism that pervades Christie’s 
body of work. Mitzi also serves as a central 
focus in Stewart (2023), making her one of 
Christie’s most extensively scrutinized char-
acters. She is, however, absent from Turnbull’s 
analysis (1998).

39	 In Ludewig 2012, this shift – from narrative 
stereotypes (primarily financial actors, root-
less cosmopolitans, and suspicious foreign-
ers) to historically situated characters – is 

ment, irritability, suspicion, anxiety attacks and 
lack of gratitude are characteristic symptoms 
of PTSD. Her surroundings demonstrate 
some awareness of the consequences of the 
war: ‘Sometimes I think that girl’s mad – quite 
mad. But then perhaps we’re all mad.’

No one likes Mitzi, yet Christie’s portrayal 
is far from sympathetic. She is described as 
unkempt (‘greasy dark plaits’), unhealthy (‘pasty 
complexion’), and vulgar (‘a well developed 
bosom heaving under a tight jersey’). In addi-
tion to her uncontrollable temper, she is arro-
gant, selfish and impudent, and her reactions to 
the dramatic events in the house are portrayed 
as exaggerated and hysterical, particularly her 
screams, which are rendered as undignified and 
animalistic. She even shrieks like a pig. Like 
Madame Alfrege, she lacks ambivalence, being 
neither brilliant nor compassionate.

Eventually, the plot takes a dramatic and 
surprising turn. Mitzi actively participates in 
solving the crime, collaborating with Miss 
Marple and the police to set up a trap that 
forces the murderer to reveal herself. She does 
so at risk to her own life, as the murderer tries 
to silence her. Her active role has a beneficial 
effect on the timid Mitzi, restoring her faith in 
the police and giving her newfound confidence. 
The amateur detective, Miss Marple, explains 
Mitzi’s inclusion in the plan:

‘She thinks far too much about herself any 
way, and it will be good for her to have 
done something for others. I flattered her 
up, of course, and said I was sure if she’d 
been in her own country she’d have been 
in the Resistance movement, and she said: 
‘Yes, indeed.’’

To the very end, the household continues to 
mock Mitzi by imitating her accent:

highlighted as a characteristic transformation 
in the role Jewish characters came to play in 
the crime fiction genre after the Holocaust.
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‘Without me the police never would they 
have made the arrest of a very dangerous 
criminal. I risked my life because I am 
brave – brave like a lion – I do not care 
about risks. “Mitzi,” they say to me. “You 
are a heroine, you are superb.” “Ach! It is 
nothing, I say.”’40

The novel portrays post-war England, where 
the war casts long shadows over the lives of its 
inhabitants. The particular circumstances of 
the immediate post-war period play a decisive 
role in the plot: rationing of food, fuel and 
clothing. While black-market trade is con-
demned, nearly everyone participates in some 
form of clandestine trade, bypassing ration-
ing through under-the-table exchanges. The 
population fears deserters, and the many illegal 
weapons in circulation add to the tension. Trust 
between people in the small villages has been 
undermined. Many new arrivals are unfamil-
iar to each other, and anyone can claim any 
identity. They come from across the world, 
returning from the East, India and Europe, a 
world radically changed for the British Empire. 
Readers are primed to believe that none of the 
household or village residents are exactly who 
they claim to be. Many carry false identities, 
including both the murder victim and the mur-
derer. Many bear harsh pasts but also exciting 
experiences. The war is thus depicted as both 
a limitation and an opportunity: it could open 
paths to new lives, identities and futures.

It is characteristic of post-1945 antisemitism 
that it is coded, indirect and sarcastic. This is 
evident when there is no direct connection 

40	 ‘Uden min hjælp ville politiet aldrig have 
kunnet arrestere en meget farlig forbryder. 
Jeg satte endog livet på spil, fordi jeg er 
modig – ja modig som en løve! Jeg er ikke 
bange for at tage en risiko. Og så siger de til 
mig ‘Mitzi!’ siger de, ‘De er en heltinde, De er 
pragtfuld!’ Og jeg svarer ‘Ach! Det er ingent-
ing!’ (Invitation til mord, p. 211).

between the stereotype being conveyed and the 
statement made, and when the object of scorn 
– Jews – is not explicitly mentioned. Decoding 
such a message requires detailed knowledge 
of language, context and political and cultural 
dynamics (Becker et al. 2024, 6).

Nowhere is it stated that Mitzi is Jewish. 
She is primarily a foreigner and thus treated 
with suspicion. However, there are layers and 
codes in her depiction that hint at what kind 
of foreigner she is. She speaks with a German 
accent (as indicated by her repeated exclama-
tions of ‘Ach’ and ‘Ach, Gott im Himmel’), 
and her hatred of the Nazis extends to any-
one embodying the Nazi ideal, positioning her 
antagonistically to the fair-haired, blue-eyed 
and superior English. She recounts having seen 
her little brother killed and describes seeing 
‘blood in the street – people shot, dying’. She 
fears personal persecution, not just random acts 
of war, and believes the Gestapo is after her and 
will send her to a concentration camp. At the 
same time, the novel subtly informs the reader 
that she was not in the resistance; she is thus 
not targeted for political reasons or activism. 
We also learn that she has a degree in eco-
nomics, meaning that her wartime experiences 
and refugee status have caused a sharp decline 
in social status. Moreover, we have previously 
encountered dark eyes and sallow skin as mark-
ers of Jewish appearance in Christie’s work.41

41	 Christie’s sarcasm can easily be misunder-
stood. This is the case, for instance, in the 
article by Surajit Dutta: ‘Feminist Critique 
of Anti-Semitism in Agatha Christie’s 
A Murder is Announced’, Consortium: An 
International Journal of Literary and Cultural 
Studies, 4/2, 2024. The article does not even 
discuss whether Mitzi should in fact be read 
as Jewish, but assumes this a priori, and omits 
the fact that Mitzi is ridiculed and demeaned 
by everyone, including the author herself, 
who turns her into a comic figure. In doing 
so, Dutta also overlooks how antisemitic the 
portrayal of Mitzi potentially is. The journal 
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The portrayal of Mitzi, in any case, casts 
a very different perspective on the victims of 
the war from the one commonly held today. 
Christie conveys the idea that the victims are 
too self-absorbed and focused on their nega-
tive experiences, dwelling excessively on the 
past. Although the novel represents Christie’s 
attempt to incorporate a compelling contem-
porary issue, it simultaneously avoids direct 
confrontation with the experiences and tes-
timonies of Holocaust survivors, thus consti-
tuting an avoidance of engagement (Stewart 
2023).

Unlike the other novels with Jewish char-
acters, the first Danish translation of this novel 
appeared in 1951, shortly after the original 
release in Britain and North America. A new 
translation in 1971, issued in numerous edi-
tions until the 1980s, contained no changes 
and adhered closely to the first Danish edi-
tion. In the 2000 translation, Mitzi’s accent 
was further emphasized through reversed 
word order and language errors, highlighting 
her outsider status.42 The novel was adapted 
into English-language films twice, in 1984 and 
2005. In the latest version, Mitzi remains a 
comic figure (played by comedian Catherine 
Tate, known from the BBC sketch comedy 
series The Catherine Tate Show), but she has a 
peripheral role in the plot and does not par-
ticipate in the final resolution, why she is not 
targeted for murder. Curiously, she is explicitly 
described as a Polish refugee. Both adaptations 
portray Mitzi as ridiculous, uncharming and 
pathetic, but they do not explicitly state that 
she is Jewish or a Holocaust survivor.

Consortium claims to be ‘a double blind peer-
reviewed, non-profit, international E-journal’ 
and is published by Assistant Professor Sabuj 
Sarkar, Department of English, University of 
Gour Banga, West Bengal, India. The article 
would hardly be likely to pass peer review at 
more established journals’ editorial boards.

42	 Et mord bekendtgøres, 2000.

Conclusions
To Agatha Christie, ‘Jews’ function as use-
ful characters insofar as they appear foreign, 
suspicious and obsessed with money, which 
lends them a criminal motive, thereby serving 
the dynamic of the plot. At the same time, 
antisemitic, racist, and xenophobic remarks 
made by the characters operate as a form of 
social commentary, situating both major and 
minor characters within a social and cultural 
framework.

The function of otherness, however, 
remains ambiguous. As is characteristic of 
Christie, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, for 
example, includes caricatured depictions of the 
lower classes, embodied by the estate’s serv-
ants, who exhibit pronounced suspicion toward 
foreigners – an attitude that Poirot ultimately 
exploits to solve the case. A similar dynamic 
appears in The Hollow, where Poirot’s ‘exotic 
foreign appearance’ is explicitly emphasised, 
prompting those around him to question both 
his credibility and his loyalties.

By contrast, at the conclusion of Three 
Act Tragedy, an interesting exchange occurs 
between Mr Poirot and Mr Satterthwaite, who 
has taken part in the investigation:

‘Why do you sometimes speak perfectly 
good English and at other times not?’ 
Poirot laughed. 
‘Ah, I will explain. It is true that I can 
speak the exact, the idiomatic English. But, 
my friend, to speak the broken English 
is an enormous asset. It leads people to 
despise you. They say – a foreigner – he 
can’t even speak English properly. It is 
not my policy to terrify people – instead I 
invite their gentle ridicule. Also I boast! An 
Englishman he says often, “A fellow who 
thinks as much of himself as that cannot 
be worth much.” That is the English point 
of view. It is not at all true. And so, you see, 
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I put people off their guard. Besides,’ he 
added, ‘it has become a habit.’43

Otherness, then, may serve as an impediment, 
inhibiting familiarity and trust, but it can also 
operate as a character trait that enables hon-
esty and intimacy. This demonstrates Christie’s 
ability to manipulate established stereotypes 
and employ them as literary devices. Her use 
of xenophobic elements in dialogue and plot 
indicates a capacity for critical, self-reflexive 
engagement with racism and xenophobia. 
With antisemitism, however, this self-reflex-
ivity is largely absent.

The present analysis shows that all of the 
novels also contain embedded antisemitic ste-
reotypes originating with the author herself. 
Jewish characters are portrayed as untrustwor-
thy and are denied epistemic authority. They 
appear as ambivalent figures – perceived as 
lacking warmth but possessing a high degree 
of competence – thereby evoking suspicion, 
envy and contempt.

Although the Jewish figures in Christie’s 
novels are united by their presumed love of 
money, they are divided into two distinct 
groups. English Jews, whose families have been 
settled in England for generations, are depicted 
as almost fully integrated and well versed in 
English culture. They may even become objects 
of romantic interest for non-Jewish characters. 
The suit may still sit slightly askew, and under 
the right lighting their true nature may be 
revealed, yet they nonetheless appear assimi-
lated; it is therefore primarily antisemitic codes 
that disclose their Jewishness at all. By con-
trast, immigrants are constructed as foreigners 
not yet assimilated into English culture and 
are therefore, by definition, cast as suspicious. 
Here, Christie undoubtedly also capitalised 
on the fact that foreigners were generally the 

43	 Three Act Tragedy [1935], HarperCollins, 1998, 
p. 223.

preferred – and highly popular – villains in 
bestsellers and popular films during the inter-
war period (Grandy 2014). While Christie did 
not portray Jewish figures solely as foreign, but 
also as assimilated individuals who contributed 
positively to British society – a heterogeneity 
that may reflect a self-reflexive engagement 
with her own prejudices – she maintained 
that Jews were ambivalent, different and ulti-
mately unassimilable. Their difference could be 
framed as a positive contribution to English 
culture, yet also as an inherent threat. Christie’s 
ambivalence may be explained by the presence 
of implicit, automatic prejudices, a hallmark of 
systemic antisemitism. While the author in 
some instances actively challenged assump-
tions about Jewish disloyalty and foreignness, 
she continued to reproduce notions of Jewish 
un-Englishness.

Jews are portrayed as intelligent and as 
skilled imitators – a motif exemplified by the 
character Carlotta Adams in Lord Edgware 
Dies. The keen observer, however, will always 
be able to uncover their true identity. The fact 
that Christie’s Jewish characters are primarily 
characterised through their intelligence and 
competence further illustrates why antisem-
itism cannot be reduced to condescending 
racism alone. If antisemitism is racist – and 
it is in Christie’s work – it is a form of racism 
directed at those perceived as wealthy, powerful 
and accomplished.

One might argue that characters in detec-
tive fiction are inherently stereotypical, and 
that Jewish characters are therefore no excep-
tion. Historically, Jewish figures in literature 
and on stage have often functioned as stock 
characters, marked by a high degree of semiotic 
homogeneity. Jewish archetypes were readily 
identifiable through clothing, facial hair and 
mimicry or gestural patterns, and not least 
through language, which was frequently ren-
dered as broken ‘Jewish German’. Over time, 
however, Jewish characters were increasingly 
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endowed with functional heterogeneity. While 
they remained stereotypical Jewish figures, 
they served a variety of narrative purposes 
within the plot (Räthel 2020).

Christie’s Jewish figures move beyond 
stock characters – though Dr Bauerstein might 
be mistaken for one, and Herman Isaacstein in 
The Secret of Chimneys may resemble a modern 
example – and are semiotically heterogeneous. 
Moreover, not all of Christie’s Jewish figures 
are depicted as unattractive or repellent. On the 
contrary, characters such as Mr Papopolous, 
Manders and Lazarus are explicitly described 
as handsome, masculine and carefully groomed.

With the exception of Mitzi in A Murder 
is Announced and Madame Alfrege in The 
Hollow, Christie’s Jewish characters speak cor-
rect English (and thus, in Danish translations, 
correct Danish). Christie does not employ the 
comic or alienating device of attributing a dis-
tinctively broken ‘Jewish German’ or imitated 
Yiddish to her Jewish characters – a linguis-
tic practice that historically conflated typical 
second-language learner errors of German 
speakers with invented hybrid forms that bore 
little relation to the actual speech of Jewish 
immigrants. Such linguistic ‘impurity’ tradi-
tionally served to signal the presumed moral 
and cultural inferiority of the speaker.44

Yet save for Madame Alfrege, all Jewish 
characters fulfil essentially the same func-
tion within the plot. They are constructed as 
potential murderers and thus as suspects, and 
their possible motives are explicitly anchored in 
their Jewishness – whether framed as treachery, 
greed or vengefulness. They perform a shared 
symbolic function across different character 
types. None of the Jewish characters, however, 
ultimately turns out to be the actual murderer.

The literary scholar and crime writer 
Robert Barnard, one of Agatha Christie’s many 
biographers, has argued that Lord Edgware 

44	 For a Nordic context, see Hårstad 2023.

Dies (1933) was the last of her novels in which 
antisemitism ‘obtrudes’ (Barnard 1990, 189). He 
further suggests that, following her encounter 
with Nazi antisemitism, Christie adjusted her 
approach and only employed prejudices toward 
Jews as a device for misleading the reader. 
This assertion is, however, inaccurate. There 
is a development in Christie’s writing during 
the 1930s, in which the ambivalent portrayal 
of Jewish characters becomes more nuanced 
and increasingly humanised and inclusive. Yet 
this development is by no means consistently 
progressive: the explicitly antisemitic portrayal 
in The Hollow, published in 1946, serves neither 
as social critique nor as a meaningful contribu-
tion to the plot. Moreover, the most malicious 
anti-Jewish depiction appears in a novel from 
1950 (Danish edition 1951), even though the 
character in question is not explicitly identified 
as Jewish. It is striking that the least ambiva-
lent Jewish characters in Christie’s work both 
appear in post-Holocaust novels. In addition, 
Christie made a deliberate – and puzzling 
– decision to retain Jewish characters and 
antisemitic portrayals in the British editions, 
even though these had been removed from 
the American versions. Her antisemitism had 
become aversive and increasingly inconvenient. 
Yet she made conscious choices to retain it and 
even to introduce new anti-Jewish characters 
as a reaction to the Holocaust.

No significant alterations have been made 
across the many Danish editions of Christie’s 
novels. In fact, one case illustrates the opposite 
tendency: the 1952 translator of The Mystery 
of the Blue Train removed references to the 
‘Jewish race’, only for a 1982 translator to rein-
troduce the description – albeit substituting 
‘race’ with ‘origin’. A single attempt in 2000 to 
update an earlier translation was subsequently 
abandoned, as later editions of The Hollow 
simply reprinted the original version. By con-
trast, modern film adaptations have consist-
ently omitted anti-Jewish characters altogether 
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or refrained from identifying them as Jewish. 
This underscores that their ‘Jewishness’ is not 
essential to the plot, even if its removal also 
eliminates an element of social diagnosis – and 
perhaps some of the thrill.

A Jewish figure in a literary text is never an 
isolated presence; rather, it is always situated 
within a broader antisemitic cultural herit-
age. As a result, any attempt to portray Jewish 
characters demands careful narrative negotia-
tion to produce differentiated representations 
that avoid positioning such characters as rep-
resentatives, stereotypes or symbolic Jews. As 
the scholar of comparative literature Mark H. 
Gelber defines it, ‘literary antisemitism’ denotes 
‘the potential or capacity of a text to encourage 
or positively evaluate antisemitic attitudes or 
behaviors’ (Gelber 1985, 16).

The antisemitism in Agatha Christie’s work 
cannot be evaded or downplayed by claiming 
that it merely reflected her time – a period 
in which antisemitism was widespread and 
normalized.45 The stereotypes may reflect 
laziness or even an attempt at comic relief; 
still, such elements must be confronted directly 
and recognised for what they are: deliberate 
literary devices. It is a reworking and redesign 
of ambivalent antisemitic stereotypes, which 
operates as ‘an active remaking of Jewish racial 
difference’, in the words of Bryan Cheyette 
(1993, 268). Ambivalence was no less culturally 
effective in reinforcing otherness and perceived 
unassimilability.

In many – indeed in most – historical cases, 
the intentions of an author who employs anti-
semitic stereotypes are difficult to reconstruct. 
This also applies to Christie’s intentions, even 
though they are often quite clear. What is 
ultimately decisive, however, is that antise-
mitic stereotypes generate harmful effects and 
emotional responses in readers. Most readers 
probably read Christie’s novels without paying 

45	 See for examle Brown 2020, p. 73.

much attention to the antisemitic scorn. It is 
embedded, rarely exposed or confronted, and 
thus naturalized.

Racist and antisemitic stereotypes are 
transmitted and normalized in popular fic-
tion through ambivalent characters and sub-
tle, coded references – disguised as legitimate 
narrative devices and sustained by deliberate 
inattention – and are remarkably persistent, a 
persistence reinforced by publishing practices, 
copyright regimes and a strong respect for the 
literary integrity of the authors. Yet these same 
mechanisms also sustain systemic antisemitism 
and the antisemitic cultural heritage. In this 
sense, Agatha Christie’s œuvre forms a small 
but illustrative part of the answer to the ques-
tion of where antisemitic prejudices survived 
after being expelled from public discourse. 
They endured in translations and reprints long 
after the Second World War.  
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Agatha Christie's novels  
and Danish translations
The Mysterious Affair at Styles [US 1920/1921]. De 

låsede døre. Carit Andersen (De trestjernede 
kriminalromaner) 1954. Translated into Danish 
by Ellen Duurloo (Wøldike, 1985). New 
translation by Poul Ib Liebe.

The Secret of Chimneys [1925]. Brevet der dræbte. Carit 
Andersen (De trestjernede kriminalromaner) 
1963. Translated by Poul Ib Liebe.

The Mystery of the Blue Train [1928]. Det blå tog. Carit 
Andersen (De trestjernede kriminalromaner) 
1952. Translated by Inger Bang (Wøldike, 1982). 
New translation by Jutta Larsen.

Peril at End House [1932]. Snigende død. Hasselbalch 
1938. Translated by N.P. Jensen; Døden lurer. 
Carit Andersen 1960. New translation by Poul 
Ib Liebe; Den snigende død (Peter Asschenfeldts 
nye forlag, 1999). New translation by Michael 
Alring.

Lord Edgware Dies / Thirteen at Dinner (US) 
[1933]. Tretten til bords. Carit Andersen (De 
trestjernede kriminalromaner) 1962. Translated 
by Poul Ib Liebe; Lord Edgwares endeligt (Peter 
Asschenfeldts nye forlag, 1999). New translation 
by Michael Alring.

Three Act Tragedy [US 1934/1935]. Tragedie i 3 
akter. Hasselbalch 1938. Translated by N.P. 
Jensen; Mord for åbent tæppe. Carit Andersen 
(De trestjernede kriminalromaner, 1961). New 
translation by Poul Ib Liebe. The novel was 
initially published in Danish as a serial in the 
newspaper Aftenbladet from 9 May 1935 to 12 
July 1935 in 51 instalments, under the title: ‘En 
Skuespiller. Moderne Kriminalroman af Agatha 
Christie”.

The Hollow [1946]. Hollow-mysteriet. Carit Andersen 
(De trestjernede kriminalromaner) 1951. 
Translated by Vera Rault de Journel; Carit 
Andersen (De trestjernede kriminalromaner) 
1964. New translation by Poul Ib Liebe (Peter 
Asschenfeldts nye forlag, 2000). New translation 
by Michael Alring.

A Murder is Announced [1950]. Invitation til 
mord. Carit Andersen (De trestjernede 
kriminalromaner) 1963. Translated by Vera Rault 
de Journel; Forum 1971. Translation by Poul Ib 
Liebe; Et mord bekendtgøres (Peter Asschenfeldts 
nye forlag, 2000). New translation by Michael 
Alring.
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