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Abstract
Markedness in the language of Hercule Poirot
The thesis examines the main characteristics of the English of Hercule Poirot, Agatha Christie’s
fictional detective. The main research objective is to ascertain and present Poirot’s way of speaking
through the lens of syntax, and to a lesser degree style. Three notions are integral to the theoretical
part and the relations between them frame all further analysis; these are grammaticality,
acceptability and markedness. Grammaticality deals with syntactic issues and rules, acceptability
with mostly semantics and stylistics, and markedness is the overarching characteristic, value or
label applied through a combination of any number of factors. However, the most important single
factor for this thesis is the emphatic placement of the nuclear tone or focus. Consequently, the thesis
is interested primarily in ungrammatical structures, and structures that exhibit special or unusual
focus placement as a result of a decision to increase the emphatic, emotional value of an utterance;
these are the structures labelled by this thesis as marked and hence suitable for analysis. On the
syntactic level, markedness is observed most frequently in ungrammatical structures, such as an
incorrect use of the definite article and poorly constructed idiomatic expressions, and by devices
that manipulate the normal word order, such as inversion, cleft constructions and the formation of
declarative questions. On the semantic and stylistic level, markedness is exemplified through the
use of French elements, Poirot’s 3rd person reference to himself and miscellaneous items. Additional
categories, sharing characteristics of both levels, reveal the scope of devices such as contraction and
the emphatic realisation of reflexive pronouns. A chronological examination of such marked
structures reveals the fact that Poirot’s speech is quite uniform throughout his literary existence,
with only a few categories exhibiting evolution or progression.
Key words: syntax, markedness, Hercule Poirot

Izvleček
Označenost v jeziku Hercula Poirota
Magistrska naloga preučuje glavne značilnosti angleščine Hercula Poirota, izmišljenega detektiva
Agathe Christie. Glavni cilj raziskave je določiti in predstaviti Poirotov način govora skozi prizmo
skladnje, ter v manjši meri stilistike. Trije pojmi so ključnega pomena za teoretični del in razmerja
med njimi opredeljujejo vso nadaljno analizo; ti so slovničnost, nivo sprejemljivosti, ter označenost.
Slovničnost se ukvarja s slovničnimi pravili in vprašanji, nivo sprejemljivosti se ugotavlja zlasti v
povezavi s pomenskostjo in stilistiko, kategorija označenosti je pa tista vseobsegajoča značilnost,
vrednost ali oznaka, ki se določi preko kombinacije večih jezikovnih dejavnikov. Toda za pričujoče
magistrsko delo je najpomembnejši izmed dejavnikov izrazita poudarjenost oz. emfaza smiselnega
stavčnega naglasa. Posledično to nalogo najbolj zanimajo slovnične napake ter zgradbe, ki kažejo v
nekem smislu poseben ali nenavaden smiselni naglas v želji, da se določen del stavka izrecno
poudari in čustveno obarva; take slovnične zgradbe je to delo opredelilo kot označene in posledično
primerne za analizo. Na skladenjskem nivoju je označenost najbolj opazna pri slovnično nepravilnih
zgradbah, recimo pri nepravilni rabi določnega člena in slabo tvorjenih idiomatičnih izrazih, ter pri
zgradbah, ki spremenijo ustaljeni besedni vrstni red, kot so recimo inverzija ter tvorba vprašalnih
stavkov zgolj s pomočjo intonacije. Na pomensko-stilističnem nivoju se označenost izraža preko
rabe francoskih besed in fraz, Poirotove rabe tretjeosebnih oblik ter nekaj raznovrstnih, manj
pogostih kategorij. Nekatere kategorije, ki vsebujejo značilnosti obeh nivojev, razkrivajo obseg
jezikovnih prijemov kot sta skrčenje nekaterih oblik (kontrakcija) in čustveno poudarjanje povratnih
zaimkov. Kronološka raziskava je odkrila, da ostajajo Poirotove jezikovne značilnosti dokaj
nespremenljive ves čas njegove literarne kariere, ter da le peščica kategorij kaže razvoj ali
kakršnokoli napredovanje ali nazadovanje.
Ključne besede: skladnja, označenost, Hercule Poirot
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1. Introduction

As a literary character, Hercule Poirot is consistent and predictable in his manner and demeanour.
Some of those personal characteristics he shares with other individuals while some are unique to
him, and what holds true for his appearance and personality holds true for his language skills. The
overarching objective of this work is to ascertain how Poirot speaks and to uncover those unique
linguistic characteristics. Practically and specifically, the analytical objective of this thesis is to
present Poirot’s way of speaking through the lens of syntax, and to a lesser degree style. In an effort
to ensure a large pool of data as well as to reduce the interference of the author’s errors within the
analysis, the thesis has included all available prose publications written by Agatha Christie featuring
Hercule Poirot in its data corpus, thus also providing the opportunity for chronological analysis.

However, this thesis does not attempt to provide a comprehensive syntax of Poirot’s English, which
would incorporate all or most of the multitude of syntactic devices, but instead restricts its main
lines of inquiry to structures that are ungrammatical, unacceptable, unusual, and the most
emblematic of Poirot. In short, a detailed analysis has been confined to structures and devices that
yield some overall consistent numerical results, while categories that do not do so are left
unattended.

The theoretical portion of the thesis begins by placing into a theoretical context the extraction
process needed to form the corpus of Poirot’s speech acts, and indeed define the very term ‘speech’
as used by this thesis. Appropriating the theory presented by authors Geoffrey Leech and Mick
Short concerning the language of fiction and the analysis thereof, the discussion vindicates the
decision to extract only those sections of the original unabridged Poirot mysteries that are contained
within inverted commas since these provide the exact rendering of Poirot’s syntax, uncoloured by
insertions by the narrator. Thus a corpus of Poirot’s speech is formed.

The extracted material is Poirot’s subjective appropriation of the English language and consequently
needs to be examined in relation to a variety of English if any judgement is to be pronounced. The
standard variety of British English was chosen as the base for comparison, given the fact that Poirot
resides in London and Christie herself was English. The main reference book on grammar and the
theoretical framework on all considerations grammatical is Quirk et.al.’s A Comprehensive
Grammar of the English Language.
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Generally speaking, the first attempt at a comparison often begins by focusing on those areas which
exhibit the greatest deviation from the norm. In a linguistic environment this position is granted to
ungrammatical, ill-formed structures. With Poirot’s corpus extracted, the theoretical part turns first
to the notions of grammar and grammaticality, which are explained and discussed, and attention is
drawn to the limitations of grammaticality as the sole parameter in language analysis. These
considerations introduce the idea of acceptability, a notion more difficult to define but one which
affords more freedom to philosophical speculation and physical alteration. Acceptability is
discussed and a conclusion reached that acceptability is the body of observable differences among
numerous possibilities provided by grammar. The relationship between grammaticality and
acceptability is further explored, showing that although acceptability is reliant upon grammaticality,
it is many respects broader than the latter, since its sphere of influence extends beyond grammar.
Acceptability and grammatical constraints thus form a relationship which exhibits symmetry in
some areas and overlap in others resulting in, among other things, the possibility of grammatical
structures being nonsensical, i.e. semantically incompatible. In addition, it is claimed that
acceptability is context-dependent while grammaticality is context-independent.

The final portion of the theoretical part is dedicated to the notion of markedness. The term, often
but not necessarily found as one half of a binary pair of unmarked-marked, is used in many fields of
linguistic study, perhaps precisely because of its broad meaning. The history of the main tenets of
markedness and the evolution of the concept are briefly presented by considering ideas from a few
of the best known contributors, from Nikolai Trubetzkoy and Roman Jakobson to modern linguists
such as Joseph Greenberg and Noam Chomsky, all of which contributed to or borrowed from
markedness. A serious examination of a binary opposition was started by Trubetzkoy and Jakobson,
the first to set upon the terms ‘marked’ and ‘unmarked’, and the notions have been a consistent
though vague feature of linguistic theory ever since. Later linguists also incorporated the general
idea into their theories, although the differences between the very definitions of ‘marked’ among the
various linguists are substantial, as are their analytical pursuits and ultimate objectives. In the
beginning, markedness focused on phonology and morphology and was concerned with small units
viewed and examined in controlled and isolated environments. More recent linguists moved away
from small-scale environments of phonology and morphology and began to apply the opposition of
markedness to syntax, language acquisition and language universals. And albeit the general idea of
a binary, hierarchical relationship being used as a tool to evaluate linguistic structures is common to
all traditions and hypotheses concerned with markedness, every theory differs slightly in its scope
and application of the marked-unmarked opposition.
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In continuation of this tradition, this thesis likewise adopts the term markedness in a specific and
limited way. It does not propose an ambitious application of the term marked whereby it is applied
to all levels and structures, nor does it aim to nestle itself within a tradition of markedness or
specific theoretical procedures. Such an ambitious view is beyond the scope of this thesis, which
embraces the elementary idea of opposition between marked and unmarked, but does not agree with
the position that a strictly binary categorisation can be imposed on any structure. This asymmetrical
quality of markedness proves a useful addition to the discussion on acceptability, and is the main
reason for incorporating the notions of acceptability and markedness. This amalgamation results in
the formulation of the three branches of examination to be performed by this thesis, namely (1)
syntactic markedness, (2) semantic markedness and (3) stylistic markedness. These examine (1)
ungrammaticality, (2) items and structures that relate an incorrect meaning even though the item or
structure conforms to syntactic rules and (3) items that fulfil the requirements of both syntax and
semantics but are unsuitable due to their style. For practical purposes, semantic markedness and
stylistic markedness are merged and referred to as a single category, mainly due to the difficulty of
clearly distinguishing between them. The main focus of the analysis is the syntactical output, but
the semantic/stylistic component serves as one of the paradigms considered in the analysis of
Poirot’s utterances, though it is not itself the main object of inquiry. Since the aim is to describe
unusual structures present in Poirot’s syntax, what is needed is a relatively narrow parameter that
will highlight those unusual portions involving semantic or stylistic markedness. In conclusion of
the theoretical part the importance of focus placement is proposed as that parameter.

Through a discussion on the functionality of language, information content is recognised as the
overriding consideration in language interaction, information content itself being divided into theme
and focus. This thesis’ analytical pursuit centres mostly on new and important information
contained in an utterance, therefore the focus, while the theme is given less immediate attention.
The connection between the focus and the nuclear tone of a sentence is discussed. Since the
possibilities afforded by prosody and tonality in a spoken environment are in a written text
manifested almost exclusively by syntactic devices, and because the process is an automatic one if
no special emphasis is expressed by a speaker, this thesis simplifies the theoretical requirements and
considers special, emphatic focus placement only as regards the position of sentence elements and
consequently views such marked focus placement as coinciding with the mutation of the normal
English subject-verb-object word order. Focus placement for reasons of emphasis has now been
established as the feature according to which the three strands of analysis will ascertain markedness.
Put very simply, markedness translates to special emphasis.
3

Hence, the final analytical template used to examine Poirot’s speech consists of two main branches
investigating syntactic markedness and semantic/stylistic markedness, respectively. The former is
further subdivided in two, analysing ungrammatical structures and structures not following the
subject-verb-object word order for emphatic reasons. The latter of the main branches analyses
structures that lie outside the scope of syntactic markedness, such as the emphatic use of reflexive
pronouns, general non-idiomaticity, the use of contracted forms and French elements, to list a few.

The analytical part begins with on overview of the methods applied in the research design.
Individual texts extracted from Poirot mysteries are combined into two corpora, one containing
extracted material from the short stories and the other from novels. The structure of individual texts
is presented in greater detail and serves as an instruction manual on how to read the corpus. Most of
the analysis was performed manually, but certain data is the result of two very similar programs; the
first is the online collection of tools for language analysis known as Lextutor, and the other a
program called AntConc, both in public domain. Once the methodology and structure are presented,
the analytical part proceeds with the exemplifications and results of the structures and devices
defined by the theoretical part. Following the brief introductory analysis of Poirot’s speech
according to the four main sentence types, syntactic markedness is presented first, followed by
markedness manifested by the semantic/stylistic component.

The final objective is to provide a catalogue of the most marked structures in Hercule Poirot’s
English and supply observations regarding Poirot’s syntax and style. The chronological aspect is
taken into consideration and tries to uncover any progression in terms of usage and frequency.
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2. Theoretical Part

2.1 Extraction

Since the objective of the thesis is to describe Hercule Poirot’s speech in light of syntax,
ungrammatical structures are the most obvious starting point, but beside these the thesis aims to
present Poirot’s general tendencies of speaking, his peculiarities and repeated unusual structures, as
manifested on the surface structure of the extracted texts.

The first step in this endeavour was to decide on and define the pertinent material to be extracted. In
a complex work such as fictional prose there are many distinct ways of representing a character’s
words and also thoughts, with varying degrees of descriptive accuracy and dynamism. This thesis
adopts the framework on speech and thought representation in prose as set out by Leech and Short
in Style in Fiction. In their work the authors put forward a description of different modes of
representing “character talk” (Leech and Short 2007, 255), or what this thesis refers to as ‘speech’.
Leech and Short’s description categorises them into five main modes: direct speech and free direct
speech, indirect speech and free indirect speech, and narrative report of speech act. These are
applicable to thought representation as well, and the term speech is supplemented by discourse.
According to their theory, direct speech is an exact representation of a character’s words and syntax
(and pronunciation, if possible), while indirect speech is another person’s paraphrase of the original
text. In indirect speech representation lexical items may change, and adverbs and deictic elements
often must change. Consequently, indirect speech is not concerned with faithfully mimicking the
syntax and phonology of the original, but is committed to conveying the overall meaning and
message (Leech and Short 2007, 255-7). All these procedures remove the reader from the exact
words spoken by the character. Both direct speech and indirect speech have an additional so-called
free form, in which the omniscient narrator withdraws even further. The free form is a more direct
rendering of the regular, non-free form. The last, fifth mode is termed the narrative report of speech
act, which provide the reader with a scarce amount of information and simply report that a speech
or thought act has been initiated or experienced by a character (Leech and Short 2007, 259-60).

In order to ensure as much accuracy as possible to the corpus of utterances to be analysed, this
thesis confines itself to extracting the exact words used by Poirot. Retrieving the exact words is
5

possible in cases of direct speech and free direct speech, but the other three modes are not reliable
enough in this respect, since indirect speech, free indirect speech and the narrative report of speech
act all subtract some of the final authority of the character. Yet the situation is complicated also with
free direct speech, which can appear without the reporting clause, without inverted commas, which
are the most reliable indicator of verbatim repetition in a written text, or without both.

Below is a collection of excerpts from Poirot mysteries which exemplify the different modes of
representation. Naturally, there is a combination of modes present in any one story. Direct speech
and free direct speech are exemplified in (1), indirect speech in (2), narrative report of speech act in
(3), and free indirect thought in (4), (5) and (6). As mentioned above, direct speech may in addition
strive to represent the original pronunciation too. This type can also occasionally be found in Poirot
mysteries, exemplified in (7), but such cases are of limited scope:

(1) ‘Again, no,’ said Hercule Poirot. ‘I will explain myself further.’
‘Thank you.’
‘In actual fact, I am employed by Miss Restarick’s father, Andrew Restarick.’
‘Ah. He has recently returned to England, I believe, after many years’ absence.’
‘That is so.’
‘But you do not bring me a letter of introduction from him?’
‘I did not ask him for one.’ (Third Girl)

(2) Poirot said he believed that that was so. (Five Little Pigs)

(3) Before we started for the station, Poirot expressed a wish to see Miss Freda Stanton, the
niece mentioned to us by the dead woman. (The Cornwall Mystery)

(4) Poirot had been wondering, while eating his dinner, what it was that was driving Mrs.
Oliver to visit him, and why she was so doubtful about what she was doing. Was she
bringing him some difficult problem, or was she acquainting him with a crime? As Poirot
knew well, it could be anything with Mrs. Oliver. (Elephants Can Remember)
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(5) Yet, Hercule Poirot thought to himself, it was neither a silly face nor a weak one. It had
plenty of resolution, courage and good sense. He nodded appreciatively. Colonel Weston
thought: ‘Nice little woman. Bit wishy-washy, perhaps.’ (Evil Under the Sun)

(6) She hurried out of the Folly. Poirot leaned back in the seat and nodded his head slowly.
No, he said to himself, no, you did not go to the tea tent yesterday afternoon. It was not
because you wanted your tea that you were so anxious to know if it was four o’clock. It was
here you came yesterday afternoon. Here, to the Folly. Half-way to the boathouse. You came
here to meet someone. (Dead Man’s Folly)

(7) ‘Be so kind as to summon a taxi immediately, Georges!’ (Dead Man’s Folly)

As regards example (7) above; Poirot’s valet is an Englishman named George, the first and last
phoneme of the name being pronounced as /dʒ /, but under the influence of French Poirot
pronounces them as /ʒ /, which is made clear by the addition of the final letter ‘s’ in writing.

As regards the narrative techniques it was observed that Poirot mysteries often dispense with the
reporting clause when referring to Hercule Poirot himself, as in (1), but inverted commas are absent
less frequently, though examples such as (5) can appear, although never in the first person. Poirot
mysteries are written either in the third person omniscient mode, in a first person mode, or a
combination of both (e.g. The Clocks), but Poirot himself is never a first person narrator, which
further decreases the possibilities of exact word-for-word renderings without the use of inverted
commas. When the narrator does not wish to retain inverted commas they will use free indirect
speech instead and refer to Poirot in the third person, as exemplified in (4), (5) and (6). From these
considerations the decision was reached to therefore extract only those portions of texts contained
within inverted commas, i.e. direct speech and direct thought, as these provide the exact rendering
of Poirot’s syntax. Portions containing Poirot’s speech represented by any of the other four modes
was not extracted.
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2.2 Grammaticality and acceptability

A corpus containing all of Poirot’s speech has been extracted. Next, in order to pass any kind of
judgement regarding the extracted material, that material must then be analysed in relation to
another ‘corpus’ that provides a base for comparison, the standard variety of British English being
that base. The main reference book on grammar is Quirk et.al.’s A comprehensive Grammar of the
English Language. It is chosen as the main theoretical framework for grammatical considerations,
and this thesis adopts the view of ‘grammar’ and ‘acceptability’ as defined within that work.

The aim is to examine Poirot syntax by highlighting those structures that are ungrammatical,
unacceptable, unusual, and characteristic of Poirot. Such broad categorisations require definitions
and limitations, and terms need to be properly placed within the framework of this thesis, which the
following sections aim to achieve.

It seems natural to begin any form of comparison by focusing first on those area which exhibit the
greatest deviation from the chosen norm. Within the syntactic framework that this thesis adopts the
first line of inquiry is dedicated to structures that do not follow the grammar of Standard British
English, i.e. ungrammatical, ill-formed structures. In broad terms, grammar is the cover term for the
body of morphological and syntactic rules of a language (Quirk 1992, 11-13). These rules and
regulations govern language production and enable the correct construction of individual lexemes
and larger communication units. A grammatical construction, again in broad terms, will be a
structure that does not break those rules and regulations. The present analysis, however, neglects the
morphological component of grammatical rules and deals only with syntax. In any case, to label a
structure as grammatical and well-formed we must resort to viewing those rules as authoritative, if
only in de facto terms. And yet it is clear from everyday use of language that some of these
authoritative, prescriptive rules are neglected on a regular basis by native speakers. It is not only the
case of rules being broken, there are also instances where a grammatical rule is unable to provide a
confident explanation of a certain structure or even justify its existence without, for example,
resorting to view at as an exception to the rule. Which is hardly surprising since whenever a system
that experiences evolution is concerned, prescriptive rules will eventually and inevitably trail
behind the actual state of affairs, albeit in small amounts. Rules are presented, advocated and
codified by linguists, and although observation is always the necessary first step, rules become
prescriptive and authoritative. But these are labels imposed on language by many authors over
8

many generations, and often formulated with the purpose of presenting a language as it should be
spoken, as each author may see it. In other words, prescriptive rules exhibit a habit of being, in
effect, “evaluations ( . . . ) made by self-appointed authorities who, reflecting varying judgements of
acceptability and appropriateness, often disagree” (Quirk 1992, 14).

Which leads us to the other important concept, namely that of acceptability. If grammaticality, or
the quality of being grammatical, is defined as a structure’s adherence to a set of rules, then
acceptability is a native speaker’s judgement, based on their intuition of the language, regarding the
rigidity and validity of any one of those rules (syntactical, morphological, phonetic) in a particular
context, most often regarding social aspects. The very notion of acceptability rests on its relation to
the notion of grammaticality, or put another way, acceptability is the collection of observable
differences (defined as may be) between the many possibilities afforded by grammar. Acceptability
is a more philosophical term than grammar, and judgements on acceptability are prone to
subjectivity. But the notion of acceptability in no way diminishes the validity of a grammatical rule
(or observation) or the value of grammaticality as a parameter.

Quirk et.al further observe that the sentence is a particularly problematic category to analyse or
even define (Quirk 1992, 47). It is sometimes difficult to confidently determine the boundaries that
separate sentences and in a text, spoken or written, this can lead to confusion and raise problems of
indeterminacy or multiple analyses. Grammatical rules alone are at times unable to fully account for
a certain structure, a fact that is even more evident when sentences and texts are concerned.

Phrases or even individual items viewed in isolation are generally easier to analyse grammatically,
though no level of language is completely immune to multiple analyses and variation. But since
those individual phrases and items do not form bonds with other phrases or items, their acceptability
is in practice often equal to grammaticality, i.e. a final set of syntactic and morphological rules. That
is, ungrammatical structures are unacceptable. A sentence or a multi-sentence text, on the other
hand, is composed by structuring individual phrases and items together, and by doing so the
resulting sentence must or can then fulfil not only grammatical requirements (i.e. syntactic and
morphological rules), but has to consider semantic and extra-linguistic issues. Individual words (the
phrases and items above) can easily become a text and communicate much more than the sum of its
parts if presented to an audience, such as a political motto.
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But it is the sentence that is of interest to this discussion. A sentence is placed within a context and
exists in a context. The sentence level must take into account notions that can (though they need
not) be dismissed on the phrase level, and it must address questions regarding style, context and cotext, the target audience, social etiquette, and others. Indeed, “[a]cceptability is a concept that does
not apply exclusively to grammar” (Quirk 1992, 33).

It is apparent that when dealing with language in practical terms the notion of grammaticality is not
enough. The contextual, stylistic and lexical nuances and possibilities may all meet the grammatical
requirements but still greatly differ among each other. Indeed, some may be unacceptable due to
their contextual or stylistic characteristics. At other times, structures are interchangeable with hardly
any difference between them. Acceptability and grammatical constraints thus form a relationship
which exhibits both symmetry and overlap, encapsulated in structures such as the famous sentence
Colorless green ideas sleep furiously. This and infinitely many other sentences show that physical
representations (in the form of words and structures) are subordinate to the semantic component. In
other words, grammatical structures can be nonsensical.1 Colorless green ideas sleep furiously is
syntactically acceptable, but it is semantically unacceptable.

This discussion shows that acceptability is a fairly loose label and unlike grammaticality an
asymmetrical one. Grammaticality exhibits symmetry in the sense that a structure cannot be
grammatical and ungrammatical at the same time because grammaticality is ascertained by
grammatical rules. But acceptability exhibits asymmetry because a structure can at the same time be
unacceptable and acceptable since acceptability is defined by a number of parameters, the
overriding of which is the situation. Acceptability is therefore context-dependent while
grammaticality is context-independent.

This position is hardly a revelation since the syntactical output, i.e. the surface structure, is the
result of semantic and stylistic choices on the part of the speaker, based on at least some
grammatical rules. In light of this, the semantic/stylistic component serves as one of the paradigms
considered in the analysis of Poirot’s utterances, but is not itself the main focus of analysis, that
being the syntactical output. By applying to this fact the notion of acceptability, we can pose three
interim terms that begin to constitute the parameters of the analysis; syntactic unacceptability,
1

True, ungrammatical sentences can be clear in meaning to most speakers, e.g. “I didn’t do nothing”, but the argument

being made here is that nonsensical structures, whether grammatical or not, will always be semantically unacceptable.

10

semantic unacceptability and stylistic unacceptability. Since this thesis examines syntax but not
morphology, syntactic unacceptability is identical to ungrammaticality, for the purposes of the
present analysis. Semantic unacceptability or stylistic unacceptability, then, is ascertained within
areas beyond the scope of syntactic unacceptability, i.e. grammatical structures. The examination of
semantic unacceptability would pay attention to items and structures that relate an incorrect
meaning, even though the item or structure conforms to syntactic rules, and stylistic unacceptability
would aim to extract items that fulfil the requirements of both syntax and semantics but are
unsuitable due to their style, which is determined mostly by the context of situation.

2.3 Markedness

If the notion of acceptability thus far defined is to be adopted, difficulties arise because there are
structures that are grammatical and acceptable, but still in need of comment in some way due to
their form or status.

The three interim terms from the discussion in section 2.2 were termed such because we will at this
point introduce the term ‘markedness’, and conflate it with what has been discussed regarding
acceptability, but the adoption and appropriation of the term markedness is applied in a specific and
very limited way, and the following section is devoted at briefly presenting the basic idea behind the
label markedness, which is then appropriated by the current thesis.

The term marked or the pair unmarked/marked is used in many distinct fields of linguistic study, not
in the least because of its unspecific meaning, and one can come across expressions such as
‘stylistically marked’, ‘unmarked for gender’, ‘marked for number’, ‘a marked variant of another
structure’, etc. In the study of language the term markedness has rather a long history, with the term
and basic notion being used by German and even more so Russian linguists already in the first part
of the 19th century (Andersen 1989, 15-16). Through a binary comparison certain observations
regarding phonological and, to a limited extent, syntactic features began to emerge. Features that
pointed to the interplay between complexity, position and distribution of certain structures and the
likelihood of their use in certain situations. The notion of opposition between categories or
representatives of categories mostly studied phonemes at first, although it did examine syntactic
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categories such as mood and aspect; but it did so indiscriminately, whereby the indicative mood was
always seen as simple and neutral and the subjunctive as complex and marked.

Building on this (vaguely defined) notion, Trubetzkoy and Jakobson took a step forward after the
first world war, spurred in part by the influence of particularly Ferdinand de Saussure’s Cours de
linguistique generale from 1916. Their parallel and combined efforts in the examination of binary
opposition caused them to be the first to set upon the terms ‘marked’ and ‘unmarked’. Jakobson
praised Trubetzkoy’s progress in this area, writing to him in a letter that “your idea that a correlation
is always a relation between a marked ( . . . ) and unmarked ( . . . ) series is one of your most
remarkable and fruitful ideas” (Andersen 22). Even so, they too did not always used the terms
marked and unmarked in a consistent fashion, accounting for much of the confusion surrounding
the term(s) (Andersen 1989, 22-25, 43-4).

Trubetzkoy and Jakobson first started using the terms ‘marked’ and ‘unmarked’ in 1930, and in that
decade Jakobson released two publications that built on this notion of markedness, Zur Struktur des
russischen Verbums and Signe zero, where he began to apply their theory to the established
examination of linguistic relations. Trubetzkoy, unfortunately, died before his time and much of his
legacy on this issue became accessible only posthumously, through such comprehensive
publications as N.S. Trubetzkoy's letters and notes, prepared for publication by Jakobson.

In spite of the great progress they had made, Trubetzkoy’s and Jakobson’s work focused on
phonology and morphology, and they did not yet continue to explore the applications of markedness
on the level of syntax, as the Russian grammarians had done, or began to, although Jakobson in
particular was convinced that the opposition marked-unmarked could be applied well beyond
syntax, even to anthropological and societal issues. Yet language exploration based on a binary
opposition was at that time still very much static and micro-oriented, despite Jakobson’s search for
language universals, meaning that it was concerned with small units (morphemes and phonemes,
later words) which were viewed and examined in controlled, isolated environments. Words were
examined in terms of their internal semantic properties and external phonetic characteristics, both
categories being reducible to a set of basic features. Word pairs are the most straightforward
example of the process. According to such an analysis, the pair of words such as ‘mare’ and
‘stallion’ would share similarities, such as belonging to the same species, but also an important
difference, namely the gender. But the pair ‘mare’ and ‘horse’, on the other hand, share even fewer
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features. Being the pairs’ homonym, the word ‘horse’ contains the word ‘mare’, or rather the
lexeme ‘horse’ contains the lexeme ‘mare’ (Lehman 1989, 176-7). Taking into account the
collection of stylistic and other restraints that this thesis refers to as acceptability, this type of
analysis was then able to conclude that since ‘mare’ is more specific than ‘horse’, the word used to
refer to an animal resembling a horse without placing too much emphasis on its age or gender
should be ‘horse’. In other words, ‘horse’ is rather neutral and inclusive, both semantically and
stylistically, in an average environment, but as a consequence the word ‘mare’ is marked.

In relation to frequency, Trubetzkoy and Jakobson initially viewed markedness as being mostly
independent form a structure’s frequency of occurrence, but frequency itself gradually began to
increase in importance. Although he did not at first consider markedness dependent on frequency,
Trubetzkoy later wrote in his Grundzüge der Phonologie that markedness does indeed influence
frequency in some way, which in turn influences distribution, although the discussions remained
confined to the phonological level.

Building upon their work (and of others), the American Joseph Greenberg, known foremost for his
work on language universals and language classification, clearly exemplified the importance of
frequency. Some four decades after the original work of Trubetzkoy and Jakobson, Greenberg’s
work showed that marked phonemes (as he defined them) as less frequent than unmarked
phonemes. Grammatical categories and structures also behave in much the same way, with
unmarked categories being more frequent. Generally speaking, an item’s specificity increases as its
frequency decreases (Andersen 1989, 29-30). However, he stressed, as other have done, and as this
thesis realises, frequency alone cannot be the determining factor in language analysis, and although
it is a very useful tendency to consider, frequency and markedness are not always in a correlative
relationship, or if they are the values may be reversed.

Beside Greenberg, other later authors have adopted and appropriated the notion of markedness and
incorporated it into their own theories. Linguists such as George Lakoff tried to connect markedness
to syntactic irregularity. Irregularity itself was strongly associated with frequency of occurrence and
distribution, notions that had been, in some way or form, acknowledged since the very inception of
the idea of markedness. According to Lakoff’s effort, markedness could well be crucial in language
evolution, helping to “encode language-particular language norms” (Battistella 1996, 77), a
proposition largely supported by Greenberg’s data on frequency. Similarly and beyond, linguists
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such as Chomsky and other structuralists embraced the opposition of markedness, which they
applied to the entirety of language with emphasis on universals and on language acquisition. The
terms marked and unmarked proved useful in formulating the notions of ‘core grammar’ and
‘peripheral grammar’. Here too the expression ‘grammatical irregularity’ was used to denote the
periphery, while ‘core grammar’ was an implied collection of rules which are of a more rigid
character and allow for relatively few different options of expression. Core grammar is seen as
unmarked, while the irregular periphery is termed marked (Battistella 1996, 81-3). This new
generation of especially American linguists, Chomsky being the most well-known, thus expanded
the notion of markedness and found it useful as one aspect used to describe the very acquisition of
language, as compared to the situation preceding the second world war when markedness was
primarily interested in the relations within language and the relations between language and the
world. And albeit the general idea of a binary, hierarchical relationship used as a tool to evaluate
linguistic structures is common to all traditions and hypotheses concerned with markedness, every
theory differs slightly in its scope and application of the marked-unmarked opposition. Vagueness,
or better still plasticity, that proves so immensely useful when appropriating the term marked, also
prevents a clear and agreed upon definition which would more clearly frame a theory built on
markedness. Instead, markedness readily refers to different features on different levels of language,
depending on the requirements at hand. The term can serve different objectives and intentions, and
be used in phonology, morphology, syntax, stylistics etc., with the same vague definition. Indeed, a
conclusion can be reached that “there is no theory of markedness per se” (Battistella 1996, 133).

In light of these considerations, this thesis is further justified in not proposing an ambitious
application of the term marked to be applied to all levels and structures, nor does it aim to nestle
itself within a tradition of markedness or specific theoretical procedures. Such a detailed view is
beyond the scope of this thesis. Since the aim is to describe unusual structures present in Poirot’s
syntax, what is needed is a relatively narrow parameter that will highlight those unusual portions.
Therefore, this thesis adopts the general idea behind markedness, namely the relation of opposition
between marked and unmarked, but it does not propose that a strictly binary or symmetrical relation
holds true for every structure, nor that it can be imposed on any structure. Not all structures have
alternatives with opposite markedness values, hence the term cannot be applied to every structure,
device or item. And it is due to this asymmetrical quality that we find it useful to apply this basic
view of markedness to the discussion on acceptability and coalesce the two. In this way, the interim
labels from section 2.2 that frame the analytical part of this thesis can now be expressed as syntactic
markedness, semantic markedness and stylistic markedness.
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Now all that remains is to decide on a feature that will facilitate this use of the term markedness,
and that is focus placement. The following section aims to highlight this connection and to justify
the importance of focus and emphasis for the goals of the present analysis.

2.4 Emphatic focus placement

Section 2.2 presented the interplay of semantics and stylistics and commented on the way in which
grammar then moulds this relation to produce a syntactic output which is by necessity sectioned
into smaller sections: utterances, sentences, words and so on, though this thesis focuses primarily on
the sentence and phrase levels.

The function of language is to transmit information as economically as possible. Nevertheless, no
process can be entirely efficient and an utterance will contain important information and less
important information, in the same way that function words have no inherent meaning as such but
act as facilitators. However important or exciting a piece of information might be, its transmission
will inevitably include informationally less important elements.2 Every language designs its own
measures to codify and articulate this fact. Sentences in English are structured in such a way that
their normal or default word order is subject-verb-object, with the adverbial categories exhibiting
great variation of occurrence. This is the most common and neutral order, though certainly not the
only one possible.

In addition, there are two important if abstract principles of end focus and end weight. The principle
of end focus rests on the tendency whereby “it is common to process the information in a message
so as to achieve a linear presentation from low to high information value” (Quirk 1992, 1357).
Hence the new information is placed in focus. The latter principle, that of end weight, operates in
such a way that important information is placed near the end of a sentence, expressed in a more
detailed manner by a longer structure. Thus information which is known, taken for granted and
2

Naturally, an entire utterance can be identical to a single word or even phoneme, e.g. ‘Help!’, ‘/au/’, but for purposes

of exemplification theoretical considerations are presented using complete sentences. Exclamations are heavily
dependent on contextual factors, but more complex information is normally transmitted by using more or less complete
sentences.
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relatively unimportant is usually placed at the beginning of a sentence. In contrast, information
which is new and important is more likely to be placed near the end. The syntactic terms used to
encapsulate this contrast are ‘focus’ for new information, already contained in the first principle
above, and ‘theme’ for known information (Quirk 1992, 1361-62).

Since information content is the overriding consideration in language interaction, this thesis
believes that the meaning is the message. Accordingly, the analytical pursuit centres around new
and important information contained in an utterance, therefore the focus. The theme, containing
known or recoverable information, or facilitating and framing a background to the new information
is given less attention, but it must be emphasised that position, too, performs a crucial task, due to
the influence of the word-order typology, and the theme of a sentence may also be subject to
examination if the situation demands it. Although it is the focus that is of greater interest to this
thesis and governs the theoretical part, the theme is not viewed as unimportant. Since a sentence
contains both the focus and the theme, some portions of that sentence will be more informationally
charged than others, as stated in similar terms at the beginning of this section. In order to convey a
spoken message, a speaker has at their disposal audible measures which they can and in some cases
must implement. Prosody and volume can reflect the speaker’s mood and prevents us from
sounding like a machine, while tonality and tone placement can express sarcasm and humour. A
written text does not enjoy the same freedom as a spoken one does. In the absence of prosody and
intonation the principles above, in particular the word-order typology, are used as templates in
encoding information content even more so than in spoken interaction.

However, the fact that a written text cannot audibly express the nuclear tone does not mean that
there is no nuclear tone. It simply means that the tone, or stress in speech, whose function is to
ultimately place importance on an information unit, is wholly dependent on (mainly) the three
principles discussed above, rather than on the speaker’s speech tract. The tone in speech receives
stress due to its informational importance (inherent or contextual), and so likewise tone placement
in writing mirrors information content and behaves as a result of it (Quirk 1992, 1356-7).

From this follows that the possibilities afforded by prosody and tonality in a spoken environment
are in a written text manifested exclusively by either syntactic devices or (in negligible amounts) by
the visual manipulation of the letters themselves. Tone placement highlights the position of
important information, namely the focus of the sentence. The word order, and the supporting
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principles of end weight and end focus encode information in the most neutral and predictable
position. As a consequence, focus is not encoded in the most predictable way in those cases where
the speaker wishes to place special, non-default emphasis on a particular section of the utterance
(Quirk 1992, 1365). This thesis simplifies matters and considers special, emphatic focus placement
only in the sphere of the position of sentence elements, and consequently regards emphatic, marked
focus placement as coinciding with the mutation of the normal English subject-verb-object word
order.

Focus placement for reasons of emphasis has now been established as the feature according to
which the three strands of analysis will ascertain markedness. According to this the final analytical
template used to examine Poirot’s speech consists of two main branches which examine syntactic
markedness and semantic/stylistic markedness, respectively. The former is further subdivided in
two, analysing ungrammatical structures and structures not following the subject-verb-object word
order due to emphasis. The latter of the main branches of inquiry investigates structures and items
whose marked status is due to devices and considerations that lie outside the scope of syntactic
markedness, such as emphatic use of reflexive pronouns, non-idiomaticity, contracted forms, and so
on. Visually, the template can be represented in the manner below. The image is a theoretical
rendering and in actuality there are areas of overlap with structures exhibiting a combination of
characteristics:

Poirot’s speech according to markedness

(A) Syntactic markedness

(B) Semantic/stylistic markedness
(e.g. reflexive pronouns in emphatic use)

(Aa) ungrammatical structures

(Ab) emphatic focus placement by manipulation of the word order

(e.g. incorrect definite article)

(e.g. fronted elements)
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3. Analytical Part

3.1 Methodology and analytical design

In an effort to ensure as accurate and exhaustive analysis as possible, and also to diminish the
influence of errors, the conclusion was reached that the thesis extract all of Poirot’s speech from
every single prose work3 featuring the detective. The entire body of that extracted material is
referred to as Poirot’s ‘corpus’ or ‘opus’. It consists of two branches, namely short stories and
novels, both constructed along chronological lines, meaning that the final corpus document is a
succession of individual texts following each other in the order of their original date of publication. 4
However, since Agatha Christie’s half a century long career was hugely prolific a few of her short
story publications experienced alterations and expansion and were subsequently published in a
longer form or different format. Most short stories originally appeared in magazines and before
being published in book form a handful of them were modified in some way, and though the reasons
need not concern us they can range from Christie’s own dissatisfaction with a story or a suggestion
on the part of the publisher. Needless to say, those original stories then became harder to come by
and were not often republished in that form in Christie’s lifetime5. The effects of this on this thesis
are as follows: the analysis draws its conclusions and data from 52 short stories, analysing the later,
re-written version if two versions exist. Besides these, there are a further seven short stories, some
of which were later re-written and some never published during her life, that conclude Poirot’s short
story corpus. These seven do not add any data to the main analytical considerations, but are
nevertheless analysed in the same manner and receive a brief discussion regarding the similarities
and differences to the main corpus of 52 short stories. The novels do not present such difficulties of
multiple publications. There are 33 of them.

All individual texts reflect the context of their original place in a short story or novel and are
consequently sectioned into units loosely termed ‘utterances’. The term utterance is used to denote
an amount of speech that is contextually distinct enough to be viewed as a whole. An utterance is

3

There exists a play, Black Coffee, first published in 1930, but it is not included in this thesis. The play was never a
huge success, though it was refashioned into a novel by the British author Charles Osborne years later. The novel is
also not included due to the fact that it was not written by Agatha Christie.
4
For symmetrical purposes the thirteen stories forming The Labours of Hercules are listed together, although they were
not all published in their chronological order.
5
One of the most concise and comprehensive information sources regarding the publication history of short stories is
available as the appendix contained within the short story collection Hercule Poirot: The Complete Short Stories.
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complete when Poirot’s speech or thought act is halted by another character’s utterance, or when he
himself rouses from or descends into his thoughts, although there is much room for alternate
interpretations within the latter and the co-text then resolves many such instances. However, if
Poirot creates a pause, for any reason, but then continues uninterrupted and along the same lines,
that pause is disregarded and there is no break in the utterance, though the two portions of the text
on either side of that pause may well be separated from each other in the Poirot mystery. A frequent
such case is even provided by the form of the publication itself when an action takes place across
two chapters, for instance.

As was established in the theoretical part, only portions of direct speech are extracted, but when
these utterances were transcribed in the formation of Poirot’s corpus the inverted commas were
neglected and are not present in the final document. Since the corpus contains only Poirot’s
utterances there is no need for them.

An individual text within the corpus is constructed as follows. Each utterance is given its own
paragraph, separated from the previous and following utterance by a blank space of one line. This
blank space serves two practical purposes. The first one is clarity and transparency, as each speech
act is given its own slot and can be viewed in context yet at the same time individually. The second
reason is that it provides a space for further comments. These comments are given in the italic type
below the utterance to which they refer and the entire comment area is initiated by a dash. The first
element of the comment is given in capital letters to mark the beginning of one comment, and a
semi-colon is used to separate comments themselves, if more than one is present. This is
exemplified in (a) and (a1) below, where the former gives the original text in full and the latter the
same portion as it appears analysed in the Poirot corpus, save the colour scheme. Poirot’s utterances
are presented in the roman type. However, italicised portions of the original texts were retained by
the extraction process and do appear in the corpus utterances, as do double inverted commas which
signal that Poirot is reading or citing. This is exemplified in (b) and (b1), the first presenting the
entire original text and the second the same text as it appears in the corpus pending analysis:

(a)

Indeed, his face looked drawn and haggard and showed only too clearly the strain
under which he was labouring.
‘Well, well,’ said Poirot. ‘Let us lunch, and over lunch we will put our heads together
and see what can be done. I want to hear Mr Ridgeway’s story from his own lips.’
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Whilst we discussed the excellent steak and kidney pudding of the establishment,
Philip Ridgeway narrated the circumstances leading to the disappearance of the
bonds. His story agreed with that of Miss Farquhar in every particular. When he had
finished, Poirot took up the thread with a question.
‘What exactly led you to discover that the bonds had been stolen, Mr Ridgeway?’

(a1)

Well, well. Let us lunch, and over lunch we will put our heads together and see what
can be done. I want to hear Mr Ridgeway’s story from his own lips.
– FORMAL use of 'lunch' as verb; DETERMINATIVE 'own' for emphasis
What exactly led you to discover that the bonds had been stolen, Mr Ridgeway?
(The Million Dollar Bond Robbery)

(b)

‘After all,’ murmured Poirot, ‘it is possible that I shall not die this time.’
Coming from a convalescent influenza patient, I hailed the remark as showing a
beneficial optimism. I myself had been the first sufferer from the disease. Poirot in
his turn had gone down. He was now sitting up in bed, propped up with pillows, his
head muffled in a woolen shawl, and was slowly sipping a particularly noxious
tisane which I had prepared according to his directions. His eyes rested with pleasure
upon a neatly graduated row of medicine bottles which adorned the mantlepiece.
‘Yes, yes,’ my little friend continued. ‘Once more shall I be myself again, the great
Hercule Poirot, the terror of evildoers! Figure to yourself, mon ami, that I have a
little paragraph to myself in Society Gossip. But yes! Here it is: “Go it – criminals –
all out! Hercule Poirot – and believe me, girls, he’s some Hercules! – our own pet
society detective can’t get a grip on you. ’Cause why? ’Cause he’s got la grippe
himself”!
I laughed.
‘Good for you, Poirot. You are becoming quite a public character. And fortunately
you haven’t missed anything of particular interest during this time.’
‘That is true. The few cases I have had to decline did not fill me with any regret.’

(b1)

After all, it is possible that I shall not die this time.
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Yes, yes. Once more shall I be myself again, the great Hercule Poirot, the terror of
evildoers! Figure to yourself, mon ami, that I have a little paragraph to myself in
Society Gossip. But yes! Here it is: “Go it – criminals – all out! Hercule Poirot – and
believe me, girls, he’s some Hercules! – our own pet society detective can’t get a grip
on you. ’Cause why? ’Cause he’s got la grippe himself”!

That is true. The few cases I have had to decline did not fill me with any regret.
(The Mystery of Hunter’s Lodge)

Additionally, there are two further sets of punctuation marks used to represent Poirot’s utterances.
One is used to highlight portions not intended to be heard by any other character, that is Poirot’s
thoughts and what can be termed asides; utterances that are part of a stream of thought but are
nevertheless afforded the auditory component. The other set is used to represent those sections of
Poirot’s corpus which are written but not vocalised, such as notes. A pair of slashes // is used to
represent Poirot’s thoughts and ‘asides’, as in (c1) and (d1), respectively. A pair of backslashes \\, on
the other hand, brackets written portions of a text, as in examples (e1) and (f1); all examples are
again given as they appeared prior to the analysis:

(c)

The steward said: ‘Excuse me, ladies; no smoking’
Cicely Horbury said, ‘Hell!’
M. Hercule Poirot thought: ‘She is pretty, that little one over there. There is
determination in that chin. Why is she so worried over something? Why is she so
determined not to look at the handsome young man opposite her? She is very much
aware of him and he of her.’ The plane dropped slightly. ‘Mon estomac!’ thought
Hercule Poirot, and closed his eyes determinedly.
Beside him, Doctor Bryant, caressing his flute with nervous hands, thought: ‘I can't
decide. I simply cannot decide. This is the turning point of my career.’ Nervously he
drew out his flute from its case, caressingly, lovingly.

(c1)

//She is pretty, that little one over there. There is determination in that chin. Why is
she so worried over something? Why is she so determined not to look at the
handsome young man opposite her? She is very much aware of him and he of her.//
//Mon estomac!// (Death in the Clouds)
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(d)

‘And how do I explain myself there?’ asked Hercule Poirot.
Mr Jesmond smiled with confidence.
‘That, I think, can be arranged very easily,’ he said. ‘I can assure you that it will all
seem quite natural. You will find the Laceys most charming. Delightful people.’
‘And you do not deceive me about the oil-fired central heating?’
‘No, no, indeed.’ Mr Jesmond sounded quite pained. I assure you you will find every
comfort.’
‘Tout confort moderne,’ murmured Poirot to himself. ‘Eh bien,’ he said, ‘I accept.’

(d1)

And how do I explain myself there?

And you do not deceive me about the oil-fired central heating?

//Tout confort moderne// Eh bien, I accept. (The Adventure of the Christmas Pudding)

(e)

Poirot’s first visit was to a florist.
‘I must send some flowers to Mademoiselle Nick,’ he explained. He proved difficult
to suit. In the end he chose an ornate gold basket to be filled with orange carnations.
The whole to be tied up with a large blue bow. The shopwoman gave him a card and
he wrote on it with a flourish: ‘With the Compliments of Hercule Poirot.’
‘I sent her some flowers this morning.’ said Challenger. ‘I might send her some
fruit.’
‘Inutile! ’ said Poirot.
‘What?’
‘I said it was useless. The eatable – it is not permitted.’
‘Who says so?’
‘I say so. I have made the rule. It has already been impressed on Mademoiselle Nick.
She understands.’
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‘Good Lord!’ said Challenger.

(e1)

I must send some flowers to Mademoiselle Nick.

\\With the Compliments of Hercule Poirot.\\

Inutile!

I said it was useless. The eatable – it is not permitted.

I say so. I have made the rule. It has already been impressed on Mademoiselle Nick.
She understands. (Peril at End House)

(f)

‘As you please,’ said Poirot.
He watched the young man out of the room. He drew his pad towards him and in
small neat characters made a final entry.
‘R. B. 5:55.’
Then, taking a large sheet of paper, he proceeded to write. His task completed, he sat
back with his head on one side contemplating the result. It ran as follows:

Boyntons and Jefferson Cope leave the camp 3:05 (approx.)
Dr. Gerard and Sarah King leave the camp 3:15 (approx.)
Lady Westholme and Miss Pierce leave the camp 4:15
Dr. Gerard returns to camp 4:20 (approx.)
Lennox Boynton returns to camp 4:35
Nadine Boynton returns to camp and talks to Mrs. Boynton 4:40
Nadine Boynton leaves her mother-in-law and goes to marquee 4:50 (approx.)
Carol Boynton returns to camp 5:10
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Lady Westholme, Miss Pierce and M. Jefferson Cope return to camp 5:40.
Raymond Boynton returns to camp 5:50
Sarah King returns to camp 6:00
Body discovered 6:30

‘I wonder,’ said Hercule Poirot. He folded up the list, went to the door and ordered
Mahmoud to be brought to him.

(f1)

As you please.

\\R. B. 5:55.\\

\\Boyntons and Jefferson Cope leave the camp 3:05 (approx.)
Dr. Gerard and Sarah King leave the camp 3:15 (approx.)
Lady Westholme and Miss Pierce leave the camp 4:15
Dr. Gerard returns to camp 4:20 (approx.)
Lennox Boynton returns to camp 4:35
Nadine Boynton returns to camp and talks to Mrs. Boynton 4:40
Nadine Boynton leaves her mother-in-law and goes to marquee 4:50 (approx.)
Carol Boynton returns to camp 5:10
Lady Westholme, Miss Pierce and M. Jefferson Cope return to camp 5:40.
Raymond Boynton returns to camp 5:50
Sarah King returns to camp 6:00
Body discovered 6:30\\

//I wonder.// (Appointment With Death)
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In an effort to apply the theory of section 2 to the extracted material as clearly as possible a visual
representation was decided upon. According to it, pertinent devices and structures, as defined by the
theoretical part, were to be assigned a colour each, and were to be highlighted in that colour within
Poirot’s corpus. This allows for a fairly quick overview by sight alone. Consequently, this thesis has
reached a decision by which fifteen structures and devices are assigned a specific colour, while all
other commentaries and observations are to be expressed by words, placed within the empty space
beneath the utterance in question. The theoretical part concluded by settling upon the two main
branches of inquiry, namely syntactic markedness and semantic/stylistic markedness. The former
analyses ungrammatical structures and all the structures that manipulate the word order as a result
of focus placement. The latter category is much broader and must often comment on a structure
without having the benefit of applying a colour to it, although there are several colours designated
for semantic/stylistic markedness such as vocatives, exclamatives, and rhetorical questions. Below
is a list of these fifteen devices, each with its corresponding colour scheme given in brackets 6:

article/pronoun misuse (red 1)
superflous reference – anticipated identification (bright magenta)
superfluous reference – postponed identification (turquoise 1)
postponed subject construction (blue 8)
declarative question (green 8)
question tag (green 4)
exclamative (bright orange)
fronted object/adjunct (turquoise 4)
disjunct (yellow 1)
conjunct (yellow 5)
vocative (light grey)
cleft/pseudo-cleft construction (bright cyan)
omission of ‘that’ possible (magenta 4)
rhetorical question (purple)
imperative (orange 4)
6

Names of colours given as listed in the Windows based word program.
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Each short story and novel had these fifteen structures highlighted, along with the written comments
that were not assigned a colour. Next, each novel and each group of short stories7 was individually
examined and the data, both highlighted structures and some of the comments, was extracted and
transmuted into a spreadsheet document.8 This form is especially useful for chronological
inferences, in particular observations connected to quantity and frequency. In addition to this data,
there is further information contained in both the spreadsheet and at the end of each analysed text
that was not an immediate part of the analysis but has some value, such as number of sentences,
average sentence length, and basic-word coverage. In addition to the data contained in spreadsheets
in the appendices, several sections of the analytical part also include a list of specific data examined
by that particular section. Note that both the spreadsheets and Poirot’s analysed corpus are provided
in an electronic form only.

The analysis by colour and comments was performed by hand, while the extraction of certain less
immediately important data (e.g. item distribution within a text, word coverage, average sentence
length) was made possible by two text analysis toolkits, one being the online collection of tools
known as Lextutor, the other a program called AntConc. This latter contains tools very similar to
ones found on Lextutor’s internet page though some are capable of producing more detailed
information, albeit at the expense of the uppermost size of the input text. AntConc is likewise freely
available on the internet.

7

Again, for practical purposes, such as an easier comparison to novels, numerical data is given for a group of several
short stories together rather than for each story individually. Individual data, however, is given at the end of each and
every short story as well.
8
See appendices.
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3.2 Analysis of sentences according to communication type

As an introduction to the analysis a brief general overview is made concerning the extracted
material according to the division of speech into four communication types of sentences.

3.2.1 Declaratives

Declarative statements are by far the most numerous, on average accounting for around 70% of all
sentences in novels, and around 75% in the short stories. Whether a short story or a novel, a Poirot
mystery can be divided in two characteristic parts, namely before the solution of the crime and after
it. The first part deals with acquiring information and the second with its presentation and
dissemination. The concluding parts therefore contain an even greater percentage of declarative
statements, which also increase in their level of complexity and overall length. But it does not
follow that there are no simple sentences in the second part, or no multiple sentences in the first.
What is consistent is the fact that, in light of emphatic markedness as defined and examined, the
long speeches Poirot delivers in the concluding sections of a story or novel contain fewer marked
structures, specifically fewer ungrammatical structures. Cleft and pseudo-cleft constructions are
quite normal, and conjuncts and disjuncts are also integral, although they too withdraw. A general
observation holds true that the amount of marked structures decreases as the length of a speech act
increases. Generally speaking, from an author’s point of view such a decision seems a natural one,
because when passages are saturated with new information all those irregularities would, if present
in greater amounts, affect the flow and speed of the narrative (see section 3.4.3., especially
examples 91-97). By doing so they may well draw attention away from the information content and
direct it towards the form itself, though of course such shifts, while discernible, are not radical.
Furthermore, marked structures, ungrammatical ones most of all, add substantially to the comic
element of Poirot’s speech but they appear in contained amounts and only rarely manifest
facetiousness on Poirot’s part. Although not necessarily devoid of humour, the final conference is a
serious event when the criminal is apprehended and the mystery explained, therefore the marked
language of other sections yields to the requirements of new information.
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3.2.2 Imperatives

Imperative sentences are evenly distributed within a text, although there are roughly three times as
many in the novels. The most frequent imperative structures are ‘Tell me’, ‘Remember’, ‘Let us’,
and ‘Recount to me’, often in sentence initial position. But these are not alone. Also, as is typical of
spoken interaction, many are realised by phrases or even single words, exemplified by (4-7), though
generally speaking, especially when time is not an issue, imperatives are polite and tentative, as
exemplified by (8-11). This, however, is tied to the context and more forceful or brusque examples
are by no means odd if the situation warrants it, as shown by examples (12) and (13). In all the
examples cited in this thesis the structures referred to are underlined:

(1) Let us go over all the main facts quietly and methodically. Recount them to me,
Hastings, in an orderly and lucid fashion. (The Big Four)
(2) Tell me, when did you speak of these rubies to M. Kettering?
(The Mystery of the Blue Train)
(3) Remember the flute, my friend. (Death in the Clouds)
(4) Courage, Mademoiselle. (The Mystery of the Blue Train)
(5) My slightly heavier overcoat, Georges. (Third Girl)
(6) Patience, chère Madame. (Third Girl)
(7) A pencil, I pray you, and a form. (The Disappearance of Mr Davenheim)
(8) Now, messieurs and mesdames, will you be so good as to tell me, one at a time, what is it
that we have just seen? Will you begin, milor? (The Affair at the Victory Ball)
(9) Will you be so good as to get me a little brandy? (Third Floor Flat)
(10) Certainly, mademoiselle. Sit down, will you not? (The A.B.C. Murders)
(11) Sit down, I beg of you, mademoiselle. (The Million Dollar Bond Robbery)
(12) Mesdames and messieurs! I speak! Listen! (The Mysterious Affair at Styles)
(13) Be quiet. Quiet, I tell you. (Death on the Nile)
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3.2.3 Exclamatives

A distinction must be maintained between exclamations as a sentence type, as in (14), and sentences
used with the exclamation mark, as (15). The former are constructed by a recognisable formula
beginning with the wh-interogatives ‘what’ or ‘how’. In the latter group the exclamation mark is
simply an indicator of a forceful utterance. This last point is particularly important, even though
punctuation marks alone cannot act as the sole parameter and it is possible to observe exclamative
sentences which end in a full stop, as exemplified by (16):

(14) Grand Dieu, but what an imbecile I am . . . (The Dream)
(15) A coal fire was always shapeless and haphazard! (Yellow Iris)
(16) The arrest of Major Rich was to be expected. But what a remarkable case.
(The Mystery of the Spanish Chest)

Analysis has revealed the combined figure for all the all short stories to be 876 sentences employing
the exclamation mark. Out of a combined total of 9758 sentences, the exclamation mark concludes
around 9% of all sentences. The combined figures for the novels are 2458 exclamation marks per
43263 sentences, to give an average of a little less than 6%. However, less than one third of one
percent of all uses of the exclamation mark in the novels is used with proper exclamatives.
Likewise, in the short stories exclamatives present approximately 5% of all uses of the exclamation
marks. The numbers are given in the table below. The first observation that can be drawn from this
is that the exclamative is the least frequent sentence type, as could be expected. The second
observation is the fact that, in regards to the representation of Poirot’s speech, the exclamation mark
is predominantly and consistently used as an indicator of a forceful utterance, enthusiasm or
frustration, as shown by examples (17-24) below the above mentioned table:

Total number of

Number of

sentences

exclamatives

Novels

43263

113

383:1

Short stories

9758

32

305:1
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Ratio

(17) And moreover even then he did not destroy it! (The Dream)
(18) If there had been foul play, only one possibility was admittable – poison!
(The Chocolate Box)
(19) But oh, the sea! The hateful sea! (The Adventure of the Egyptian Tomb)
(20) I will not condone murder! (Appointment with Death)
(21) What a woman! Mon Dieu, quelle femme! (The Double Clue)
(22) The false moustaches! Quelle horreur. (The A.B.C. Murders)
(23) Sacré nom d’un chien – va! What did she see? (Murder in Mesopotamia)
(24) Mais non! (The Stymphalean Birds)

3.2.4 Interrogatives

Interrogatives are the structures that most obviously drive a detective novel forward; they inquire
after information and are instrumental in obtaining facts. In Poirot’s speech they represent around
21 % of all sentences in the novels, and almost the same in the short stories, at around 23 %.
Interrogative constructions are discussed in more detail in the following section, but below is a table
listing the percentages of interrogative constructions in relation to the total number of sentences:
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In summation of this section a representation of the average ratio between the four communication
types of sentences is given below:
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3.3 Analysis of interrogative constructions

Within interrogative constructions there are two consistent structures that this thesis examines,
namely declarative questions and question tags. These are some of the most frequent and consistent
structures, and we begin with declarative questions.

3.3.1 Declarative questions

Declarative questions are those interrogative constructions that do not employs subject-operator
inversion nor make use of the auxiliary form ‘do’. In this way they are marked in terms of word
order as compared to the normal way of creating interrogative sentences, but are dealt with in this
section both for purposes of convenience and also because it is not, strictly speaking, a syntactic
device that signals such sentences as interrogative but rather the presence of a question mark:

(25) You are not afraid to go back there tonight? (Murder in Mesopotamia)
(26) You are quite sure of your facts? (The Horses of Diomedes)

Declarative questions are predominantly used in situations where the speaker already has a
particular answer in mind, or strongly expects a particular answer, such as example (27), whereas
verbal questions and wh-questions are unbiased elicitations of information, exemplified by (28) and
(29):

(27) You were the chauffeur? (Murder on the Orient Express)
(28) Where were you on the afternoon of her death? (Appointment with Death)
(29) Was she gay? Excited? Sad? Nervous? (Lord Edgware Dies)

In spoken interaction, verbal questions can undergo ellipsis of the initial auxiliary. The resulting
sentences are then identical to declarative questions:
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(30) You have a doctor attending you, madame? (The Cornwall Mystery)
(31) Ah, you remember our little conversation? (Death in the Clouds)

However, although both interpretations are possible, sentences such as the pair above are analysed
as declarative questions. This decision rests on the absence of clear indicators of ellipsis, such as the
distinction between regular and irregular verbs. In example (32) the verbal form ‘saw’ clearly
indicates that the sentence cannot be a normal interrogative sentence with ellipsis of the auxiliary.
Example (33) likewise cannot be analysed as a case of ellipsis:

(32) So you saw me there? (After the Funeral)
(33) You were the last person to see Sir Reuben alive that night? (The Under Dog)

In the absence of formal indicators which would signal that a structure is not a declarative question,
that structure is analysed as a declarative question. But not all cases of ellipsis affecting
interrogative constructions are regarded as marked. During an interview the same question may be
asked concerning two different people, or a follow up question may be asked of the same person:

(34) Were you and your wife on good terms? No quarrels? No scenes? (The Lernean Hydra)

Ellipsis had definitely taken place, but it is impossible to claim whether the non-elided version reads
‘There were no quarrels?’ or ‘Were there no quarrels?’. Hence, the follow up questions ‘No
quarrels?’ and ‘No scenes?’ above are not analysed as a declarative questions. Such constructions
are very common in speech since spoken interaction generally behaves according to the “maxim
‘reduce as much as possible’” (Quirk 1992, 860), therefore it is not very likely, especially if
questions are lengthy, to repeat all the known information and so a question such as (35) below
would not likely be followed by (36) but simply by (37):

(35) Did you find your mistress easy to get on with? (The Arcadian Deer)
(36) And did Sir George find your mistress easy to get on with?
(37) And Sir George? (The Arcadian Deer)
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Such elliptical sentences, often consisting of a single phrase introduced by a coordinator, are not
analysed as declarative questions. In addition, since there is no verbal form present to form a
proposition, it is not always possible to claim what the non-elided version could be, as in the
following:

(38) And his father? (The Cretan Bull)

The utterance can mean ‘where is he?’, or ‘tell me about him’, or ‘your father is where?’, or ‘you
father is alive?’, etc. The practicality of such lone phrases is that they have the advantage to allow
the addressee some freedom in answering, and can be used by Poirot to spark a conversation.

3.3.2 Tags

The second part of analysis concerning interrogative constructions looks at question tags. Question
tags are the least interrogative of all formally interrogative constructions, since they do not actually
inquire after information, but rather reinforce the position adopted by the main declarative
statement. In this way they seek confirmation rather than information, as in (39). Another related
feature is that they can be used in situations where Poirot wishes to be condescending or can
facilitate humour, as in (40), where Hastings, naturally, does not see:

(39) But yes, it is so, is it not? (Poirot and the Regatta Mystery)
(40) And now, Hastings, you see it all, do you not? (The Tragedy at Marsdon Manor)

In Poirot’s use tags can often appear at a medial position:

(41) I am correct, am I not, in connecting your troubles with two ladies who were sitting on
the terrace just now? (The Stymphalean Birds)
(42) You agreed, did you not, that my theory of someone in the drawing-room was a possible
one? (The Incredible Theft)
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Items ‘eh?’, ‘yes?’, and ‘no?’ occupy the same positions available to the questions tags exemplified
above, but their function is not as consistent. When they are attached to the end of a sentence, they
may indeed be analysed as tags, as in example (43), or they may simply be an extension of a
declarative question, as (44):

(43) As I say, the shoes first awakened my suspicions, and then her story – and her veil –
were a little melodramatic, eh? (The Veiled Lady)
(44) You would have noticed if they had done so, eh? (The Under Dog)

Context is the deciding factor in determining their status, depending on whether they are phonetic
insertions or syntactic ones; if syntactic, they are analysed as tags.
Although we have so far discussed question tags, there are other tags included in this analysis:
positive tags ‘Is she?’, and negative tags ‘Don’t you think?’ which are of a fixed nature, independent
on the polarity of the main clause, exemplified by (45). Tags are often realised in French as ‘n’est
ce-pas’, shown by (46):

(45) The best way, don’t you think, mademoiselle? (Problem at Sea)
(46) He was just holding forth on the subject, n-est-ce pas, mon ami?
(The Affair at the Victory Ball)

A minor point concerning interrogative constructions, interesting only by extension, explained
below, is the category of rhetorical questions. Rhetorical questions appear around 40 times in the
short stories and almost 140 times in the novels. The average for every novel is around 4 rhetorical
constructions, while in the short stories they appear less than 10 times per ten stories, and
consequently there are many stories that do not feature such constructions.

(47) It is really unsupportable that every hen lays an egg of a different size! What symmetry
can there be on the breakfast table? At least they should sort them in dozens at the shop!
(The Disappearance of Mr Davenheim)
(48) And yet – who knows? (The Adventure of the Western Star)
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(49) Nobody looks particularly at the housekeeper. Why should they?
(The Mystery of Hunter’s Lodge)

Within rhetorical constructions there is a repeated structure that warrants a brief commentary and
which is responsible for the majority of interest in rhetorical constructions of Poirot’s, namely, the
fact that he will occasionally use the modal ‘will’ in situations where the appropriate item is ‘can’,
as in examples (50-51). The intended meaning of the utterances is ‘What can you/I/anyone do?’
This use is similar to the archaic or very formal case of inversion ‘What say you?’, which Poirot
does use in example (52). There are, however, only 12 such cases of rhetorical constructions in
Poirot’s entire opus:

(50) But what will you? (Five Little Pigs)
(51) What would you? (The Kidnapped Prime Minister)
(52) What says my good friend Hastings? (The Affair at the Victory Ball)

3.3.3 Conclusion on interrogatives

Roughly twenty percent of Poirot’s utterances are interrogatives. A prominent feature of Poirot’s is
his consistent use of declarative questions, one of the most frequent structures analysed by this
thesis, appearing in every single short story and novel. Even question tags, though very frequent, do
not appear in each and every short story, and there are many times more declarative questions than
there are questions tags both in the novels and the short stories. Both question tags and declarative
questions have the capacity to lead (and trick, if need be) the interlocutor as much as question them.
In numerical terms, there are 9073 declarative questions and 524 tags in the novels, and 584
declarative questions and 140 tags in the short stories. The mean average of the combined number
of declarative questions and tags in relation to the total number of interrogative constructions is
around 32% for short stories, and slightly higher for novels at around 36%, the extremes being 19%
and 45%, both appearing in a novel. The ratio between declarative questions and questions tags is
also exemplified below:
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3.4 Syntactic considerations

In previous sections ungrammaticality was equated with syntactic unacceptability, and later
acceptability was replaced by the introduction of the term markedness, manifested as a result of
emphasis. The final template was presented visually in section 2.4.

The analysis that began with section 3.2 now turns towards syntactic considerations and the
pertaining analysis proceeds in three parts: firstly, ungrammatical structures are noted, e.g. incorrect
articles, idioms and collocations, ungrammatical negation and miscellaneous ungrammatical items.
Secondly, devices that manifest syntactically emphatic focus placement are noted, e.g. fronting,
inversion, cleft constructions, extraposition, and anticipated and postponed identification. And
thirdly, certain structures that exhibit some traits of both syntactic markedness and semantic/stylistic
markedness are also noted. These ‘borderline’ cases conclude this section and serve as an
introduction to section 3.6, which is dedicated to semantic/stylistic markedness. Included among
those dual-natured examples are e.g. contracted forms and reflexive pronouns used emphatically.
They are considered by this thesis to share aspects of syntactic and stylistic operations; reflexives
do attract focus but do not alter the word order, and there are strict grammatical rules on forming
contracted forms.

Although the term ʻgrammatical(ity)ʼ has already been discussed, there are a number of additional
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considerations that are of possible interest to linguistics, considerations about the nature of
ungrammatical structures and the reasons for their appearance. Such questions venture beyond the
scope of syntax alone, and beyond the scope of the present analysis, which is not interested in the
psychological reasons that might influence Poirot’s linguistic mistakes. The reason for this aversion
to speculate on the reasons behind Poirot’s syntax is two-fold; firstly, it could be argued that his
mistakes and language traits are mostly manifestations of the interference of his mother tongue,
French, and secondly, it seems impossible to distinguish among the various possible reasons
because it appears that all of Poirot’s ungrammaticalities are conscious and deliberate, as examples
(55-58) show. In any case, this thesis is only concerned with identifying and extracting marked
structures, without being immediately interested in their inception or cause:

(55) ‘Now, Arthur,’ said Poirot and his voice changed subtly – it was no longer foreign – it
had instead a confident English, a slightly Cockney inflection. ‘Can you tell me – I repeat –
can you tell me – anything at all about the death of Mrs Clapperton?’ (Problem at Sea)

(56) ‘He makes “le camping,” you understand,’ said Poirot at his most foreign. ‘He goes
with other students upon the feet and all he needs he takes with him on his back, and the cars
and the lorries that pass, they give him a lift.’ (Hickory Dickory Dock)

(57) He squared his shoulders and bowed to them. His language and his accent became less
foreign. (After the Funeral)

(58) ‘You’ll excuse me’ – said Mr. Satterthwaite.
‘Yes, there is some point you want explained to you?’
‘There is one thing I want to know.’
‘Ask then.’
‘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
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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, I put people off their guard. Besides,’ he
added, ‘it has become a habit.’
‘Dear me,’ said Mr. Satterthwaite, ‘quite the cunning of the serpent.’ (Three Act Tragedy)

3.4.1 Ungrammatical articles and pronouns

Ungrammatical structures are consistently present in the speech of Poirot, but they are of a limited
scope. On one hand there are misuses of the definite article or (rarely) a pronoun, exemplified by
(59-67), and on the other there are miscellaneous ungrammatical structures, the most consistent of
them being ungrammatical negation, examined by the following section. As regards the articles, it
can be observed that all instances of the indefinite articles ‘a’ and ‘an’, and of the zero article ‘ø’ are
correct, while some cases of the definite ‘the’ are incorrect:

(59) The important detail, you appreciate him never!
(The Disappearance of Mr Davenheim)
(60) And observe that Peerage – how you have replaced him!
(The Adventure of the Western Star)
(61) If she had the pug nose, the sallow skin, the greasy hair, then ah! then she would not
‘get away with it’ as you put it.(Lord Edgeware Dies)
(62) She repeats several times in the loud clear voice before witnesses that she is thinking of
killing him. (Lord Edgeware Dies)
(63) You play the bridge, Hastings. Tell me, when does one do that? (Lord Edgeware Dies)
(64) Assuredly I practise the thrift. (Lord Edgeware Dies)
(65) The face of Miss Adams is not an easy one to observe. It had the mobility, the
sensitiveness – the fluid quality. (Lord Edgeware Dies)
(66) We do not want the scandal. (The Adventure of the Christmas Pudding)
(67) I made at once the big fuss (…). (The Curtain)
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3.4.2 Other ungrammatical structures

The most frequent ungrammatical device beside the articles and pronouns above are instances of
ungrammatical negation, exemplified in (68-71):

(68) Unless the affair is one of national importance, I touch it not.
(The Adventure of the Clapham Cook)
(69) I understand it not. (The Case of the Missing Will)
(70) Si, si, mon ami, it is a pity that you study not the psychology.
(The Adventure of the Western Star)
(71) See you not? (The Murder on the Links)

In Poirot’s entire opus there are some 50 cases of ungrammatical negation, 28 of which appear in
novels, although there are novels that do not contain ungrammatical negation (e.g. Murder on the
Orient Express). Alongside negation, this section of ungrammatical structures consists almost
exclusively of incorrect idioms or collocations, and occasionally random lexical errors. Determining
whether a structure is grammatical or ungrammatical is straightforward in the case of idioms, since
they are characterised by a completely fixed form in all aspects and are very rarely free to alter
either the sequence of words or the grammar of the words themselves. Collocations allow for more
freedom to form alternative structures but frequency is still often a deciding factor. Below are
examples of such ill-formed expressions, which always facilitate humour. Sometimes their
concentration may be greater and the effect comical to the point of being quite stilted, as shown by
example (79):

(72) I perceive that you think Lady Astwell has in her bonnet the buzzing bee.
(The Under Dog)
(73) But I do not know . . . One has, sometimes, a feeling. Faintly, I seem to smell the fish.
(Dead Man’s Mirror)
(74) Voilà! I find what I seek. Alas! I am enrhumé – I have the cold in the head.
(The Third Floor Flat)
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(75) Supposing such a man to come into contact with a man whose temper was worse than
his own – how do you say it? The fur would jump about, eh? (The Under Dog)

(76) One would hardly think a young man of that type would have the – how do you say it –
the bowels to commit such a crime. (The Under Dog)
(77) For the same reason, when she sets out the following day to get rid of the golf clubs,
she continues to use the attaché-case as a – what is it – kippered herring?
(Murder in the Mews)
(78) I am not acting for Miss Marvell since she refuses to be guided by my advice. What I
do now is for my own satisfaction – the satisfaction of Hercule Poirot! Decidedly, I must
have a finger in this pie. (The Adventure of the Western Star)

(79) For somewhere there is in the hay a needle, and among the sleeping dogs there is one
on whom I shall put my foot, and by shooting the arrows into the air, one will come down
and hit a glass-house! (Mrs McGinty’s Dead)

The above are distinctly non-idiomatic and provide a fair amount of humour. Yet despite these
incorrect idioms and collocations, there are cases where idiomaticity presents no difficulty for
Poirot and the examples below exhibit the fact that there are idiomatic expressions and quotations
that are unproblematic:

(80) The thing was safe as houses. (Three Act Tragedy)
(81) They cannot be to you just pretty coloured playthings – more is the pity.
(Cat Among the Pigeons)
(82) So that is how the land lies. (The Under Dog)
(83) Let us hope that our murderer – if there is a murderer in this affair – is intelligent and
superior and thoroughly pleased with himself and unable to resist painting the lily.
(After the Funeral)
(84) After that I left the house and – I admit it – I was completely at sea! (The Dream)
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These examples echo the examples (55-58) and should act as a reminder of the dubious nature of
Poirot’s poor English.

Incorrect idioms and collocations, alongside ungrammatical negation and a handful of
miscellaneous ill-formed structures, occur less than fifty times in the short stories, and are found 99
times in the novels, with an average of less than 1 per story and around 3 per novel though, again,
there are both stories (e.g. The Tragedy at Marsdon Manor) and novels (e.g. The Hollow) which do
not feature ungrammatical structures other than an ungrammatical article/pronoun use.

And again regarding ungrammatical article/pronoun use, there are on average around 14
ungrammatical articles/pronouns per novel, appearing in every single novel. In the short stories
there are around 24 occurrences per every ten stories, and although present in most stories, there are
some which do not feature an ungrammatical article/pronoun (e.g. The King of Clubs, How Does
Your Garden Grow?, The Nemean Lion).

3.4.3 Conclusion on ungrammatical structures

There are no concrete rules or strictly uniform incremental processions regarding ungrammatical
structures, but some interesting points do emerge regarding chronology. We will focus primarily on
novels, simply due to the numbers involved. In The Mysterious Affair at Styles there are only 3
ungrammatical article/pronoun uses and no other ungrammatical structures, while the second novel,
The Murder on the Links, features 10 ungrammatical articles/pronouns and a further 5
ungrammatical constructions, even though the novels differ in length by less than 30 sentences. The
third and fourth novels contain 12 and 30 ungrammatical articles/pronouns, respectively. The sixth
and seventh novels, Peril at end House and Lord Edgware Dies, which are two of the three longest
novels in terms of Poirot’s vocal output, contain 66 and 56 ungrammatical articles/pronouns,
respectively, and combined there are more ungrammatical articles/pronouns in these two novels
than there are in all the short stories put together. After the fifteenth novel, Death on the Nile, the
number of ungrammatical structures reduces quite considerably and remains on average lower than
the first half of the novels. It can also be observed that Curtain contains 20 ungrammatical
articles/pronouns and a further 6 ungrammatical structures, more than the mean average, and in this
43

respect it mirrors the well-known fact that although it was the last novel ever published, Curtain
was written some 35 years previously and in considering ungrammatical structures resembles the
early and central part of Christie’s Poirot production much more than it does her final part. This is
represented below:

When considering short stories the amount of Poirot’s speech seems to influence greater
concentrations of ungrammatical structures, but that is by no means consistent. Two long stories,
The Underdog and Dead Man’s Mirror contain respectively 21 and 2 ungrammatical structures. The
fact that length alone is not a reliable indication of ungrammaticality can be observed in novels as
well; The Clocks, the fourth shortest novel, contains 16 ungrammatical articles/pronouns, above the
average, while the shortest novel, The Hollow, contains 3, which is the mean average per novel.
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Some of the short stories, e.g. The Million Dollar Bond Robbery and The Adventure of the Cheap
Flat, contain no ungrammatical structures at all.

With a few exception (e.g. Elephants Can Remember, The Jewel Robbery at the Grand
Metropolitan, Dead Man’s Mirror, The King of Clubs, The Disappearance of Mr Davenheim, and a
few other short stories where the numbers are equal) there are always more, sometimes many times
more ungrammatical articles/pronouns than other ungrammatical structures combined. This is
understandable since utterances containing ungrammatical articles, such as those in examples (8590) below, even if appearing fifty times in a novel, are still far easier to read than sentences which
manifest ungrammaticality on another level, as is clear from examples of other foreign individuals
who appear in Poirot mysteries, represented below in examples (91-4). These four are examples of
particularly inarticulate or relaxed speech and are added here only as an argument, not a judgement
on the portrayal of foreign characters, although poor grammar and phonology are consistently used
by Christie when the situation calls for it. The fact that the above deal with foreigners is interesting
simply because Poirot himself is not English, but British dialects and accents are portrayed in even
greater quantities, shown by examples (95-7):

(85) There speaks the good friend – the faithful dog.
(86) No, no, it is nothing really – the turned ankle, that is all.
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(87) When the wind blew it was the agony – it gave you the migraine.
(88) To begin with I will tell you that I have put the order in your affairs.
(89) What about my other question. The Dr MacAllister?
(90) Do not pull the long face, I beg of you.
(all from Peril at End House)
(91) ‘I to England come for two week holiday. I come from Holland. I like England very
much. I have been Stratford Avon, Shakespeare Theatre and Warwick Castle. Then I have
been Clovelly, now I have seen Exeter Cathedral and Torquay – very nice – I come to
famous beauty spot here and tomorrow I cross river, go to Plymouth where discovery of
New World was made from Plymouth Hoe.’ (Dead Man’s Folly)

(92) ‘Ah Ling,’ said Poirot, ‘are you sorry your master is dead?’
‘I welly sorry. He good master.”
‘You know who kill him?’
‘I not know. I tell pleeceman if I know.’ (The Big Four)
(93) ‘Mr Lester, he takee those,’ answered the other, who was a Chinaman.
‘He say, puttee them allee in safee place – where pleeceman no lookee.’
‘Ah, but he’s nabbed,’ said the first one.
‘He gettee free. Pleeceman not sure he done it.’ (The Lost Mine)

(94) ‘Ah, Signor, it is you. We have here the trouble the big trouble. The little Signorina, she
is dead in her bed this morning. First the doctor come. He shake his head. Now comes an
Inspector of the Police. He is upstairs with the Signora and the Padrona. Why should she
wish to kill herself, the poverina? When last night all is so gay and the betrothment is
made?’ (Hickory Dickory Dock)
(95) ‘I can tell you orl right,’ he said. ‘Just you ask me.’
‘To begin with, did anything out of the way happen this morning?’
Alfred reflected a minute and then said rather sadly:
‘Can’t say as it did. It was orl just as usual.’
‘Did any strangers come to the house?’
‘No, sir.’
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‘Not even among the patients?’
‘I didn’t know as you meant the patients. Nobody come what hadn’t got an appointment, if
that’s what you mean. They were all down in the book.’ (One, Two, Buckle My Shoe)

(96) ‘Speak freely,’ said Poirot kindly. ‘I shall not tell your mistress.’
‘Well, of course, sir, she’s a caution, Missus is. But the food’s good. Plenty of it, and no
stinting. Something hot for supper, good outings, and as much frying-fat as you like. And
anyway, if Eliza did want to make a change, she’d never have gone off this way, I’m sure.
She’d have stayed her month. Why, Missus could have a month’s wages out of her for doing
this.’ (The Adventure of the Clapham Cook)

(97) ‘So now,’ said Poirot, ‘there are no more Folliats at Nasse.’
The old man’s flow of talk died abruptly.
‘Just as yu say, sir.’
Poirot looked curiously at the old man.
‘Instead you have Sir George Stubbs. What is thought locally of him?”
‘Us understands,’ said the old man, ‘that he be powerful rich. (…) Ah, she’s a fine lady
from London, she is. No use for gardens, not her. They du say, tu, as her du be wanting up
here. (…) Not as her isn’t always very nice spoken and friendly. Just over a year they’ve
been here. Bought the place and had it all done up like new. I remember as though ‘twere
yesterday them arriving. Arrived in the evening, they did, day after the worst gale as I ever
remember. Trees down right and left – one down across the drive and us had to get it sawn
away in a hurry to get across the drive and us had to get it sawn away in a hurry to get the
drive clear for the car. And the big oak up along, that come down and brought a lot of others
down with it, made a rare mess, it did.’
(...)
‘Folly ‘tis called and Folly ‘tis – new-fangled nonsense. Never was no Folly in the old
Folliats’ time. Her ladyship’s idea that Folly was. Put up not three weeks after they first
come, and I’ve no doubt she talked Sir George into it. Rare silly it looks stuck up there
among the trees, like a heathen temple. A nice summerhouse now, made rustic like with
stained glass. I’d have nothing against that.’
Poirot smiled faintly.
‘The London ladies,’ he said, ‘they must have their fancies. It is sad that the day of the
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Folliats is over.’
‘Don’t ee never believe that, sir.’ (Dead Man’s Folly)

3.5 Syntactically marked word order

Although declarative questions also manipulate, or rather do not manipulate the word order when
they should, they have been analysed in section 3.2.1. We now turn to syntactic markedness as
manifested in the active manipulation of the word order. The discussions on emphatic focus
placement in sections 2.3 and 2.4 provided the basis for analysing the following structures: fronted
elements, inversion, cleft and pseudo-cleft constructions, extraposition, and anticipated and
postponed identification.

3.5.1 Fronting and inversion

The device of fronting places “into initial position an item which is otherwise unusual there” (Quirk
1992, 1377). The underlined elements in examples (98-100) appear in initial position, which is not
the most characteristic position to be occupied by the items in question. The objects ʻThe fundsʼ and
ʻThatʼ and the adjunct ʻStraight into the arms of the policeʼ do not alter in terms of phrase structure
or function, only in their position within the sentence. In some cases, fronting an element triggers
inversion, which does cause discontinuity of a complex verbal phrase. In partial inversion only a
part of the verbal phrase precedes the subject, as in example (101). When the verbal phrase is not
complex, that is when it contains simple past or present forms, the inversion is called full, as in
examples (102) and (103). Fronting and inversion generally cause sentences to begin with
important, emphatic information, with those parts that the speaker finds particularly important and
on which they want to place special focus. The majority of Poirot’s inversions are cases of partial
inversion, triggered by structures which are emphatic, restrictive or negative, exemplified in (104107). However, inversion generally is not automatically considered marked since it is sometimes
preferred or necessary in some environments, and therefore the norm, as examples (108) and (109)
show. In such cases, where inversion prevents an incorrect analysis, the device is not considered
marked since it strives towards neutrality. The examples are listed below:
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(98) The funds he embezzled. (The Disappearance of Mr Davenheim)
(99) Straight into the arms of the police they will go. (The Adventure of the Cheap Flat)
(100) That I am not at liberty to state, Madame. (The Mystery of the Spanish Chest)
(101) Never do they bolt these doors in the daytime. (The Adventure of the Cheap Flat)
(102) A sharp shove and down the stairs goes Uncle Henry (Four-and-Twenty Blackbirds)
(103) Associated with him is Ali Yusuf, a semi-Turk (…). (Cat Among the Pigeons)
(104) Never have I tasted such a wonderful meal. (The Adventure of the Christmas Pudding)
(105) Not so is an English murder committed. (Death in the Clouds)
(106) [I]t would still be put down to the curse, so strongly is the instinct of the supernatural
implanted in the human race. (The Adventure of the Egyptian Tomb)
(107) True, often and often did he enrage me. (Mrs Mcginty’s Dead)
(108) Here was he, Stephen Norton, whom everyone liked and despised (…). (Curtain)
(109) No, here she is. (The Market Basing Mystery)

Full inversion occurs far less frequently, accounting for approximately 16% of all cases of
inversion, and the ratio is roughly the same in short stories as the novels. Inversion of any form is
conspicuously absent from The Labours of Hercules series, and there are additional stories that also
lack it (e.g. Wasps’ Nest, Poirot and the Regatta Mystery, Problem at Sea). With regards to novels, it
appears in all but three novels (The Hollow, Hickory Dickory Dock, and Dead Man’s Folly) with the
mean average of 3 per novel. Inversion in general is not as frequent as fronting or some other
devices to be discussed in the following sections, nor is it the most consistent, especially in the short
stories. The numbers are given in detail below:
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3.5.2 Cleft and pseudo-cleft constructions

Cleft sentences are constructions that can “make explicit the division between given and new parts
of the communication” (Quirk 1992, 1378). This is achieved by dividing a sentence in two clauses
and adding the introductory ‘It + BE’, as in examples (110) and (111). Similar to these are also so
called pseudo-cleft sentences, which do not make use of the introductory pronoun ‘It’, but rather by
nominal relative clauses, as in (112):

(110) It was she who played the part of the husband. (The Stymphalean Birds)
(111) It is why you sent for me, is it not? (The Augean Stables)
(112) The prudence, the extreme prudence, is what is needed at present.
(Peril at End House)

Pseudo-cleft sentences are far less frequent than cleft sentences, and due to their similarities they
are analysed together, as cleft and pseudo-cleft constructions. Combined, these appear with an
average of 25 occurrences per ten stories, though they do not appear in each and every short story
(absent from e.g. The Jewel Robbery at the Grand Metropolitan, The Market Basing Mystery, Fourand-Twenty Blackbirds). They are however present in every novel, with an average of 19
occurrences per novel, with a bare minimum of 5 occurrences per novel.

3.5.3 Extraposition

Extraposition is a “[p]ostponement which involves the replacement of the postponed element by a
substitute form” (Quirk 1992, 1391), that substitute form being the anticipatory pronoun ‘It’.
Extraposition is employed when the notional subject or object of a sentence consists of a clause,
with a view to avoid placing that clause in subject or object position. However, although
extraposition manipulates the normal word order it does so in order to ease understanding and to
better mirror the natural progression of sentences which normally begin with known information
while new information, or information that the speaker wishes to highlight, is placed towards the
end of the sentence. It therefore strives towards neutrality or unmarkedness. Extraposition of subject
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and object, then, is regarded as the unmarked alternative to a structure which does not employ the
introductory ‘It + BE’. Extraposition is exemplified below in examples (113-116). Examples that do
not opt for extraposition place unusual focus on the subject position. As a consequence, although
postponed subject and object constructions are noted and highlighted, they are not further analysed
in terms of frequency or position: instead, non-extraposed structures are those that are of interest.
Analysis reveals, though, that extraposition is regularly employed when the situation warrants it,
and there are few cases when infinitival or that-clauses are indeed retained in subject position.
There are less than seventy cases of (particularly infinitival) clauses retained in subject position,
around 85% of them appearing in novels. Such marked structures are given in examples (117-122):

(113) It is a pity that you do not feel in need of money. (The Augean Stables)
(114) It is possible that the Home Office may order an exhumation of Mrs Oldfields body!
(The Lernean Hydra)
(115) It is most kind of you and your husband, Madame, to include me in this way in your
family party. (The Adventure of the Christmas Pudding)
(116) From the first I could not consider it likely that Sir Gervase had committed suicide.
(Dead Man’s Mirror)
(117) That she can reform a rake has always been one of woman’s dearest illusions!
(The Capture of Cerberus)
(118) To imagine such a thing is fantastic! (Hercule Poirot’s Christmas)
(119) To work against the law, it would be pleasing, for a change. (The Veiled Lady)
(120) To let her go was madness. (Third Girl)
(121) To place a piece of silk in the door beforehand is child’s play!
(The Adventure of the Western Star)
(122) That she creates an artificial scene and enjoys it is no proof of her guilt.
(Lord Edgware Dies)
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3.5.4 Anticipated and postponed identification

The last major category regarding syntactic markedness deals with the unusual identification of
nominal phrases. The two devices or categories examined by this section are technically special
types of apposition, though practically quite distinct from more ‘central’ or common appositions
such as e.g. ‘The novel Curtain’ or ‘Hercule Poirot the Belgian detective’, since a pro-form of some
sort must be present in the sentence. While “[p]ostponed identification involves placing a pro-form
earlier in the sentence”, as in (124) below, in example (123) “a noun phrase is positioned initially
and a reinforcing pronoun stands ‘proxy’ for it” (Quirk 1992, 1310). Although common in spoken
interaction some cases sound distinctly foreign:

(123) Psychology in crime, it is my speciality. (Five Little Pigs)
(124) It is out of date, the gout. (The Horses of Diomedes)
(125) – ouch! – my foot he pains me considerably. (Peril at End House)
(126) The grass, it is damp to the feet! (Peril at End House)

Just as were declarative questions and tags, and cleft and pseudo-cleft constructions given together,
so are cases of anticipated and postponed identification grouped in tandem. The reason is identical
to the one that prompted the fusion of cleft and pseudo-cleft constructions, namely their similarity.
Combined, they appear on average 18 times per novel, appearing in every single novel except in
The Clocks, which does not contain anticipated identification though it does contain 7 instances of
postponed identification, exemplified by (127) and (128) below; additionally, it can be observed
that the first half of the novels exhibits numbers that are above average in terms of this kind of
identification (in some cases well above the average, e.g. Peril at End House with 49 instances, one
of which is given in (129)):

(127) She is very good, this Louisa O’Malley, she is very good indeed. (The Clocks)
(128) She has wit, this lady (…). (The Clocks)
(129) Well, it was correct, my little idea! (Peril at End House)
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The last fifteen novels, but not counting Curtain, are all below the average. With 21 cases of such
identification Curtain again shows that it more closely resembles the first part of Poirot mysteries.
In connection to short stories, there are on average around 45 cases per ten stories, but again there
are short stories which do not contain anticipated identification (e.g. How Does Your Garden
Grow?) or postponed identification (e.g. The Tragedy at Marsdon Manor) or indeed both (e.g. The
Lemesurier Inheritance, Four-and-Twenty Blackbirds). The central part of the short stories, namely
from the 21st to the 30th short story, experiences a surge in this type of identification, owing in part
to two long stories, The Under Dog and The Mystery of the Spanish Chest; collectively, these two
contain 28 such cases, while stories form 1-10 and from 11-20 contain 38 and 25 examples,
respectively. This can be represented in the manner below:
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The data regarding the six devices discussed thus far can be represented in the manner below,
displaying data and showing the relative occurrence and frequency between the categories:

Novels

Inversion

Fronted elements

Cleft/pseudo-cleft

Anticipated and

constructions

postponed
identification

Combined

100

304

633

586

9

19

1

Fronted elements

Cleft/pseudo-cleft

Anticipated and

constructions

postponed

number
Average per 3
novel9

Short stories Inversion

identification
Combined

46

48

137

206

Average per <1

<1

2,5

4

number

story10

9

Mean average of 1311 sentences.
Mean average of 188 sentences.

10
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3.5.5 The present simple tense

Another consideration to be taken into account when examining syntax is the verbal forms of the
simple present tense and although dependent in large part on stylistics, these considerations are
dealt with at this point. The structures in question are underlined within a particular example, but
other font irregularities were present in the original.
The simple present tense is the most versatile of tense as it can refer to a present, past or future
action. Within the framework of this thesis the most interesting observations can be made regarding
the use of the simple present indicative tense in two environments:
(a) as a narrative device, the historic present,
(b) for present and future actions where a perfect tense or a progressive tense or the will
construction should normally be used

The use of the present tense as a narrative device is presented first (examples 130-136), followed by
those examples where the present indicative tense is an ungrammatical syntactic choice (137-160),
with comments being given for each example individually.

In situations under (a), when relating a past action by using the present indicative tense form, the
speaker has made a decision to present those actions in a more immediate way, as if the listener
were observing the actions at the moment of speaking. In example (130) below, Poirot is relating his
actions and thoughts to Hastings. At first he uses the past tense, in ‘I realized’, but when presenting
actions taking place after this realisation he uses the present tense, in ‘I go up and examine it’:

(130) “Or simply crooked, as you say. So I realized at once that Ellen has mistaken the
meaning of the words she heard. It is not ajar – but a or the jar that was meant. Now in the
drawing-room there is a rather noticeable china jar. There is, I have already observed, a
picture of a dog on it. With the remembrance of these delirious ravings in my mind I go up
and examine it more closely. I find that it deals with the subject of a dog who has been out
all night. You see the trend of the feverish woman’s thoughts? Bob was like the dog in the
picture on the jar – out all night – so it was not he who left the ball on the stairs.”
(Dumb Witness)
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(131) You ridicule the idea that he will agree to a divorce! You think I am going to see him
the following day, but actually the appointment is changed. I go to see him that morning and
he does agree to a divorce. Any motive for a crime on Lady Edgware’s part is gone.
Moreover, he tells me that he has already written to Lady Edgware to that effect. But Lady
Edgware declares that she never got that letter. Either she lies, her husband lies, or
somebody has suppressed it, who? (Lord Edgware Dies)

In example (131) above the form used is ‘You ridicule’, but the excerpt could easily begin with past
tense forms:

(132) ‘You ridiculed the idea that he will agree to a divorce! You thought …’

In order to make the utterance more dramatic and present actions in a manner that seems less
removed from the moment of speaking the present tense is used. This dramatic, narrative use of the
present tense is frequent particularly in the concluding part of a story where actions and thoughts
are related to an audience. Sometimes the switch to a present tense may be quite obvious, as in
(133), where the insertion of present tenses is signalled and triggered by the imperative, or in (134),
where the present tense continues the narrative when the plot reaches a certain level of interest:

(133) Once you know – you can usually get hold of what you want. Henry had died two
hours after a meal – that is all the inquest really bothered about. But supposing the meal was
not dinner, but lunch. Put yourself in George’s place. George wants money – badly.
Anthony Gascoigne is dying – but his death is no good to George. His money goes to Henry,
and Henry Gascoigne may live for years. (Four-and-Twenty Blackbirds)

(134) Miss Plenderleith took them to a golf course. She leaves them in the clubhouse while
she gets a couple of irons from her own bag, and then she goes round without a caddy.
(The Murder in the Mews)
(135) It was like this. In the Solomon Hotel, one night, I go to the window to make sure it is
closed (…). (Appointment With Death)
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(136) I will assist you. To begin with, Black answered well within the normal time limit (...).
I began work with “Bernard”, which might have suggested the local doctor had he come
across him at all. Evidently he had not. After our recent conversation, he gave “Dinner” to
my “Tuesday”, but “Journey” and “Country” were answered by “Ship” and “Uganda”,
showing clearly that it was his journey abroad that was important to him and not the one
which brought him down here. (...) When I say “Shot”, he answers at once “Suicide”. The
association seems clear. A man he knows committed suicide with a rook rifle on a farm
somewhere. (The Tragedy at Marsdon Manor)

In example (136) Poirot begins in the past tense, ‘Black answered’, but switches to the simple
present in ‘When I say’. What is particularly interesting is the fact that Poirot is saying this to
Hastings, yet Hastings was also present during the word association test, and would not normally
need the simple present to have the actions related to him in a more immediate manner since he had
already experienced them.

In environments under (b) the present indicative tense is used for present and future actions where a
perfect tense or a progressive tense or the ‘will/going to’ construction should normally be used.
Examples for the present time sphere are dealt with first (examples 137-150), followed by those for
the future time sphere (examples 151-160).
Despite the fact that the present indicative is able to refer to any time sphere the choices are still
limited. The above presentation of the present tense used as a stylistic choice is one, but not the only
possibility. The simple present tense can be used in reference to present action still in progress, such
as commentaries or demonstrations. Another closely related possibility is performative in character,
where the action is realised by the speech act itself, as in (137) and (138). Poirot’s frequent use of
the present tense often results in stilted or archaic utterances, as in (139):

(137) I do not belong to your police force, Hastings. I am asked to undertake a case as a
private investigator. I refuse. (Peril at End House)
(138) I apologize, and I withdraw. (How Does Your Garden Grow?)
(139) See you, one should not ask for outside proof – no, reason should be enough. But the
flesh is weak, it is consolation to find that one is on the right track. Ah, my friend, I am like
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a giant refreshed. I run! I leap! (The Mysterious Affair at Styles)

There is no consistent environment in which such uses occur. Poirot’s insistence on using the simple
present tense applies in all contexts and situations, some less appropriate than others. Below is a
short collection of some of them.

(140) Yes – you remember. One needs the precision. One card on another – so – in exactly
the right place and that supports the weight of the card on top and so on, up and up. Go to
bed, Hastings. Leave me here, with my house of cards. I clear the mind.
(Peril at End House)

(141) ‘Oh! you mustn’t think that. The downtrodden governess is quite an exploded myth. I
can assure you that it’s the parents who are afraid of being bullied by me.’
They said no more. Arbuthnot was, perhaps, ashamed of his outburst.
‘Rather an odd little comedy that I watch here,’ said Poirot to himself thoughtfully.
He was to remember that thought of his later. (Murder on the Orient Express)
(142) Theresa said quite positively that he didn’t – a very interesting and suggestive little
clash. And when we depart she calls him a fool. (Dumb Witness)

In example (142) the present tense is used in both the subordinate and main clause even though the
actions took place in the past, and those actions were of different quality, i.e. different in aspect and
relative temporal character, both of which are now lacking in accuracy, cf:

(a) And when we depart she calls him a fool.
(b) And when we departed she calls/called him a fool.
(c) And when we were departing she calls/called him a fool.
and possibly even:
(d) And when we departed she was calling him a fool.
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(143) I don’t know what to think. My brains desert me.
(The Kidnapped Prime Minister)

The present perfect would be more appropriate in (143), ‘My brains have deserted me’. The
indicative has produced a stylistically more marked variant, concentrating on the actual fact rather
than its result.
(144) ‘You lying bitch!’ Ann Shapland fairly spat out the words.
Hercule Poirot said:
‘She does not lie.’ (Cat Among the Pigeons)

The sentence with the simple present tense has a habitual meaning, equivalent to ‘it is not
characteristic of her to tell lies’. Speaking of this one instance and not the person’s repeated
characteristic, the utterance requires the present progressive form ‘She is not lying’. No stylistic
reason will prevent such a sentence in such a context from being labelled ungrammatical, though of
course there is no possibility of a serious misinterpretation. Another interesting example is the
following:

(145) ‘Ah,’ said Poirot. ‘I comprehend. And you purchased a syringe?’
‘No. As a matter of fact, we pinched Nadine’s.’
Poirot shot a quick look at her. ‘The syringe that is in your baggage in Jerusalem?’ he
murmured.
A faint colour showed in the young woman’s face.
‘I – I wasn’t sure what had become of it,’ she said. (Appointment with Death)

The sentence ‘The syringe that is in your baggage in Jerusalem?’ is ungrammatical since they are
no longer in Jerusalem at the moment of speaking, and another structure is required, because the
meaning of the sentence is e.g. ‘The syringe that you had in your baggage in Jerusalem’, or ‘the
syringe that was in your baggage’.

(146) Yes, yes, his part in things is all over years ago. (The Under Dog)
(147) He becomes very eminent, your husband. I read today an excellent review of his last
book. (Appointment with Death)
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In (147) the simple present tense is here used instead of the present perfect or a future construction,
since the positive reviews will increase or have already increased his eminence. The majority of
cases, however, very closely resemble performatives or commentaries, exemplified by (148-150):

(148) I go to London tonight. It is imperative.
(The Jewel Robbery at the Grand Metropolitan)

(149) Absolutely. The real work, that of the brain (ah, those brave little grey cells), it is done.
I go to seek confirmation. I shall find it! Impossible to deceive Hercule Poirot!
(The Jewel Robbery at the Grand Metropolitan)
(150) Do not be enraged, I beg of you, mon ami. I count on you to do me a service – of your
friendship. (The Jewel Robbery at the Grand Metropolitan)

We now turn to the future time sphere, where Poirot will also use the simple present tense to refer to
a future action, such as in (151); the dinner between Poirot and Hastings and Japp had been
arranged before the moment of speaking, so the normal choice would be the present progressive,
e.g. ‘where Japp is meeting us for an early dinner’. Alternatively, we could construct e.g. ‘where we
are to meet Japp for an early dinner’. The present indicative, though in theory grammatical,
presents the action in a manner befitting an itinerary or schedule, not a commonplace conversation
with a friend. The same can be observed in the following two examples, (152) and (153):

(151) Mon ami, it was bound to be. It could not be any other way. We will go now to the
Cheshire Cheese where Japp meets us for an early dinner. (Peril at End House)
(152) Not at present. I stay for a few days at the Stag. (Taken at the Flood)

The simple present tense ‘I stay’ would be appropriate if this sentence was part of an itinerary of
Poirot’s, and he began e.g. ‘Not at present. I stay here for a few days, and then travel to the coast.
(…). I return on the 14th’. . . which he does use later on in the same novel. It would be appropriate if
it were followed by example (153):
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(153) I shall go up tomorrow, but for twenty-four hours at most. And then I return to the
Stag – where you will find me, Madame, if you want me. (Taken at the Flood)

Yet it does not. This answer is given some time later to another person. There, though, it is not
ungrammatical, since some more context is provided by Poirot. Some further examples are
presented below:

(154) My good George, prepare me, I pray of you, a little valise. I go down to the country
this afternoon. (The Under Dog)
(155) Au revoir, my friend. I save myself. I fly! (The Affair at The Victory Ball)
(156) Pass me, I pray you, that Peerage on the top shelf there. Ah, here we are! “Yardly . . .
10th viscount, served South African War” (…). Clubs, residences” . . . Voilà, that does not
tell us much. But tomorrow morning we see this milord!
(The Adventure of the Western Star)
(157) In a little minute I am with you, my friend. I have all but finished.
(The Kidnapped Prime Minister)
(158) Stoddard sounded diffident. He stammered a little when he answered.
‘I suppose it would be awful c-c-cheeck if I asked you to come round at this time of
night . . . B-b-but I’m in a bit of a j-j-jam.’
‘Certainly I will come. To your house?’
‘No – as a matter of fact I’m at the Mews that runs along behind. Conningby Mews. The
number is 17. Could you really come? I’d be no end grateful.’
‘I arrive immediately,’ replied Hercule Poirot. (The Horses of Diomedes)
(159) But certainly. But certainly. I come on the instant.
(The Adventure of the Christmas Pudding)
(160) We will go to Charman’s Green together. You go to the fishmonger and I to the police
station. It will take us but half an hour from Baker Street. (How Does Your Garden Grow?)

This last sentence, (160), is another example that exhibits Poirot’s excessive use of the present
tense, here illustrated through ellipsis. The compound sentence is constructed from an imperative
‘You go to the fishmonger’, coordinated with a sentence which has undergone ellipsis of the verbal
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element in ‘and I to the police station’. The non-elided form would be ‘and I go to the police
station’. Poirot could have used the future ‘will’, e.g. ‘You will go to …, and I (will go) to …’, as he
had done in both of the simple sentences in the utterance.

In summation of the discussion on the (over)use of the present tense we observe that its use as a
narrative choice is extremely frequent and rather difficult to assess. The switch to the present
indicative and back again, and other choices of tense and aspect will all be present in a single
paragraph. Generally speaking, the dramatic use of the present tense is an omnipresent tendency,
and is the rule rather than the exception, provided that the actions described are important enough,
but that is by no means a stipulation. The present indicative tense is also often used in situations
where other tense or structures should normally be used.

3.5.6 Minor syntactic markedness

In this section some of the less frequent and less consistent structures are presented.
In connection to subject complements, we observe that Poirot sometimes realises them by means of
prepositional phrases, sometimes in conjunction with a superlative within the prepositional phrase,
as in examples (163-166):

(161) But you are of those who can live with the sword. (The Hollow)
(162) Sir George Carrington’s eyes may be of the most reliable (…). (The Incredible Theft)
(163) For it is of the most complicated! (The Mysterious Affair at Styles)
(164) I am of the most serious. (The Mysterious Affair at Styles)
(165) I am all that there is of the most real. (Third Girl)
(166) It is true that they, at least, are of a shape solid and geometrical, but their surface is of
an unevenness most unpleasing. (The Adventure of the Egyptian Tomb)

These superlatives are very infrequent, appearing less than fifteen times in Poirot’s entire opus. The
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marked character of such subject complement realisations, though, may well linger in the reader’s
mind and although in reality very infrequent (not even fifty cases in 53,000 sentences) they might
appear more significant than they actually are, even though their idiosyncratic status is secure. They
are evenly distributed throughout Poirot’s opus and no chronological or other generalisation can be
drawn.

A related point can be observed on the phrase level, namely modification in phrases (mostly in
nominal phrases but to a lesser extent also in adjectival phrases), specifically postmodification in
cases where premodification is more natural or neutral. Modifiers in nominal phrases often have a
distinct tinge of Romance languages, though the construction is by no means foreign to English.
The decision again lies in the need and wish for emphasis. Taken in isolation, examples (167) and
(173) are grammatical, acceptable and not particularly odd, but a consistent use of even such
structures will add to the formal, literary or even elevated style. Other structures, such as example
(168), are less acceptable and clearly mimic a Romance language manner of modification, often
integrated with a formal aspect. Beside these, the following are some further examples of
postmodification being used instead of premodification:

(167) This has been a case of great interest. (Dead Man’s Mirror)
(168) It is a sensation unique – stupendous. (Peril at End House)
(169) A story of the most romantic. (The Murder on the Links)
(170) A crime of the most serious there is. (Wasps’ Nest)
(171) He is full of, what you call it? the courage Dutch (…). (The Under Dog)
(172) One must see with the eyes of the mind; one must employ the little cells of grey!
(The Affair of the Victory Ball)
(173) As a judge of human nature, it seems to me unlikely in the extreme that anyone would
wish to do away with a charming and harmless old gentleman. (Three Act Tragedy)

The phrases of examples (169-173) are more emphatic (neglecting their syntactic structure) than
their unmarked equivalents employing premodification, constructed below:
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A most romantic story,
The most serious crime there is,
Dutch courage,
Little grey cells,
Extremely unlikely.

There are around 85 such cases of postmodification in the novels, with an average of between 2 and
3 per novel, though there are novels that do not feature such marked postmodification (e.g. Taken at
the Flood, Mrs McGinty’s Dead). The ratio for short stories is around 4 per every ten stories.

Also interesting is the position of prepositional paraphrases of indirect objects. Although these
technically belong to the section on word order manipulation, they are dealt here both because of
their relative low frequency and the fact that they do not normally attract the focus of the sentence.
When both an indirect object and a direct object are present in the same clause, the former precedes
the latter, as in (174), from which a paraphrase (175) could be constructed:

(174) She gave me a valuable piece of information. (Cards on the Table)
(175) She gave a valuable piece of information to me.

This thesis, resting on Quirk et.al., agrees with the view that ‘to me’ in the above paraphrase (175) is
not a prepositional phrase but an object, i.e. a prepositional object (although the terminology makes
no difference to the analysis). When a clause contains both a direct object and a prepositional
object, the direct object is positioned in front of the prepositional object, as in our imaginary
paraphrase in (175) above. A consistent feature of Poirot’s in regards prepositional objects is that he
will place such objects in front of the direct objects, in the normal position of indirect objects, of
which these prepositional objects are paraphrases of:

(176) Someone today mentioned to me Othello. (The Mystery of the Spanish Chest)
(177) I describe to him the cooking. (Curtain)
(178) Veritably I have for you a great affection! (The Mystery of Hunter’s Lodge)
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In addition, some other structures, often headed by prepositions, undergo a similar operation,
whereby the structure is pushed up the sentence, to assume a position more to the left, exemplified
in (179-182). In case of adjuncts the question is complicated due to their freedom to appear in a
range of positions, but the matter is much clearer when prepositions are involved:

(179) I have here a photograph (…). (Taken at the Flood)
(180) It is tempting now, looking back, to read into that scene something that was not there.
(The Hollow)
(181) I think, madame, that you have cared in your life for two things only.
(How Does Your Garden Grow?)
(182) He planned her death very carefully, he made of it a ritual (…). (Hallowe’en Party)

Although such instances are marked in relation to the normal relative position, they are relatively
infrequent, though present in small amounts across Poirot’s opus. There are some 82 such cases in
all the novels, less than 3 per novel on average. Three quarters of such fronting appears in the
second half of the novels. Their appearances in the short stories are much fewer in number, but the
ratio is roughly the same as the one for novels; there are less than 5 such cases per every ten stories,
i.e. less than 10 per twenty stories, which translates into three novels in terms of number of
sentences, to give around 9 cases per the same amount of sentences in novels. There is a drop of
such cases in The Labours of Hercules.

3.5.7 Borderline structures

Before examining semantic and stylistic markedness we begin with some borderline cases sharing
features of both syntactic and semantic/stylistic markedness. In this part the thesis examines firstly a
pair of items used to produce greater emphasis, namely reflexive pronouns used emphatically and
the determinative ‘own’ employed in a similar fashion, and secondly the use of contracted forms.

To begin with reflexive pronouns, it can be observed that they are obligatory in contexts such (183),
66

but can also be used emphatically, in contexts where they are not syntactically obligatory, such as
(184-187):

(183) That is exactly what I have been asking myself, Mademoiselle! (The Cretan Bull)
(184) I myself should certainly get tired of her conversation before any great space of time
had passed. (Triangle at Rhodes)
(185) Or, of course, it could be simple vanity! Even I myself, even I myself am capable of
vanity on occasions. (Third Girl)
(186) What do you yourself think? (The Girdle of Hyppolita)
(187) Or the cups themselves could be removed and washed. (Mrs McGinty’s Dead)

The pronouns above do not perform any syntactic function that the personal pronoun or noun phrase
does not already perform, nor do they add to the overall information content. Their inclusion is
purely emphatic. The same is true of the determinative item ‘own’ in examples below:

(188) And what is your own solution? (The Lernean Hydra)
(189) When I arrived I was not shown into Mr Farley’s own room. (The Dream)
(190) I want to hear Mr Ridgeway’s story from his own lips.
(The Million Dollar Bond Robbery)

Just as the reflexives used emphatically, the determinative’s inclusion is also optional and can be
dispensed with, with no alteration to the information content. Both are regarded as borderline cases
because the word order is not manipulated and their inclusion is purely optional in all cases, but
they share in syntactic markedness due to the fact that they often attract the nuclear tone and hence
the focus (or at least a secondary stress), represented in capital letters below:

(191) But I am bound to say that I mySELF have not noted any signs of exasperation on the
good Colonel’s part. (Problem at Sea)
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Another such device straddling the artificial divide between syntactic and semantic/stylistic
markedness is contraction. At the present stage of English, contraction of forms in speech is very
common, if not preferred, in all except formal and impersonal of environments. Contraction can
affect the negator, auxiliaries, and the verb ‘be’. In addition to these, there is a possibility in British
English to contract also the full lexical verb ‘have’ in some environments, though this latter use is
not always acceptable:

(192) You’ve no doubt that he did do it? (The Mystery of the Spanish Chest)
(193) And you’ve no suspicion of your own? (Hallowe’en Party)

Again, the prevalence of contracted forms during the years when the events of the stories take place
is irrelevant to this thesis. Any chronological aspects emerging from an examination of this or any
structure should be viewed as specific to Poirot; they comment on the evolution of his speech in
absolute terms, not relative to the ‘real’ world, although this observation is often conveniently
dismissed when considering the novel Curtain. Generally speaking, the number of contracted forms
seems to ebb, alternating between relatively few in one novel, followed by a much greater number
in the next novel. Yet beyond the half-way point the pattern becomes less consistent. The last two
novels in terms of production, Hallowe’en Party and Elephants Can Remember, contain 64 and 58
contracted forms, respectively. These are well above average of 14 occurrences per novel, and
together they account for almost a quarter of all contracted forms in Poirot’s entire corpus. Curtain
contains only 4 contracted forms, which can again be taken as a confirmation about its time of
production. The only novel not to feature a contracted form is The Hollow, by far the shortest novel
as far as Poirot is concerned, with only some 350 sentences. When examining short stories there is
also only a vague progression, whereby the number of contracted forms increases with time; the
first short stories hardly feature contracted forms (there are only three in the first ten stories), while
later ones do so consistently, though still not frequently, and there are less contracted forms in The
Labours of Hercules than in the preceding ten stories. Yet ultimately, the chronological aspect can
provide no definitive explanation of the use of contracted forms, and although there are correlations
between the amount of speech and the amount of contracted forms, such observations are not
conclusive. This is represented in the tables below:
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The vast majority of contracted forms (some 500 all together) are instances of contracted negators,
which represent a little over 80% of all contractions, followed by contracted copular verbs and
auxiliaries. Contraction of the lexical verb ‘have’ appears in trace amounts only. The ratio is given a
visual representation below:

Novels

Total number of contracted forms

Ratio of negator : copula : auxiliary

458

7 : 2,5 : 1

Short stories 72

8 : 2,5 : 1
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3.6 Semantically/stylistically marked

As mentioned, the semantic/stylistic component is of secondary importance to this thesis, although
style, individual lexical items and a discourse analysis of the texts would be intriguing to examine.
In preceding sections there were some basic stylistic observations drawn, such as the general
tendencies of imperative structures, but stylistics in itself is not the main object of inquiry.
Nevertheless, the categories listed in the following sections are as characteristic of Poirot’s speech
as his moustache is of his appearance.

3.6.1 Disjuncts and conjuncts

Disjuncts and conjuncts are subcategories of the adverbial adjunct element (Quirk 1992, 612-648).
These are quite detached from the rest of the sentence, as compared to other adverbial items and
sentence elements proper, and disjuncts especially allow for considerable variation of form. They
are personal evaluations on part of the speaker, their inclusion is purely optional, they do not alter
the word order except occasionally causing phrasal discontinuity, and their form is never
ungrammatical or inappropriate (though sometimes French). Nevertheless they are the most
consistent structures in all of Poirot’s speech, appearing several times in each and every short story
and novel. This, of course, is not extraordinary. Conjuncts predominantly facilitate a coherent flow
of the text, exhibiting progression, and disjuncts provide a personal element to the utterance,
showing, as said, the speaker’s evaluation of what is being discussed. Both add significantly to the
overall style. Disjuncts show the speaker’s engagement particularly in regards to truth value, e.g. ‘I
believe’, ‘assuredly’, and so on. Some of the most frequent are:

Disjuncts: I think, I believe, doubtless, no doubt, perhaps, you see, indeed
Conjuncts: so, well, of course, eh bien, then, therefore
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3.6.2 Lexical items

Lexical items are not subject to any great scrutiny but a few can be mentioned due to their
frequency and propensity to appear in repeated utterances, or their more or less marked character.
To begin with, there is the adjective ‘little’, an indispensable part of the characteristic utterance of
Poirot’s:

(194) Method, order, and the little grey cells. (The Murder of Roger Ackroyd)
(195) The little grey cells, my friend, the little grey cells! (The Murder on the Links)

While ‘little’ appears nearly a thousand times in Poirot’s opus, with a ratio of 3:1 in favour of
novels, the alternative neutral adjective ‘small’ appears only 128 times, of which just 16 times in all
the short stories. The famous ‘little grey cells’ does not subtract from the ratio since only around 5%
of occurrences of ‘little’ appear in the expression, as shown in the table below:

Total number of ‘little’ Number of ‘little grey

Percentage of ‘little

cells’

grey cells’

Novels

749

35

5%

Short stories

239

14

6%

To continue, there are the items ‘most’ and ‘much’ used as solitary intensifiers. Such structures are
completely grammatical but nevertheless have a distinctly formal attitude, especially when used in a
familiar environment. In an informal one, most speakers would simply incorporate the intensifier
‘very’ within the sequence. In a more formal one they also exhibit Poirot’s politeness and sense of
convention, and of course they draw attention even more strongly to the item being premodified.
There are around sixty such intensifying constructions, around a third of them appearing in the short
stories, some are presented below:
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(196) Yes, I have been much occupied. (Death on the Nile)
(197) My nerves are much disturbed. (The Under Dog)
(198) You were much attached to her, were you not? (The Mysterious Affair at Styles)
(199) But no doubt they cost much money in their time. (Hercule Poirot’s Christmas)
(200) Well, I have much sympathy for you (…). (Elephants Can Remember)
(201) I much enjoyed meeting her and her lovely and unusual daughter. (Hallowe’en Party)
(202) Thank you, Miss Hobhouse. I am most grateful. (Hickory Dickory Dock)
(203) There is a most interesting sale of authors’ manuscripts next week – . (The Clocks)
(204) It was most amiable of you to ring me up. (How Does Your Garden Grow?)
(205) My fee will be most moderate. (Poirot and the Regatta Mystery)
(206) It is most rare that anyone does an action that is not dans son caractère.
(Triangle at Rhodes)

Unlike articles, Poirot’s incorrect individual lexical items (and idiomatic expressions) are
sometimes corrected by other characters, as in (207) and (208) below:

(207) ‘He – what do you say? – cuts the ground before our feet.’
‘From under,’ I corrected. (Lord Edgware Dies)

(208) ‘I thank you, no,’ said Poirot, rising. ‘All my excuses for having deranged you.’
‘Not at all, not at all.’
‘The word derange,’ I remarked, when we were outside again, ‘is applicable to mental
disorder only.’
‘Ah!’ cried Poirot, ‘never will my English be quite perfect. A curious language. I should then
have said disarranged, n’est-ce pas?’
‘Disturbed is the word you had in mind.’
‘I thank you, my friend.’ (The Murder of Roger Ackroyd)
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Individual lexical items are far less problematic than idiomatic expressions (cf. section 3.4.1) and
the above verb ‘derange’ is one of only a few that exhibits the discussed behaviour; it only appears
a mere 10 times in Poirot’s entire opus. It is interesting to note that the verb appears six times in the
novels, but there are no occurrences between The Mystery of the Blue Train, published after The
Murder of Roger Ackroyd, and Dead Man’s Folly. It seems Poirot was able to abstain from this
particular structure for years, but used it again before the end of his career. In the short stories it last
appears in The Tragedy of Marsdon Manor, seventeen short stories before the above correction.

3.6.3 Pro-form ‘one’

In order to avoid referring to the same structure by constantly using the same word(s), pro-forms
can be used to replace certain structures. Poirot uses the pro-form ‘so’ consistently, almost 400
times during his entire opus, as well as a hundred instances of the clausal ‘do so’. But it is the proform ‘one’ that is the most frequent of them all, appearing 523 times in total. This thesis has
examined the use of the pro-form ‘one’ only in reference to human beings in situations where Poirot
draws generalisations about people, or relates observations to people. Under such demands English
offers three basic options to express this pronoun form in order to refer to that person or group of
people, namely;

(a) the personal pronoun ‘you’:
(209) You cannot say, ‘I will feel so much and no more.’ (Sad Cypress)
(b) a general word such as ‘anyone’, ‘person’, ‘people’:
(210) If a person tells you lies with her lips she is sometimes telling you truth with
her eyes. (Murder in Mesopotamia)
or (c) the pro-form ‘one’:
(211) One can catch a murderer, yes. But how does one proceed to stop a murder?
(Curtain)
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Of the three options Poirot favours using the pro-form ‘one’. It is used to express actions that can
apply to anyone, as in examples (212-214) below, but even more characteristically, it is often used
as a substitute for the personal pronoun ‘I’ in situations where the personal pronoun is usual, but the
pro-form ‘one’ is used to provide a sense of universality, or a kind of mock humility by refusing to
place the burden specifically on the speaker, as in (211) above, or in (215) and (216) below:

(212) One can hardly take it seriously. (The Tragedy at Marsdon Manor)
(213) After all, when the inventions of man fail, one falls back upon nature.
(The Erymanthian Boar)
(214) One cannot always turn aside and pass by from the unpleasantnesses of life, Mr.
Welman! (Sad Cypress)
(215) One must have consideration for those less gifted than oneself.
(The Million Dollar Bond Robbery)
(216) Twice have I been stricken down with illness just as I was on the point of success.
One must take the downs with the ups, my friend. (The Chocolate Box)

There are 106 such uses in the short stories, with an average of around 12 per every ten stories. In
the novels it appears in greater amounts, more than 400 times, with an average of 12 per novel. In
both the short stories and novels the examples are evenly distributed.

3.6.4 Common nouns as proper nouns

In connection to identification, a relatively common structure concerns nominal items which
facilitate specific definite reference. Although this section could alternatively have been
incorporated in the section dealing with ungrammatical articles, the situation is somewhat
complicated by the fact that personal pronouns could also replace the structures exemplified below.
This thesis believes that the primary catalyst for such constructions is the classification of nouns,
and the situation is exacerbated by the fact that they are often French in form or are in fact titles.
The structures below, like proper nouns and personal pronouns, are always definite in reference and
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are normally used without a determiner. Since there are several considerations to be taken into
account it becomes exceedingly difficult to confidently determine the reason for an
ungrammaticality because there may be more than one. For these reasons, as well as the fact that the
structures in question are of such a limited scope, this section argues that it is satisfactory to
consider them as common nouns being used as proper nouns. Items used in such a fashion are
almost exclusively ‘Madame’, ‘Mademoiselle’ and ‘Monsieur’. In some cases these titles may be
used as headwords modified by an apposition or appositive phrase, as in (219) below. There are
some 150 such cases in Poirot’s opus, most of them appearing in novels, where more than a hundred
appear within the first half of the novels, showing that this device is not as consistent as some
others, and experiences a chronological decline. Short stories likewise exhibit a similar progression,
though the pattern does not show so obvious a contrast. Examples are given below:

(217) Monsieur is right. (The Third Floor Flat)
(218) I think that mademoiselle would appreciate better the reason for your questions if you
told her just how the case stands. (Murder in the Mews)
(219) And monsieur your husband, is he down on the beach? (Triangle at Rhodes)
(220) I have already had the pleasure of meeting Madame. (One, Two, Buckle My Shoe)
(221) I regret if I have caused madame any pain. (Mrs McGinty’s Dead)

3.6.5 Self-reference in the 3rd person

Despite Poirot’s overall politeness, even gentility, it is made clear by himself and the narrator(s) that
he is anything but bashful. Self-assurance and confidence are qualities associated with Poirot. This
is manifested by means such as irony and sarcasm, and to an extent the use of the pro-form ‘one’
discussed above. Additionally, there is another device that manifests this harmless and charming
self-importance, namely the act of referring to himself in the third person:

(222) There is no question of failure. Hercule Poirot does not fail. (The Nemean Lion)
(223) No, the ingenuity of Hercule Poirot shall defeat your enemies! (The Veiled Lady)
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(224) This is the method of Hercule Poirot. (Appointment with Death)
(225) I, Hercule Poirot, know. (Yellow Iris)

The examples above are emotionally invested, but even in environments when it is possible and
quite normal to refer to oneself in the third person (such as answering a telephone or confirming
identity), most people do not make it a habit and responses such as (226) below can be regarded as
pompous:

(226) ‘Allo – ‘allo – yes, yes, it is Hercule Poirot who speaks.
(The Mystery of the Blue Train)

Poirot refers to himself in the manner presented above well over 200 times during his entire opus,
evenly distributed. It occurs 153 times in the novels, with an average of a little less than 5 such
references per novel, and 66 times in the short stories, with an average of around 12 references per
ten stories. This structure, although very frequent, does not appear in every novel (e.g. Hallowe’en
Party) nor every short story (e.g. The Cretan Bull).

3.6.6 Omission of ‘that’

In the same way as contracted forms are used chiefly to meet the principle of reduce where possible,
so too can other items be present or absent without altering the meaning, and the decision whether
to include them or not rests on stylistic considerations. Besides contracted forms, this thesis has
taken a look at all those instances where sentences can dispense with the item ‘that’ (Quirk 1992,
1248-57). There are numerous functions available to ‘that’, but this section is interested in two
environments only; when ‘that’ appears in a restrictive relative clause, and when it appears in a
nominal that-clause. The item was chosen primarily due to its neutrality in restrictive relative
clauses (as it can have personal or non-personal reference) and its relatively high degree of
occurrence in both environments, but especially in nominal that-clauses.
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Only those instances of ‘that’ which, when replaced with the zero relative, produce acceptable and
semantically unchanged sentences were analysed as capable of omission. Although there are other
situations beside the two above where ‘that’ can be omitted, these are largely confined to informal
or colloquial speech and are of questionable acceptability. Consequently they were not included in
this part of the analysis. For instance, a cleft sentence can omit ‘that’, as exemplified in (227) by an
added underscore, as can a restrictive relative clause in the existential sentence of (228):

(227) See you, who was __ it set you on this course? (Lord Edgware Dies)
(228) There were four Miss Arundells __ lived here, did they not? (Dumb Witness)

The above examples are two of only a handful of such cases in the entire opus, which is further
justification for not including such examples. Had the sentences in (227) and (228) originally
contained ‘that’, they would not be analysed as capable of omission by this thesis, but examples
from (229) to (233) below are, being contained within that-clauses and restrictive relative clauses:

(229) By my orders, you told him that you were a tuberculous subject.
(The Flock of Geryon)
(230) I said that you were withholding knowledge concerning her. (Sad Cypress)
(231) The danger is real, and I believe that I can be of assistance.
(The Lemesurier Inheritance)
(232) In spite of the fact that he has shaved his beard and moustache (…).
(The Disappearance of Mr Davenheim)
(233) The girl that Ted Williamson saw had hair that he described as being like wings of
gold. (The Arcadian Deer)

Roughly speaking, some 45% of all realisations of ‘that’ could potentially be omitted, the majority
of which are found in that-clauses. This can be regarded as one of the indicators that speak against
the maxim ‘reduce where possible’, and we can find Poirot using examples such (234) and (235)
below, where a noun phrase modified by an adnominal relative clause is preferred over a nominal
relative clause with a single wh-element:
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(234) That of which I tell you took place in Belgium many years ago. (The Chocolate Box)
(235) My chauffeur, he has already told me that which you have just said.
(The Arcadian Deer)

In these examples the combination ‘that which’ is preferred over a single relative ‘what’, providing
formality and unnecessary clarity of expression, though these are added here only as an illustration,
as such cases are not very frequent. In any case, the omission of ‘that’ does not provide conclusive
indications, since e.g. an adjectival relative clause has a choice between a personal pronoun or the
impersonal ‘that’, and the omission of ‘that’, in any function, is not a reliable parameter. Individual
texts display omission ranges from 30 % to as high as 50 %. Generally speaking, Poirot will sooner
retain ‘that’ than omit it, and will never omit it if the semantics of his utterance are jeopardised to
the point of multiple meanings. This category, though hardly conclusive in its own right, speaks in
favour of a rather high level of formality present in Poirot’s English.

3.6.7 French elements

Some French elements have already been mentioned in previous sections, such as question tags and
exclamatives, but they are not limited to those. Indeed, there are no constraints on their inclusion
and French elements can realise words, phrases, clauses and sentences. As a rule they appear
italicised already in the original publication, but some of the most frequent ones, such as ʻmadameʼ
and ʻmonsieurʼ, frequently appear without alteration in the books, as examples below show:

(236) Eh bien, what can I do for you, my friend? (The Horses of Diomedes)
(237) Précisément. (Three Act Tragedy)
(238) The waiters? The maître d’hôtel? (Poirot and the Regatta Mystery)
(239) Ma foi, Madame, that was a near thing. (Death on the Nile)
(240) I am not le bon Dieu to control the waves (…). (The Lemesurier Inheritance)
(241) You admire les femmes, Hastings (…). (The Cornish Mystery)
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(242) Ça, c’est tout à fait naturelle. (The Adventure of the Christmas Pudding)
(243) Mais oui, cest une idée, ça . . . (The Labours of Hercules – Foreword)
(244) C’est ingénieux. Tout de même c’est bien imaginé, ça. (The A.B.C. Murders)

Although there is no restriction regarding their function, French elements are nevertheless most
frequently and consistently used as (in decreasing manner): vocatives, question tags, conjuncts,
exclamations, disjuncts, random phrases, and complete sentences. Two criteria that readily act as
catalysts in the production of French elements are; one, the commonplace nature or function of a
speech act, and two, the emotional value of a situation. The former will facilitate the use of
vocatives and formulae, as their inclusion is largely based on social convention, politeness and
transparency. The latter is related to the level of Poirot’s vested interest in a situation or utterance, as
the more vexing or, conversely, rewarding a situation is, the more likely Poirot is to use a French
element, showing his frustration or felicity. The two situational criteria are further exemplified
below, showing progression from formulae to excited exclamations:

(245) Mon ami Hastings! (The Mystery of Hunter’s Lodge)
(246) Au revoir, mademoiselle, au revoir, Doctor. (Dumb Witness)
(247) Merci, madame! (The Affair at the Victory Ball)
(248) I do not know. But I have a premonition – a je ne sai quoi! (The Murder on the Links)
(249) Ah! Ç'est très bien ça! How did you come across that? (Lord Edgware Dies)
(250) [A] lady, heavily veiled, but evidently quite young; and I perceived at once that she
was a jeune fille tout à fait comme il faut. (The Chocolate Box)
(251) Oh, là là! (The Veiled Lady)
(252) Nom d’un nom d’un nom! (Third Girl)

3.6.8 Conclusion on semantic/stylistic markedness

Being of a different language altogether, French elements are a major stylistic trait of Poirot’s.
Some of the most consistent conjuncts are French, e.g. ‘eh bien’. Emotional situations often trigger
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the use of a French item, but there are other indications and similarities to the French language to be
observed, most notably unusual postmodification on the phrase level, mostly in nominal phrases,
and the reversed position of prepositional objects and direct objects, both dealt with in section 3.4.6.
Although this latter device does alter the normal word order, its impact on focus placement is not as
profound as in the cases examined in section 3.4 and their frequency is not as significant.

Emphasis on the stylistic level is an integral part of Poirot’s speech, exemplified by reflexive
pronouns used emphatically, and the determinative item ‘own’, both of which are consistently used.
These are considered examples that share characteristics of both syntactic and stylistic markedness;
they attract focus, but do not alter the word order and their inclusion is completely optional. Another
optional element added for emphatic reasons is the pro-form ‘one’, though in such cases
substitution had actually taken place. This pro-form in the generalising sense is used extensively
and consistently, even when clearly referring to himself. A closely connected device, only opposite,
is the tendency to refer to himself in the third person. If the use of the pro-form ‘one’ appears to
shun the limelight of definite reference by pronouns such as ‘I’ or ‘anyone’, then 3rd person
reference to himself makes no such veiled attempts. It is the device that most clearly manifests
Poirot’s self-confidence and self-importance, and its use is consistent. Contraction, on the other
hand, is one of the structures that exhibit a kind of progression, their occurrences increasing with
time, as if Poirot’s style had become less formal, in this one respect. But although this chronological
progression holds true for novels, the situation is not quite the same in short stories; rather than
forming an incremental ascent such as novels do, short stories seem to form a parabola with the
vertex on the central stories, though the final stories still feature more contracted forms than the
very first ones.

Generally speaking, Poirot’s style is formal, corroborated by e.g. ‘most’ and ‘much’ acting as
solitary intensifiers, and a relatively small number of contracted forms, which does however
increase. The cases where ‘that’ is retained also speak in favour of this argument, as can his use of
the pro-form ‘one’. Referring to himself in the third person is very unusual, almost artificially
formal. But this formal side is juxtaposed with individual lexical items, such as ’little’, which is
anything but uncoloured by personal feeling. French elements, too, are often emotionally vested,
which adds to the familiar and informal character of Poirot’s speech. If the borderline cases of
section 3.5.7 are added to this discussion the result is an entertaining compromise between
formality, pomposity and intentional comedy.
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3.7 List of the main analytical findings

In light of the fact that the overarching objective was to describe Poirot’s English it seems
appropriate to conclude the analytical part by providing a list of observations that comment on his
language in more general terms. Therefore, the list below contains observations regarding not only
structures and tendencies discussed at length by this thesis but also more general conclusions and
characteristics pertaining to his language. Even though the following statements are numbered the
list should not be viewed as exhaustive or, more importantly, exclusive. Nevertheless, this thesis has
ascertained that Poirot will:

1. always be polite, and will maintain a more or less formal attitude regardless of the identity
and social class of the person he is talking to
2. construct the majority of imperatives as polite requests, unless angry or in a hurry (rarely)
3. make utterances forceful whenever agitated, positively or negatively
4. use a French element as soon as he experiences agitation, confusion, awe or joy
5. use French elements to express formulae, clichés and asides
6. when writing, seem to increase his language proficiency to a point where markedness is
exceedingly rare and ungrammaticality absent (the novel Curtain, relying heavily on
Poirot’s letters to Hastings, is the only deviation from this fact)
7. render a well-known idiom ungrammatical once per every five distinct conversations
8. be slow to adopt structures, devices or items that are in some way progressive or new
9. use disjuncts and conjuncts frequently, freely rendered in French
10. place disjuncts equally in sentence Initial, Medial and Final position, occasionally to the
point of discontinuity
11. use vocatives as much as possible, in all positions, almost always rendered in French
12. use postponed subjects regularly though not excessively; he will follow syntactic
stipulations
13. realise one fifth of his interrogatives as declarative questions
14. use a question tag to facilitate humour by making its inclusion ironic once per every 50
sentences, freely rendered in French
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15. consistently, though relatively infrequently, make an indefinite or zero article
ungrammatical by replacing it with the definite, but no more than approximately once per
every 100 sentences; if humour is required the frequency can increase, if no humour is
required all articles remain correct
16. for emphasis, form ungrammatical negation, but no more than once every 600 sentences
17. for emphasis, use inversion per every 300 sentences
18. for emphasis, front an element per every 150 to 200 sentences
19. for emphasis, use a cleft or pseudo-cleft construction per every 70 sentences
20. for emphasis, use anticipated or postponed identification per every 50 sentences
21. for emphasis, use a reflexive pronoun per every 50 sentences
22. use the pro-form ‘one’ per every 100 sentences, referring to anyone, even himself
23. refer to himself in the third person once per every 250 sentences; if humour or
pomposity are required the concentration can increase
24. refrain from using contracted forms, no more than one per every 200 sentences, the vast
majority of them being contracted negators
25. place prepositional objects in front of the direct objects once per every 400 sentences
26. retain rather than omit the item ‘that’ in restrictive relative clauses and nominal thatclauses; will omit only one fifth to one quarter of cases
27. use the verb ‘have’ as the operator in negative sentences once per every 350 sentences
28. use the present indicative tense in reference to past actions whenever relating a
story of even marginal interest; if the story is in fact interesting the present tense will almost
surely be used
29. make a verb performative in character once per every fifteen possibilities (this often
coincides with the use of the present indicative tense)
30. always use the present or past subjunctive ‘were’ rather than the modal past tense
31. use the emotionally coloured ‘little’ rather than the objective ‘small’, contrary to the
general objectivity of his language
32. use an element other than ‘not’ to achieve clausal negation in one sixth to one fifth of all
instances of clausal negation
33. occasionally make use of transferred negation in short responses
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34. for emphasis, occasionally place the adverbial element ‘always’ in sentence Initial or
Final position, and the element ‘also’ in sentence Final position
35. consistently use the pro-forms ‘do’ and ‘do so’ as markers of substitution
36. for emphasis, occasionally use ‘most’ and ‘much’ as solitary intensifiers

Considering the applicability of these findings, it would be interesting to examine the novelisation
of Black Coffee, Christie’s play mentioned in a footnote in section 3.1. Yet given the fact that the
story had originally been published as a play the dialogue was available to the author when the
novel was being written. Therefore it would be more rewarding to examine the three new Hercule
Poirot novels11, written by Sophie Hannah. Although of no connection to the present thesis, the
novels, though approved of by the estate of Agatha Christie, were written entirely by Hannah. With
no input whatsoever from a previous Christie publication, Poirot’s language could be examined
according to the markedness criteria presented by this thesis to ascertain how closely the author was
able to preserve Poirot’s linguistic peculiarities.

11

The Monogram Murders (2014), Closed Casket (2016), and The Mystery of Three Quarters (2018)
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4. Conclusion

The central aim of the thesis has been to provide a record of the most marked structures in Hercule
Poirot’s syntax, and his language more generally, although it has restricted itself to ungrammatical
structures and the most frequent and emblematic structures.

The theoretical part first justified the limitation of the extraction process, whereby only sections
contained within inverted commas are present in the final Poirot corpus. Next, further discussions
have defined the notion of grammaticality and explored its relation to the idea of acceptability. The
latter is shown to be much wider in scope. While grammatical judgements can be pronounced on
words and morphemes in isolation, acceptability requires additional context.

The sections on grammaticality and acceptability have described the terms and underlined their
shortcomings, particularly the areas of overlap where a grammatically well-formed sentence is
semantically unacceptable. For this reason and more is has proven prudent to substitute the term
acceptability with markedness. The latter is even more opaque than acceptability, and by way of a
discussion on the history and basic premises behind markedness the similarities between
markedness and acceptability are revealed and the conclusion reached that the two ideas be merged
under the title of markedness. The notion, adopted by this thesis, subscribes to the basic idea of a
binary relationship whereby one structure is considered less neutral than another, but rejects the
view that such a relation can be projected on any structure; consequently not all structures can be
paired with an oppositely marked alternative. In its conclusion, the theoretical part examines the
encoding of the nuclear tone in a written text and decides upon special emphasis, or special
emphatic focus placement as the final parameter projected onto the idea of markedness to reach the
three categories according to which Poirot’s corpus was analysed, namely syntactic markedness,
semantic markedness and stylistic markedness. These appear as three in an abstract definition, but
for practical reasons the thesis has conflated the latter two, which are presented as a single category
of semantic/stylistic markedness.

To begin with, Poirot’s corpus was examined in terms of the four main types of sentences, with
emphasis laid on interrogative constructions. The most consistent feature within this category is the
use of declarative questions, with question tags also being quite ubiquitous. Interrogatives represent
85

around a fifth of all sentences, the numbers almost the same for stories and novels. Declarative
questions and tags combined were found to represent a good third of all interrogative constructions,
and are the most common and frequent devices this thesis has examined.
Following this introductory analysis of sentence types, syntactic markedness is first presented,
beginning with ungrammatical structures. The areas of greatest interest have been revealed as the
ungrammatical use of the definite article, an incorrect rendering of idiomatic expressions and
ungrammatical negation. Marked word order is presented next, manifested by inversion, fronting
and cleft constructions, among the most frequent ones. The last major category examined by
syntactic markedness is the use of the present indicative tense in environments where some other
tense or construction would be more neutral. This category provides no numerical data, although
several examples are given and a discussion aims to reveal the scope of the present indicative tense,
though in more general terms. Nevertheless, it is argued that this device is frequent and consistent.
Next, some minor elements contributing to syntactic markedness are presented, such as the position
of modifiers in nominal phrases and the unusual realisation of subject complements. On the divide
between syntactic markedness and semantic/stylistic markedness some so-called borderline
structures were examined, such as contracted forms and individual items that add to the emphatic
value of an utterance, such as emphatic pronouns.

These lead into the second part of the analysis, namely the semantic/stylistic component triggering
markedness. Structures and items examined by this part are in some ways of secondary importance
to his thesis because their use is either not as consistent, not as frequent, not as important or not as
obvious as many of the structures examined by syntactic markedness. Their participation, however,
is often integral to the very coherence and cohesion of a piece of text, exemplified for instance by
the use of disjuncts and conjuncts. Moreover, some categories are integral to Poirot’s very
personality, most obvious examples being his self-reference in the third person and elements from
French.

In summation of both syntactic markedness and semantic/stylistic markedness, Poirot’s English can
be described as formal, and verbose rather than taciturn. The formal aspect is manifested in Poirot’s
general politeness, which in turn is a suitable environment for using longer rather than shorter
structures. Another related reason for this is the often unnecessary clarity of expression, which is a
constant companion of Poirot’s way of speaking, even in familiar environments among friends. The
formal style is also manifest when sentences are consciously manipulated so as to form a more
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objective structure; for instance, reference to a specific agent role may be avoided in favour of a
passive construction, or a introductory pronoun may be inserted as the formal subject. But it must
be stressed that those actions are dependent on the context and other extra-linguistic aspects not
within the scope of this analysis and that no conclusion can be drawn regarding e.g. passive
constructions or postponed subjects as such. This slightly distant and objective language, however,
is contrasted by a fair amount of humour, mostly achieved by sarcasm, irony and Poirot’s
boastfulness. A final important discovery is the fact that Poirot’s speech experiences very little if
any modification or evolution. The structures and devices, as well as their frequency and position,
hardly change at all and it is not possible to determine a publication’s time of production by
examining the amount of marked structures, although approximations can be pronounced for e.g.
contracted forms. The thesis concludes by providing a reference list of actions and devices that are
most frequently employed by Hercule Poirot.
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Summary
Markedness in the Language of Hercule Poirot
The thesis has examined the language of Hercule Poirot, paying special attention to syntactic
considerations, ungrammatical structures and structures that require some sort of linguistic
manipulation to produce. By examining the categories of grammaticality and acceptability against
the backdrop of the functionality of language, the thesis has aimed to uncover the errors,
characteristics and peculiarities of Hercule Poirot’s English. The term used to encompass all the
various structures deemed worthy of analysis is the notion of markedness. The term has had a long
and diverse history, and by way of a brief discussion on it this thesis has appropriated the term to be
used in a specific way, adopting the general characteristic of a binary division of neutral versus less
neutral but applying it specifically in connection to the placement of the nuclear tone. Therefore,
only those structures and devices which are labelled marked and are frequent enough to constitute a
relatively significant portion of Poirot’s speech have been analysed and are discussed in detail.
Besides ungrammatical structures, word order alteration has yielded the most ample results in
connection to syntactic markedness, while the semantic/stylistic component manifests a marked
nature most frequently in the use of French items, unusual self-reference and general formality and
verbosity. The results also show that Poirot’s language remains more or less identical throughout his
career, and while there are some categories which display a chronological modification or
amendment, they cannot be regarded as conclusive. In light of this uniformity of language the thesis
concludes by providing a list of the most consistent and marked structures in Hercule Poirot’s
English.
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Povzetek
Označenost v jeziku Hercula Poirota
Magistrska naloga je preučila jezik Hercula Poirota, posebno pozornost pa namenila slovničnim
vprašanjem, nepravilnim zgradbam ter zgradbam, ki za snovanje potrebujejo določeno mero
jezikovnih prijemov. S tem, ko je primerjalo slovničnost in jezikovno sprejemljivost med kulisami
namenskosti jezika, je magistrsko delo hotelo odkriti napake, značilnosti in posebnosti angleščine,
kot jo uporablja Hercule Poirot. Izraz, ki zaobjema vse različne zgradbe, ki so vredne preučevanja,
je termin označenost. Izraz ima dolgo zgodovino in mnogo raznolikih definicij. Razprava o izrazu je
magistrski nalogi omogočila, da si ga je prikladno prilastila tako, da je sprejela osnovno zamisel o
dvojiškem razlikovanju med nevtralnim in manj nevtralnim, a to zamisel uveljavila skoraj samo v
povezavi s posebno poudarjenim stavčnim naglasom. Zaradi tega so bile analizirane in podrobno
obravnavane zgolj tiste zgradbe, ki so označene in hkrati dovolj pogoste, da predstavljajo
razmeroma pomemben del Poirotove rabe jezika. Poleg slovnično nepravilnih zgradb najzajetnejši
del slovnične označenosti predstavljajo še zgradbe, ki v neki meri spreminjajo vrstni red stavčnih
členov, medtem ko se pomensko/stilistična označenost najpogosteje izraža preko rabe francoskih
izrazov in besed, nenavadne rabe tretje osebe nanašajoče se na Poirota samega ter splošna uradnost
in gostobesednost njegovega govora. Izsledki pa tudi govorijo v prid dejstvu, da je Poirotov jezik
vseskozi bolj ali manj enak. Čeprav nekatere kategorije prikazujejo kronološke spremembe ali
predelave, teh zaključkov ne gre jemati kot dokončnih in nezmotljivih. V luči te enotnosti in
enakomernosti se magistrsko delo zaključi s seznamom najbolj pogostih in označenih zgradb v
angleščini Hercula Poirota.
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Appendix 1 – List of novels and short stories

The following is a list of novels and short stories with corresponding numbers signalling their
position within the corpus. Additionally, the year of publication is given in brackets.

Novels:
1. The Mysterious Affair at Styles (1920)

18. Sad Cypress (1940)

2. The Murder on the Links (1923)

19. One, Two, Buckle My Shoe (1940)

3. The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1926)

20. Evil Under the Sun (1941)

4. The Big Four (1927)

21. Five Little Pigs (1942)

5. The Mystery of the Blue Train (1928)

22. The Hollow (1946)

6. Peril at End House (1932)

23. Taken at the Flood (1948)

7. Lord Edgware Dies (1933)

24. Mrs McGinty’s Dead (1952)

8. Murder on the Orient Express (1934)

25. After the Funeral (1953)

9. Three Act Tragedy (1934)

26. Hickory Dickory Dock (1955)

10. Death in the Clouds (1935)

27. Dead Man’s Folly (1956)

11. The A.B.C. Murders (1936)

28. Cat Among the Pigeons (1959)

12. Murder in Mesopotamia (1936)

29. The Clocks (1963)

13. Cards on the Table (1936)

30. Third Girl (1966)

14. Dumb Witness (1937)

31. Hallowe’en Party (1969)

15. Death on the Nile (1937)

32. Elephants Can Remember (1972)

16. Appointment with Death (1938)

33. Curtain (1975)

17. Hercule Poirot’s Christmas (1938)

93

Short stories:
1. The Affair at the Victory Ball (1923) ↓

11. The Mystery of Hunter’s Lodge

2. The Jewel Robbery at the Grand Metropolitan 12. The Chocolate Box
3. The King of Clubs

13. The Adventure of the Egyptian Tomb

4. The Disappearance of Mr. Davenheim

14. The Veiled Lady

5. The Plymouth Express

15. The Adventure of Johnnie Waverly

6. The Adventure of The Western Star

16. The Market Basing Mystery

7. The Tragedy at Marsdon Manor

17. The Adventure of the Italian Nobleman

8. The Kidnapped Prime Minister

18. The Case of the Missing Will

9. The Million Dollar Bond Robbery

19. The Adventure of the Clapham Cook

10. The Adventure of the Cheap Flat

20. The Lost Mine

21. The Cornish Mystery

31. Problem at Sea (1936)

22. The Double Clue

32. Triangle at Rhodes (1936)

23. The Adventure of the Christmas Pudding

33. Poirot and the Regatta Mystery (1936)

24. The Lemesurier Inheritance

34. Murder in the Mews (1936)

25. The Under Dog (1926)

35. Dead Man’s Mirror (1937)

26. Double Sin (1928)

36. The Incredible Theft (1937)

27. Wasps’ Nest (1928)

37. Yellow Iris (1937)

28. The Third Floor Flat (1929)

38. The Dream (1937)

29. The Mystery of the Spanish Chest (1932)

39. Four-and-twenty Blackbirds (1940)

30. How Does Your Garden Grow? (1935)
40. The Labours of Hercules – Foreword (1947)
41. The Nemean Lion (1939)
42. The Lernean Hydra (1939)
43. The Arcadian Deer (1940)
44. The Erymanthian Boar (1940)
45. The Augean Stables (1940)
46. The Stymphalean Birds (1939)
47. The Cretan Bull (1939)
48. The Horses of Diomedes (1940)
49. The Girdle of Hyppolita (1939)
50. The Flock of Geryon (1940)
51. The Apples of the Hesperides (1940)
52. The Capture of Cerberus (1947)
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