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ABSTRACT 

An adaptation of Los misterios de Laura (La 1, 2009 – 2014), a popular series from Spain, 

The Mysteries of Laura (NBC, 2014 – 2016) exemplifies the classical detective subgenre of mystery 

fiction. It also exemplifies the formula for the telling of stories within this subgenre.  The Mysteries 

of Laura and the texts related to it suggest the classical detective story formula has a cross-

platform and transnational nature. Works that reflect the classical detective formula appear in 

various media, including literature, film, and television.  Classical formulaic texts also appear in 

countries throughout the globe.  Through close analysis of The Mysteries of Laura and its 

genealogical texts, this dissertation explores the classical detective story formula’s cross-platform 

and transnational flows. First, this study examines the various dimensions of these flows. 

Secondly, the study also explores the aspects of the formula that facilitate these flows, including 



the promotion of audience participation and the reinforcement of capitalism.  Finally, this study 

explores the implications of the classical detective story’s cross-platform and transnational flows 

for future research on media distribution. 
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1 CHAPTER 1: THE INTRODUCTION  

1.1 The Classical Detective Subgenre and its Multiplatform and Transnational Flows 

One of the salient aspects of North American television is the adaptation of foreign 

programming.  Since the 20th century, the U.S. television industry has adapted various programs 

from non-U.S. countries.  During the first two decades of the 21st century, many of these programs 

have been mystery and detective shows.  Within the last few years, such adapted detective 

programs have included the following:  1) The Killing (AMC, 2011-2014), an adaptation of the Danish 

series Forbrydelsen (The Crime), 2) The Bridge (FX, 2013 - 2014), an adaptation of the Swedish-

Danish coproduction Bron/Broen, 3) Killer Women (ABC, 2014), an adaptation of the Argentinian 

series Murjeres Asesinas, 4) Prime Suspect (NBC, 2011 - 2012), an adaptation of the British series 

of the same name, 5) Secrets and Lies (ABC, 2015-2016), an adaptation of the similarly titled 

Australian series, and 6) Gracepoint (Fox, 2014), an adaptation of the British series Broadchurch.  

Conversely, non-U.S. broadcast systems have adapted mystery and detective programs originating 

in the United States.  For example, the British television network ITV adapted the long-running 

North American series Law & Order (NBC, 1990-2000).  The adaptation, Law & Order UK (ITV, 2009-

2014), includes remakes of popular episodes of the original series, with the stories now taking 

place within the context of the United Kingdom’s justice system.  The adaptation of foreign mystery 

and detective programs, therefore, has remained a prevalent trend throughout the world.   

One recent addition to North American television’s line of adapted mystery and detective 

programming is The Mysteries of Laura (NBC, 2014-2016).  Developed for U.S. television by writer-

producer Jeff Rake, The Mysteries of Laura details the exploits of Laura Diamond (Debra Messing), a 

brilliant NYPD detective who solves puzzling murder cases.  The series is an adaptation of Los 

misterios de Laura (La 1, 2009-2014), a popular show from Spain which concerns the cases of 

homicide detective Laura Lebral (Maria Pujalte).  An examination of the series reveals The Mysteries 
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of Laura differs from other North American adaptations of non-U.S. programs.   Through its 

narrative and stylistic elements, The Mysteries of Laura exemplifies a specific subgenre of mystery 

and detective fiction.  This subgenre is known as “classical detective” fiction (Cawelti 1976). 

Also known as the “classical mystery” or the “whodunnit” (Berger 1992, Reiner 2000, 

Todorov 2000), classical detective fiction originated in the field of literature during the late 19th 

century.  This subgenre continued to flourish in literature during the 20th century, reaching its peak 

in the so-called “Golden Age” of detective literature (1920s – 1940s) (Todorov 122).   Authors whose 

literary works exemplify the classical detective subgenre include Edgar Allan Poe (1809 – 1949), Sir. 

Arthur Conan Doyle (1859 – 1930), Erle Stanley Gardner (1889 – 1970), Dorothy Sayers (1893 – 

1957), Ngaio Marsh (1895 – 1982), and Ellery Queen aka cousins Frederic Dannay (1905 – 1982) and 

Manford B. Lee (1905 – 1971).   

Classical detective fiction has narrative conventions that distinguish it from other types of 

detective fiction, such as “hard-boiled” detective stories and “procedurals” (Cawelti 1976, Berger 

1992, Rzepka 2005).  These narrative conventions include a “puzzling” crime(s), a “great detective” 

or sleuth who investigates and solves the crime, a group of people suspected of the crime (Cawelti 

81-91, Reiner 149), upper-class and/or isolated settings (Cawelti 96-97, Reiner 150), a solution to 

the crime (Cawelti 81-91, Todorov 122), the revelation of an “unlikely” or unexpected person as the 

culprit (Reiner 150), and a desire to involve the reader or audience member in the fictional 

investigation. 

Though originating in the medium of literature, the classical detective subgenre would 

manifest itself in other media throughout the 20th century, especially cinema and television.  

Motion pictures reflective of the classical detective subgenre include The Last of Sheila (1973), 

Murder on the Orient Express (1974), Murder by Death (1976), Death on the Nile (1978), Evil Under 

the Sun (1982), Clue (1985), Appointment with Death (1989), and Gosford Park (2001).   Television 
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programs reflective of and/or inspired by the classical detective subgenre include the North 

American series Perry Mason (CBS, 1957-1966), Burke’s Law (ABC, 1963 – 1966, CBS, 1994 – 1996), 

Ellery Queen (NBC, 1975 – 1976), Matlock (NBC, 1986 – 1992, ABC, 1992-1995), and Diagnosis: 

Murder (CBS, 1993 – 2001).  They also include British programs like Miss Marple (BBC One, 1984 – 

1992), Agatha Christie’s Poirot (ITV, 1989 – 2013), Midsomer Murders (ITV, 1997-), and Marple (ITV, 

2004 – 2013). 

The visual media texts reflective of classical detective fiction have the same narrative 

conventions as their literary counterparts.  However, these texts also have stylistic conventions 

that exploit the visual nature of their respective media.  Such conventions include close-up shots, 

cross-cutting or parallel editing, flashbacks, and the casting of big-name stars in lead and/or 

supporting roles. 

A closer look at The Mysteries of Laura reveals the series utilizes the same narrative 

conventions as literary and visual texts reflective of classical detective fiction.  Like most classical 

detective stories, each episode concerns a crime, specifically a murder, committed under puzzling 

circumstances.  These episodes also have a protagonist, specifically a detective, tasked with 

investigating the puzzling crime.  As indicated the show’s title, the protagonist/detective in 

question is Laura Diamond of the New York City Police Department.  Furthermore, Laura solves 

these cases using the same traits as the protagonists in classical detective stories.  These traits 

include intuition, powers of observation, an impeccable memory, and deductive reasoning.  Also, 

like other classical detective stories, the episodes take place in upper-class and/or isolated 

settings.  Each mystery also has a “surprising” or “shocking” solution in which the most unlikely or 

unexpected character proves to be the murderer.  And, like most classical detective stories, each 

episode of The Mysteries of Laura encourages a participatory role on the part of its audience.  
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Specifically, the series encourages viewers to try to solve the fictional crime themselves before the 

revelation of the perpetrator’s identity in the denouement (Diego and Perez 2018).    

Besides the narrative conventions of classical detective fiction, The Mysteries of Laura also 

has the same stylistic conventions as other television shows and movies reflective of this 

subgenre.  For example, the episodes feature close-up shots of various items, especially clues, 

crime scenes, and suspects.  Such close-ups involve viewers in the action, thus encouraging 

audience members to try to solve the mysteries as they watch the episodes.  Similarly, the 

episodes feature cross-cutting or parallel editing between various shots.  For example, when 

suspects explain their whereabouts during the commission of a crime, shots of these explanations 

are crosscut with flashbacks showing the events as said suspects relate them.  Also, whenever 

Laura explains her solution to a case, her explanations are crosscut with flashbacks depicting the 

commission of the crime and the processes through which she solved it.  And the series utilizes a 

casting strategy common in television programs and motion pictures reflective of the classical 

detective subgenre.  The Mysteries of Laura often casts big-name performers or celebrities as guest 

stars in the episodes.  These big-name personalities appear as victims, suspects, murderers, 

and/or other characters pertinent to the plot.  Sometimes, an episode will feature one or two stars 

as the guest performers.  Other times, the bulk of the guest cast for an episode will consist of stars 

and/or public figures.  This “all-star” casting strategy is a salient aspect of classical detective 

shows, like Burke’s Law, Ellery Queen, Diagnosis: Murder, and Marple.  Theatrical movies reflective 

of the classical subgenre also use this casting technique, such as The Last of Sheila, Murder on the 

Orient Express, Death on the Nile, Evil Under the Sun, Gosford Park, and Knives Out (2019).  The 

Mysteries of Laura, therefore, has salient narrative and stylistic conventions of media reflective of 

the classical detective subgenre. 
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The show’s production history further indicates its connections to the classical detective 

subgenre and the media that exemplify it.  During the creation and production of the source text 

Los misterios de Laura, writer-producers Carlos Vila and Javier Holgado took as their inspiration 

literary and television texts reflective of the classical detective subgenre.  These texts include the 

works of legendary British author Agatha Christie (1890 – 1976) and the North American television 

series Columbo (NBC, 1971 – 1979, ABC, 1989 – 2003) and Murder, She Wrote (CBS, 1984-1996).  

The subgenre’s inspiration on them led Vila, Holgado, and their collaborators to incorporate the 

narrative and stylistic conventions of classical detective fiction in their program (“Maria Pujalte,” 

“Series,” “Bold American Cousin”).  Later, when adapting the Spanish program, the North 

American producers and writers incorporated these conventions in the new television series.  The 

Mysteries of Laura, therefore, bears inextricable links to the classical detective subgenre and the 

texts thereof.  

Furthermore, the U.S. adaptation of the Spanish program suggests a new moment in the 

international circulation of mystery and detective programming.  The Mysteries of Laura suggests 

the adaptation of such programming no longer involves a unidirectional journey of a single text 

from one nation or culture to another.  Instead, the series indicates what Sharon Shahaf would call 

the global “flow” of an entire category of what John Fiske would call “television formula art.”  The 

television formula art in question is what we might call “the classical detective story,” borrowing 

from John Cawelti’s (1976) name for the story formula of classical detective fiction.   

The Mysteries of Laura indicates the classical detective story flows throughout the world via 

the process of adaptation.  Spanish writers and producers used Anglo texts reflective of this 

formula art, English mystery novels and North American television shows, as inspiration for the 

creation of their own series.  By adapting the Spanish program and incorporating its narrative and 

stylistic elements, the U.S. television producers returned the classical detective story to its original 
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Anglo context.   This television formula art, therefore, did not flow in a one-way direction. Instead, 

The Mysteries of Laura, suggests the circular flow the television formula art called the classical 

detective story. 

The circular flow of the classical detective story via The Mysteries of Laura and its “source 

text” (Stam 2000) reveals important information about this television formula art.  First, both 

versions of Laura suggest the classical detective story is not formula art restricted to television.  

Indeed, the classical detective story has a multi-platform nature that transgresses media 

boundaries.  As stated, the classical detective subgenre originated in the medium of literature, but 

then later appeared in cinema and television.  Furthermore, works reflective of the classical 

detective subgenre are evident in other media besides those already mentioned, such as radio and 

comics. 

Secondly, The Mysteries of Laura also suggests the classical detective story has a 

transnational nature.  Classical detective fiction originally appeared in Anglo countries, namely the 

United States and Britain, in the 1800s.  However, works reflective of this subgenre would 

eventually appear in non-Anglo countries.  One such country is Spain.  As stated, the makers of the 

Spanish Los misterios de Laura created a series in the mold of detective fiction which originated 

outside of their national borders.  The North American producers of The Mysteries of Laura chose to 

adapt a program which originated outside of U.S. national borders.  While adapting the foreign 

series, the U.S. producers recognized the similarities between the Spanish use of elements from 

earlier North American works, specifically the television series Columbo and Murder, She Wrote.  

Thus, as formula art, the classical detective story moves across nations and media platforms.  In 

the cases of Los misterios de Laura and its adaptation The Mysteries of Laura, the classical 

detective story journeys across these platforms in a circular manner.  
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1.2 Gaps in the Existing Literature 

Various studies have examined classical detective fiction and the media which exemplifies 

it.  Some studies have examined the salient conventions of this subgenre (Cawelti 1976, Berger 

1992, Reiner 2000, Todorov 2000).  Other studies have explored the general presence of this 

subgenre on television and in other media (Newcomb 1974, Collins and Javna 1988, Meyers 1989, 

Brunsdale 2010, Turnbull 2014).  Certain studies have also examined specific television programs 

that exemplify the classical detective subgenre (Dawidziak 1988, Bounds 1996, Parrish 1997, 

Leitch 2005, Whitt 2013, Sullivan and Robertson, Catz 2016).  However, these studies do not fully 

explore the nature of the form of television formula art called the classical detective story.  These 

works briefly discuss some of the narrative and stylistic conventions of shows reflective of this 

formula art.  However, they do not consider the ways these conventions indicate the presence of 

an entire category of programming distinctive from other types of televisual entertainment.  

Furthermore, these studies do not address the transnational nature of the classical detective story.  

Specifically, the studies focus on the production of classical detective programs within a specific 

nation’s borders.  They do not address the classical detective story’s global circulation.  These 

studies also do not consider how the adaptation of a specific program, like Laura, facilitates the 

movement of an entire category of television formula art.  And the previous studies do not discuss 

works which exemplify this international flow.  Thus, an exploration of the circular flow of the 

classical detective story via The Mysteries of Laura will fill these gaps within the literature on this 

subgenre.  

An examination of this circular flow will also fill the gap between two bodies of scholarly 

literature.  The first body is the literature devoted to discussions of television formulas, formats, 

and genres.  The second body is the existing literature on the global flow of television.  Various 

works within the field of television studies examine TV formulas and genres (Newcomb 1974, 
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Williams 1974, Fiske 1987, Feuer 1992, Mittell 2004, Mittell 2005).  However, these studies do not 

examine the circulation of formulas and genres throughout the globe.  Conversely, numerous 

works examine the international circulation of specific programs, known as “formats” (Moran 

2009, Chalaby 2012, Oren and Shahaf 2012, Waisbord 2014, Shahaf 2016).  Yet, these studies only 

focus on the global flow of individual texts.  They do not focus on the circulation of entire categories 

of programming, like genres and subgenres.  Analysis of the circular flow of the classical detective 

story will address the current blind spot between said bodies of literature.  This analysis will 

facilitate a dialogue between these two literatures by exploring issues neglected by each.  

Furthermore, the facilitation of a conversation between these literary bodies would shed light on 

other genres, subgenres, and formula arts besides the classical detective story.  A study of the 

classical detective story’s circular flow may, for example, inspire considerations of the ways other 

formula arts undergo a similar journey throughout the globe.   

The classical detective story’s multiplatform and transnational flows invite additional 

questions about this formula art.  First, why is the classical detective story transferable across 

media and national boundaries?   Secondly, what accounts for this formula art’s longevity over the 

course of several centuries, beginning in the late 19th century and continuing through the 21st 

century?  A closer look at the classical detective story suggests the following elements account for 

its transferability and its longevity: 1) the “puzzle” aspect, 2) the “game” aspect, 3) the active role 

of audiences, 4) the preoccupations with “truth” and “justice,” and 5) the elements of fantasy and 

escapism. 

1.2.1 The “Puzzle” Aspect 

A salient element of the classical detective story is what might be called the “puzzle” 

aspect.  Classical mysteries or “whodunnits” emphasize the puzzling nature of the fictional crimes.  

In classical detective tales, a crime is committed under mysterious circumstances.  The 
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protagonist of these stories, namely the fictional detective(s) or sleuth(s), must then unravel these 

circumstances surrounding the crime.  In classical mysteries, the puzzles may concern various 

circumstances.  For example, in most classical tales, uncertainty exists over the criminal’s identity.  

The sleuth and the audience often do not know who committed the crime.  Uncertainty may also 

exist over the means of the crime’s commission.  Specifically, in certain tales, the detectives and 

audience do not know how the unknown criminal committed the crime.  For example, many 

classical mysteries concern murders committed in rooms locked from the inside.  Because of the 

locked rooms, the sleuths must deduce how the criminal escaped from the crime scene.  Critics 

call such tales “locked room” or “impossible crime” mysteries.   Thus, the storytellers treat these 

crimes as puzzles needing a solution.    

Numerous examples of locked-room mysteries and impossible crimes exist in the medium 

of literature.  Legendary mystery writer John Dickson Carr devoted his career to the telling of such 

stories.  Agatha Christie also wrote several locked room and impossible crime mysteries, including 

The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1926), Hercule’s Poirot’s Christmas (1938), And Then There Were 

None (1939), and The Mousetrap (1952).  Similarly, Ellery Queen wrote many locked room and/or 

impossible works, like “The Adventure of The Mad Tea Party” (1934), “The Lamp of God” (1935), 

and The King is Dead (1952), 

Locked room mysteries and impossible crime stories also permeate the medium of 

television.  The short-lived series Banacek (NBC, 1972-1974) concerned the locked room and 

impossible crimes solved by insurance investigator Thomas Banacek (George Preppard).  These 

crimes include the kidnapping of a football player and the disappearances of various items, such 

as trains, planes, armored cars, ancient relics, and artworks.  The popular series Monk (USA, 2002 

– 2009) featured the same types of mysteries as Banacek.  On this program, an unknown assailant 

would commit a murder in a locked room or under other seemingly impossible circumstances.  
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Select episodes of other mystery series would also have locked room murders and other 

impossible crimes.  These series include Ellery Queen (NBC, 1975-1976), Murder, She Wrote, and 

The Mysteries of Laura.  Like the authors of mystery literature, televisual storytellers treat locked 

room and/or impossible crimes as puzzles needing solutions.  The puzzle aspect, therefore, is a key 

component of classical mysteries.  Furthermore, its emphasis on puzzles distinguishes the 

classical detective story  from other subgenres of mystery and detective fiction. 

1.2.2 The “Game” Aspect 

Another salient element of the classical detective story might be called the “game” aspect. 

Writers and/or producers of classical detective tales often treat their texts as games they play with 

their audiences.  In these games, the storytellers present their audiences with a mystery or 

“puzzle.”  The audiences must then solve the mystery before the revelation of the solution in the 

story’s denouement.  If an audience member deduces the solution before the denouement, they 

win the game.  Conversely, if an audience member cannot solve the mystery or puzzle, this person 

loses said game.  

Examples of the game aspect abound in mystery and detective literature.  Agatha Christie 

frequently referred to her mysteries as games she played with her readers.  Ellery Queen’s early 

novels featured a “Challenge to the Reader” in which the author would directly address the reader 

and invite this person to solve the mystery before the fictional detective reveals the solution.   

The game aspect is also a key element of television.  For example, Arthur Marks, director 

and producer of the original Perry Mason series (CBS, 1957-1966) referred to the series as a “game 

show.”  In this game show, according to Marks, the Mason production team presented the 

audience with a crime, namely the mysterious killing of a specific individual, and a group of 

suspects who could have committed the crime.  The viewers then needed to deduce which of those 

suspects committed the killing before Perry Mason (Raymond Burr) revealed this person’s identity 
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in the climax (Sullivan and Robertson 2016).  Furthermore, the game aspect also abounds on non-

U.S. programs.  For example, the popular British series Whodunnit (ITV, 1972 – 1978) was a game 

show in which a fictional murder mystery was presented before contestants.  The contestants, big 

names from British television, cinema, and other media,  needed to solve the fictional mystery to 

receive a prize, namely money for a charity of their choice.  U.S. television producers even adapted 

Whodunnit in a short-lived series that aired on the NBC television network in 1979.  

Other classical detective media besides literature and television have the game aspect.  

For example, the writers of the motion picture The Last of Sheila (USA, 1973), composer Stephen 

Sondheim and actor Anthony Perkins, designed their mystery as a game viewers could play by 

watching the film (“Commentary,” TV Confidential).  In the 1980s, board and VCR games of 

classical detective texts appeared on the U.S. market.  These include the VCR mystery games Clue, 

Clue 2: Murder in Disguise, and 221 B Baker Street, a game which presented Sherlock Holmes 

mysteries for viewers/players to solve.  A Perry Mason computer game also appeared in the early 

1980s, as did a board game inspired by the television series in the early 1960s.  Furthermore, board 

games based on Columbo and Murder, She Wrote appeared in the U.S. during the 1970s and 

1980s. 

1.2.3 The Active Role of Audiences 

Related to the game aspect is another salient feature of classical detective fiction. This 

aspect concerns the role of the audience.  Classical detective stories encourage active roles on the 

part of audience members.  The makers of classical detective works do not want audiences to 

merely consume the texts.  Instead, the producers want audiences to participate in the stories. 

Specifically, the storytellers encourage audience members to investigate the fictional crimes 

alongside the sleuths.  Audiences investigate such crimes by following the story, especially the 

fictional sleuth’s exploration of the case.  Besides investigating the case, storytellers encourage 
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their audiences to try to solve the mystery.  As the game aspect suggests, storytellers inspire 

audience members to attempt to figure out the solution before the fictional sleuth reveals it in the 

denouement.   

Classical detective media has various examples of the promotion of active audiences.  In 

describing her literary tales as “games” she plays with her readers, Agatha Christie implies her 

audiences are not passive consumers of her texts, but instead are participants in the tales.  Ellery 

Queen similarly indicates a participatory role of audiences through the aforementioned “Challenge 

to the Reader.”  By issuing such a challenge, Queen suggests audiences can and should try to solve 

the mystery themselves, preferably before the revelatory denouement.   

The encouragement of active audiences does not limit itself to classical detective 

literature.  According to cast member Richard Benjamin, the classical detective movie The Last of 

Sheila is a “game” which viewers can play by following the action in the story (“Commentary,” TV 

Confidential).  The producers of the 1966 movie adaptation of Agatha Christie’s novel Ten Little 

Indians include a “Whodunnit Break” before the movie’s climax.  In this break, the producers invite 

viewers to solve the fictional mystery and present a minute-long montage of scenes from the movie 

to help audience members deduce the solution.   

Television also provides examples of the promotion of active audiences.  The writers and 

producers of Perry Mason, again, designed their series as a game show.  This design suggests 

Mason’s producers considered viewers as players in the game and thus not passive audiences.  

Similarly, the producers of the 1970s Ellery Queen series also encourage viewers to play active 

roles in the mysteries. Each episode features a pre-credit sequence or “hook” in which an 

announcer introduces the mystery (the murder and the suspects) and tells viewers, “match wits 

with Ellery Queen and see if you can guess whodunnit” (emphasis mine). Ellery Queen reinforces 

the active role of audiences through what might be called a “Challenge to the Viewer.” In a visual 
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equivalent of the Queen novels’ “Challenge to the Reader,” before the denouement of each 

episode, actor Jim Hutton as Ellery Queen breaks the fourth wall and directly asks viewers if they 

have figured out the murderer’s identity.  Looking at the camera, Hutton as Queen then reminds 

viewers of all the suspects and gives audience members a final hint or clue as to the solution.  

Thirdly, in the short-lived anthology series Scene of the Crime (NBC, 1984-1985), host Orson 

Welles would invite viewers to try to solve the fictional murder and give audience members various 

clues as to the killer’s identity.  The writers and producers of Murder, She Wrote also deliberately 

planted clues, specifically camera shots and lines of dialogue, to allow viewers to guess the 

solution before Jessica Fletcher’s climatic revelation.   

Other classical detective media treat audience members as participants in fictional tales.  

The above VCR games treat viewers as players who assume active roles, as do the British game 

show Whodunnit and the board games of Perry Mason, Columbo, and Murder, She Wrote. Thus, 

active audiences are as essential a trait of classical detective media as are the game show and 

puzzle aspects. 

Classical detective media’s encouragement of active audiences has certain implications.  

One such implication concerns the types of audiences garnered by said media.  Another concerns 

the popularity of classical detective texts.  Classic detective stories’ encouragement of audience 

involvement suggests anyone can participate in these tales.  In other words, these tales invite 

participation by all audience members, regardless of social identity markers like gender, race, 

class, sexuality, and so forth. More significantly, the encouragement of their involvement can 

determine its popularity amongst audience.  The examples of Ellery Queen and Murder, She Wrote 

suggest this determination. 

Ellery Queen and Murder, She Wrote have several commonalities and connections with 

each other.  Both shows concern famous mystery authors who solve real murder cases.  Famed 
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television writers Richard Levinson, William Link, and Peter S. Fischer co-created and/or produced 

both programs.  The two series exemplify the classical detective story through their narrative and 

stylistic elements.  Both texts even use the same casting strategy.  The guest-casts of both 

programs consist of big-name stars, especially from the so-called “Golden Age of Hollywood,” all 

of whom play murder victims, suspects, law enforcement officials, or other key characters in the 

story.  Despite these commonalities, Ellery Queen lasted for only one season on the air while 

Murder, She Wrote had a twelve-season run, most of which as the highest rated drama on U.S. 

television (Parrish 1996).  According to many accounts, Ellery Queen “failed” and Murder, She 

Wrote succeeded because each evinced a different attitude toward and treatment of their 

audiences. 

Ellery Queen co-creator Richard Levinson and Peter S. Fischer, in different interviews, 

admitted they designed their mysteries with the goal of tricking audience members.  Specifically, 

they wanted to surprise viewers with the solutions to their whodunnits.  The producers, thus, would 

craft mysteries they felt would be difficult for audiences to solve.  Consequently, the co-creators 

argue, audience members could not deduce the solutions to the whodunnits.  This inability to solve 

the mysteries, both men believe, made viewers stop watching the program.  When creating Murder, 

She Wrote, however, Levinson, Fischer, and their collaborator William Link decided to avoid 

repeating the “mistakes” they made on Ellery Queen.   The three men decided to concoct mysteries 

they felt were easier for a viewers to solve.  By making their whodunnits easier to solve, the creators 

felt audience members would feel proud of themselves for figuring out the solutions, thereby 

making them want to watch future episodes of the show.  Creator Peter S. Fischer believes Murder, 

She Wrote’s high ratings indicates the success of their strategy.  Ellery Queen and Murder, She 

Wrote, therefore, suggest the success of classical detective media depends on audience 

members’ abilities to solve the fictional cases.  Presumptively, if audience members find the 
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mysteries too difficult, they will not consume any more classical detective texts.  Conversely, if 

audience members can solve classic mysteries, they will continue consuming such works.  Thus, 

another key issue regarding classical detective stories is not just the audience’s involvement, but 

the success of this participation. 

1.2.4 The Preoccupation with “Truth” 

Classical detective stories also preoccupy themselves with “truth.”  Through their 

elements, classical detective tales promote two ideals.  First, these stories promote the notion that 

an unequivocal “truth” exists in the world.  The stories also promote the idea that one can discover 

this unequivocal truth.  Specifically, classical detective tales suggest one can discover this truth 

through ratiocination and/or detection.   

In classical detective stories, the most important truth(s) are those concerning the fictional 

crime(s).  The protagonist, i.e. the great detective, must unravel various truths about the crime, 

including who committed it, why, and how.  The sleuth must discover these truths by using reason 

and through their detective work.  Ratiocination and detection, therefore, help fictional detectives 

solve mysteries.  These two traits also help audience members uncover truths.  As stated, classical 

detective stories involve audiences in the fictional investigation.  By following the sleuth’s 

movements, through reading or watching the character , audience members become detectives 

themselves.  Consequently, audience members must also use ratiocination and detection to solve 

fictional cases.  Some audience members can solve the mysteries while others cannot do so.  

Nevertheless, classical detective stories promote beliefs in the existence of truth and one’s ability 

to discover it. 

1.2.5 Emphasis on Justice  

Besides truth, classical detective stories emphasize justice.  These stories promote an 

unequivocal Ideal of justice.  According to this ideal, the innocent must be spared and the guilty 
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must be punished.  Classical detective stories promote this ideal in various ways.  For example, in 

these tales, detectives or sleuths solve crimes and ensure the authorities apprehend and/or punish 

the criminals.  Besides truth, classical detective stories emphasize “justice.”  While investigating a 

case, sleuths also exonerate people falsely accused of the crime.  Examples of these tales 

proliferate various media.  For example, Erle Stanley Gardner’s Perry Mason book series and the 

television adaptation concern a defense attorney who represents people wrongly accused of 

murder.  Mason’s exoneration of his clients involves exposure of the real criminal, most often on 

the witness stand.  Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot stories, her Miss Marple adventures, and the 

television series Columbo and Murder, She Wrote similarly represent their protagonists as clearing 

falsely accused individuals and exposing guilty parties.   

The classical detective story’s emphasis on justice distinguishes it from other types of 

stories in which one can argue injustice reigns supreme.  For example, in police procedurals, like 

the Law & Order franchise, the authorities do not always apprehend or punish criminals.  Instead, 

guilty people often avoid punishment for their crimes on this programs.  Specifically, in many Law & 

Order, juries acquit guilty parties and/or criminals escape punishment through other means. 

1.2.6 Fantasy 

Classical detective stories’ emphasis on justice also suggests another salient aspect of the 

subgenre, namely fantasy.  These stories provide audiences glimpses of societies and systems of 

justice that do not always reflect reality.  In real-life, authorities do not always solve crimes.  

Henceforth, real criminals do not always face apprehension or punishment for their crimes.  

Furthermore, in the real-life, innocent people do not always face exoneration.  Oftentimes, people 

find themselves wrongly arrested, convicted, and punished for crimes of which they are innocent.  

Furthermore, the punishment may involve the imprisonment of an innocent person or the killing of 

this individual, through state sanctioned execution or law enforcement officials’ use of deadly 
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force.  Its treatment of justice suggests fantasy constitutes a key aspect of the classical detective 

story’s appeal among audiences.  Representation of a clear-cut notion of justice provide audiences 

with images that do not comport with  real world experiences.  In these stories, audiences note that 

the guilty always face punishment and innocent experience salvation and exoneration.  Many 

audience members presumably enjoy fictional worlds where the injustice experienced in the real 

world does not exist.    

1.2.7 Escapism 

The fantasy aspect suggests another possible appeal of the classical detective story, 

escapism.  Through diegeses where the guilty are punished and the innocent spared, classical 

detective stories represent fantasy worlds to which audiences may escape.  Classical detective 

tales do not purport to represent the real world, like procedurals.  Indeed, critics often declare 

classical detective stories as “unrealistic” depictions of the real world and/or criminal justice 

systems.  For example, numerous critics have commented that the methods through which 

defense attorney Perry Mason exposed murderers, like obtaining confessions on the witness stand, 

would not occur during a real-life criminal trial.  Mason’s critics also comment the lawyer would 

face contempt citations and other sanctions, including disbarment, for other tricks he conducts in 

the courtroom.  Similarly, critics have argued that Lieutenant Columbo’s methods of investigating 

homicides would not pass legal scrutiny.  However, as author Mark Dawidziak (1989) comments, 

the series Columbo’s writers and producers never intended the show as a realistic depiction of 

police work, or of criminal justice.  Its storytellers instead designed the series as “an escapist 

fantasy” where justice and goodness triumph over injustice and evil (108-109).  Henceforth, shows 

evocative of the classical detective story, like Perry Mason and Columbo, do not seek or emphasize 

realistic portrayals of law enforcement and justice, like Dragnet, Law & Order, Homicide: Life on 

the Street (NBC, 1993 – 1999), The Wire (HBO, 2002-2008), and other procedurals.   
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Because classical detective tales do not represent law enforcement and criminal justice as 

they exist in the real world, audiences can temporarily escape reality and immerse themselves in 

fictional worlds of truth and justice.  The element of escapism, therefore, constitutes another 

element of the classical detective story amongst its audiences. 

1.3 Literature Review 

Television scholars have long acknowledged the importance of genres.  In TV: The Most 

Popular Art, Horace Newcomb argues that genres are a salient component of television.  

Producers, Newcomb argues, routinely make different types of programs.  Each of these 

programming types has elements that distinguish it from other texts.  Newcomb illustrates his 

points by examining different types or genres of television programming and discussing the 

characteristics that distinguish them.  One of the genres that Newcomb studies is the mystery 

genre.  Newcomb discusses the various subgenres of mystery fiction that appear on North 

American television, specifically what he calls the “English kind of mystery” and what he calls the 

“American hard-boiled” detective.  He also gives examples of mystery programming on television, 

including Columbo, one of the texts which inspired Los misterios de Laura,  and other shows, like 

Perry Mason, Dragnet, Ironside, McMillan and Wife, and McCloud.  Besides the mystery genre, 

Newcomb also discusses other categories of programming and gives examples of television shows 

that are a part of those genres.  The other genres he explores includes the western and the sitcom.  

Because he feels genres are basic components of television, Newcomb argues they are worthy of 

analysis. 

Todd Gitlin also considers the importance of genres to television.  According to Gitlin, genre 

is one of many tools for the promotion of hegemonic ideologies.  Gitlin argues that prime-time 

television promotes ideals, viewpoints, and messages that reinforce the domination of a society’s 

most powerful or elite groups.  Specifically, television programs represent social domination as 
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right and natural, thus discouraging any challenges to it.  According to Gitlin, genres or categories 

of programming advance positions that benefit the dominant groups and the interests thereof.  

Thus, he feels genres are worthy of analysis because of their influence over social dominance.  

Besides emphasizing their basic importance, other television scholars examine various 

aspects of genres.  Jane Feuer outlines different approaches to the study of television genres and 

what she perceives as the faults in each of them.  She also gives a historical analysis of the 

development of one specific genre, the sitcom.  And Feuer briefly considers what she regards as a 

key component of television genres, namely hybridity.  Many television programs, Feuer claims, do 

not have elements of only one genre.  Instead, these texts have elements of two or more genres.  

For example, the popular series Hill Street Blues (NBC, 1981 – 1987), which has elements of the 

cop show and the soap opera.  The television series L.A. Law (NBC, 1986 – 1994) combines 

elements of the courtroom drama or law show with the soap opera.  And, St. Elsewhere (NBC, 1982 

– 1988) is a hybrid of the soap opera and the medical drama.   

In “A Cultural Approach to Television Genre Theory” and Genre and Television, Jason Mittell 

discusses what he regards as the formation of genres.  Mittell argues that genres, despite common 

misconceptions, are not components of texts.  Instead, genres are formed through 

“intertextuality.”  Specifically, genres are formed through the associations between one texts and 

others like it.  Furthermore, the discourse which surrounds these similar texts also establishes 

them as members of the same category.  In other words, various forces create genres through their 

discussion and/or discovery of them.  Such forces include the television industry itself, critics, and 

audience members.  Because of its role in the creation genres, Mittell believes scholars should 

examine the cultural discourse which surrounds various categories of texts. 

Television scholars have also long considered formulas and the importance thereof.  In 

Television Culture, John Fiske discusses what he calls television “formula art.”  Fiske argues that 
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critics often see formulas as a “completely conventional structure of conventions” (110).  Because 

they see formulas in this light, according to Fiske, critics deem them as different from art, which 

they believe has an “invented or original structure” (110).  These critics, thus, believe formulas are 

too unoriginal and conventional to be worthy of analysis.  However, Fiske argues that their use of 

conventions makes formulas important.  Through said conventions, Fiske maintains, formulas 

establish connections “not only [between two or more texts], but also between text and audiences, 

texts and producers, and producers and audiences” (110) Fiske, therefore, believes that formulas 

are worthy of scholarly attention.  Through analysis of formulas and the conventions thereof, 

scholars can ascertain the “triangular relationship [established] between producer, text, and 

audience” (110).  Fiske also defines a formula as “an industrial and economic translation of 

conventions that is essential to the efficient production of popular culture commodities” (110).  

Furthermore, he defends the worth, scholarly and otherwise, of television formulas by commenting 

on the difficulties of their production.  According to Fiske, the ability to find “the right formula that 

transforms the right convention into a popular art form is no easy task” (110).  This ability becomes 

especially important in the medium of television, where “the high cost of cultural production and 

the unpredictability of cultural marketplace” requires producers to minimize risks and maximize 

profits by any means possible.  An important way that producers achieve these goals is by creating 

programs that exemplify previously successful formulas.   

Despite their focus on genres and formulas, the above scholars only consider the operation 

of these elements within specific national borders.  They do not consider the ways in which a 

specific genre or formula makes its way throughout the international community via adaptation (or 

original programming).  They also do not consider how formulas may travel the world through 

similar means.  There is a body of literature within the television studies that looks at the global 

flow of television programming.  However, this literature suffers its own significant lack. 
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Much of the scholarship on the global flow of television concerns the international 

circulation of TV formats.  In “The Pie and the Crust:  Television Program Formats,” Albert Moran 

defines a format as a “set of invariable elements out of which the variable elements of an individual 

episode are produced” (258).  Formats, Moran suggests, are the fundamental mechanism for the 

creation of television programming (Moran as discussed by Shahaf 250).  According to Moran, a 

“format” serves “as the basis of a new program, the program manifesting itself as a series of 

episodes, the episodes being sufficiently like seem like installments of the same program and 

sufficiently distinct to seem like different episodes.”  To illuminate the distinction between a 

program’s format and its episodes, Moran uses the analogy of “the pie and the crust.”  As Moran 

explains it, “the ‘crust’ [of a television series] is the same from week to week but the filling 

changes” (Moran 258).  Moran’s definition of formats applies to television shows produced 

domestically in the United States or another specified country.  However, many scholars explore 

the distribution of television formats throughout the rest of the world. 

Sharon Shahaf (2016) explores the mechanisms through which television formats circulate 

throughout the world.  Shahaf focuses on the role “format trades” play in this circulation.  In a 

format trade, Shahaf explains, television “producers and executives” from one part of the world 

adapt or use a format that originated from another region.  Shahaf refers to the subsequent 

circulation of television formats as “flows.”  Borrowing from John Fiske, she refers to the circulating 

formats themselves as “television formula art.” 

Other scholars examine what Shahaf would call the “global flow” of television formats 

(Oren and Shahaf 2012; Bourdon 2012; Straubhaar 2012; Esser 2010; Keane and Moran 2008).  Jean 

Chalaby (2012), for instance, gives a historical analysis of television formats’ international 

circulation, exploring the factions which led to the emergence of “four ‘super-formats’” during the 

late 1990s, specifically Who Wants to Be a Millionaire, Survivor, Big Brother, and the Idol programs 
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(37).  Silvio Waisbord (2004) argues the global television landscape is “filled with national 

variations of programs designed by companies from numerous countries.”  Waisbord defines 

formats as “programming ideas that are adapted and produced domestically” (359).  He also 

argues that adaptors generally remove indications of a format’s “national” origins and customize it 

for “domestic cultures.”  Specifically, the adaptors eliminate the aspects of the format’s 

“birthplace” to make the program more appealing to audiences in the new cultural environment.  

Furthermore, Waisbord states, the removal or de-emphasis of “traces of national belonging 

renders formats “transnational items that can ‘travel well’ throughout the globe (368).  Besides 

providing the above definition of formats, Albert Moran also explores their international circulation.  

Moran (2013), like Waisbord, gives a historical analysis of the longtime “replication” of television 

programming throughout the globe.  He focuses on the four distinct periods of this global 

“programme replication.”  Also, like Waisbord, Moran has explored the tendency of adaptors to 

“customize” their programs for “domestic” or “local” audiences (2009, 42-43. 45).  Consequently, 

scholars concerned with the global circulation of television focus their attention on the flow of 

formats.  

However, in their preoccupation with the global flow of television formats, these scholars 

do not examine the circulation of television genres and/or formulas.  Specifically, these scholars 

do not consider that the adaptation of a foreign program does not only suggests the flow of a 

specific text or “programming idea,” to quote Waisbord.  Instead, such adaptations also indicate 

the international flow of entire categories or genres of texts.  And these adaptations suggest the 

global circulation of specified formulas for production of texts.  Thus, the literature on the global 

flow of television has its own significant blind spot.   

An examination of the circular flow of the classical detective story via The Mysteries of 

Laura will fill the gap between the above bodies of literature.  This study will fill the blind spot 
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between these two literatures by addressing the issues neglected by each.  By analyzing the 

international circulation of the classical detective story, this study will address the genre/formulas 

literature’s neglect of the global flow of television.  The study will also address the neglect of genres 

and formulas by the literature devoted to the international circulation of television.  Specifically, 

the study will demonstrate that the global flow of television does not only involve the circulation of 

single texts or formats, but also involves the international movement of entire categories of texts.  

By addressing issues neglected by each body of literature, this study will facilitate a dialogue 

between these two bodies.  This dialogue may consequently encourage future explorations of the 

overlap between the two bodies of literature, whether such overlap concerns the global flow of 

additional genres/formulas or of other salient aspects of television. 

Besides facilitating a dialogue between the above bodies of literature, an examination of 

the circular flow of the classical detective story will fill gaps in the existing scholarship on this 

formula art.  Previous studies have examined the salient conventions of the classical subgenre as it 

exists in literature (Cawelti 1976, Todorov 2000, Berger 1992).  However, these studies do not 

consider the multi-platform nature of the subgenre.  Specifically, these analyses do not examine 

the ways other media, including television and cinema, produce texts with the same conventions 

as literary works.  Furthermore, the studies do not explore the transnational nature of the classical 

detective story.  They do not consider the ways this formula art travels throughout the globe via the 

adaptation of a specific text or through the productions of works reflective of the classical 

detective subgenre. 

For example, Tsvetan Todorov (2000) discusses the structure of classical detective stories.  

According to Todorov, these stories have a dual narrative structure.  Specifically, these tales tell 

two different stories.  The first story is what he calls “the story of the crime,” which concerns the 

commission of a criminal offense, such as a murder.  The second story is what Todorov “the story 
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of the investigation,” which, as the name suggests, depicts the investigation of the crime and the 

revelation of the criminal’s identity.  In his analysis, Todorov focuses on classical detective 

literature, particularly that evident during the “Golden Age” of mystery fiction.  He does not discuss 

the manifestation of classical detective fiction in other media besides literature, like television and 

cinema.  For example, Todorov does not consider the many television programs, like those listed 

above, who have the same dual narrative structure of the literary works of mystery fiction’s Golden 

Age.  He also does not explore the international circulation of the classical detective story or the 

mechanisms, like adaptation, of this global flow.   

John Cawelti (1976) explores the classical detective story in greater depth than does 

Todorov.  Cawelti argues that classical detective narratives have a specific “pattern of action.”  

This pattern of action involves six elements: the “introduction of the detective,”  “crime and clues,” 

“investigation,” “announcement of the solution,” and “denouement” (81-91).  Classical detective 

tales also have four basic character “roles,” namely “the victim,” “the criminal,” “the detective,” 

and “those threatened by the crime but incapable of solving it” (91).  And, classical detective tales 

conventionally take place in “isolated settings,” like a country estate, a “small village cut off from 

the rest of civilization,” and a “locked room in the midst of the city” (96-97).  Though he provides 

more information about classical detective fiction than Todorov, Cawelti neglects the same issues.  

Like Todorov, Cawelti only discusses classical detective literature.  He does not consider other 

media, like television programs, that have the above conventional elements of classical detective 

fiction.  Cawelti also, like Todorov, does not explore the flow of the classical detective story 

throughout the globe.   

Robert Reiner (2000) explores additional dimensions of literary classical detective fiction.  

Specifically, Reiner discusses the protagonist of a classical detective tale.  According to Reiner, the 

lead character of such a tale is a “great sleuth,” namely an individual who the text represents as 
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the only person capable of solving the mystery.  This person solves crimes that others cannot 

because he or she has unique intellectual and/or deductive abilities which allow them to do so.  

Reiner also considers the classist nature of classical detective tales.  According to Reiner, such 

tales generally take place in upper-class environments, such as country mansions, and thus 

predominantly feature upper-crust or wealthy characters.  In many classical detective stories, for 

instance, the victims, the suspects, and the great sleuth all tend to be members of the upper-class 

(150).  Thirdly, classical detective stories emphasize the “puzzle” aspect of the mysteries.  The 

writers represent the puzzling nature of the fictional crimes.  For example, in many stories, a person 

is found murdered in a room that is locked from the inside.  The detective must then deduce the 

murderer’s identity and this criminal’s means of escaping from the crime scene.  In other tales, an 

unknown assailant commits a murderer under seemingly impossible circumstances.  

Consequently, the sleuth must figure out the manner of the victim’s death.  Though he explores 

conventions not discussed by Cawelti or Todorov, Reiner too does not consider the presence of 

classical detective tales in media besides literature.  Like the previous scholars, he does not 

consider the transnational nature of the formula art called the classical detective story. 

Certain studies have considered the presence of the classical detective subgenre on 

television.  In said TV:  The Most Popular Art, Horace Newcomb discusses the different types of 

mysteries and detective stories on North American television.  Newcomb begins by outlining the 

different types of mysteries evident in the medium of literature.  Specifically, he acknowledges the 

existence of a subgenre of detective fiction, which he calls “the mild English thriller and its 

American imitations” (84).  He also discusses a type of detective fiction vastly different from the 

“mild English thriller,” namely “the hard-boiled detective story” (85).  Newcomb argues each type 

of detective fiction has conventional elements that distinguish it from others.  For example, the 

English thriller and its American counterparts have as their protagonists “rational and intellectual” 
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sleuths.  These stories also generally take place in “polite” or civilized settings.  And the tales 

emphasize the puzzling nature of the mysteries (84, 89).  Conversely, hard-boiled detective tales 

represent a “harsher world . . . limited to the fringes of society, to the slums and their inhabitants 

on the one hand and to high society on the other” (85).  These stories also feature a vastly different 

protagonist from that of the classical detective story.  The hard-boiled detective does not solve 

mysteries or other problems with rationality and intellect.  Instead, according to Newcomb, the 

violent nature of the world requires the hard-boiled protagonist to use physical force to accomplish 

his (for the lead character is most often male) goals (85-86).   

After he outlines the above types of detective fiction evident in literature, Newcomb 

discusses the types of detective programs that appear on television.  Newcomb focuses most of 

his discussion on the crime shows he believes exemplifies the hard-boiled detective fiction.  He 

does not explore U.S. television’s production of programs that exemplify or reflect the English 

thriller/classical detective subgenre.  Ironically, in his discussion of detective shows, Newcomb 

discusses two programs reflective of classical detective fiction.  In his consideration of detective 

programs, he cites as an example of hard-boiled detective fiction the series Perry Mason.  

Newcomb also discusses one of the texts which directly influenced The Mysteries of Laura, 

Columbo.  In his discussions of Perry Mason and Columbo, Newcomb does not explore their 

reflections of the classical detective subgenre.  For example, Newcomb does explore these 

programs’ exemplification of salient conventions of the classical detective fiction, including those 

he previously outlined in his discussion of this subgenre.  These conventions include a rational and 

intellectual detective as the protagonist and the emphasis on the puzzle aspect of the fictional 

crimes.  Besides neglecting the presence of the classical detective story on U.S. television, 

Newcomb does not consider the circulation of this type of “television formula art” throughout the 
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globe.  Newcomb also does not explore the mechanisms of this global flow, like the adaptations of 

texts reflective of said formula art.   

In The TV Crime Drama, Sue Turnbull briefly discusses television shows that exemplify the 

classical detective subgenre.  According to Turnbull, certain programs have the narrative 

conventions of the subgenre, including said Columbo series.  However, she does not discuss the 

ways these shows suggest the existence of an entire body of “formula art” on television.  

Furthermore, like Newcomb, Turnbull does not explore the international flow of this television 

formula art.  She also does not consider how adaptations facilitate this global flow.  Thus, gaps 

exist in the literature on the classical detective fiction’s status as “television formula art” and on 

the international circulations of said art. 

An examination of The Mysteries of Laura will fill these gaps in the existing scholarship on 

the classical detective story.  Such analysis will further illustrate the multi-platform nature of this 

formula art.  Specifically, the Laura case study will suggest that the classical detective story does 

not limit itself to one medium, but instead manifest itself in numerous media.  The study will also 

show the classical detective story transgresses national boundaries.  As stated, despite the 

subgenre’s origins in Anglo culture, media reflective of the classical detective story appear in 

various nations throughout the world.  The Mysteries of Laura first exemplifies the formula art’s 

movement from Anglo nations, England and the United States, to a non-Anglo country, Spain.  

Laura then demonstrates the formula art’s movement from the Spain back to the United States.  

Besides demonstrating the global, circular flow of the classical detective story, The Mysteries of 

Laura also illustrates the mechanisms of this circulation.  Specifically, the Laura case study 

indicates the flow of the classical detective story occurs via the process of adaptation.  The 

formula art’s movement from Anglo to non-Anglo contexts occurred as the result of Spanish 

television’s production of a series that relied heavily on and borrowed from English and North 
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American classical detective texts.  The adaptation of the Spanish series facilitated the formula 

art’s journey from Spanish culture back to Anglo culture, namely U.S. television.  Analysis of The 

Mysteries of Laura, therefore, will illuminate the classical detective story’s movement across 

media and nations.   

The multi-platform and transnational characters of the classical detective story have 

recently become prevalent in ways extending beyond The Mysteries of Laura.  Within the latter part 

of the 2010s, additional works reflective of this formula art have appeared in television and other 

media throughout the world.  Some of these works include U.S. and English television productions, 

like An Inspector Calls (2015), And Then There Were None (2015), Witness for the Prosecution 

(2016), Crooked House (2017),  The ABC Murders (2018), and Murder Mystery (2019).  They also 

include English and North American theatrical movies, like Murder on the Orient Express (2016), 

Knives Out (2019), and the upcoming Death on the Nile (2020).  Furthermore, these works have 

received numerous critical and commercial acclaim, as evidenced by positive reviews, box office 

figures, and ratings.  The classical detective story, therefore, has distinguished itself as a 

prominent source for material by writers and producers.  Works reflective of this formula art also 

continuously attract mass audiences.  The time, thus, is ripe for analysis of the classical detective 

subgenre’s multi-platform and transnational nature. 

1.4 Chapter Summary 

Chapter two will explore the presence of the classical detective story in the medium of 

literature.  The chapter will examine texts reflective of the classical detective formula.  It will also 

consider the specific elements of these works that constitute them as classical detective texts.   

Because of the multitude of literary texts reflective of the classical detective story, the 

chapter will focus on specific works.  The first is Edgar Allan Poe’s short story “The Murders in the 

Rue Morgue.”  Many consider this work the first detective story.  Poe’s text also established many 
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of the salient narrative elements of detective fiction, especially the ingredients of the classical 

detective formula.  Secondly, the chapter will explore the work of British author Agatha Christie.  

Her novels and short stories are prototypical examples of classical detective or whodunnit fiction.  

Christie’s works and the elements thereof also inspired subsequent classical detective texts in 

literature and other media, especially film and television.   Thirdly, the chapter will examine the 

novels and short stories of Ellery Queen, the penname for American cousins Frederic Dannay and 

Manford B. Lee.  Like the previous works, Queen’s novels and short stories exemplify the classical 

detective tales through their narrative elements.  A salient trait of Queen’s work, especially the 

original novels, is their deliberate encouragement of readers to investigate the cases alongside the 

fictional sleuth and to solve the mystery before the detective reveals it in the climax.  As stated, the 

novels so-called “Challenge to the Reader” exemplifies Queen’s involvement of the audience in an 

active role. 

The chapter will also consider two aspects of classical detective literature, specifically that 

of the so-called Golden Age.  The first aspect is Golden Age detective literature’s construction of an 

“implied reader.” This reader is one who investigates and tries to solve the fictional mysteries 

alongside the detectives. The second aspect is the promotion of the values of capitalism.  Through 

its conventions, the classical detective formula reinforces key aspects of capitalist ideology.  The 

aforementioned works of Agatha Christie and Ellery Queen exemplify this reinforcement in various 

ways.  

Despite its original presence in the medium of literature, the classical detective story 

eventually manifests itself in other media.  One such medium is film.  Chapter three will explore its 

presence in this medium by examining motion pictures that reflect the classical detective formula.  

Like the medium of literature, film evinces numerous examples of works reflective of the classical 

detective story.  The chapter thus will focus on specific examples of these works.  
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Specifically, the chapter will examine the film versions of Agatha Christie’s works, including 

movies based on her most famous novels.  These movies exemplify a mechanism by which the 

classical detective story moves across media, namely adaptation.  In this case, various filmmakers 

take works from one medium, literature, and adapt them into the medium of film.  Though the 

Agatha Christie film adaptations are mostly British productions or co-productions, the chapter will 

also examine movies from the United States.  One such movie is The Last of Sheila (1973).  This 

movie exemplifies the narrative elements of the classical detective story.  Like the Agatha Christie 

film adaptations, it also reflects the stylistic conventions of visual media reflective of the classical 

subgenre.  One of the movie’s salient elements, as with the works of Ellery Queen, is its 

encouragement of an active audience.  As stated, the writers of The Last of Sheila designed the 

movie as a game viewers can play as they watch it.  Consequently, the movie encourages viewers 

to investigate and solve the fictional mystery before the climatic revelation of the solution.  Thirdly, 

the chapter will review the motion-pictures Knives Out (2019) and its sequel Glass Onion: A Knives 

Out Mystery (2022).  Like the previous movies, Knives Out and Glass Onion exemplify the classical 

detective story through its narrative elements.  The movie also has stylistic conventions of visual 

media, like the Agatha Christie adaptations and The Last of Sheila, reflective of the classical 

detective story.  Such conventions include all-star casts and close-up shots of key clues designed 

to help viewers solve the mystery.  Furthermore, the discourse surrounding Knives Out and Glass 

Onion, including critical reviews and commentary by its writer-director Rian Johnson, confirm both 

movies’ statuses as texts designed to exemplify the classical detective story. 

The chapter will finally consider the medium specificity of film.  Specifically, the chapter 

will explore the ways in which classical detective movies construct a spectatorial position for their 

viewers.  This spectatorial position is that which might be called the detective position.  Through 

such a position, classical detective movies render spectators as investigators of the fictional 
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cases. As this chapter will show, the detective position also renders spectators as protectors of the 

capitalist system.   

However, the classical detective story does not limit itself the media of literature and film.  

Another medium in which the classical detective story has appeared is television.  Chapter four will 

examine the presence of the classical detective story in this medium.  The chapter will first 

consider North American television shows that exemplify the classical detective story.  Such 

programs include Columbo (NBC, 1971-1979, ABC, 1989-2004) and Murder, She Wrote (CBS, 1984 

– 1996).  The chapter will also consider non-U.S. examples of classical detective shows, including 

television adaptations of Agatha Christie’s work, like the series Agatha Christie’s Poirot (ITV, 1989 – 

2013) and Agatha Christie’s Marple/Miss Marple (ITV, 2004 – 2013).  An examination of these 

programs will reveal these texts have the same narrative and stylistic conventions of movies and 

literary works reflective of the classical detective story.  These shows, therefore, further suggest 

the classical detective story’s cross-platform or transmedia nature. 

Finally, chapter four will consider the U.S. television series The Mysteries of Laura (NBC, 

2014 – 2016).  This series, like the previous shows, exemplifies the classical detective story’s 

transgression of media boundaries.  However, the program also suggests the formula’s crossing of 

national borders.  The Mysteries of Laura’s production history and the discourse surrounding he 

program evince its transnationalism.   Thus, the series indicates the classical detective story 

formula does not face media and/or national boundaries.  Instead, the formula appears in  various 

media platforms and nations throughout the world.   

The chapter will also consider an important aspect of North American shows that reflect 

the classical detective formula. Using Amanda Klein’s (2011) work as inspiration, the chapter will 

explore the “cycles” of classical detective programming on U.S. television.  The chapter will show 

that throughout its history, U.S. broadcast television has aired classical detective shows in select 
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periods. Henceforth, the chapter will explore these periods or cycles and the factors contributing 

to them. 

Chapter five will explore the implications of the classical detective story formula’s 

transnational character.  Specifically, the chapter will explore the formula’s circulation or flow 

throughout the globe.  The chapters will also consider the elements contributing to said flow. And, 

the chapter will explore the implications of this flow for future research on media distribution.  

Specifically, the chapter will consider the possibility that other story formulas, like the so-called 

hard-boiled detective formula, have the same transnational character as the classical detective 

story.  The chapter will also pose other possible avenues of research into story formulas and the 

global circulations thereof. Finally, the concluding chapter will summarize the main points of the 

study and suggest additional avenues for media studies research. 

2 CHAPTER 2: THE CLASSICAL DETECTIVE STORY IN LITERATURE: GOLDEN AGE FICTION, 

THE IMPLIED READER, AND THE VALUES OF CAPITALISM 

2.1 Introduction 

In 1841, a notorious double murder occurred in Paris, France. A mysterious assailant 

brutally killed a mother and her daughter on their property.  The murderer committed this crime in a 

room locked from the inside.  Because of this and other details, the murders originally baffled the 

Parisian police.  Eventually, the police arrested a suspect for the killings.  However, this suspect 

was innocent of the crimes. Meanwhile, an amateur sleuth named C. Auguste Dupin also 

investigated the killings.  Eventually, Dupin solved the case.  Using logic and reasoning, the sleuth 

deduced precisely who killed the two women. Dupin also deduced how the killer committed the 

crime and escaped from the locked room.   

This double murder case and the investigation thereof did not actually occur in real-life.  

Instead, this situation is the plot of Edgar Allen Poe’s famous short story “The Murders in the Rue 
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Morgue.”  This story is an important text in the history of detective fiction.  Many consider it as the 

first detective story ever written (Brunsdale 576, Thomas 1999, Dove 1997).  The tale also features 

the conventions of the subgenre of detective fiction that would come to be known as the classical 

detective story. Such conventions include: 1) a puzzling crime, namely a murder committed in a 

room locked from the inside, 2) a great detective who solves the case using deductive reason and 

logic, 3) the representation of the local police as incapable of solving the puzzling case, 4) the 

arrest of an innocent person for the crime, and 5) the narration of the story by the sleuth’s best 

friend and sidekick (Brunsdale 576, Collins 8-9, Curran 35-41, Berger 81-82, Bordwell 121).  

Through its use of these conventions, “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” establishes the formula for 

the classical detective story (Berger 81-82, Bordwell 121).  This formula consequently establishes 

the classical detective story as a subgenre different from other types of detective fiction that 

emerge later, including hard-boiled detective fiction, psychological thrillers, and procedurals 

(Cawelti 1976, Todorov 2000, Bordwell 120). 

The literary sub-genre known as classical detective fiction reached its peak in the early 20th 

century. The Golden Age of detective fiction is said to span the 1920s through the 1940s (Cawelti 

80, Todorov 122, Curran Secret Notebooks 129, Bordwell 121). The authors who specialized in this 

sub-genre include Sir. Arthur Conan Doyle (1859-1930), Agatha Christie (1890-1976), Dorothy 

Sayers (1893-1957), Ngaio Marsh (1895-1982), John Dickson Carr (1906-1977), S.S. Van Dine (1888-

1939), Ellery Queen aka Frederic Dannay (1905-1982) and Manford B. Lee (1905-1971), and many 

others (Nevins 13, Bordwell 121).  The practitioners of classical detective fiction came from various 

parts of the world.  For example, some of these authors, like Sir. Arthur Conan Doyle, Agatha 

Christie, and Dorothy Sayers, came from England.  Other authors, like S.S. Van Dine and Ellery 

Queen, came from the United States.  The work of these authors had the conventional elements of 

the classical detective sub-genre.  Consequently, these elements distinguished their work from 
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that of other writers of detective fiction, like Raymond Chandler (1888-1959), Samuel Dashiell 

Hammett (1894-1961), James M. Cain (1892-1977), and other authors of hard-boiled detective 

stories.   

The formula of classical detective fiction, encompassing the above elements and others, 

has inspired much work in the field of literature. Novels and short stories written by the above 

authors reflect the formula.  However, this formula has also influenced other media besides 

literature.  Works exemplifying the classical detective formula appear in film (see Chapter Three), 

television (see Chapter Four), radio, and other media.  Furthermore, the media that reflects the 

classical detective formula appears in various countries throughout the world.  Movies reflecting 

the formula appear in countries like England, the United States, France, and others (see Chapter 

Three).  Television programs that exemplify the formula also appear in these and other countries.  

For example, the television series Columbo (NBC, 1971 – 1979, ABC, 1989 – 2003), Murder, She 

Wrote (CBS, 1984-1996) and The Mysteries of Laura (NBC, 2014-2016) originate from the United 

States.  The latter series is an adaptation of a program made in Spain, Los misterios de Laura (La 1, 

2009-2014).  And the creators of this Spanish program took their inspiration from the North 

American shows Columbo and Murder, She Wrote and the literary works of Agatha Christie.  The 

classical detective story formula, therefore, has a cross-platform and transnational nature that 

exceeds its origins in the medium of literature. 

The classical detective formula thrives in literature because of its adaptability to the 

attributes and affordances of multiple media. Key to this flexibility is its use of an “implied reader”  

The implied reader of classical detective literature is one who participates in the story’s action by 

investigating the case alongside the fictional detective(s). This reader also tries to solve the mystery 

before the sleuth reveals the solution in the denouement.  Classical detective literature of the 

Golden Age creates this implied narrator through the following literary affordances: “puzzle 
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aspect,” “the game aspect,” an emphasis on “fair play,” narrative perspectives, and the 

denouements of the stories. Golden Age texts also use attributes of the medium of literature to 

foster these aspects of the tales.  Such resources include written text or prose and visual aids, like 

diagrams and graphs. Thus, from its very beginning, the classical detective story formula’s 

multimedia approach, via its use of diagrams, suggests its adaptability to future media.  

The implied reader of Golden Age classical fiction represents more than the 

encouragement of audience members to investigate fictional mysteries. Specifically, through its 

elements, this implied reader reinforces salient values of capitalism.   These values include work or 

labor, competition, individualism or individual achievement, meritocracy, education or training, 

and learning. Golden Age classical detective fiction reinforces these capitalist values through the 

aforementioned literary affordances used to construct the implied reader. Two famous authors of 

the Golden Age whose works exemplify the implied reader and its reinforcement of capitalism are 

Agatha Christie and Ellery Queen. To explore the reinforcement of capitalist values via an ”implied 

reader,” a consideration of the latter concept is necessary.  

2.2 The Implied Reader 

In literary and reception theory, critics and scholars make a distinction between two types 

of readers.  The first type is known as the “real reader” and the second is called the “implied 

reader.” According to the notion, the real reader, also known as the “real-life reader” is the 

individual who actually reads a specified work.  This person originates from “the real world [and 

engages] with the text in specific contexts and for specific purposes” (Willis 69-70). An implied 

reader is the audience member “expected or addressed by the text” (Willis 69. Iser 34-35). This 

individual is also a reader constituted or ‘created by the work’ (Suleiman as quoted in Willis 70). 

Such a reader, therefore, is the audience member to whom the text is directed.  The real reader of a 

work, scholars comment, may differ significantly from the audience member targeted by the text.  
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Specifically, the real reader may consume the work in ways unintended by the text’s creator or 

author.  For example, this reader may skim the text, skip certain parts, and/or ignore aspects of it, 

like the ending (Willis 69, Benwell et al 93, Ahmed 89-89). Despite the various ways readers may 

consume the text, its creator nevertheless gears this work to a specific type of audience member. 

This creator also expects and/or assumes this audience member will consume the text in the 

intended way (Willis 69 and 74, Eagleton 73, Iser 34-35).  Henceforth, a text’s creation or 

constitution of an implied reader is a key issue in literary and reception theory (Willis 74. Eagleton 

72-73). It is also a salient attribute of literature itself.   

Golden Age classical detective literature exemplifies the distinction between the real and 

implied reader.  Many individuals who read Golden age detective stories may consume those texts 

in ways unintended by the authors. For example, they may elect not to try to solve the fictional 

mysteries. These people may also choose to read the books for reasons other than the mystery, 

such as because they wish merely to follow the new exploits of a favorite character, like a fictional 

detective. However, writers of Golden Age detective fiction nevertheless structure their texts with 

specific types of readers in mind. Specifically, these writers gear their texts toward individuals 

willing to investigate the fictional mysteries and try to solve them before the detective’s climatic 

revelation of the solution. An examination of Golden Age detective texts suggests these works have 

elements designed to target and foster this implied reader. Analysis of these texts also suggests 

that the implied reader has an ideological dimension.  This dimension is the reader’s promotion of 

the values of capitalism, including work/labor, competition, individualism, meritocracy, 

education/training, and learning.  Consequently, this chapter explores Golden Age classical 

detective literature’s constitution of an implied reader and the capitalist values thereof.   

Past studies of classical detective literature do not explore the implied reader of the so-

called Golden Age or its capitalist values.  In The Reader and the Detective Story, George Dove 
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explores what he regards as the experiences of people as they read detective literature.  He 

focuses most of his analysis on regular or habitual readers of detective fiction, including the 

classical detective story.  Dove does not examine the ideal or implied reader constituted by these 

texts.  He also does not explore the ideological dimensions of this implied reader, stating at one 

point that “the conventions of detective fiction are lacking in social or cultural relevance because 

of the disinclination of the convention to ‘go anywhere’ in the real world. Conventions . . .are 

consistently strong hermeneutically but completely lacking in social values” (91). The forthcoming 

examination of Golden Age classical detective texts suggests they do have a social value, namely 

their promotion of the aforementioned capitalist values. 

In his discussion of the reader’s role in a detective story, Dove argues this individual serves 

as an “interested spectator” (19). Dove feels the reader is an “observer” of the story’s action 

instead of a “participant” (20). While explaining why he feels the reader is just an observer, Dove 

comments, “I doubt if we should take seriously the idea of the reader’s ‘solving’ the case at all” 

(20). At a later point, he says “being a reader of detective fiction, that reader will participate as 

interested observer only and can be content to watch the problem being solved instead of trying to 

solve it” (163). Dove, therefore, believes that readers of detective fiction, including classical 

detective fiction, will not try to participate in the tales by investigating and/or trying to solve the 

fictional mysteries.  In his analysis, Dove does not explore the difference between the real reader of 

a detective story and an implied one. Many people who actually read detective stories may react to 

the texts in the ways Dove describes in his analysis. These people may not attempt to solve the 

mystery, preferring instead to just read the unfolding action for reasons of their own. However, 

Dove does not consider the implied reader of classical detective literature.  Specifically, he does 

not address these texts construction of an ideal reader who will involve themselves in the fictional 

mysteries by trying to solve them.  He also does not explore the values promoted by this ideal 
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reader. The existence of real readers who eschew this involvement does not negate the texts’ 

construction of an implied reader.  It also does not negate the reader’s promotion of specified 

values, in this case those of capitalism. As stated, elements of Golden Age classical detective texts 

suggest an implied reader who is not merely an observer, to use Dove’s term, but also a 

participant.  These elements also suggest this implied reader’s promotion of salient capitalist 

values.  

2.3 The Values of Capitalism 

As stated, the implied reader of Golden Age classical detective fiction is someone who 

investigates the fictional mysteries.  This reader also attempts to solve the mystery before the 

super sleuth or before the latter reveals the solution. In this regard, the implied reader exemplifies 

key values of capitalism.  One such value is work or labor. The implied reader is one who does not 

merely rest and/or relax when consuming a classical detective text.  Instead, this reader must 

accomplish a task or job the text establishes for them, namely the investigation and solving of a 

case.  Another value is competition (Macionis 209). The implied reader promotes the notion that 

one individual, in this case the reader, must compete with others, the author and the fictional 

detective, to complete the task of solving the mystery. A third value the implied reader exemplifies 

is “individual achievement” or individualism (Macionis186).  The implied reader promotes the 

notion that an individual, in this case the reader, has the responsibility to take the resources 

provided them, i.e. the clues, and use them to complete the aforementioned task.  Consequently, 

the implied reader promotes the belief that “people are responsible for their own success or 

failure” (Kendall 176).  By promoting the individual’s responsibility to solve the mystery and the 

competition with others, the implied reader reinforces a fourth value  of capitalism, meritocracy.  

The construction of the implied reader suggests that people who are able to solve the mysteries 

prove themselves more worthy than those who cannot deduce the correct solutions.  The implied 
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reader thus promotes the belief that a person’s “knowledge, abilities, and effort”  determines their 

worth in society (Macionis 209). Specifically, people will succeed in society if they have the 

necessary knowledge, skills, and resolve. Conversely, the implied reader suggests that “failure [in 

society] corresponds to lack of talent or will” (Kendall 40). The fifth value of capitalism the implied 

reader exemplifies is education or training.  A salient aspect of capitalism is teaching people skills 

to function within capitalist society.  These skills include those needed to gain employment and 

complete jobs (Macionis 420).  The implied reader of Golden Age fiction exemplifies capitalist 

education and training through the texts’ instructional nature.  Golden Age stories teach audiences 

how to solve crimes that impact the upper-class and thus threaten the capitalist system. 

Furthermore, under capitalism, people must thus learn job skills to ensure both their survival 

within the capitalist system and the maintenance of the latter. Consequently, the implied reader 

promotes the capitalist value of learning. This reader promotes this value through the expectation 

that audience members will absorb the lessons each story teaches them about detection and 

incorporate them into their lives, such as when they read subsequent detective stories.  

To create or construct an implied reader that exemplifies the above capitalist values, 

Golden Age texts use various elements.  These elements are outlined below. 

2.4 The Elements Used to Create the Implied Reader 

Golden Age classical detective literature establishes an implied reader through specific 

literary affordances.  One such affordance is an emphasis on the puzzling nature of the fictional 

mysteries.  Another is the treatment of these mysteries as “games” which the authors play with 

their readers.  Relatedly, writers of Golden Age classical detective literature promote the “fairness” 

of their games.  These writers include prose and verbal clues which ideally will help readers win the 

games by solving the mysteries.  Golden Age literature also creates an implied reader through the 

specific narrational perspectives authors use in their work. And, Golden Age texts constructs an 
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implied reader through the denouement scenes in which the sleuth reveals the solution and the 

clues through which the detective reached it.  From these elements, Golden Age classical 

detective literature creates an ideal reader who is not content only to observe the action, but also 

participate in it.  Golden Age writers incorporation of these aspects in their novels and/or short 

stories suggests the compatibility between the classical detective story formula and the medium of 

literature. Furthermore, the elements used to construct implied reader promote the values of 

capitalism outlined above. Many writers of the Golden Age exemplify the construction of the 

implied reader and the capitalist values thereof. Two such authors are Agatha Christie and Ellery 

Queen.   

Dame Agatha Christie is one of the most famous writers in literary history. She is also the 

best-selling author in the world (Bernthal 5, Osborne 1999). As a mystery author, Christie is known 

for her memorable novels and short stories, many of which she wrote during the Golden Age.  

These works include the novels The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1926), Murder on the Orient Express 

(1934), The ABC Murders (1935), Death on the Nile (1937),  And Then There Were None (1939), and 

A Murder is Announced (1950). They also include other works, like the short story  (and play) 

“Witness for the Prosecution” (1925) and The Mousetrap, the longest running play in theater 

history. Besides her memorable plots, Christie also created famous characters, especially her 

fictional detectives Hercule Poirot and Miss Jane Marple. Like other writers of mystery literature’s 

Golden Age, Agatha Christie created an implied reader for her works through the following 

elements: the presentation of “puzzling” crimes, the treatment of her stories as games, her version 

of fair play, her narrational perspectives, and the denouement scenes outlining the clues that 

supposedly would have helped these readers solve the mysteries.   

Ellery Queen is the pen name for cousins Frederic Dannay and Manford B. Lee. 
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As Ellery Queen, the cousins wrote some of the most famous novels and short stories of the 

Golden Age.  Their works include the novels The Roman Hat Mystery (1929), The French Powder 

Mystery (1930), The Dutch Shoe Mystery (1931), The Tragedy of X (1932), The Greek Coffin Mystery 

(1932), The American Gun Mystery (1933), The Siamese Twin Mystery (1933), The Chinese Orange 

Mystery (1934), The Spanish Cape Mystery (1935), and many others. Queen’s output also includes 

the short stories “The Adventure of the Mad Tea Party” (1934), “The Adventure of the Glass-Domed 

Clock” (1933), and “The Lamp of God” (1935).  As a writing team, Dannay and Lee distinguished 

themselves by giving their most famous sleuth the same name as their pen name.  The character 

Ellery Queen is a mystery author who solves real-life mysteries with the help of his father, Inspector 

Richard Queen of the New York City Police Department, and the latter’s aide Sargeant Velie. Unlike 

the British Agatha Christie, Dannay and Lee were North American writers, both having been born in 

New York.  Despite their different origins, the cousins constituted the same implied reader as 

Christie through their work. This implied reader is one who attempts to solve the fictional mystery 

before the sleuth Ellery Queen reveals the solution in the denouement.  Dannay and Lee also use 

the same elements as Christie to create this implied reader, including  the puzzle aspect, the game 

aspect, fair play, narrational perspectives, and denouements.  Also like Christie, their implied 

reader reinforces the aforementioned values of capitalism. To understand their construction of an 

implied reader and its capitalist values, a review of each author' s use of the above elements is 

warranted. 

2.5 The Puzzle Aspect 

Various novels and short stories of the Golden Age present their readers with “puzzles” to 

solve.  In these texts, crimes occur under complex and/or confusing circumstances.  The puzzling 

nature of these crimes requires the readers to solve different mysteries.  One mystery is the 

question of who committed the crime. Another is how the criminal did it.  As David Bordwell puts it 
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in his analysis of Golden Age detective literature, “the mark of the teasing whodunit was the baffing 

crime, the extraordinary one that challenges [the reader] to play with hypotheses, offer alternative 

solutions, and speculate about motive . . . The more the crime flouts common sense, the better. 

Matters of whodunit could be clouded by matters of ‘howdunit’” (123). Edgar Allan Poe establishes 

such puzzles for his readers in the aforementioned “Murders in the Rue Morge.”  However, other 

authors also provide such puzzles for their respective readers.  For example, the works of John 

Dickson Carr and other writers involve locked room crimes. In these tales, like in “Murders in the 

Rue Morgue,” an unknown individual commits a murder in a room locked from the inside. The 

locked room invites questions over the criminal’s ability to commit the crime and escape 

undetected from the scene. Similar to these locked room situations are so-called seemingly 

“impossible crimes.”  In these stories, a mysterious individual commits a crime which seems 

impossible for anyone to have committed.  Thus, in these stories, the mystery is not only 

“whodunit,” but also “howdunit” (Bordwell 123). The puzzle aspect reinforces a salient value of 

capitalism.  This value is work or labor.   

Golden Age literature does not merely wish readers to passively consume the text as a form 

of recreation or a break from work.  Instead, this literature encourages readers to actively complete 

a specific task or job.  Specifically, once they present a  mystery or puzzle to their readers, a Golden 

Age classical detective text expects them to try to solve it. The novel or short story establishes an 

expectation for audience members to pay close attention to the text to determine whodunit and 

how. As Bordwell argues, “the reader is immediately put to work, and kept busy in every chapter, in 

the task of solving the book’s mystery” (127) (emphasis mine). Consequently, Golden Age literature 

does not encourage rest or recuperation from its readers. Instead, this literature encourage 

audiences to keep busy and work to investigate and solve the crime(s).  The “puzzle element,” to 

use Charles Rzepka’s (2005) term, is a key measure through which Golden Age literature 
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establishes an implied reader. Its use of such a measure promotes the key value of work in 

capitalist society.  Besides Edgar Allen Poe and John Dickson Carr, two other Golden Age writers 

who utilize the puzzle element are Agatha Christie and Ellery Queen. 

First, Agatha Christie’s stories exemplify the puzzle aspect through their plots. Like other 

writers of the Golden Age, Christie gives readers various puzzling crimes to investigate and solve. 

The specific puzzles or mysteries readers must solve involve the crime itself and/or an element(s) 

of it.  The first puzzle is the identity of the criminal.  Agatha Christie’s tales are “closed mysteries.” 

These mysteries conceal the criminal’s identity until the climatic denouement. In the Christie 

works listed above and others, an unknown individual commits a crime, most often a murder. The 

commission of this crime leads to an investigation in which the police and/or some protagonist, 

like Poirot and Miss Marple, must deduce the criminal’s identity. The reader follows the 

investigation through their consumption of the text. The reader’s consumption especially involves 

them following the protagonist or super-sleuth’s activities, like their examinations of evidence and 

interrogation of witnesses and suspects. Like other Golden Age classical detective texts, Christie’s 

works establish an expectation of the reader to try to solve the mystery as they read the story.  

Specifically, the texts expect readers to investigate the mystery by paying attention to the events in 

the story, especially the clues.  The readers must also contemplate the significance of the clues 

and how they may illuminate the solution. Christie’s works, therefore, establish an ideal reader 

who participates in the fictional investigation and tries to solve the mystery before the 

denouement.  Henceforth, these works also promote the capitalist value of work.  Specifically, 

Christie’s texts reinforce the ideal that even when doing a recreational activity like reading, people 

should work i.e. complete a job assigned to them.  

Besides the perpetrator’s identity, Christie’s tales also gives readers additional puzzles to 

solve. Many of Christie’s mysteries involve so-called “impossible crimes.” In these stories, an 
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unknown person commits a crime under circumstances seemingly impossible for someone to do 

so.  For example, in some Christie mysteries, one person kills another in a room that is locked from 

the inside.  Such tales include The Murder of Roger Ackroyd and Hercule Poirot’s Christmas (1938). 

In other stories, all the individuals who could possibly have committed a murder have alibis for the 

time of the crime’s commission. Other puzzles abound in the works of Agatha Christie. In many 

stories, for example, a murder occurs within a group isolated from the rest of society and the 

reader must deduce which person(s) within this collective committed the murder.  Stories with 

such a puzzle include The Mysterious Affair at Syles (1920), Murder on the Orient Express, Death on 

the Nile, And Then There Were None, and Death in the Clouds (1935).  Thus, in these stories, 

Christie’s readers must solve more mysteries besides that of the criminal’s identity. These 

additional puzzles reinforce her novel’s constitution of an implied reader who does not merely 

“observe” the mysteries, to quote Dove, but actually tries to solve them. Christie’s texts 

consequently give their readers an additional job besides determining the criminal’s identity. 

Specifically, these texts  require audience members to determining the means and manner of the 

crime(s). Consequently, the texts reinforce the capitalist value of work. 

Like Agatha Christie, Ellery Queen gives readers various puzzles to solve. The period of 

Queen’s work which scholar Francis Nevins (2013) calls Period One especially reflects the puzzle 

aspect. In the works of this period, which cover the 1920s through the 1930s, Queen’s stories 

emphasize the puzzling nature of various crimes (13-15). In these tales, Queen presents their 

readers with various mysteries to investigate and solve. Specifically, in the novels and short stories 

of this period, an unknown individual commits a crime and the reader must deduce this person’s 

identity. For example, Queen’s first novel The Roman Hat Mystery concerns the murder of a 

criminal defense attorney, who is murdered inside a packed theater during the performance of a 

play. In Queen’s second book, The French Powder Mystery, an unknown assailant murders the  
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wealthy owner of a department store and places the body on display. And in The Dutch Shoe 

Mystery, Queen’s third novel, a mysterious individual murders a wealthy woman in the surgery of a 

hospital while the latter awaits an operation.  Through such puzzles, Queen’s texts establish an 

expectation for their readers to do a specific job, namely, to  determine the criminal’s identity. 

Queen’s works thus too promote the capitalist value of work. 

In other stories, Queen gives readers more jobs besides determining a criminal’s identity. 

Specifically, in certain stories, a dying murder victim leaves behind a clue to their killer’s identity.  

Thus, the reader must deduce the meaning of the clue and the person whom the victim wished to 

implicate.  For example, in the Period One novel The Siamese Twin Mystery, the victim leaves 

behind a game card as a clue to their murderer’s identity. In the short story “The Adventure of the 

Glass-Domed Clock,” the victim uses the timepiece in the title as a so-called “dying clue.” And in 

“The Bearded Lady,” a dying victim paints a beard over the portrait of a person as a clue to their 

murderer’s identity. Although such dying clue stories appear in Period One of Queen’s work, they 

also appear in other periods of the author’s writing career.  For example, in the novel The Scarlett 

Letters (1953), a dying gunshot victim writes XX as a clue. In the novel Face to Face (1967), a victim 

writes down the word “face” as a clue to her murderer’s identity. 

Furthermore, like Christie’s work, many Queen stories enhance the puzzle aspect by 

involving crimes committed under seemingly “impossible” circumstances.  Common examples of 

impossible crimes in Queen’s oeuvre are those committed in rooms locked from the inside. In the 

novel The Door Between (1937), an unknown individual stabs writer Karen Leith to death in a room 

locked from the inside.  And in The King is Dead (1952), a mysterious assailant shoots wealthy and 

powerful Kane Bendigo in a locked room.  Other “impossible crime stories” include the novels The 

American Gun Mystery and The Chinese Orange Mystery (Adey 151-155). Consequently, Queen’s 

texts give their readers the job of determining how these and other impossible crimes were 
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committed. Through the puzzle aspect, therefore, Queen’s work constitutes an implied reader 

willing to do the jobs the texts assign them. In one novel, Queen also establishes an expectation for 

readers to do physical labor. Specifically, in The Dutch Shoe Mystery, Queen deliberately leaves 

many pages blanks so that readers may take notes about the case while reading the book.  Queen 

believed such notes would help readers solve the mystery (Nevins 19).  The Dutch Shoe Mystery 

thus reinforces the notion that recreational reading must involve some type of labor. It also further 

establishes an implied reader who does whatever necessary to solve a case.  By constituting such 

an implied reader, Queen’s stories, like Christie’s work, thus promote the capitalist value of work.   

2.6 The Game Aspect 

Golden Age classical detective literature also create an implied reader through what might 

be called the “game aspect.” This aspect involves the writers’ treatment of their mysteries as 

games the writers play with their readers. In these games, the authors present a specified puzzle, 

namely a mystery, for their reader to solve (Bordwell 123).  If the reader solves the mystery, this 

person wins the game. Conversely, if this reader does not solve the mystery, they lose the game. 

The game play aspect thus promotes the salient capitalist value of competition. In Golden Age 

detective fiction, the game aspect involves two types of competitions.  The first is that between the 

reader and the protagonist, or what Robert Reiner (2000) would call the “super-sleuth.”  Golden 

Age  texts expect the reader to try to solve the mystery before the super-sleuth does or before the 

latter reveals the solution.  As Arthur Asa Berger puts it, “the reader of the classic detective mystery 

invariably is in competition with the detective to interpret the clues and solve the mystery before 

the detective identifies the criminal” (86). The second competition is between the reader and the 

author. Golden Age writers establish a “puzzle” for the reader and the latter’s task is to “try to read 

the mind of the cunning author” by solving said puzzle (Bordwell 128, Rzepka 14)).  In fact, various 

scholars (Bordwell 2023, Goddard 2018) feel the description of the mystery as a “game” is 
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rhetorical, for the writer already completed the mystery, i.e. authored the book or short story, and 

cannot respond to any moves made by the reader (Bordwell 128, Goddard 29-30). Nevertheless, 

the Golden Age writers still present their readers with a challenge, one which involves the need for 

the latter to unravel the author’s puzzle.  The so-called “game” aspect creates an expectation that 

the reader will accept the aforementioned challenge and investigate the mystery.  Henceforth, the 

game or challenge is another means through which Golden Age classical detective literature 

establishes an implied reader. Through such means, Golden Age fiction promotes the value of 

competition.  

Agatha Christie exemplifies the promotion of competition through her work.  Like other 

Golden Age detective writers, Christie treats her works as “games” that she plans for her readers 

(Osbourne 1999). In these games, Christie presents a specific mystery or puzzle for the reader.  

This audience member then must solve that mystery or puzzle before the revelation of the solution. 

If the reader correctly solves the puzzle, they have won the game. Conversely, if the reader does not 

correctly solve the puzzle, they lose the game.  The nature of Christie’s games involve the reader in 

the two competitions outlined above. One competition is between the reader and Christie’s 

fictional detective. Though the reader follows the detective’s investigation, the former must ideally 

solve the mystery/puzzle before the sleuth deduces and reveals the solution.  Another competition 

is between the reader and Christie herself.  By planning the game for her readers, Christie 

establishes a challenge between herself and her audience (Curran Murder in the Making 47, 

Goddard 29-30).  In this challenge, Christie tells her readers “I present with a challenge to spot the 

culprit before I am ready to reveal him/her. To make it easier for you, I will give you hints and clues 

along the way but I still defy you to anticipate my solution. However, I give you fair warning that I will 

use every trick in my writer’s repertoire to fool you but I still promise to abide by the fair play rule” 

(Curran 47). Thus, Christie’s works establish the same two competitions as does Golden Age 
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classical detective literature in general.  Her establishment of these competitions reinforce the 

constitution of an implied reader willing to accept the challenge.  They also reinforce a salient value 

of capitalism.  Under capitalism, one person must compete with others to accomplish goals within 

society.  Consequently, the reader’s competitions with Christie’s sleuths and the author herself 

exemplify capitalist ideology.   

The reinforcement of competition is also a salient aspect of Ellery Queen’s work. Like 

Christie and other Golden Age writers, Queen treats his mysteries as games played with the 

readers. The readers who can deduce the solution before the climatic revelation win the game 

while those who do not lose. Queen further reinforces the value of competition through a device for 

which their work is renown. This device is known as the Challenge to the Reader.  In their early 

novels, especially the works of Period One, Queen would directly address readers and challenge 

them to solve the mystery. Specifically, right before the denouement, Queen would stop the action 

and talk to the reader.  First, Queen would tell this reader that the preceding pages contained all 

the clues to the mystery’s solution. Queen would then ask the reader if the latter could use these 

clues to deduce the solution.  The Challenge to the Reader directly suggests Queen’s expectation 

that the reader will investigate the mysteries alongside the sleuth and try to solve them.  

Furthermore, adaptations of Queen’s work in other media feature variations of this challenge to the 

reader. The long-running radio series Ellery Queen, for example, would include a “Challenge to the 

Listener” in which right before the climatic denouement, hosts would challenge listeners and a 

panel of celebrities to guess the solution (Siegel 192). And the short-lived television series Ellery 

Queen (NBC, 1975-1976) featured a “Challenge to the Viewer.” In this challenge, star Jim Hutton 

would break the fourth wall by facing the camera and asking viewers if they solved the mystery (see 

Chapter Four). These various challenges, therefore, further suggest a desire to encourage audience 

members to investigate a mystery and try to solve it themselves. In the case of Queen’s literary 



49 

work, the challenge further creates an implied reader willing to participate in the fictional 

investigation. The challenge in Queen’s literary texts and other media incarnations also reflect the 

capitalist value of competition. In these instances, the competition is between the audience 

member (reader, viewer, listener) and the makers of the text (Queen the author, the producers of 

radio and television, etc.). Henceforth, as with Christie, the use of “game play” or challenges 

promote a key value of capitalism, namely competition.  

The game play/challenge aspect also promotes another salient value of capitalism, 

meritocracy.  Specifically, Golden Age texts promote the ideal that those who solve the mysteries 

i.e. win the games have more merit than those who do not.  These texts further promote this value 

of meritocracy through the element of fair play.   

2.7 The Fair Play Aspect 

Golden Age literature further establishes an implied reader by emphasizing “fairness” in its 

game play. This literature promotes the belief that a reader should have a “fair” chance to win the 

aforementioned game or challenge. For Golden Age authors, this “fair play” involves “making all 

clues and hints discoverable in principle by the reader” (Bordwell 129). Specifically, writers 

believed that novels and short stories should include all the information the readers need to solve 

the mystery. An indication or “test” of the fairness of the story is if a person rereading the tale 

“could find everything necessary to the solution there, buried or flaunted in the flow of prose” 

(Bordwell 129).  Various authors of Golden Age classical detective literature promoted the belief in 

fair play. Two such authors were S.S. Van Dine and Ronald Knox, both of whom wrote lists of rules 

classical detective they felt writers should follow to ensure the latter play fair with their readers 

(Bayard 20-21, Curran Murder in the Making 41 – 44, Rzepka 13-14). By emphasizing the fairness of 

the “game,” Golden Age classical detective literature reinforces its expectation that a reader will 

play it. This literature also promotes itself as enabling readers to play the game and possibly win it.  
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Golden Age classical detective literature thus creates an implied reader who examine the clues the 

authors provides and uses them to win the game.  By using “fairness” in their construction of the 

implied reader, Golden Age literature reinforces the capitalist value of competition. The fair play 

aspect also promotes two additional values of capitalism.  One is meritocracy and the other is 

individualism.  

The “fair play” aspect promotes meritocracy by differentiating between those who win the 

games and those who do not.  Ideally, the reader who correctly interprets the clues and solves the 

mystery wins the game.  Conversely, the reader who cannot solve the case loses said game or 

challenge.  Under the capitalist system, individuals who win games or challenges have more merit 

than those who lose.  Furthermore, people who do a job assigned to them, like solving a mystery, 

have more merit than those who do not.  Through fair play, Golden Age literatures accords different 

levels of merit for the readers depending on whether they have solved the case. 

Golden Age literature’s emphasis on fairness also promotes the capitalist value of 

individualism aka “individual achievement.”  Under capitalism, a person must use the resources 

given them to accomplish their goals. For example, an individual with a job must use resources to 

complete their jobs.  If a person does not complete their job or accomplish their goals, then ideally 

this failure is the individual’s own fault. According to the capitalist ideal, this individual failed 

because they lacked the talent or skill to properly use the resources to fulfill their objectives.  

Furthermore, the representation of the person’s shortcomings suggests the capitalist system itself 

is not responsible for the individual’s failures. This suggestion of the system’s blamelessness 

consequently ensures the maintenance of the capitalism.  Golden Age literature promotes the 

notion of individualism by promoting the belief that if a reader does not correctly guess the 

solution, it is this audience member’s own fault and not that of the text or its author.  This literature 
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further promotes the values of individualism and capitalism through the attributes of literature that 

authors use to provide “fair” indications of the solution. 

Golden Age detective writers provide clues through their use of prose or written language. 

One such clue may be the description of physical evidence left at the crime scene, such as 

clothing, a suspect’s personal possession (s), or footprints (Bordwell 127-129). Another clue may 

be the description of the fictional detective’s ‘half-memory.’  Specifically, at some point in the 

story, the prose will describe the sleuth’s realization that “something seen or heard earlier would 

help [solve the mystery], but [the detective] cannot recall it.” This statement indicates to readers 

that if they “scan previous pages” of the text, they can “discover what the detective is struggling to 

remember.”  Similarly, in many stories, the written account of a chance remark or “ a glimpse of 

something” will help the detective and ideally the reader deduce the mystery’s solution (128).  

Through such written accounts and statements, the texts establishes an expectation for readers to 

pay close attention to and note the clues in the story. Golden Age writers also promote the notion 

that they play fair with their readers through provision of such clues.  Thus, readers who note these 

clues and correctly solve the case have more merit than those who do not. Ideally, those readers 

who do not notice the clues and guess the solution do so because of their own shortcomings and 

not those of the authors or the texts.  Henceforth, these clues further promote the values of 

meritocracy and individualism in capitalist society.   

Like other Golden Age writers, Agatha Christie includes verbal clues to a solution within her 

written prose. Specifically, in many novels and short stories, the verbal statements made by a 

character will provide clues to the solution.  For example, in some texts, a character discloses a 

fact about the crime that they could only know if they committed it.  A character may also make 

another verbal statement that indicates their involvement in the crime. Such incriminating 

statements frequently appear in Christie’s work, including the novels  Lord Edgeware Dies (1933), 
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Murder on the Orient Express (1934) and Appointment with Death (1938).  Thirdly, a character may 

also make another statement that provides a clue to the solution, like in Christie’s novel Five Little 

Pigs (1942), where the victim discloses the fact that everything they drank on the day of their death 

tastes “foul.” These verbal statements reinforce the texts’ expectation that readers will pay careful 

attention to all clues in the story, including what the characters say.  This expectation suggests that 

Golden Age classical detective literature constitutes an implied reader who attempts to solve the 

mysteries.  By using such verbal clues in their constitution of this reader, Golden Age literature 

reinforces the capitalist values of meritocracy and individualism.  

This literature uses other resources besides prose to provide readers clues to a mystery’s 

solution. Many novels and short stories provide visual aids to assist the reader in their investigation 

of a case. These include “maps, diagrams, and floorplans” of the crime scene and aides include 

listing of the various characters in the story, especially suspects.  Golden Age texts may even 

include “identifying phrases” associated with each character to further “help the reader solve [the 

mystery]” (Bordwell 130). The visual aids further illustrate Golden Age classical detective 

literature’s establishment of an implied reader who investigates the mystery instead of merely 

consuming it.  Such aides also promote the belief that Golden Age mysteries “play fair” with their 

readers, thus furthering reinforcing the meritocracy and individualism of capitalism.  As with the 

puzzle and game aspects, Agatha Christie and Ellery Queen promote the notion of fair play in their 

respective works.   

The emphasis on fair play is a salient aspect of Agatha Christie’s “games.”  Like other 

Golden Age writers, Christie wishes to give her readers a chance to deduce the solution before the 

revelation of it. To do this, Christie includes in her novels and short stories clues to the solution.  

Such clues include physical evidence, the suspects’ personality traits, the aforementioned verbal 

clues, and so forth (Goddard 40 – 43).  Christie’s novels and short stories also include visual aids 
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designed to assist readers in their investigation of the mysteries. These aids include diagrams of 

the crime scenes, illustrations of physical clues, and listings of the names of the characters, 

especially the names of the suspects in a crime. In certain instances, the visual aids provide an 

additional clue to the solution. For example, in the novel Three Act Tragedy (1934), the listing of the 

characters provides a clue to the murderer’s identity. Through such clues and visual aids, Christie 

ideally gives readers the information they need to deduce the solution. For Christie, “the truth must 

be accessible to the reader, even in plain view. It would be out of keeping with [the classical 

detective story] for the truth to be connected to elements unavailable to the reader . . . [This 

accessibility] distinguishes [classical detective fiction] from other detective stories in which the 

main emphasis is less on solving a mystery” (Bayard 20). Consequently, Christie’s works emphasis 

the fairness to the reader customary of Golden Age literature. This fairness involves “the provision 

of information necessary to the solution” and also “distinguishes [classical detective fiction] from 

other branches of crime writing” (Curran 45).  Furthermore, Christie provides this necessary 

information using the attributes of the medium of literature itself, including prose, diagrams, and 

other visual illustrations.   

Some have argued that Agatha Christie’s works do not exemplify the fair play standard of 

classical detective literature.  Her critics have argued that Christie in fact makes it difficult for 

readers to correctly deduce the solutions to her mysteries.  One of Christie’s trademarks as a 

detective writer is her use of two related conventions of the classical detective story formula, the 

unexpected killer and the surprising solution (see Chapter One: The Introduction). In her mysteries, 

Christie reveals as the culprits the character(s) seemingly least likely to commit the crimes. Many 

of Christie’s most famous works are those with unlikely suspects and surprising solutions, 

including The Mysterious Affair at Styles, Murder on the Orient Express, Death on the Nile, Murder at 

the Vicarage (1930), And Then There Were None, Lord Edgeware Dies, Hercule Poirot’s Christmas, 
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Peril at End House, and, most controversial of all, The Murder of Roger Ackroyd.  Because of the 

representation of so many unlikely suspects in her oeuvre, critics have argued that Christie does 

not give her readers a fair chance to solve the mystery (Bayard 2000, Curran 2011).  Despite this 

criticism, however, Christie still plants clues to her solutions within the body of her work.  Some 

readers do not detect these clues or merely disregard them (Curran 2009, 38).  However, other 

readers do nevertheless properly interpret these clues and arrive at the correct solution. Certain 

readers may even correctly guess the solution without considering the various clues. Nevertheless, 

the inability of certain readers to deduce the solution does not negate the presence of the clues 

Christie features in the stories. Furthermore, the presence of these clues reinforce the capitalist 

values of meritocracy and individualism. Specifically, these clues suggest that readers able to 

solve Christie’s mysteries have more worth or merit than those who do not.  The clues also suggest 

that the reader has the sole or individual responsibility to solve the mystery using the resources 

Christie “fairly” provides them.  If this reader cannot solve the mystery with said clues or resources, 

this failure indicates the audience member’s own shortcomings and faults, not those of Christie or 

her work. Through their various clues, Christie’s work constitutes an implied reader who 

investigates and tries to solve the fictional crimes.  By using said clues in the constitution of this 

reader, her texts promote the meritocracy and individualism essential to capitalism.  

 Like Christie and other “Golden Age” writers, Ellery Queen wishes to give readers a chance 

to deduce the solution before the character Ellery or other fictional detectives reveal it. To 

accomplish this fair play, Queen, like other writers, sets out to provide readers with all the 

information they need to solve the mystery. Such information includes pertinent details about the 

fictional crime and/or suspects. It also includes the inclusion of the same types of visual aids used 

by Christie and other Golden Age writers. Such aides includes diagrams of the crime scenes, as is 

used in the novels The Roman Hat Mystery and The Dutch Shoe Mystery, charts, graphs, and so 
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forth. Queen also includes clues to the solution in the prose of their novels and short stories. Not 

all readers are able to solve Queen’s mysteries with such devices. Manford B. Lee, one of the 

cousins that comprise Ellery Queen, famously stated that he and his partner Frederic Dannay are 

only fair to readers if they are geniuses (Nevins 15). This statement indicates that not all members 

of the readership or the public can solve the mysteries.  Nevertheless, the statement also suggests 

an intention to gear the stories toward a specific type of reader, one willing to carefully think about 

the clues in a mystery and try to deduce the solution from them. This type of reader also reinforces 

the aforementioned values of capitalism.  First, this reader reinforces the value of individualism or 

individual achievement. As with Christie, the reader bears the responsibility of using the resources 

Queen provides them within the texts to solve the mysteries. The implied reader also reinforces the 

value of meritocracy.  Specifically, the individuals who solve Queen’s mysteries prove themselves 

more meritorious than those who do not. For example, Lee’s above statement suggests people 

who solves the mysteries are smarter than those who could not deduce the solutions.  The 

statement, therefore, indicates that Queen’s texts promote the same meritocracy as does 

Christie’s work and other Golden Age fiction.  

2.8 Narrative Perspectives 

Besides the above elements, Golden Age literature also establishes an implied reader 

through the narrational perspective of their stories.  Some authors limit the perspective of the story 

to one character.  An example of this is first-person narration. Whether the narration is done by a 

fictional detective’s sidekick, as in the works of Sir. Arthur Conan Doyle and S.S. Van Dine, or the 

sleuth themselves, the authors recount the story’s events through the narrator’s perspective. The 

audience, thus, investigates the mysteries by reading about the narrators’ experiences.  Other 

authors provide an “omniscient” viewpoint. Instead of using first-person narration, this viewpoint 

relies on an “objective, third-person baseline,” where the author recounts the experiences of 
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various characters besides the detective, including suspects and law enforcement officials. This 

third person narration uses “optical or auditory subjectivity” to inform the audience of the 

characters’ “impressions, feelings, and memories” (Bordwell 136).  The narrational perspectives 

constitute an implied reader by giving audience members an extra resource with which to solve the 

mystery.  Both first-person and omniscient narration give readers information they may use in their 

probing of a case.  Such information may include the clues uncovered during a sleuth’s 

investigation of the case, the activities of various characters, and/or the latter’s movements.  The 

narrational perspectives thus establish an expectation that a reader will use this information to 

solve the case. By using narrational perspectives to construct an implied reader, Golden Age texts 

further reinforce salient values of capitalism, namely fair play, individualism, and meritocracy. 

First, through narrational perspectives, Golden Age texts promote the viewpoint that 

audience members have received all the information necessary to deduce the mystery’s solution. 

Thus, narrational perspectives reinforce the ideal that these texts exemplify the fair play of 

classical detective fiction.  Secondly, the narrational perspectives reinforce the notion of 

individualism.  These perspectives suggest that the reader bears the sole responsibility of using the 

resource provided them, namely the narrational perspective, to solve the case.  Any failure to 

properly use this resource thus suggests the reader’s own shortcomings and not the “unfairness” 

of the text or  the author.  Consequently, the narrative perspectives also reinforce meritocracy. The 

perspectives suggest that the readers who use the resource to correctly deduce the solution have 

more worth or merit than those who do not. Both Agatha Christie and Ellery Queen exemplify the 

above narrational perspectives and their capitalist values. 

Agatha Christie uses both first-person and omniscient narration in her work.  She includes 

first-person narration in many novels featuring her famous sleuth Hercule Poirot, including her 

debut novel The Mysterious Affair at Styles (1920), Peril at End House (1932), Lord Edgeware Dies, 
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The ABC Murders (1936), and, most famously, The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1926). Christie uses 

third person narration in other novels, including Murder on the Orient Express, Cards on the Table 

(1936), They Do it With Mirrors (1952), and The Mirror Crack’d from Side to Side (1962),  Through the 

various types of narration, Christie forces readers to follow the movements of the detectives and/or 

other characters.  She also gives readers information pertinent to the mystery. Christie thus 

establishes an expectation of for her readers to use the narrational perspectives to solve the 

mystery.  Thus, Christie’s perspectives create an implied reader who willingly investigate the cases 

using her narrational resources.  Her narrational perspectives also reinforce the values of fair play, 

individualism, and meritocracy.  Christie’s use of first-person narration in The Murder of Roger 

Ackroyd and the controversy surrounding it exemplifies the reinforcement of these capitalist 

values. 

The Murder of Roger Ackroyd is Christie’s most controversial work.  Two reasons for this 

controversy are its shocking solution and the novel’s first-person narration.  The solution has long 

shocked and surprised individuals because of Christie’s use of an “unreliable narrator” (Bernthal 

283). In the book, Christie represents the narrator, Dr. James Sheppard, as withholding pertinent 

information about the case from the audience. The withholding of this information has prevented 

many readers from solving the mystery. Henceforth, many critics argue Christie does not “play fair” 

with her audience (Osborne 44, Goddard 34-35). Despite such backlash, Christie defended her 

novel by suggesting that an ‘ambiguous sentence’ in Dr. Sheppard’s written account could have led 

readers to the truth (Osborne 44).  Fellow Golden Age writer Dororthy Sayers also defended Christie 

by arguing that ‘it’s the reader’s business to suspect everybody’ (45). Christie’s use of an unreliable 

narrator and the defenses of this device reinforce different capitalist values.  First, they reinforce 

the value of fair play by suggesting the indications of the surprise solution were indeed available to 

the reader.  They also reinforce the concept of individualism.  Sayers’s comment especially suggest 
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that the reader has the responsibility to consider every possibility when trying to solve a mystery.  If 

this individual fails to do so, it is their own fault and not that of Christie or her novel.  Finally, the 

unreliable narrator and the defense of this device reinforce the value of meritocracy. Ideally, any 

reader who can solve Christie’s mystery has more worth than one who cannot.  The Murder of 

Roger Ackroyd thus exemplifies Christie’s implied reader, namely one who tries to solve the 

mystery, and the capitalist values thereof.    

Like Agatha Christie, Ellery Queen used the aforementioned narrational perspectives in his 

work.  First, Queen utilized first-person narration in the novels of what his biography Francis Nevins 

(2013) calls Period One.  For example, an attorney named J.J. McCue narrated the adventures of his 

friend, mystery novelist and amateur sleuth Ellery Queen.  In subsequent novels, Queen used third-

person narration in his works, specifically in those texts which encompassed what Nevins calls 

Periods Two, Three, and Four.  As with Christie, Quen’s use of both narrational perspectives 

reinforce the values of fair play, individualism, and meritocracy.  These narrational perspectives 

reinforce fair play by providing information that will help readers deduce the solution.  As stated, 

one could argue, as Manford B. Lee does above, that this information will only help readers who are 

geniuses.  In this regard, the narrational perspectives reinforce meritocracy, for the greater worth 

goes to those smart enough to use Queen’s clues to solve the mysteries. The narrational 

perspectives also reinforce individualism, for they suggest the individual bears the responsibility 

for using Queen’s clues to deduce the solution.  Such responsibility becomes evident during novels 

like The Greek Coffin Mystery in which the super-sleuth Ellery Queen propounds more than one 

solution to the mystery.  In these works, Ellery first provides one solution to the case only to 

discover his solution is false.  This falsity leads Ellery to reinvestigate the case and propound a 

different solution that accurately reflects the truth.  In these tales, the readers cannot rely solely on 

the deductions of super sleuth Ellery, for those deductions prove false. Henceforth, the readers 
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must use their own intelligence and logic to determine on their own whether Ellery’s solution is 

right or wrong. In these instances, the readers find themselves again competing with both the 

sleuth Ellery and the author Queen, who devises the mysteries with the false solutions. These 

stories thus reinforce an additional capitalist value, competition. Queen’s work, therefore, creates 

an implied reader who solves the mysteries using the narrational perspectives.  This work also 

promotes salient values of capitalism.  

2.9 The Denouement Scene  

Golden Age authors also establish an implied reader through the denouements of their 

texts. In the climatic scenes, the super-sleuth gives the solution to the mystery. On most 

occasions, the detective will gather the suspects and/or law enforcements investigators and 

reveals the criminal’s identity. The detective also reveals the clues with which they deduced the 

solution. Both Agatha Christie and Ellery Queen feature such denouements in their work. For 

example, in her stories featuring Hercule Poirot or Miss Marple, Christie has those sleuths explain 

the solution in the climaxes of those tales.  Similarly, Queen has the fictional Ellery outline his 

solutions and the log and deductive reasoning through which he reached them.  The denouement 

scenes create an expectation that readers will note the clues which indicated the criminal’s 

identity. These scenes also establish an expectation that readers will contemplate whether they 

correctly or incorrectly deduced the solutions.  Ideally, the readers who correctly deduced the 

solution will find confirmation they identified all or at least some of the clues that lead to the truth.  

Conversely, the individuals who did not correctly guess the solution will ideally discover the clues 

that would have helped them solve the case.  Henceforth, the denouement scenes constitute an 

implied reader who willingly  note the clues through which the detective solved the mystery and 

uses this knowledge when investigating other fictional mysteries.  These denouement scenes 
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promote two additional values of capitalism.  The first is education or training and the second is 

learning. 

A salient aspect of capitalism is giving people the training or education necessary to ensure 

the solvency of the social system. One example is the establishment of job training that gives 

people the skills they need to work for the supposed benefit of capitalist society.  Golden Age 

literature reinforces the value of training or education by teaching readers how to be good 

detectives. Specifically, the denouements teach readers how to spot clues pertinent to the solving 

of a case.  These denouements also teach readers how to use logic and deductive reasoning to 

uncover a criminal’s identity.  Furthermore, the denouements also promote the value of learning in 

capitalist society.  Under capitalism, people must also take the lessons they learn from their 

training or education and use them to benefit the social system. An example would be an 

individual’s need to use the skills they acquire in job training to complete their work. Golden Age 

literature establish an expectation that readers will learn the lessons the denouements provide in 

crime investigation and deduction.  These lessons benefit the capitalist system because the crimes 

committed in Golden Age fiction generally involve members of the upper-class.  By impacting the 

upper-class, the crimes arguably threaten the capitalist social system.  The investigation of such 

crimes will thus ensure capitalism’s solvency.  Henceforth, the denouement scenes teach readers 

how to be protectors of capitalist society.  Golden Age texts thus further constitute an implied 

reader through the lessons they provide in crime investigation and deduction.  Such lessons 

consequently promote the importance of education, training, and learning in capitalism.  

2.10 The Discourses on Crime, Class, and The Capitalist System 

The implied reader constructed by Golden Age classical detective literature has an 

ideological dimension, namely the reinforcement of capitalist values. An aspect of this dimension 

concerns the classical detective story formula’s treatment of class.  In classical detective stories, 
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as stated, the tales generally focus on crimes impacting the upper-class.  Most of the victims are 

upper-class and/or influential (Berger 91).  The suspects in the cases are other members of upper-

class society. In many Golden Age texts, the sleuth is also upper-class (Gates 62). And, oftentimes, 

a person who seeks to obtain the victim’s wealth commits the crime.  This upper-class emphasis is 

evident in the works of Agatha Christie, Ellery Queen, and other writers of classical detective 

literature’s Golden Age. Once the fictional sleuth uncovers the criminal’s guilt, the latter faces 

punishment for the crime(s) they have committed against the upper-class.  Through this pattern of 

action, the stories promote the viewpoint that the capitalist social structure, as represented by the 

wealthy victims and suspects, must be protected.  Specifically, these stories promote the idea that 

crimes committed against wealthy individuals are simultaneously crimes against the capitalist 

system. These types of crimes threaten the system and may even destroy it. Such crimes thus 

warrant the public’s sympathy and condemnation.  These crimes also warrant investigation and 

punishment.  Investigation of these crimes and the punishment of the perpetrators will ensure the 

solvency of the system.  Henceforth, by solving the crimes and bringing the criminals to justice, the 

fictional detectives or “super sleuths”  serve as guardians of capitalism.   

Through their own investigation of the crimes, the implied reader serves the same guardian 

roles as the sleuths.  As stated, the texts construct this reader as someone who reinforces the 

values of capitalism.  The texts also construct the implied reader as a person who protects the 

capitalist system by investigating the crimes that concern the upper class.  Furthermore, the 

Golden Age classical detective stories give readers skills that serve them as guardians of the 

capitalist system. As David Bordwell argues, these “whodunit trained readers and [later] 

spectators in a repertory of comprehension skills” (156).  These skills include the abilities to 

investigate a crime and spot the clues that indicate the criminal’s identity. In other words, the 

Golden Age classical detective literature teaches readers how to be good detectives and thus good 
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protecters of capitalism.  As Chapter Three will demonstrate, movies that reflect the classical 

detective story formula teach the same lessons to their viewers.  The implied reader of Golden Age 

literature  thus is someone who reinforces the values of and safeguards the capitalist system.       

Golden Age classical detective stories also maintain the solvency of the capitalist system 

through their perspectives on crime.  These stories promote the viewpoint that crime in society 

results from the actions of individuals and not from the capitalist social structure. As John Cawelti 

argues in his analysis of classical detective literature, “the classical detective story . . . affirmed the 

basic principle that crime is strictly a matter of individual motivations and thus reaffirmed the 

validity of the existing social order” (105). Though Cawelti refers to the classical detective story’s 

appeal for those “committed to middle-class values,” his comments may apply to the formula’s 

attitude toward the capitalist social structure and the dominance of the upper-class.  As stated, 

classical detective tales represent the investigation and punishment of those who threaten the 

upper-class and hence the capitalist system.  The discovery and punishment of the criminals 

promotes the notion that the systems is good and thus need not be overthrown.  By establishing an 

implied reader who investigates crimes against the upper-class, Golden Age classical detective 

literature reinforces the aforementioned ideals about the capitalist system. The literature, thus, 

creates an ideal reader who will protect this system and not try to challenge or eradicate it.   

2.11 Conclusion 

Classical detective literature of the so-called Golden Age establishes an implied reader. 

Specifically, classical detective novels and short stories creates this reader through the attributes 

of literature, like written prose. This literature also establishes an ideal reader through conventional 

elements of the classical detective story formula, specifically the puzzle aspect, the game aspect, 

an emphasis on fair play, the narrational perspectives, and the denouements. Agatha Christie and 

Ellery Queen exemplify Golden Age literature’s constitution of an implied reader through the 
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elements of their respective works.  These works also exemplify the difference between the readers 

constituted by Golden Age literature and actual readers of the texts.  Some real readers can and do 

consume these texts in ways unintended by the authors.  Nevertheless, the  elements of these 

works indicate the texts’  intentions to  create specific types of readers. As stated, these readers 

are those who will investigate the fictional mysteries while reading them. They are also individuals 

who will attempt to deduce the solutions before the revelation in the denouement.  These activities 

suggest that the implied reader has significant ideological dimensions. Such dimensions concern 

the capitalist system and the values of thereof.  The construction of the implied reader reinforces 

the capitalist values of  work/labor, competition, individualism, meritocracy, education/training, 

and learning. Ideologically, the implied reader thus promotes the maintenance of the capitalist 

system. Furthermore, this ideological component is also evident in another medium in which the 

classical detective story formula appears, cinema. 

3 CHAPTER 3: THE SPECTATOR AS DETECTIVE: THE CLASSICAL DETECTIVE STORY 

FORMULA IN CINEMA 

3.1 Introduction 

Sunday, March 7, 1982 is an important date in my relationship with the classical detective 

story formula. On this date, my aunt Theresa took me to see the newly released theatrical film Evil 

Under the Sun (1982). The movie, an adaptation of Agatha Christie’s 1941 novel of the same name, 

details famous detective Hercule Poirot’s (Peter Ustinov) investigation of a murder at a seaside 

resort hotel. I remember watching the “super-sleuth,” to use Robert Reiner’s (2000) term, question 

the various suspects about their alibis for the murder. I also recall watching the film’s climax, in 

which Poirot gathers all the suspects and explains the solution to the mystery.  This screening of 

Evil Under the Sun was one of the first instances in which I had seen a film that exemplified the 

classical detective story formula.  In retrospect, I realize it was also the first instance in which I 
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became vaguely aware of a salient convention of this formula and the media exemplifying it. As 

Poirot investigated the killing, I got a vague sense I was accompanying him on his adventure.  

Specifically, I felt like I was his companion during the investigation.  This feeling of being a fictional 

sleuth’s companion returned to me during my subsequent rewatches of this film. I also had the 

same feeling when viewing other film adaptations of Agatha Christie’s work.  However, I did not 

realize the full significances of this feeling until years later.  Specifically, I realized my experiences 

as a viewer reflected a key element the classical detective story formula, namely audience 

participation.  I also realized my experiences suggested the compatibility between the formula and 

the medium of cinema.  

According to film theory, especially the branch known as apparatus theory, the medium 

constructs a subject position for viewers (Hayward 174, Stam 163 and 231, Corrigan and White 

420, McDonald 83, Benshoff 198).  As a person watches the film, apparatus theory argues, the text 

constitutes the viewer as a “spectator.” The term “spectator” does not refer to the viewer 

themselves, but to a “slot” or “position” in which a film “interpolates,” to use Louis Althusser’s 

(2006) term, the person watching it (McDonald 83, Benshoff 132 and 198, Stam 231, Althusser 85-

86).  According to apparatus theory, a film constructs this position for its viewers through its 

elements. These elements include “positioning,” “suture,” “focalization, point-of-view 

conventions, narrative structuring, mise-en-scéne,” etc. (Stam 98, 231). An examination of movies 

that exemplify the classical detective formula suggests that such texts construct a unique 

spectatorial position for their viewers. Specifically, these movies constitute for viewers the 

spectatorial position of detective. Through their narrative and stylistic elements, the movies 

renders audience members as sleuths who investigate the fictional mysteries while viewing the 

texts. By constructing such a spectatorial positions for viewers, these movies reinforce the 

audience participation convention of the classical detective story formula.  Because of its 
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promotion of audience involvement, therefore, the formula assumes a place for itself within the 

cinematic medium.  

The establishment of the detective spectatorial position has additional implications for 

movies reflecting the classical formula.  Specifically, through this position, classical detective 

movies promote different messages about crime, punishment, and society.  According to these 

movies, crime occurs because of the motives and/or actions of individuals.  This representation of 

crime as individualistic disregards other potential causes of criminal activity. Specifically, the 

movies eliminate society itself or its aspects, like inequality, as causes for crime.  The movies also 

argue that such crime hurts or damages society.  Thirdly, classical detective movies suggest the 

apprehension and/or punishment of criminals protects or redresses the harms done to society. 

Such movies also suggest this apprehension and punishment may come from within the legal 

system or, when circumstances warrant it, outside said system. Furthermore, such messages 

appear in other classical detective media, including literature (see Chapter Two) and television 

(see Chapter Four) (Gates 65-66, Cawelti 105).   Because of their promotion of these messages, 

classical detective movies constitute discourses on crime and punishment in the same vein Michel 

Foucault discusses in Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison.  These movies constitute as 

such discourses through the ideologies underlying the above messages. In these movies, the 

crimes committed are those that threaten the upper-class. Specifically, wealthy and/or powerful 

individuals find themselves victims of various crimes. Oftentimes, the perpetrators commit these 

crimes to obtain wealth for themselves.  Thus, in classical detective movies, the fictional 

detectives investigate crimes that threaten the upper-class and ensure the punishment of the 

perpetrators.  Through the detective-spectator position, the texts render viewers as investigators of 

the threats to the upper-class. Such a positioning constitutes viewers as protectors of the class 
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system.  Thus, beneath the veneer of anti-crime messages, classical detective movies promote the 

ideology of capitalism.  

3.2 Literature Review 

Theorists have explored spectatorship and viewership in cinema since the early 20th 

century. Specifically, theorists have examined various impacts film has on viewers.  They have also 

examined the reasons for these impacts (Stam 229, Munsterberg 2004, Eisenstein 2004, Pudovkin 

2004, Basin 2004).  However, in the 1970s, cinema’s establishment of spectator-positions for its 

viewers became a central issue with the emergence of “apparatus theory.” Also known as “Screen 

Theory,” after the British film journal which published much of its writings, apparatus theory saw 

film as “an institution or an apparatus” (Creed 77, Benshoff 127).  It also explored this institution’s 

effects on viewers (Corrigan and White 420, Benshoff 131-133, 136-137, Stam 163, Hayward 22).   A 

salient aspect of apparatus theory is the difference between a “viewer” and a “spectator.” 

Specifically, a “viewer,” also known as a “reader,” “filmgoer,” and/or “audience member,” is the 

“flesh and blood” individual who actually watches a movie.  A spectator, however, is the “position” 

or “slot” which the viewer/audience member inhabits within the apparatus of cinema (Benshoff 

132).  Various theorists examine this apparatus’s impacts on the spectator and/or the viewer and 

the reasons thereof.  

In his essay “Ideological Effects of the Basic Cinematographic Apparatus,” Jean-Louis 

Baudry first argues the apparatus establishes the spectator or “subject” as the “center and origin 

of meaning.” Specifically, the cinematic apparatus seemingly presents onscreen an “objective 

reality.” However, this reality is in fact a construction (355).  Furthermore, this construction 

requires much work that is concealed from the spectator. Nevertheless, the apparatus makes the 

spectator feel as if they actually see “objective reality.” Furthermore, Baudry argues, the camera 

represents the content through “traditional” or “normal” perspective which reflects “the position 
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of the ‘subject’” (356-357). Because of these features, the cinematic apparatus constitutes the 

spectator as a “transcendental subject,” one who has boundless knowledge about reality (Baudry 

360-361, Hayward 22, Creed 77).   

Baudry also argues the apparatus constitutes the spectator as a subject through the 

latter’s physical positioning in a movie theater. This positioning involves a dark room with a screen 

in the front and projection from the back, specifically behind the spectator.  Because of this 

positioning, Baudry argues, the spectator develops an identification with the film camera.  Through 

such identification,  constitutes the spectator as a subject.  Such a constitution reinforces 

cinema’s “function . . . as support and instrument of [dominant] ideology” (Baudry 364).   In 

classical detective movies, the dominant ideology is capitalism.  As discussed below, movies that 

reflect the classical detective story formula promote different messages concerning crime, 

punishment, and society. One such ideology is that crime damages society.  Another is that the 

apprehension and punishment of criminals protects society.  The third is that such apprehension 

and punishment should come from the legal system or from those outside of it. However, the 

specific crimes represented as harmful and worthy of punishment are those which threaten the 

upper-class and hence the capitalist system. In this regard, classical detective movies exemplify 

the arguments of social conflict theory regarding deviance.  According to this theory, “all norms-

especially the laws of any society-generally reflect the interests of the rich and powerful. People 

who threaten the wealthy are likely to be labeled deviant, either for taking people’s property 

(‘common thieves’) or for advocating for a more egalitarian society (‘political radicals’)” (Macionis 

185).  Henceforth, social conflict theory argues, the criminal justice system serves as a “political 

agent” whose function is “controlling categories of people who are a threat to the capitalist 

system” (189).  In classical detective movies, various crimes threaten rich people and their 

interests. One such crime is murder. Specifically, in these movies, a mysterious assailant murders 
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a rich person, often to obtain the latter’s wealth.  By investigating these murders, the detectives 

serve as “agents” who control those crimes threaten the upper-class and thus capitalism.  Once 

the sleuth discovers and/or punishes the murderer, this detective eradicates the upper-class 

threat and ensures the permanence of the capitalist system.  Through the detective-spectator 

position, classical detective movies constitute viewers as similar agents and protectors of 

capitalism.  

Another theorist who examines cinema’s impacts on spectators is Christian Metz.  In The 

Imaginary Signifier, Metz begins by discussing the medium’s combinations of “a certain presence 

and a certain absence” (44). According to Metz, during a film’s projection on the screen, the text 

represents something that is absent.  Specifically, the producers of the text filmed the content 

sometime in the past i.e. before its projection on the screen. Nevertheless, when projected on said 

screen, the contents seems present. This representation of the past as present makes film an 

imaginary signifier (44-45). Metz then discusses the different forms of identification fostered during 

film projection.  According to Metz, a spectator identifies first with himself as an “all-perceiving 

subject,” for he can perceive what is or is not onscreen and his own status as the perceiver (48-49). 

The spectator also identifies with the camera, for this instrument “has looked before him at what 

he is now looking at and whose stationing (= framing) now determines the vanishing point” (49). 

And, the spectator identifies with the characters onscreen (56).  Finally, Metz addresses an 

important effect of cinema, namely its promotion of voyeurism.  According to Metz, cinema renders 

spectators as voyeurs by enabling them to view individuals onscreen without the latter’s 

knowledge (63-64).  One important critique of both Metz and Baudry’s models is their assumption 

that the spectator of cinema is a male. Many classical detective movies feature male protagonists. 

Specifically, the lead characters of most of these movies are white upper-class men. 

Consequently, the texts represents these men as the primary law enforcers in society.  In the 
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movies, white, upper-class male sleuths decide who has committed crimes, namely crimes 

against the wealthy, and thus who deserves punishment. By forcing them to follow the sleuths’ 

movements, the movies position spectators to adopt a specific perspective, namely one that is 

male, white, and upper-class.  Consequently, another shortcoming of their frameworks is their 

refusal to consider how gender and other markers of identity, like race and class, impacts cinema’s 

operations and/or its impacts on audience members (Corrigan and White 420 – 421, Creed 80).  

Laura Mulvey addresses gender in her essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” 

According to Mulvey, cinema reflects what she calls a “male gaze.” Specifically, film 

renders women onscreen as the objects of two gazes simultaneously. The first is that of the male 

characters. The second is that of the spectators, who view the woman through the visual 

perspective of the male characters (841-842).  Henceforth, “gaze of the spectator and that of the 

male characters in the film are neatly combined without breaking narrative verisimilitude” (842).  

Furthermore, the male gaze has an investigative aspect to it. Male characters often look at a 

woman as their way of investigating the latter.  Through such an investigation, the males quell the 

castration anxiety the woman conjures (841-842).  Because of Mulvey’s work, various film theorists 

would explore other gazes promoted and enacted by cinema.  For example, Robert Stam and 

Louise Spence (2004) discuss what they deem a “colonial gaze” which renders “the inhabitants of 

the Third World objects of spectacle” (880).  Manthia Diawara (2004) explores what he considers a 

white gaze in which “the dominant cinema [Hollywood] situates black characters primarily for the 

pleasure of white spectators (male or female)” (895). In movies that exemplify the classical 

detective story formula, the detective gaze operates in a similar manner. Specifically, these texts 

render all supporting characters, regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, class, and other markers of 

identity, as objects of the detective gaze.  The specific utilization of this gaze has implications 

concerning the identities of those who hold the gaze and those who are objects of it.  
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As stated, in many classical detective movies, the protagonist is a white, upper-class man.  

Often, this male gazes at other men of his race, ethnicity, class, and gender.  However, most times, 

the objects of this fictional detective’s gaze are people who are different from him.  These include 

women, non-white, and/or poor people.  Henceforth, these people become suspected criminals 

throughout the course of the investigation. Underlying the detective gaze, therefore, is an 

additional gaze, namely a white, upper-class gaze.  By forcing viewers to follow the detective’s 

movements and adopt his visual perspective, the movies positions audience’s members to adapt 

this additional gaze. Racial, ethnic, class, and gender dynamics thus underlie the detective gaze. 

The gaze thus promotes the viewpoint white, upper-class males are social protectors. 

Simultaneously, the gaze promotes the notion that other people must be regarded with suspicion 

until they are proven as non-threats to the social order, specifically the white-supremacist, 

patriarchal, and capitalist order.  The fictional detectives look at the non-white, non-male, and non-

upper class characters as their way of investigating these people.  Viewers assume the fictional 

sleuth’s gaze and also look at the characters, thus investigating these people themselves.  In this 

regard, the text renders viewers as armchair detectives, like movies exemplifying the colonial gaze 

turn audience members “into armchair conquistadores” (Stam and Spence 880). However, in the 

case of these movies, as stated, the texts exemplify a compound white, upper-class male gaze. 

Furthermore, by forcing them to adopt the detective gaze, the text also renders viewers as 

enforcers or agents of capitalism and other “dominant ideologies,”  like white-supremacy and 

patriarchy (Benshoff 20). 

Various theorists eventually criticized the apparatus theory of the 1970s.  Some theorists 

maintained that apparatus theory incorrectly represented spectators as passive individuals. 

Others criticized apparatus theory for its refusal to consider the differences amongst viewers and 

how said differences impacted audience members’ experiences with cinema (Benshoff 136, 
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Corrigan and White 423, Hayward 305).  And, some theorists criticized apparatus theory’s 

representation of the relationship between spectator and cinema as one-sided, with the latter 

simply constituting the former (Hayward 305). However, contemporary film theory addresses the 

above criticisms of early apparatus theory. Specifically, it argues that spectators are more active 

than 1970s apparatus theory believed. These spectators, contemporary theory argues, do not 

simply allow themselves to be constituted by film. Instead, the spectators constitute film 

themselves, thus indicating a two-way relationship between the former and latter (Hayward 22 and 

305).  Secondly, the spectators’ ability to comprehend or make sense of the film’s content 

reinforces the former’s power (352).  Theorists also explore other complexities regarding cinema 

and the spectators and/or viewers thereof.  For example, some theorists explore a spectator’s 

ability to identify with various characters simultaneously (Browne 2004, Modleski 2004). Other 

theorists examine a text’s establishment of more than one spectatorial positions, including ones 

that contradict each other (Hayward 352, Stam 233). And, within the fields of cultural studies and 

audience reception, scholars examine the impacts of film on actual viewers and the factors 

shaping those effects (Doughty and Etherington-White 283, Corrigan and White 423, Stam 232).  

Michel Foucault explores discourses on crime and punishment in Discipline & Punish: The 

Birth of the Prisons.  While discussing 18th century penal reform, Foucault describes the attitude 

towards crime and those who commit it.  Specifically, Foucault argues that a crime was considered 

an “attack” on “the whole of society.”  Consequently, a person who commits a crime is an 

“enemy” of the society.  Furthermore, “the defense of the society” requires punishment of the 

criminal (90).  Later, Foucault discusses “a matter of grave concern to the lawmakers of the 18th 

century,” namely the dissemination of narratives celebrating the exploits of criminals. The ideal 

discourse to combat this celebration is one which emphasizes the negativity of crimes and the 

punishment facing those who commit them.  Such discourse, therefore, would “become the 
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vehicle of the law” (112).  Foucault also discusses the group that established laws and what the 

latter deemed as crimes. According to Foucault, members of the dominant class “set [laws] up in 

their own interests.” Such members include “local landowners,” “employers,” and 

“entrepreneurs.” These laws led to the establishment of additional “illegalities” at the end of the 

18th and the beginning of the 19th century (274).  During these periods, the offenses deemed illegal 

were those deemed threatening to the interests of the dominant class, including actions involving 

workers’ struggles against job conditions (274-275). Consequently, a “class dissymmetry”” 

abounds in “law and justice.” Specifically, the law “was made for the few and brought to bear upon 

others.” The “others” in question are those deemed as beneath the dominant class in society. 

Thus, Foucault states, “the language of the law” is “the discourse of one class to another” (276).  

Aspects of the above discourses of crime and punishment appear in movies that reflect the 

classical detective story formula.  Specifically, these movies promote the viewpoint that crimes 

committed against the upper-class attack “society as a whole” and that apprehending and 

punishing the criminals will protect the society.  Classical detective movies also promotes this 

viewpoint by according the viewer a role in crime detection and punishment. Viewers participate in 

these activities by investigating the fictional crimes against the upper class, like murder, and trying 

to solve them. Their involvement in crime investigation consequently renders viewers as protectors 

of capitalist society. Classical detective movies accord viewers the roles of investigators and 

protectors through the detective spectatorial position.  

 Like cinema in general, these movies construct a spectatorial position for their viewers. 

The position these movies construct is that of detective.  A viewer of a classical detective movie 

becomes “constituted as the object of the film’s address” (Corrigan and White 420).  For example, 

as such objects, the viewer is “meant to [among other things] put clues together as the film 

unfolds” (420).  The text, thus, intends for the viewer to try to solve the mystery instead of merely 
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watching it.  Through the detective spectatorial position, classical detective movies promote 

additional discourses besides those outlined above. Like classical detective literature of the late 

19th and early 20th century, the movies “affirmed the basic principle that crime was strictly a matter 

of individual motivations and thus reaffirmed the validity of the existing social order” (Cawelti 105).  

A similar principle is evident in classical detective media, cinema and radio, of the 1930s and 

1940s. This media promoted the ideal that “once the criminal was identified and eliminated, 

society could once again return to normal” (Gates 66). Furthermore, the figure of the “classical 

sleuth” consequently represented the “reassurance” that “society was able to return to its state 

previous to the disruption caused by the criminal” (66).  Such reassurance is also evident in 

television shows that reflect the classical detective formula, like Murder, She Wrote (CBS, 1984-

1996) and Diagnosis: Murder (CBS, 1993-2001) (66).  

 Various classical detective movies of more contemporary times reflect the detective 

spectator-position and the Foucault discourses on crime and punishment. Specifically, these 

movies promote the viewpoint that acts which harm or threaten members of the upper-class are 

crimes. Such crimes, the movies argue, warrant investigation and eventually punishment.  The 

movies also suggest that through the investigation and punishment of these crimes, “society” will 

be protected and remain solvent. In this case, the society in question is capitalist society.  The 

movies promote this message through their establishment of the detective-spectator position. As 

stated, this position constitutes viewers as protectors of capitalist society through their 

investigations of fictional crimes against wealthy people. Thus, classical detective movies and the 

detective-spectator position reinforce the dominant ideology of capitalism. Three such movies are 

Murder on the Orient Express (1974), The Last of Sheila (1973), and Knives Out (2019).  An 

examination of these movies reveals they establish the detective-spectator-position through their 

respective elements. Some of these elements are the same ones used by other movies to establish 
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spectatorial positions, like focalization, subjective point-of-view, and narrative structure.  Through 

such elements, the texts promote a viewer’s investigation of a fictional mystery.  Said elements 

also encourage viewers to solve the mystery before the climatic revelation of the solution. Finally, 

these movies reinforce the discourses Foucault outlines about crime and punishment through the 

encouragement of viewer participation and their endings.   

3.3 Murder on the Orient Express (1974) 

Murder on the Orient Express (1974) is an adaptation of the 1934 novel by Agatha Christie. 

Directed by Sidney Lumet, the film details Hercule Poirot’s (Albert Finney) investigation of a killing 

on the famous train. The victim is a wealthy businessperson named Samuel Ratchett (Richard 

Widmark). An unknown assailant stabs Ratchett to death in the latter’s compartment, located in 

the Calais Coach of the train. Because of a snowdrift which strands the Orient Express during the 

voyage, the murderer must be one of the other individuals on the Calais Coach. Thus, Poirot, with 

the help of the train’s director Monsieur Bianchi (Martin Balsam) and Dr. Constantine (George 

Courlouris), searches for the murderer. As part of the investigation, Poirot and his companions 

question each of the remaining passengers on the Calais Coach about their whereabouts at the 

time of the killing and/or their connections to the victim. Eventually, Poirot solves the case, 

deducing the murder concerns a tragic kidnap-murder that occurred in the United States five years 

prior. Through its narrative and stylistic elements, Murder on the Orient Express interpolates its 

viewers as detectives. Specifically, the text hails its viewers as sleuths who investigate the fictional 

mystery.  The text also uses its elements to encourage viewers to try to solve the mystery before the 

denouement.  

The first element through which the movie hails its viewers as detectives is focalization. 

Like other media reflective of the classical detective story formula, the text has one lead character, 

namely “super-sleuth” Hercule Poirot.  By having one central character, the text encourages 
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viewers to watch or follow the exploits of this person.  Hercule Poirot is also a white, upper-class 

male.  Because of this identity, the movie represents white, upper-class men as the protectors of 

society. Hercule Poirot generally fulfills this function by investigating various crimes, like murder. 

Furthermore, the crime he investigates in this movie is one committed against a member of the 

upper-class. In Murder on the Orient Express, an unknown assailant murders the wealthy Samuel 

Ratchett.  This murder constitutes a threat against the upper-class and hence capitalism. By 

investigating this crime, In the movie’s diegesis, Poirot establishes himself as a protector 

specifically of capitalist society.  Poirot also serves this function in other movies in which he 

investigates crimes committed against the upper-class, including Death on the Nile (1978), Evil 

Under the Sun, and Appointment with Death (1988). Thus, Murder on the Orient Express reinforces 

capitalism through the identities of the sleuth and victim.  

Following Hercule Poirot’s adventures leads viewers to accompany the sleuth as he 

investigates Ratchett’s murder.  Consequently, the text positions viewers as Poirot’s investigative 

companions. In this regard, the movie renders viewers as the same type of investigative partners 

Poirot has in his literary adventures, especially his most famous sidekick Captain Arthur Hastings.  

This alignment with Poirot leads viewers to adopt the same positions as the super-sleuth .  As a 

detective who solves crimes committed against the upper-class, Poirot serves as a protector or 

agent of capitalist society. In this film and its source material, Poirot investigates the Ratchett 

killing as a private detective. Thus, he technically works outside of the legal system. However, in 

her novels featuring the character, Agatha Christie reveals that Poirot was once a police officer. 

Consequently, he did serve as an official representative of the legal system. Though he left the 

police force, Poirot still investigated cases on behalf of the police. He especially investigated those 

cases in which wealthy and/or powerful individuals were the victims. One reason Poirot 

investigated these cases is because the police could not solve them or would reach erroneous 
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conclusions.  The novels therefore suggest that the police cannot always ensure the protection of 

capitalist society and thus an outsider like Hercule Poirot must do so. Despite this outsider status, 

Poirot still assists the police in their law enforcement function by revealing to them the criminal’s 

identity.  In the book and film versions of Murder on the Orient Express, Poirot originally plans to 

inform the police who killed Samuel Ratchett. As discussed below, this plan changes. 

Nevertheless, Poirot still represents the what Foucault might call the “defense of society” by 

searching for the criminal.  By aligning viewers with Poirot, the text constitutes audience members 

as investigators in their own rights.  The text also constitutes viewers as protectors of capitalist 

society themselves.  

Secondly, the film continues its interpellation of viewers as detectives through its narrative 

structure.  Despite its production during the so-called New Hollywood Cinema era, Murder on the 

Orient Express has the same narrative formula of Classical Hollywood Cinema. In this formula, a 

single protagonist pursues a goal and/or must overcome various obstacles to accomplish that goal 

(Jewell 161-162, Hayward 80-81). The film exemplifies this formula by focusing on its lead 

character, Hercule Poirot’s, efforts to accomplish his goal of solving the murder.  Through its 

Classical Hollywood Cinema narrative formula, the movie reinforces a salient convention of the 

classical detective story formula.  Specifically, Murder on the Orient Express tells the same two 

stories as other classical detective texts, “the story of the crime” and “the story of the 

investigation” (Todorov 122, Gates 13) ).  The crime story concerns the commission of a criminal 

act, the murder, while the investigative story involves Poirot’s efforts to solve the crime.  

Consequently, the film’s structure is distinctly “classical” (Casper 282).  This classical structure 

reinforces the viewer’s identification with Poirot.  Like the aforementioned focalization, the 

structure forces viewers to follow Poirot as he investigates the murder. By forcing them to follow his 

movements, the movie renders viewers as the sleuth’s investigative partners. This status or 
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position as investigators consequently gives viewers a participatory role in the text. Such 

participation resembles the audience involvement promoted by literature that reflects the classical 

detective story formula (see Chapter Two).  The movie’s promotion of viewer participation is also 

evident in other film adaptations of Agatha Christie’s work, including Death on the Nile, The Mirror 

Crack’d (1980), Evil Under the Sun, Appointment with Death, and actor-director Kenneth 

Branaugh’s adaptations of Murder on the Orient Express (2017), Death on the Nile (2022), and A 

Haunting in Venice (2023) an adaptation of Christie 1969 novel Hallowe’en Party. 

Besides its narrative formula, Murder on the Orient Express also reflects Classical 

Hollywood Cinema’s story structure. This story structure involves the “triad ‘order/disorder/order-

restored’.” In this structure, “an event disrupts an apparently harmonious order [and] at the end, 

the disorder is resolved and order once again restored” (Hayward 80).  Murder on the Orient 

Express represents the disruption of order because of murder and the restoration of order by the 

resolution of the case. The film’s reflection of this narrative structure also illustrates the movie’s 

ideologies.  Specifically, the movie suggests that crimes like murder hurt capitalist society.  The 

movie also suggests this society will be healed and/or protected through the apprehension of 

criminals.  By constituting viewers as investigators of this crime, the text also interpolates them as 

protectors of capitalist society. 

The film’s interpellation of viewers as detectives does not only occur at a narrative level. 

Murder on the Orient Express also hails viewers as investigators through its aesthetics. Specifically, 

the movie uses the same stylistics through which other movies “fashion” spectators, namely what 

Robert Stam calls “point-of-view conventions” (Stam 231). In this film, such techniques encourage 

viewers to investigate the murder themselves while following Poirot’s exploits. One such technique 

is subjective  camerawork.  The film’s use of this technique resembles Laura Mulvey’s discussion 

of the male gaze and the camera’s fostering of it. As stated, Mulvey argues the film camera renders 
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women objects of a male character’s, especially a protagonist’s, gaze.  Consequently, the camera 

also makes these females objects of the viewer’s gaze.  Specifically, the camera forces viewers to 

look at the females through the male character’s viewpoint.  The text, therefore, intertwines the 

looks of the male character and the viewer.  Also as stated, Mulvey argues there is an investigative 

aspect to the male character’s gaze.  The male, Mulvey argues, looks at the female as his way of 

investigating her.  By investigating this woman, the male decides whether or not she is worthy of 

punishment, thus quelling his castration fears.  In Murder on the Orient Express, an intertwining of 

gazes similar to that which Mulvey describes occurs throughout most of the film. Through its 

camerawork, the text reflects what might be called a ”detective gaze.”  Specifically, viewers look at 

events through Poirot’s eyes, thereby assuming his subjective viewpoint.  The camera especially 

forces viewers to assume this viewpoint as Poirot investigates Ratchett’s murder. For example, 

during the investigation,  frequent close-ups shots display the physical clues Poirot discovers 

through his visual perspective.  Consequently, the text forces viewers to watch the discovery of 

these clues through his eyes. By forcing viewers to adapt Poirot’s viewpoint, the text forces them to 

examine the clues alongside the sleuth. Furthermore, the close-up shots of the various clues 

encourage viewers to contemplate the significance of the evidence.  Specifically, these shots 

exemplify Vsevolod Pudovkin’s argument that close-ups “direct the attention of the spectator to 

that detail which is, at the moment, important to the course of action” (7). Here, the shots lead 

viewers to try to ascertain how these clues will help solve Ratchett’s murder. Consequently, the 

film reflects the two looks Mulvey discusses, that of the character and the viewer.  The text also 

combines these looks into one which might be called the detective gaze.  

Furthermore, this detective gaze differs slightly from the male gaze described by Mulvey. In 

her work, Mulvey argues that males bear the look while females serve as objects of the gaze. 

However, in Murder on the Orient Express, the gaze has a compound nature.  As stated, Hercule 
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Poirot is a white, upper-class man.  As such the gaze that he and by extension viewers adapt is a 

white, upper-class male gaze. In the movie, some of the objects of this gaze are other white upper-

class men. However, other objects of the gaze are women and individuals who are not of the upper-

class.  Furthermore, audience members of any gender may potentially hold the white, upper-class 

male gaze as they assume the detective-spectator position.  Because of its compound nature, the 

detective gaze has ideological effects. Specifically, the gaze reinforces the dominant ideologies of 

white supremacy, patriarchy, and capitalism.  By gazing at the suspects in the wealthy Ratchett’s 

murder, Poirot and the viewer investigate non-upper class and other individuals who potentially 

threaten the capitalist social structure. The gaze helps the Poirot and the viewer determine whether 

these people disturbed the structure by killing Ratchett. Such a determination helps Poirot and the 

viewer protect capitalist society.  Ideologically, therefore, the detective gaze ensures the solvency 

of capitalism and other related dominant ideologies, like white supremacy and patriarchy.  

Furthermore, the ideological dynamics of the detective gaze appear in other movies that exemplify 

the classical detective story formula, including those in which the protagonist is not a white, upper-

class male. In The Mirror Crack’d, for example, Christie’s middle-class female sleuth Miss Jane 

Marple (Angela Lansbury) investigates a murder that occurs during a weekend party at the estate of 

Marina Gregg (Elizabeth Taylor) and her husband Jason Rudd (Rock Hudson). This investigation 

requires Miss Marple and hence viewers to gaze at various characters and clues, such as a painting 

at the crime scene. Thus, Murder on the Orient Express’s detective gaze interpolates its viewers as 

investigators and defenders of capitalist society.  

Though it forces viewers to adapt Poirot’s viewpoint during the aforementioned moments, 

Murder on the Orient Express does not limit the audience to the sleuth’s perspective. Instead, the 

text gives viewers an omniscient perspective of which Poirot’s viewpoint is only one part. 

Specifically, at various points, the text shows viewers events that Poirot himself does not witness 
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(though he uncovers them later). For example, the film opens with a montage detailing the 

kidnapping case that will eventually lead to Ratchett’s murder. This montage gives viewers 

information that will later prove useful in their understanding of the motive. Secondly, before the 

Orient Express embarks on its journey, the text shows the passengers, i.e., future murder suspects, 

arriving at the station and getting onto the train. Most of the passengers arrive at the station before 

Poirot. The detective, therefore, does not see his future suspects at this point in the text. However, 

the audience sees these passengers. By showing the audience the arrivals of the passengers, the 

text forces viewers to note these individuals and their habits for the purposes of the murder 

investigation. Through its representations of events Poirot does not witness, the text renders 

viewers as investigators in their own rights. Secondly, by granting the audience information about 

the suspects which Poirot initially does not have, the text forces viewers to begin contemplating the 

significance of these details to the mystery. Consequently, viewers begin their investigation of the 

mystery before Ratchett’s murder. By allowing viewers to start their investigation at the pre-murder 

stage, the text further renders its viewers as detectives. The film also reinforces a salient aspect of 

the classical detective story formula. Specifically, the text encourages viewer-detectives to try to 

solve the mystery before Poirot reveals the solution in the denouement. This encouragement of 

audiences to solve the crimes before the protagonist is evident in other films that reflect the 

classical detective story formula. These films include other theatrical movies featuring Hercule 

Poirot, specifically the films in which Peter Ustinov plays the sleuth (Death on the Nile, Evil Under 

the Sun, Appointment with Death) and Kenneth Branaugh’s adaptations of Murder on the Orient 

Express and other Christie stories. The notion that audience members should solve the mystery 

before the protagonist is also evident in other media that exemplifies the classical detective 

formula. Such media includes literature (see Chapter Two) and television (see Chapter Four). 
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Other stylistic elements of Murder on the Orient Express interpolate the viewer as a 

detective in the fictional case. Though some camera shots force the audience to adapt Poirot’s 

subjective viewpoint, others do not. For example, during the scenes in which Poirot interrogates the 

suspects in the dining car, the text does not present these individuals through the detective’s visual 

perspective. Instead, the camera represents the suspects in side-profiles to the left and/or right. 

Furthermore, during these sequences, the text often features close-up shots of the 

suspects/actors’ profiles. These close-up profiles give viewers a perspective of the characters 

different from Poirot’s viewpoint. Henceforth, though the text forces viewers to investigate the case 

alongside Poirot, it also treats audience members as separate beings examining the case 

independently of the super-sleuth. By giving the viewer an independent status, the text reinforces 

its need for viewers to solve the mystery before Hercule Poirot.  

Furthermore, the text often presents these interrogations in the form of long takes. These 

long takes allow viewers to pay close attention to the suspects and their traits, like their habits and 

their statements. Such information provides viewers clues necessary to solve the mystery, like one 

suspect’s reference to having worked for various “ladies” (Aldridge 310). The long takes, thus, fulfill 

the same functions André Bazin mentions in his discussion of “depth of field.” According to Bazin, 

this method “affects the relationships of the minds of the spectators to the image, and in 

consequence it influences the interpretation of the spectacle” (49).  The method also, Bazin 

argues, increases the spectator’s participation in the text.  Specifically, the technique leads the 

spectator to contemplate the significance or “meaning” of the action (50). The long takes in Murder 

on the Orient Express serve the same purpose. In this text, the long takes leads viewers to think 

about the suspects’ statements. They also inspire the viewer to contemplate the significances of 

the statements to the mystery.  Consequently, the long takes promote the viewer’s participation in 
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the text by helping them investigate the case. Through its interrogation scenes, therefore, the text 

again render viewers as detectives instead of merely observers.   

Another stylistic element that renders viewers as investigators of the case is an element 

evident in other moving image media that reflects the classical detective story, namely the 

flashback. Throughout the text, director Lumet and his collaborators present flashbacks of various 

events. First, during the scenes in which Poirot questions the suspects, flashbacks depict these 

individuals’ accounts of past events, especially their whereabouts at the time of Samuel Ratchett’s 

murder. The use of flashbacks during the interrogations gives viewers information they need to 

investigate Ratchett’s murder. Such information includes the motive(s) for the murder and the 

whereabouts of the suspects at the time of the killing. The flashbacks, thus, serve as what Susan 

Hayward may call “investigative codes” (159). Secondly, in the denouement, the text crosscuts 

Poirot’s explanation of the solution with flashbacks depicting the commission of the crime and the 

clues through which he solved it. The flashbacks in the denouement scene help the audience 

understand the solution and the clues that not only helped Poirot unravel the truth but would have 

done the same for the viewers if the latter perceived them correctly. Henceforth, the flashbacks 

reinforce the viewer’s status as an individual attempting to solve the mystery themselves. 

The use of flashbacks is a salient convention of screen media that reflects the classical 

detective story. For example, other screen adaptations of Agatha Christie’s work use flashbacks in 

the same manner as Murder on the Orient Express. These include film and television adaptations 

that appeared in the wake of Orient Express’s success, like Evil Under the Sun, The Mirror Crack’d, 

Appointment with Death, the CBS TV-movies featuring Peter Ustinov, the BBC’s Miss Marple series, 

ITV’s Poirot series featuring David Suchet, ITV’s Agatha Christie’s Marple/Miss Marple starring 

Geraldine McEwan and Julia McKenzie, and Kenneth Branaugh’s adaptations.  Flashbacks are also 

a conventional element of other TV programs that reflect the classical detective story formula, 
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including Banacek (NBC, 1972 – 1974), Ellery Queen (NBC, 1975 – 1976), Murder, She Wrote, 

Matlock (NBC, 1986-1992, ABC, 1992 – 1995), Diagnosis: Murder, and The Mysteries of Laura (NBC, 

2014 – 2016) (see Chapter Four). 

Another element through which the text encourages viewers to investigate the mystery is 

the casting. Like other screen media that reflects the classical detective story, Murder on the 

Orient Express features an all-star cast. Specifically, the producers cast big-name stars in the main 

roles. Famous actors Albert Finney and Richard Widmark play the detective Hercule Poirot and the 

victim Samuel Ratchett, respectively. The producers also cast other famous actors as the suspects 

in the Ratchett murder, including Sean Connery, Anthony Perkins, Lauren Bacall, Ingrid Bergman, 

Wendy Hiller, Rachel Roberts, Michael York, Jacqueline Bissett, Vanessa Redgrave, John Gielgud, 

Jean-Pierre Cassell, and Colin Blakely. By casting famous actors as the suspects, the film utilizes a 

technique later used by television shows that exemplify the classical detective story formula (see 

Chapter Four). Specifically, the text avoids the tendency of casting one famous star as the killer 

while casting lesser-known actors as other suspects. Instead, the casting of big-name stars as the 

various suspects forces viewers to think about which actor is playing the killer. The use of all-star 

casting technique would appear in various Christie screen adaptations after Murder on the Orient 

Express. For example, the producers of the theatrical films starring Peter Ustinov would utilize the 

same casting method (Death on the Nile, Evil Under the Sun, and Appointment with Death), More 

recently, actor-director Kenneth Branaugh has used this method in his screen adaptations of Poirot 

stories. And producers of television series based on Christie’s work would use the same all-star 

technique, most notably Agatha Christie’s Marple/Miss Marple (see Chapter Four). Finally, other 

movies reflecting the classical detective formula use this technique, including The Last of Sheila, 

Murder by Death (1976), Clue (1985), Gosford Park (2001), Knives Out, and Glass Onion: A Knives 

Out Mystery (2022).  
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Murder on the Orient Express, therefore, exemplifies classical detective cinema’s 

interpellation of viewers as detectives.  Through its elements, the film encourages viewers to 

investigate the fictional mystery and try to deduce the solution before super-sleuth Hercule Poirot. 

By rendering the viewers as investigators, the movie enacts on screen a salient goal of Agatha 

Christie’s literary work. As stated in Chapter Two, Christie challenged her readers to solve the 

mystery before the detective in that specific story, whether the sleuth was Poirot, Miss Marple, or 

some other character. Furthermore, as also stated in Chapter Two, Christie treated her mysteries 

as games she would play with her audience (Osborne 1999). In these games, if the reader correctly 

guessed the mystery’s solution before the detective revealed it, this person would win Christie’s 

game. This reader would also prove themselves as skilled detectives and thus good protectors of 

capitalist society.  Conversely, if this person could not deduce the solution or guessed incorrectly, 

they would lose the game. Murder on the Orient Express similarly encourages viewers to try to 

guess the solution before Poirot’s revelation in the film’s climax. Other film adaptations of 

Christie’s work similarly encourage viewers to investigate mysteries and solve them before the 

denouement. An example is Ten Little Indians (1965), an adaptation of the Christie 1939 novel And 

Then There Were None. Right before this film’s climax, the producers include a so-called 

“Whodunit Break.” In this “Whodunit Break,” the producers include a placard and a voiceover 

challenging viewers to deduce the solution to the mystery. The Whodunit Break also consists of a 

minute long replay of scenes from the film. The scenes replayed during this break contain clues to 

the killer’s identity. Henceforth, through the Whodunit Break, the adaptors hailed viewers as 

investigators by challenging them to solve the mystery and giving clues to help them do so.  

The Whodunit Break also serves another purpose related to the ideological dimensions of 

the detective gaze.  Specifically, this segment reveals to viewers the indications of the killer’s 

identity.  Specifically, the Whodunnit Break represents for viewers the clues that would help them 
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deduce the solution.  By revealing such clues, the Whodunit Break teaches viewers how to be 

detectives.  The denouement scene in Murder on the Orient Express serves the same purpose.  The 

flashbacks detailing the clues to the solution inform viewers of the ways Poirot deduced the truth.  

Informing viewers’ of Poirot’s deductions teaches the latter how to think like the former.  

Specifically, viewers learn of the clues that pointed to the right solution. Viewers who did not 

correctly guess the solution also from the denouement how and why they reached the wrong 

conclusion.  Teaching viewers to think like detectives reinforces the ideologies of this spectator-

position. By helping them think like detectives, the text teachers viewers how to become good 

protectors of capitalist society.  

A final element of Murder on the Orient Express’s reinforcement of the above ideologies 

concerns its solution. Poirot deduces that Ratchett’s murder stems from the latter’s kidnapping 

and killing of a child, crimes for which he avoided legal punishment. Ratchett’s own killing, thus, 

was an act of vigilantism. After deducing the truth, Poirot decides not to inform the authorities who 

killed Ratchett (this information will also not be revealed in these pages).  Allowing this act of 

vigilantism to go unpunished seemingly counters the ideal that all people who commit crimes 

against the rich must be apprehended and punished for the social good.   However, the text 

suggests that Ratchett’s killing in itself restored order in capitalist society.  Samuel Ratchett, 

whose real name is Cassetti, kidnapped a child from a wealthy family. Ratchett committed this 

crime to collect a sizeable ransom form the child’s family, called the Armstrongs. Once he received 

this ransom, Ratchett killed the child, named Daisy Armstrong, and absconded with the money. By 

committing his crimes, the text indicates Ratchett hurt members of the upper-class.  Reinforcing 

his damage to this strata are the additional deaths within the Armstrong family resulting from 

Daisy’s murder. Furthermore, Ratchett avoided legal punishment for the crimes he committed 

against the upper class.  Henceforth, Ratchett’s own death redressed the damages he did to 
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upper-class society and served the capitalist social good. As Arthur Asa Berger puts it in his 

discussion of the movie’s source material, “Cassetti is a deviant, a criminal individualist who has 

no concern with laws or the mores of society, and as such, must be punished. If that society, 

because of legal technicalities, cannot punish him, others . . . must take on that extralegal 

responsibility” (103-104). The text also suggests Poirot serves the social good by ensuring the 

individual(s) who redressed the Cassetti’s class disturbances do not face legal punishment. 

Furthermore, the ending does not negate the detective-spectator’s role in protecting capitalist 

society. The detective-spectator position teaches viewers how to be good social protectors by 

identifying those who harm capitalist society. The establishment of the detective spectator-

position, thus, is a salient element of Murder on the Orient Express. Such a spectatorial position is 

also a key element of another film that reflects the classical detective story formula, The Last of 

Sheila.   

3.4 The Last of Sheila (1973) 

Written by composer Stephen Sondheim and actor Anthony Perkins, The Last of Sheila 

concerns the killing of wealthy gossip columnist Sheila Green (Yvonne Romaine). During a party at 

her home, Sheila leaves the house following an argument with her husband, producer Clinton 

Green (James Coburn). As she walks down a deserted street, an unknown assailant strikes Sheila 

with their car and flees the scene. A year after the hit-and-run killing, Clinton invites a group of 

friends and acquaintances to accompany him on his yacht for a cruise in the South of France. The 

invited guests were present at the Green party on the night of Sheila’s death. During the yachting 

cruise, Clinton organizes a game for the guests to play, presumably as part of an elaborate plan to 

expose his wife’s killer. Consequently, the guests must determine who murdered Sheila. Like 

Murder on the Orient Express, The Last of Sheila establishes the spectatorial position of detective 

for its viewers. The film establishes this position through its narrative and stylistic elements. 
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However, The Last of Sheila interpolates its viewers as detectives in a unique way. Specifically, the 

film hails it viewers as detectives by establishing an additional spectator-position, namely the 

position of game player. Through its elements, The Last of Sheila presents its viewers with various 

games for them to play as they watch the movie. Consequently, by according them a status as 

game-players, the text simultaneously constitutes the viewers as detectives.   

First, The Last of Sheila begins its interpellation of viewers as detective through its use of 

the conventional narrative pattern of the classical detective story formula. Like Murder on the 

Orient Express, this pattern of action involves on a basic level the accomplishment of a specific 

goal, namely the solving of a mystery. Here, the mystery involves the murders of Shelia Greene and 

two other individuals.  By presenting the solving of the mystery as a primary narrative goal, the 

movie forces viewers to follow the investigation of this crime and thus participate in the latter 

themselves.  As the film unfolds, the viewer as detective encounters the same general narrative 

developments evident in other classical detective stories, including 1) the introduction of a 

sleuth(s) tasked with investigating the case, 2) the uncovering of clues and questioning of 

suspects, 3) the deduction of the criminal’s identity, and 4) the “explanation of the solution” in the 

text’s climax (Cawelti 81-82, Casper 282). Through its narrative patterning, therefore, The Last of 

Shelia establishes a spectator-position for its viewers as detectives in the fictional case.  

Like Murder on the Orient Express, The Last of Sheila interpolates viewers as protectors of 

the capitalist system through the social identities of the victims and sleuths.  The woman whose 

killing sparks the narrative, Sheila Greene, is a rich woman.  As the movie progresses, a mysterious 

assailant murders two other wealthy people.  Thirdly, someone nearly kills another rich person 

while trying to murder Sheila Greene’s husband Clinton. Such crimes constitute as threats to the 

upper-class and hence capitalist society. Furthermore, the two characters who serve as the super 

sleuths within the narrative are both white men, Tom (Richard Benjamin) and Philip (James Mason). 
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Tom and Philip’s identities as white men promotes the viewpoint of this group as protectors of the 

capitalist society.  Furthermore, by forcing them to follow these two men’s adventures, the text 

renders viewers as investigators of the crimes committed against the upper class. The Last of 

Sheila renders audience members as investigators through a detective gaze. Throughout the movie, 

the text represents clues and other information through Tom and/or Philip’s visual perspectives. 

Because the sleuths are white men, the detective gaze in these scenes is of a white male variety. 

The class status of the detective gaze is different depending on which sleuth bears the look.  

Sometimes, the middle-class Tom bears the look while on other occasions, the bearer is the upper-

class Philip.  Since viewers follow both men’s movements, they too adapt a white male gaze 

throughout the investigation.  The movie thus constitutes audience members as capitalist social 

protectors.  

Another way through which The Last of Sheila constructs the detective spectator-position is 

through its self-reflexivity. The Last of Sheila acknowledges its own status as a whodunnit 

throughout the film. It also acknowledges the film’s viewers as detectives tasked with investigating 

and solving the whodunnit. For example, when the text’s sleuths Tom and Philip discuss the 

murder attempt which nearly kills Hollywood agent Christine (Dyan Cannon), Philip comments, 

“According to the rules of the genre, we should be looking for a motive [for the attempted murder].”  

With this comment, the film displays an awareness of its status as a classical detective story.  

Furthermore, the reference to the “rules of the genre” implies the film requires detective work on 

the part of the fictional sleuths and the audience. Thus, like Tom and Philip, viewers must also look 

for a reason someone would want to kill Christine or anyone for whom she was mistaken. 

Specifically, The Last of Sheila not only references its status as a whodunnit, but also its rendering 

of viewers as detectives.  
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The film also hails its viewers as detectives by giving them a participatory role in the text. 

Like Murder on the Orient Express, The Last of Sheila encourages audience members to involve 

themselves in the fictional action instead of merely consuming it. Specifically, the film encourages 

viewers to try to solve the fictional mystery before the revelation of the solution. Furthermore, the 

film promotes viewers’ participation in the mystery through one of the text’s salient elements, 

namely game play. 

According to various accounts, the film’s writers, Stephen Sondheim and Anthony Perkins, 

structure their movie as a game viewers can play as they watch it. Offscreen, Sondheim and 

Perkins were avid game players. Whenever they hosted parties, the two men would plan elaborate 

games for the guests to play. Some of these games involved scavenger hunts in which guests 

would receive instructions requiring them to collect items throughout the city. The men would also 

give these guests  clues as to the location of said items (TV Confidential, DVD Commentary). When 

writing their screenplay for The Last of Sheila, Sondheim and Perkins decided to incorporate their 

love of games. Specifically, they decided to present viewers with a game the latter would play as 

they watched the film. An examination of the text reveals the writers present viewers with two 

games in their screenplay. One  game is the same one the film’s characters play as they embark on 

their cruise. Another is the same game evident in Murder on the Orient Express and other classical 

detective texts, namely the guessing game of determining the murderer’s identity. Thus, its game 

play aspect suggests The Last of Sheila does not merely want viewers to watch the fictional action, 

but also to involve themselves in it.  To foster this participation, the text accords for its viewers the 

spectator-position of game-player.  Consequently, this game-player status leads the film to 

establish another spectatorial position for its viewers, namely that of detective.  

The first game the text encourages viewers to play is the one Clinton Greene plans for the 

guests on his yachting cruise. Called the “Sheila Greene Memorial Gossip Game,” it concerns the 
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uncovering of various secrets and the proof thereof. At the start, Clinton assigns each of his guests 

a different secret. Each person must then discover the other guests’ secrets. Specifically, each day 

the yachting party arrives at a different port on their cruise. At each port, Clinton has planted 

evidence of a different person’s secret. Clinton then tells the guests which secret for which they 

must look and gives them various clues to the location of the proof of the secret. Those who 

correctly interpret the clues and find the proof win the game for that night. Conversely, those who 

do not correctly interpret the clues and find the proof lose the game. According to the rules, the 

game for each night ends when the guest holding the secret, specifically a card which lists the 

secret, finds the proof. In the film, the characters play the Memorial Gossip Game for two 

consecutive nights before the murder of host Clinton Greene ends said game. The movie involves 

viewers in the game by having them play it alongside the fictional characters. Specifically, the text 

fosters this game play through the same techniques Murder on the Orient Express uses to 

constitute viewers as investigators. In The Last of Sheila, there are close-up shots detailing the 

items of interest in the game. One such item is a mysterious key that serves as a clue in the 

opening night’s play. Another such item is a bottle of perfume that will lead viewers to the location 

of the proof. Besides close-ups, the text represents these items through point-of-view shots. The 

text represents the game items, like the clues and the proof, through the subjective viewpoints of 

the guests/game players. Representing these items through the fictional players’ viewpoints, the 

text forces viewers to play the game themselves. These shots also reflect the detective gaze 

evident in Murder on the Orient Express.  Playing the memorial gossip games requires the 

characters to act like detectives. By forcing audience members to assume the characters’ 

subjective viewpoints, the text renders viewers as detectives and game-players.  The fictional 

game, therefore, is a salient way in which The Last of Sheila constitutes the game players/detective 

spectatorial positions.  
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The second game The Last of Sheila presents to its viewers concerns the fictional murderer. 

Like Murder on the Orient Express, the text encourages viewers to guess and/or deduce the 

murderer’s identity. The film promotes viewers’ playing of this second game through the same 

methods used to force them to play the Sheila Greene Memorial Gossip Game. Specifically, there 

are close-up shots of various clues to the killer’s identity. These clues include a photograph of the 

party guests assembled outside of the yacht, a discarded cigarette, and a piece of wood. 

Furthermore, the text represents these close-ups through the subjective perspective of the 

individuals looking at these clues, including the two detectives in the film, Tom and Philip. The film 

also establishes a connection between the Sheila Greene Memorial Gossip Game and the killer. 

Specifically, the murderer uses the gossip game as part of an elaborate plan to kill their victims. 

The game itself, thus, holds an integral clue to the killer’s identity. Consequently, the text 

specifically links the viewer’s need to play the gossip game with their need to play the guessing 

game concerning the killings.  

The text also reinforces the viewer’s status as a player of both games through a telling line 

of dialogue. As Clinton begins explaining the memorial gossip game to his guests, Philip 

comments, “I like any game where you don’t have to move.” In response, Clinton says, “You don’t 

have to [move] for this one, if you’re smart enough.” This exchange subtly comments on the 

audience watching the film. Specifically, the viewers will presumably sit as they watch the film. 

These viewers will also remain still in their seats until the movie’s end. The above exchange, 

therefore, reiterates that the viewer is like the characters in the movie. According to the text, the 

viewer themselves does not have to move to play the game. This person can remain seated while 

they play the game. Secondly, the viewers play the game by paying attention to the action 

onscreen.  Thirdly, viewers also play the game by contemplating what they have seen, hence the 

phrase “If you’re smart enough.” The latter phase also implies that the viewer’s intelligence can 
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help them win the game. Henceforth, the exchange comments on the viewer’s status as a player of 

the two fictional games in the text, the memorial gossip game and the killer guessing game. The 

exchange also comments on the film’s role in constructing the game-player spectatorial position 

for its viewers. And, the dialogue also reflects the text’s simultaneous establishment of the 

detective spectator-position.  Playing the movie’s two games requires viewers to act like 

detectives. It requires them to pay attention to clues. The game play also requires viewers to 

complete the clues’ significance. By requiring such game play on the viewers’ part, the film renders 

audience members as detectives,  Thus, Clinton’s dialogue suggests the text’s construction of the 

detective spectator-position.   

Through its two spectatorial positions, the film illustrates Ralph Koster’s notions of games.  

According to Koster, games teach players various things (46). Players especially learn from games 

like the ones in The Last of Sheila.  In these games, players are “asked to find ‘secrets,’ or explore 

an area completely.” Such games, Koster argues, teach players “many interesting things, such as 

considering a problem from all angles [and] making sure that you have all the necessary 

information before you make a decision” (76).  The film’s games, therefore, teach viewers how to 

be detectives.  Such education also reinforces the ideologies of the detective-spectator position.  

Learning how to be detectives teaches viewers how to discover criminals who threaten the upper-

class and thus protect capitalist society.    

 The Last of Sheila also interpolates viewers as detectives through what John Fiske might 

call its “secondary texts” (117).  Specifically, these texts hails viewers as potential investigators of 

the fictional mystery. The texts also encourage audience members to try to deduce the solution. 

One secondary text that hails viewers as detectives is the film’s poster. This poster features a 

picture of the various characters, the yacht on which they traveled, and backgrounds of the key 

location. Besides these images, the poster also features lettering. The lettering is of the tagline, 



93 

“Whodunnit?”  This tagline informs members of the public of the nature of the movie, namely a 

classical detective story.  However, the line also invites and challenges viewers to try to solve the 

mystery. Through its tagline, The Last of Sheila further establishes a detective spectator-position 

for its viewers.  

Another way the film establishes this spectator-position is through the clues to the mystery. 

The text includes these clues to inspire viewers to investigate the case and help them deduce the 

solution.  For example, the opening credits of the movie feature an important clue to the killer’s 

identity. Specifically, these credits prominently feature the name of the actor portraying the 

murderer (DVD Commentary). Other important clues are the previously stated ones featured in 

close-ups and subjective camera shots, namely the photograph of the memorial game players, the 

discarded cigarette, and the piece of wood. The text also includes verbal clues, like the mentioning 

of a suspect’s battles with alcoholism. Finally, the movie features an aural clue, specifically the 

sound of another suspect’s skills at impersonation. By planting these clues to the solution, The 

Last of Sheila renders its viewers as investigators in the mystery.  

Like Murder on the Orient Express, The Last of Sheila establishes a spectator-position of 

detective for its viewers. However, this text’s spectatorial position differs from the previous film in 

its compound nature.  The Last of Sheila reinforces the viewers’ position as detectives by 

establishing the  spectatorial position of game-player.  Furthermore, the text combines both 

spectator-positions by requiring viewers to assume both simultaneously. Specifically, the film 

establishes the interdependency of both positions. By forcing viewers to assume one position, the 

text consequently forces them to assume the other. The compound nature of The Last of Sheila’s 

spectator positions reflects Robert Stam’s notions of spectatorship.  According to Stam, 

“spectator . . . is open and polymorphous.” He also argues that “the cinematic experience . . . 
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fashions a plural, ‘mutant’ self, occupying a range of subject positions” (233).  Thus, as The Last of 

Sheila demonstrates, film need not involve the establishment of only one spectatorial position.   

Like Murder on the Orient Express, The Last of Sheila’s ending seemingly challenges the 

ideologies reflected in the detective-spectatorial position. As in the previous movie, the criminal 

(whose identity will not be revealed in these pages) does not face legal punishment for their crimes.  

Instead, when one of the fictional sleuths uncovers the criminal’s guilt, they extort the latter. As 

part of their extortion demands, the detective requires the criminal to relinquish the wealth the 

latter acquired from their crimes. The blackmailer also demands the criminal participate in the 

production of a potential blockbuster movie.  As with Murder on the Orient Express, allowing the 

murderer in The Last of Sheila to avoid legal punishment seemingly harms capitalism. However, the 

text implies that forcing the murderer to forfeit their ill-gotten gains redresses the harms this 

criminal did to the upper-class. The extortion redresses this harm, the text suggests, by ensuring 

the criminal does not profit from their crimes.  The text also implies the deprivation of this profit is 

sufficient punishment for their actions and will ensure the criminal will never again harm capitalist 

society. Furthermore, the text suggests the murderer will now reinforce capitalist society by 

participating in the blockbuster production, therefore ensuring that wealthy people within the 

Hollywood film industry will make more money. As in Murder on the Orient Express, the murderer’s 

avoidance of legal punishment does not negate the detective-spectators’ statuses as guardians of 

capitalist society.  The ability to investigate and solve the fictional case still allows these spectators 

to protect the capitalist social order. Another classical detective story text that suggests the 

detective-spectators’ ability to do this is Knives Out. 

3.5 Knives Out (2019) 

Written and directed by Rian Johnson, Knives Out concerns the killing of wealthy mystery 

novelist Harlan Thrombey (Christopher Plummer). The killing occurs during a celebration of 
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Harlan’s birthday at the latter’s estate. Detective Benoit Blanc (Daniel Craig) investigates the 

members of Harlan’s family, all of whom attended the birthday celebration, to find the killer. A key 

figure in the investigation is Harlan’s private nurse Marta Cabrera (Ana de Armas), who assists 

Blanc in his investigation and may have been responsible for Harlan’s death. Like Murder on the 

Orient Express and The Last of Sheila, Knives Out establishes a detective spectator-position for 

viewers. Also like the two previous movies, the text constructs this detective spectator-position 

through its narrative and stylistic elements.  However, Knives Out differs in certain respects from 

Murder on the Orient Express and The Last of Sheila. First, though reflecting the classical detective 

story formula, the movie combines two different types of mysteries.  The first type is the so-called 

“closed” mystery and the second is the so-called “open” or inverted mystery.  Second, like other 

movies (Browne 2004, Modleski 2004), Knives Out invites viewers to identify with more than one 

character. Through its elements, the text promotes viewer identification with both super-sleuth 

Blanc and the ostensible murderer of Harlan Thrombey. However, the compound mystery format 

and this latter viewer identification do not negate Knives Out’s constitution of the detective 

spectator-position.  Instead, these elements merely reflect the complexity of spectatorial positions 

in cinema.  

Knives Out first constructs the detective spectator-position through its narrative pattern of 

action. Specifically, the movie has the same general pattern of action as Murder on the Orient 

Express and The Last of Sheila. As in those movies, Knives Out concerns the efforts of a white male 

detective, Benoit Blanc, to solve a crime impacting the upper-class, namely the killing of Harlan 

Thrombey. Blanc’s eventually solving of this crime promotes the ideal of white men as the 

protectors of capitalist society. Like Murder on the Orient Express, the text renders viewers as the 

white male sleuth’s investigative companions.  By forcing them to follow Blanc’s investigation, the 

movie interpolates audience members as detectives in their own right. As detailed below, the text 
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forces viewers to share Blanc’s gaze during this investigation. Consequently, viewers adapt a white 

male detective gaze. The text further interpolates viewers as detectives by giving them more than 

one mystery to investigate. Specifically, Harlan Thrombey’s killing occurs in a room locked from the 

inside. Harlan’s murder therefore constitutes an impossible crime.  This impossible crime status 

requires Blanc and by extension the viewers to solve at least two different mysteries. One mystery 

is precisely who killed Harlan. Another mystery is how the killer committed the crime and then 

escaped undetected from the crime scene.  The seemingly impossible nature of the crime, thus, 

reinforces the viewer’s status as detectives tasked, like Blanc, with investigating and trying to solve 

the case. 

The film also constructs the detective spectator-position for viewers through the same 

stylistic elements used in Murder on the Orient Express and The Last of Sheila.  One such element 

is the casting.  Like Murder on the Orient Express and The Last of Sheila, Knives Out has an all-star 

cast. The all-star casting technique serves the same purpose as in the previous movies, namely 

encouraging viewers to contemplate which famous actor will play the murderer.  Also, like Orient 

Express and Sheila, the film features close-up shots of various clues to the mystery. The movie 

thirdly represents these clues through the subjective viewpoints of various characters, especially 

Benoit Blanc and Marta Cabrera. Henceforth, this text again reflects what might be called a 

detective gaze. And, like Murder on the Orient Express and The Last of Sheila, Knives Out frequently 

represents events through flashbacks. For example, as the suspects explain to Blanc and the 

police their whereabouts at the time of Harlan’s killing, flashbacks detail the events as the 

principles recount them. Flashbacks also depict Marta’s relationship with Harlan and its eventual 

end. Such flashbacks render viewers as detectives by forcing them to contemplate the significance 

of past events to the mystery. Through its stylistic and narrative conventions, Knives Out 
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establishes the same spectatorial position for viewers as do Murder on the Orient Express and The 

Last of Sheila, that of detective.  

As stated, Knives Out’s narrative involves mysteries surrounding Harlan Thrombey’s death, 

including the question of “whodunnit.” Henceforth, the movie classifies as a “closed mystery,” one 

in which the text conceals the murderer’s identity until the denouement. However, an examination 

of Knives Out’s narrative reveals a degree of generic hybridity.  Specifically, the narrative Knives Out 

combines two formats of detective fiction, the closed mystery and the “open” mystery. In an open 

or inverted mysteries, the text reveals the criminal’s identity before the denouement, most often 

near the beginning of the story. Once it reveals their identity, an open mystery then details the 

processes through which the criminal attempts to avoid capture. The open mystery will also 

represent the ways in which a super-sleuth or some other detective uncovers this criminal’s guilt. 

At its outset, Knives Out seemingly constitutes a strictly closed mystery. The movie opens with the 

discovery of Harlan Thrombey’s body and proceeds by detailing Benoit Blanc’s investigation of the 

case. However, as the narrative develops, a flashback shows Harlan’s nurse and companion Marta 

Cabrera seemingly accidentally causing his death. The flashback then depicts Harlan giving Marta 

instructions as to how to avoid detection. After presenting this flashback, the text then represents 

Marta’s present-day efforts to prevent Benoit Blanc and the police from discovering her guilt. 

Eventually, additional developments in the case suggests Marta might not be guilty after all, 

thereby indicating some other party is responsible for Harlan’s death. Thus, Knives Out ‘s narrative 

combines two distinct formats of mystery storytelling. Furthermore, writer-director Johnson stated 

that texts reflecting the closed and open mystery formats inspired his construction of Knives Out.  

According to Johnson, Agatha Christie stories inspired the closed mystery aspects of the narrative. 

Johnson also says the television series Columbo (see Chapter Four) inspired the open or inverted 

mystery aspect of Knives Out (“Planning the Perfect Murder”). The open nature of the movie’s 
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narrative seemingly indicates the text avoids establishing the detective spectator-position for its 

viewers. However, another consideration of Knives Out’s inverted format suggests the movie stills 

constitutes its viewers as detectives.  

Closed and open mysteries require their audiences to solve different mysteries. 

Specifically, closed mysteries require audience members to guess and/or deduce the solution, 

namely the criminal’s identity. Open mysteries require audiences to deduce whether the criminal 

will be discovered by the super-sleuth and/or the authorities and, if so, how. During its 

exemplification of the open mystery,  Knives Out presents its viewers with the same mysteries to 

solve as in other inverted tales. Specifically, the text invites viewers to guess whether Benoit Blanc 

will uncover Marta’s role in Harlan’s death. The text also invites viewers to deduce how Blanc will 

discover Marta’s guilt. To uncover this information, viewers must follow Blanc’s investigation. They 

must also follow Marta’s efforts to conceal her guilt. Despite its open mystery format, Knives Out 

thus still establishes the detective spectator-position.   

Knives Out reinforces its establishment of detective spectator-position through the 

detective gaze evident in the previous movies. Like Murder on the Orient Express and The Last of 

Sheila, Knives Out presents close-up shots of the various clues Blanc discovers while investigating 

Harlan’s death.  These clues include the tracks of mud on the carpet outside of Harlan’s room, the 

mud traces on a window near the room, and the bottles of Harlan’s medicine. Also like the previous 

movies, the text presents these shots through Blanc’s subjective viewpoint. Specifically, the text 

forces viewers to witness the events through the sleuth’s eyes. Henceforth, the detective gaze 

reinforces Knives Out’s constitution of the detective-spectator position.  Furthermore, as stated, 

this detective gaze has racial and gender dimensions. As in Murder on the Orient Express and The 

Last of Sheila, this detective gaze is white and male, representing the race and gender of super-

sleuth Benoit Blanc.  By examining clues and other events through his eyes, viewers adapt this 
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white male gaze.  The viewers’ adoption of this gaze reinforces the ideal of white males as 

protectors of capitalist society.  

Because the movie requires its’ audiences to follow Blanc’s investigation, Knives Out 

seemingly limits viewer identification to the super-sleuth.  However, the text’s narrative elements 

suggest another possible subject of identification.  Specifically, the movie’s open mystery 

elements invite viewers to identify with the ostensible killer Marta.  First, the text invites viewers to 

feel sorry for the character because of her supposed accidental causing of wealthy Harlan 

Thrombey. The text also invites viewers to wish for Marta’s avoidance of exposure as the killer. 

Writer-director Johnson confirms he wanted audiences to sympathize with Marta and want for her 

to avoid detection and apprehension (“Planning the Perfect Murder, ” “Audio Commentary”). 

Consequently, the text invites viewers to identify with the perpetrator of the crime investigated by 

super-sleuth Blanc. Furthermore, Marta is non-white and initially non-upper class. The text thus 

seems to suggest that one should not identify with the white male sleuth Blanc. It also seemingly 

argues that non-white and/or non-upper class people who commit crimes against the wealthy 

should not face punishment for their actions. Henceforth, the text seemingly  challenges 

capitalism and other dominant ideologies represented by Harlan, particularly white supremacy and 

patriarchy. The promotion of identification with Marta, however, does not negate the viewer’s 

identification with Blanc. It also does not hinder the text’s constitution of the detective spectator-

position. As Browne (2004) and Modleski (2004)  demonstrate, viewers may identify with more than 

one character in a film. Furthermore, as Susan Hayward comments, a spectator may occupy 

various subject positions in relation to a movie’s characters. As an example, Hayward cites the 

ability of spectators to occupy the husband, wife, and mistress positions at different points in the 

movie as they watch Fatal Attraction (352). In the case of Knives Out, a spectator can assume the 

position of fictional sleuth Blanc and ostensible killer Marta. However, the possibility of assuming 
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the Marta position does not negate occupation of the Blanc position. Thus, Knives Out’s promotion 

of more than one character identification and subject position reflects the complexity of the 

movie’s spectatorship. Nevertheless, the detective-spectator position is still evident.   

Besides the detective-spectator position itself, the pro-capitalist ideology surrounding it 

are also evident in Knives Out.  The movies ending reflects the protection and maintenance of 

capitalist society.  Specifically, the ending details the discovery of the person responsible for 

Harlan Thrombey’s death and the latter’s arrest. Unlike in Murder on the Orient Express and The 

Last of Shiela, the murderer in Knives Out faces legal punishment. Consequently, this ending 

resembles that of other classical detective movies in which those who commit crimes against the 

upper-class are apprehended instead of going free.  The apprehension of Knives Out’s criminal 

repairs the harm done to the capitalist social order by this individual’s crimes. Furthermore, the 

murderer’s apprehension prevents them from further harming this society through their 

commission of another crime. The murderer, whose identity will not be revealed in these pages, 

committed their crimes to prevent Harlan’s legal heir from inheriting the estate.  Because of their 

apprehension, the criminal’s scheme to thwart Harlan’s legal wishes fails and the estate instead 

goes to the rightful heir. Furthermore, the detective-spectator position in this film works in the 

same manner as in Murder on the Orient Express and The Last of Sheila.  This spectatorial position 

reinforces the viewer’s status as a crime investigator and thus protector of capitalist society. 

3.6 The Viewer’s Role in the Spectator-Screen Relationship 

As the three above examples suggests, movies that reflect the classical detective story 

formula construct a spectator-position of detective for their viewers. However, as contemporary 

film theorists argue, viewers are not merely “passive objects of [a movie’s] interpolation” (Stam 

230). Instead, viewers wield power in their consumption of a text.  One example of such power is 

the ability to interpret or “make sense” of the text’s images and sounds (Hayward 352). As stated, 
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viewers may also identify with another character(s) besides the one(s) with whom the text positions 

them to identify (Diawara 2004, hooks 1992, hooks as discussed in McDonald 118). Specifically, a 

viewer may react to the text’s promotion of character identification in one of the three ways Hall 

(2006) outlines in his model of audience decoding.  Though Hall’s applies this model to television, 

his framework may nevertheless capture viewers possible reactions to a movie’s encoding of 

character identification. For example, a viewer may identify with a character according to the 

dictates or positioning of the text. The viewer may also oppose identification with this character 

(hooks 1992, hooks 2012).  A viewer may thirdly identify with certain aspects of that character and 

reject others. Thus, instead of being a “passive object of interpellation,” like earlier apparatus 

theory argued, viewers or spectators are “active and critical.” Furthermore, the relationship 

between the spectator and the screen is not one-sided (Stam 230)  The spectator is “at once 

constituting and constituted by the text” (Stam 230). Thirdly, the impacts or “subject-effects” of a 

movie on a spectator are not automatic. Instead, the spectator will react or respond toward the text 

based on various factors, including “their social location,” “ideologies,” “desires,” and other items 

(Stam 230-231, Hayward 352-353).   

In the case of movies reflecting the classical detective story formula, viewers have the 

ability to act toward these texts in various ways. They may accept the spectator-position 

established by this text, performing what Hall might call a “preferred” response. They may also 

completely reject this position. For example, they may refuse to try to solve the fictional mysteries 

while watching them.  They may also reject any identification with the super-sleuth protagonist. 

Viewers may even have what Hall might call a “negotiated” response by accepting some aspects of 

the spectator-position while rejecting other elements. For example, viewers may pay close 

attention as they follow the fictional sleuth’s exploits while not trying to guess or deduce the 

solution.  As stated, viewers may also identify with more characters besides the super-sleuth, 
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including the criminal in the story. Viewers might also perform one of the aforementioned possible 

readings toward the pro-capitalist ideologies promoted by the movies. However, the various 

possibilities of audience response toward classical detective movies does not eradicate these 

texts’ establishment of a distinct spectator-position for viewers, that of detective.  The texts 

encode, to use Hall’s term, this position through the narrative and stylistic elements mentioned 

above. Furthermore, as stated, some of these elements are the same “mechanisms” used to 

establish spectatorial positions in other films (Stam 98. 231). 

3.7 Conclusion 

Murder on the Orient Express, The Last of Sheila, and Knives Out all exemplify the 

construction of the spectatorial position of detective.  Each film interpolates its viewers as 

detectives through their respective narrative and stylistic elements.  Such elements hail audience 

members as investigators who probe fictional mysteries and try to solve the fictional mysteries 

before the climax.  The various ways a viewer may respond to this spectatorial position do not 

negate the existence of the latter. Cinema’s general construction of spectatorial positions allows 

the classical detective story formula to assume a place in the medium.  One of the formula’s 

salient convention is the promotion of audience participation. As stated, the formula encourages 

audience members to solve the fictional mysteries before the super-sleuth.  By establishing the 

detective spectatorial position, classical detective movies reinforce the formula’s promotion of 

audience-participation.  This position, therefore, makes the formula compatible with the medium 

of film. However, the detective-spectator position also serves additional ideological purposes. 

Through said position, the movies promote the notions that crimes committed against the upper-

class must be investigated and punishment. Consequently, the movies also promote capitalism 

and related dominant ideologies. These films also reinforce the maintenance of the capitalist 

order. Thus, the movies constitute as discourses on crime, punishment, class, and society.  
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4 CHAPTER 4: THE CLASSICAL DETECTIVE STORY ON TELEVISION: CYCLES, AUDIENCE 

PARTICIPATION, AND GAME PLAY 

4.1 Introduction 

In her work, Sharon Shahaf (2016) explores the international circulation of television 

formats. According to Shahaf, this circulation occurs through “format trades” in which television 

producers and executives from one part of the world adapt or use a format from another region.  

Shahaf refers to these trades as “flows” of what John Fiske calls “television formula art” (250-252). 

In her analysis, Shahaf focuses on the flows of individual programs through format trades and 

adaptation. However, an examination of The Mysteries of Laura (NBC, 2014-2016) and its 

genealogy suggests that not only do singular programs flow in the way Shahaf describes, but so do 

entire formulas of television storytelling. In the case of The Mysteries of Laura, the television 

formula that circulates throughout the globe is the classical detective story.  Laura and its 

genealogy also suggest that the global circulation of formulas resembles the flows of what Amanda 

Klein (2011) calls “cycles.” In her work, Klein explores the production cycles of various film genres.  

According to Klien, the financial success of a specific movie sparks a production cycle of other 

texts within that genre. Klien also argues that the continued financial success of a genre film cycle 

ensures the latter’s viability.  The flows of the classical detective story formula suggest that Klein’s 

discussion of film cycle production also applies to the medium of television.  Mareike Jenner (2017) 

explores the application of film cycles to this medium in her study of the cycles of “sunshine noir,” 

programs that incorporate the elements of classical film noir and neo-noir, on American television 

in the 1980s and 1990s.  The production of shows that reflect the classical detective formula have 

appeared on North American television in various cycles.  This production suggests that financial 

success alone does not determine a cycle’s longevity.  Instead, this longevity also occurs because 

of the continual adaptation of a story formula to a medium. The production of shows that reflect 
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the classical detective formula, like The Mysteries of Laura and its genealogical texts, has accorded 

this cycle a lasting place in the medium of television.    

4.2 The Classical Detective Story Cycle 

The classical detective subgenre, also known as the classical mystery or whodunnit, has 

conventions that distinguish it from other subgenres of mystery fiction, hard-boiled detective 

stories and  police procedurals (Berger 43). The classical detective story formula outlines the telling 

of stories that reflect the subgenre (Cawelti 1976, Berger 1992).  The reflection of this formula on 

television and in other media, like cinema and literature, indicates the subgenre has not limited 

itself to only one medium. Furthermore, the global adaptation of programs that reflect the formula 

also suggests the classical detective subgenre does not limit itself to one nation, but instead 

bypasses national boundaries. Consequently, the classical detective story formula undergoes 

distinctive cross-platform/transmedia and transnational flows. 

A key dimension of these flows is what one might call “the classical detective story cycle.”  

In American Film Cycles, Amanda Klein discusses the creation and duration of what she 

calls “film cycles” (4). As Klein explains, film cycles resemble film genres in that they “are a series 

of films associated with each other through shared images, characters, settings, plots, or themes.”  

However, unlike film genres, whose basic defining traits are “ the repetition of key images (their 

semantics) and themes (their syntax),” the primary defining trait of film cycles is “how they are 

used” or what Klein calls their “pragmatics.” (3-4). According to Klein, various elements facilitate 

the “formation and longevity” of film cycles, namely their  “financial viability and the public 

discourses circulating around them, including film reviews, director interviews, studio-issued 

press kits, movie posters, theatrical trailers, and media coverage” (4). Furthermore, Klein argues 

film cycles form when an “originary film - [namely one] that establishes the images, plot formulas, 

and themes for the entire cycle- is financially or critically successful.” Klein also says that film 
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cycles have “time constraints,” for they exist as long as they prove “financially viable” (4). And, 

Klein states that even after a film cycle dies or disappears, vestiges of it will still remain. 

Specifically, its “themes and images” of the cycle will continue to appear, “even if in a highly 

diluted or altered form” long after the cycle has ended (61). Thus, Klein says, “most film cycles 

never completely disappear or die.” Klien also says that after the vestiges of a cycle stop appearing 

in cinema, “they can still be located in other forms of visual media, like television shows, music 

videos, video games, comics, and even YouTube videos” (90). Though she writes about film, Klein’s 

comments about cycles may also apply to television.  A big reason television reflects Klein’s 

comments is because like film, this medium also produces texts associated with each other 

through shared elements, like plots, themes, characters, and so forth.  These texts also often 

appear on television in cycles. Like in film, the success of one television program often sparks the 

production of subsequent programs of the same type. And, such programs appear on television for 

a specified duration of time.  North American television has evinced cycles in its production of 

shows that reflect the classical detective story formula. These U.S. television cycles also bear 

connections to classical detective story cycles in the medium of film. And, the television cycles 

influence the presence of the classical detective story formula in non-U.S. countries, like Spain, 

the birthplace of The Mysteries of Laura’s source text. These cycles therefore reinforce the cross-

platform/transmedia and transnational nature of the classical detective story formula.  

As stated in Chapter Two, the classical detective story originated in the medium of 

literature in the 19th century.  However, works that reflect this formula eventually appeared in the 

medium of  television during the 20th and 21st centuries.  The presence of such works on television 

resembles the cyclical patterns Klein discusses regarding the film medium. First, shows that 

reflect the classical detective story appeared on North American television as early as the 1950s, 

during the so-called Golden Age. The 1950s programs included the various television incarnations 
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of the literary sleuth Ellery Queen (see Chapter Two), namely The Adventures of Ellery Queen 

(Dumont, 1950-1951, ABC, 1951-1952) The New Adventures of Ellery Queen (1954), and The 

Further Adventures of Ellery Queen (NBC, 1958-1959), and Perry Mason (CBS 1957-1966) (Meyers 

1989, Meyers 1981). Classic detective formula shows also appeared during the 1960s and 1970s, 

including Burke’s Law (ABC, 1963-1965), Columbo (NBC, 1971-1979), Banacek (NBC, 1972-1974), 

Ellery Queen (NBC, 1975 – 1976), and The Eddie Capra Mysteries (NBC, 1978-1979),(Collins and 

Javna 1989). During a brief period in the early 1980s, U.S. television stopped producing regular 

series that reflect the classical detective story formula. However the debut and immediate success 

of Murder, She Wrote (CBS, 1984-1996) sparked a new cycle of North American mystery shows with 

the formula’s conventions. Like Murder, She Wrote, many of these programs featured older 

sleuths, namely people over the age of 50, as their protagonists. Such programs included Matlock 

(NBC, 1986-1992, ABC, 1992-1995), J.J. Starbuck (NBC, 1987-1988), Blacke’s Magic (NBC, 1986), 

Diagnosis: Murder (CBS, 1993-2001), and a revival of the 1960s series Burke’s Law (CBS, 1994-

1995) (Gates 66, Bell 1992, Mellencamp 1992). During the 1980s and 1990s, U.S. Television also 

aired TV movie revivals of classical detective story programs of the past, like Perry Mason (NBC, 

1984-1993) and Columbo (ABC, 1989-2003). The cycle of classical detective programs sparked by 

Murder, She Wrote would end in the early 2000s. However, vestiges of it appeared in subsequent 

shows that reflected the classical detective formula, like Monk (USA, 2002-2009), Elementary 

(CBS, 2012-2019), various programs on the Hallmark Mysteries Channel (Kies “Murder, She 

Wrote’s Legacy”), and The Mysteries of Laura. More recently, the success of the motion-picture 

Knives Out (2019) (see Chapter Three) has sparked a new cycle of classical detective formula 

shows, like Death and Other Details (Hulu, 2024) and Poker Face (Peacock, 2023), created and 

produced by Knives Out’s writer and director Rian Johnson. Henceforth, the presence of the 

classical detective story on television has involved various cyclical patterns. 
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The classical detective story’s cyclical presence on television also relates to the cycles of 

the formula in film. Numerous examples of texts that reflect the classical detective story formula 

have appeared in cinema since the early 20th century, including film adaptations of Agatha 

Christie’s work, The Last of Sheila (1973), and many others (see Chapter Two) (Aldrige 2016, Aldrige 

2020).  Two of these works, the Christie film adaptations Murder, She Said (1961) and Murder on 

the Orient Express (1974), inspired the creation of Murder, She Wrote, the orIginary  (to borrow 

Klein’s term) text of one classical television cycle. First, the name of the former movie inspired the 

show’s title. Secondly, the ratings success of broadcasts of Murder on the Orient Express inspired 

the CBS TV network to produce and air original made-for-television movies based on Christie 

works. One of these TV movies, A Caribbean Mystery, led to the creation of Murder, She Wrote 

(Fisher 7, Parish 3, Meyers 1989, 273). Furthermore, as stated, the success of one motion picture, 

Knives Out, has sparked an additional cycle of television shows that reflect the classical detective 

formula. And, the aforementioned originary text Murder, She Wrote inspired the creation of a non-

U.S. show that reflects the classical detective formula, the Spanish program Los misterios de 

Laura. Other non-U.S. broadcast systems would eventually adapt the latter series. And, the 

Spanish program itself would eventually become the source text of the North American series The 

Mysteries of Laura. The circulation of the classical detective story on television, therefore, occurs 

in different cycles. Such cycles on North American television relate to those of other media and 

influence the formula’s presence on non-U.S. broadcast systems.  

The creation of The Mysteries of Laura’s source text also illustrates the circular flow of the 

classical detective story formula.  Specifically, the creators of the Spanish program Los misterios 

de Laura (La 1, 2009-2014) took inspiration from other media reflective of the classical detective 

story, namely the North American shows Columbo (NBC, 1971-1979, ABC, 1989-2003) and Murder, 

She Wrote (CBS, 1984-1996) and the works of British author Agatha Christie, when developing their 
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show.  These creators incorporated the conventions of the classical detective story formula utilized 

by their North American and British inspirations. Henceforth, these creators utilized what Shahaf 

calls “an exported form of formula art” (250).  When adapting Los misterios de Laura, the 

developers of the North American Mysteries of Laura incorporated the same formulaic conventions 

as the Spanish source text.  Thus, a circular flow of the classical detective story formula occurred 

throughout the globe via the productions of the Spanish and North American incarnations of The 

Mysteries of Laura. Furthermore, before the U.S. show’s production, adaptations of Los misterios 

de Laura appeared in other regions of the world, including Italy, Russia, and the Netherlands.  

These adaptations further illustrate the global flow of the classical detective story formula.  

Consequently, this formula evinces a distinctive transnational nature. Furthermore, because two 

cyclical shows, Columbo and Murder, She Wrote, inspired The Mysteries of Laura’s source text, the 

latter’s production suggests that transnational adaptation of a formula ensures a cycle’s longevity. 

Besides its transnational character, The Mysteries of Laura and the genealogy thereof 

suggests another salient aspect of the classical detective story formula.  As stated, besides the 

shows Columbo and Murder, She Wrote, the creators of Los misterios de Laura also took 

inspiration from the medium of literature, namely the works of Agatha Christie.  The literary field 

evinces numerous texts that reflect the classical detective story formula (see Chapter Two). Such 

reflections of the formula also appear in film (see Chapter Three) and other media.  The existence 

of the classical detective story in literature, film, and television suggest this formula has a multi-

platform/transmedia and transnational nature.  Specifically, the formula does not restrict itself to 

one medium, but appears in various media throughout the world.  Furthermore, the adaptation of a 

formula to different media and global broadcast systems has given classical detective cycles a 

lengthy presence on television.  
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The multi-platform and transnational nature of the classical detective story formula invites 

an important question. What precisely facilitates this formula’s successful appearance throughout 

various media and nations?  An examination of The Mysteries of Laura and other shows that reflect 

the formula suggests two interconnected aspects invite the classical detective story’s media and 

transnational flows. The first is audience participation and the second is what might be called the 

game aspect. 

4.3 Audience Participation and Game Play as Formulaic Conventions 

As discussed in chapters two and three, texts reflecting the classical detective formula 

promote a participatory role for their audiences. The producers of these texts do not want 

audiences merely to consume the works, such as by reading or watching them. Instead, producers 

want audiences to actively involve themselves in the stories. Specifically, the producers encourage 

audience members to follow the fictional investigation of the mystery.  They also want audiences to 

try solving the mystery before the revelation of the solution in the denouement.  To encourage this 

active participation, the makers of classical detective texts give their audience various guessing 

games to play while consuming a specified work. According to the rules of these games, if an 

audience member correctly guesses the solution to a mystery, this person wins the game. 

Conversely, if this person cannot deduce the solution or guesses incorrectly, they lose said game 

(Cawelti 1976, Berger 1992, Bordwell 2023). 

The specific mysteries audiences must solve to “win” the game depend on the text itself. 

Some texts, especially “closed mysteries,” encourage audiences to guess who committed a crime 

and how or why the criminal did it. Other texts, like “open” or “inverted mysteries,” challenge 

viewers to guess how a criminal whose identity is known to the audience will be exposed, caught, 

or apprehended.  As discussed in chapter two, numerous examples of audience participation and 

game play abound in literature.  For example, Agatha Christie referred to her various stories as 
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“games” she played with her audiences (Osborne 2002). In their early works, Ellery Queen 

(penname for cousins Frederic Dannay and Manford B. Lee) included a “Challenge to the Reader” 

in which the author directly addressed the reader and asked them if they could solve the fictional 

mystery (see Chapter Two). The medium of cinema also features examples of the audience 

participation and game aspects.  Stephen Sondheim and Anthony Perkins, writers of The Last of 

Sheila (1973), designed their film as a game viewers could play as they watched it (“Commentary,” 

TV Confidential). The makers of the 1966 film adaptation of Agatha Christie’s Ten Little Indians 

included a “Whodunnit Break” in which they invited viewers to guess the solution to the mystery 

and presented a minute-long montage of scenes designed to help audiences figure out the killer’s 

identity.  And, the promotional materials for mystery films, including trailers and film posters, often 

challenge viewers to deduce the solutions to the whodunits (see Chapter Three). The producers of 

classical detective texts, thus, do not only design their works solely to entertain the public.  

Instead, these producers seek to play games with said public. Consequently, the producers do not 

only treat their audiences as consumers, but also as participants or game players.  Audience 

members may choose whether to participate in the stories and/or play the games. However, the 

potential it offers for audience participation and game play allows the classical detective story 

formula to traverse media and national borders.  These two elements, thus, contribute to the 

longevity of the classical detective cycle. 

Generally, television offers audience participation in various ways. One way certain shows 

have promoted such participation is through “direct address.” In these programs, individuals 

within the text directly address the viewers. Examples of such programs include musical variety 

shows of the so-called “Golden Age” of North American television, like The Milton Berle Show 

(NBC,1948 -1956), The Ed Sullivan Show (CBS, 1948 – 1971), The Jackie Gleason Show (CBS, 1952-

1970), and many others (Butler 76). They also include more contemporary variety shows, like 
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Saturday Night Live (1975 - ), reality competition shows, and game shows. Besides the 

aforementioned programs, various sitcoms and dramas have made direct address a salient aspect 

of their format. The use of direct address on these shows suggests the television medium’s general 

desire to involve viewers directly in the programs.  Such programs include The George Burns and 

Gracie Allen Show (CBS, 1950-1958), The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis (CBS, 1959-1963), 

Moonlighting (ABC, 1985-1989), Malcolm in the Middle (Fox, 2000-2006), The Bernie Mac Show 

(Fox, 2001-2006), My Name is Earl (NBC, 2005-2009) and others (76-77). Through their direct 

address, these shows make viewers feel as if they are part of the fictional events. Specifically, their 

“direct address violates the . . . invisible fourth wall that separates audience from character” (76). 

Consequently, the above texts reflect television’s promotion of audience involvement in its shows. 

Television’s encouragement of such involvement helps give cycles a long or lasting presence in the 

medium.  

Another way television generally promotes their participation is by giving viewers 

opportunities to determine the outcome of a program. Specifically, many reality competition shows 

throughout the world allow viewers to select the winners of the contests. On these programs, 

audience members vote for the contestants they want to win the competitions. Viewers have 

traditionally cast their votes by calling a specified phone number. In contemporary times, audience 

members vote for their choices online. The reality competition shows that give viewers this voting 

power include Big Brother, Survivor, Dancing with the Stars, the Idol programs, The Masked Singer, 

and many others (Butler 139, De Bruin 225, Ndlela 255, Bochanty-Aguero 26).  

Reality competition shows are not the only television programs that give viewers the power 

to directly shape the text’s outcome. On North American television, various series, especially 

dramas and serials, allow viewers to choose the ending of a specific episode or storyline. Such 

voting opportunities abounded on US. Television during the 1980s. As with contemporary reality 
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competition shows, viewers of 1980s programs voted for their desired outcome by calling a phone 

number provided by the networks. For example, the NBC network gave viewers an opportunity to 

determine the outcome of an episode of The A-Team (NBC, 1983-1987) during the show’s final 

season. The producers of the daytime soap opera As the World Turns (CBS, 1956-2010) allowed 

viewers to call a number and decide the names of the newborn twins of one of the show’s popular 

couples. And, an episode of the mystery series Matlock (NBC, 1986-1992, ABC, 1992-1995) gave 

viewers the chance to determine the ending of the installment. Specifically, viewers of this episode 

could decide which character would be revealed as the murderer. During the episode’s broadcast, 

viewers needed to dial a number provided by the NBC network. Once they called this number, 

viewers needed to vote for the suspect they wished to be the murderer. Viewers also needed to call 

this number by a specific time during the broadcast. After a tabulation of the call-in votes, the 

network would air the filmed ending of the episode in which the suspect with the most votes was 

revealed as the murderer. I watched this episode of Matlock with my father on the night of its 

broadcast. My father called a number and voted for the character he and I wanted to be the killer. 

The network then aired the ending in which the suspect my father and I chose was identified as the 

murderer. I remember thinking it was cool that my father and I were able to determine the ending of 

the episode. This pleased me because I at least had not previously had the authority to influence 

the outcome of a television program. The Matlock episode and the above shows, thus, allow 

viewers to participate in the programs in a direct way. Specifically, they give viewers the chance 

and the power to shape the outcome of these texts (Butler 139, Kavka and West 2004, Andrejevic 

2004).  

Television shows reflective of the classical detective story offer audience participation in 

various ways.  First, these programs encourage audience participation through their aesthetics. 

Specifically, the stylistic elements of these episodes force viewers to investigate the case 
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alongside the fictional detectives. One such element is the camerawork.  As a detective 

investigates a fictional case, the episode features close-up shots of the clues discovered by the 

sleuth. Some close-ups are shots of the physical evidence the detective encounters during the 

investigation.  These close-up shots appear on Columbo, Murder, She Wrote, Ellery Queen, and 

The Mysteries of Laura. Other close-ups are shots of the suspects’ faces as the sleuth questions 

them. On Perry Mason, for example, the episodes feature such close-ups as the title character 

(Raymond Burr) questions suspects inside and/or outside of court. The series also features 

reaction shots of a suspect’s face as they watch Mason question another suspect, especially in the 

courtroom (Sullivan and Robertson 93, 96). Mystery shows, therefore, force viewers to see the 

same clues the sleuths encounters during their investigations.  Furthermore, the episodes present 

many close-ups through the detective’s subjective viewpoint.  Consequently, viewers see the clues 

through the sleuth’s eyes.  By forcing viewers to adapt the detective’s gaze, the texts encourage 

audience members to  accompany the sleuth on the latter’s investigations. These texts also 

encourage viewers to contemplate the meanings of these various clues. Henceforth, the texts 

invite and encourage viewers to investigate the case themselves. They also encourage viewers to 

attempt to guess the solutions. These texts’ encouragement of viewer involvement reflects 

television’s general capacity for interaction with its audience. For example, as stated, early North 

American television interacted with viewers through the means of “direct address.” Specifically, 

the personalities on television, like announcers, entertainers, comedians, and others would talk 

and/or otherwise perform directly to the viewers (Ellis 31). This direct address remains a salient 

aspect of contemporary North American television, as evident in the aforementioned reality 

competition shows . Secondly, by representing for audiences “remote events” as they happen, 

television gives viewers “a powerful sense of co-presence” with said events (32). An example of the 

medium’s establishment of this co-presence is the broadcasting of what Dayan and Katz refer to as 
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“media events.” By airing such events, television gives viewers the sense they are participating in 

them (1). Oftentimes, these events accord viewers an “active role” in the proceedings as these 

people view them. For example, according to Dayan and Katz, television “figuratively” encourages 

viewers to “dress up, rather than dress down” to watch the broadcasts (9). The classical detective 

story programs’ promotion of audience participation is a variant of the general interactivity 

between the television medium and its audience. Such participation gives classical detective cycle 

shows a lengthy presence on television. 

Another element that gives classical detective programs a lengthy televisual presence is 

game play. The narrative and stylistic elements of these programs, as stated, encourage viewer 

participation in the fictional investigation.  This participation also involves game play in which 

viewers must try to solve various mysteries before the climatic denouement.  A salient aspect of 

these game play involves the planting of items, such as clues, that presumably enable viewers to 

unravel the mysteries before the detective reveals the solution. The industrial discourse 

surrounding these shows confirms the producers’ desires to involve viewers in the action and play 

games with these audiences.  Furthermore, writers and producers maintain this game play 

throughout a mystery program’s “flow,” including through the show itself and the commercials that 

accompany it (Williams 90-91).  Some mystery shows, like Burke’s Law and Ellery Queen, begin 

with a “hook” designed to interest viewers in watching the rest of the program. Specifically, 

episodes will often begin with the crime itself, such as the showing of a killing or the discovery of a 

victim’s body.  Other episodes may also show the interactions between the murder victim and 

suspects before the crime itself.  Regardless of the nature, the hooks invite viewers to involve 

themselves in the subsequent action and play the games.   

Secondly, the writers and producers encourage viewers to continue their involvement and 

game play through other narrative strategies. Each act of a mystery series ends with a cliffhanger. 
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This cliffhanger might involve a twist or unexpected development in the story. It might also involve 

some complication and/or key information the detective encounters during their investigation. By 

ending the acts on a cliffhanger, the writers and producers ensure viewers will continue watching 

the program to see the further developments in the story. The cliffhangers, thus, ensure viewers will 

keep involving themselves in the action and playing the game.  Game play, therefore, helps accords 

the classical detective story longevity in the medium of television. Because audience participation 

and game participation are salient aspects of the classical detective story formula, television’s use 

of these conventions suggests key information about what Klien calls cycles.  Specifically, it 

suggests that the longevity of a cycle, like the classical detective story cycle, does not only involve 

financial success.  Instead, such longevity also occurs because of the adaptation of a formula to a 

medium. The incorporation of audience participation and game play ensures the classical 

detective story a place in the medium of television.  As different mystery shows have continued 

incorporating these elements, the classical detective cycle or the vestiges of it have remained 

within the medium.   

Various mystery shows exemplify the interconnected aspects of audience participation and 

game play.  These elements appear in programs that share the same generic genealogy as The 

Mysteries of Laura.  Such elements also appear in the shows which directly inspired the U.S. Laura 

adaptation.  Thirdly, audience participation and game play are salient aspects of The Mysteries of 

Laura itself. And, these aspects prove integral elements of texts tangentially related to Laura and 

its genealogical tree.  

4.4 Examples of Audience Participation and Game Play in Classical Detective Television 

4.4.1 Perry Mason 

Certain programs exemplify the aspects of audience participation and game play through 

their premises.  For example, the producers of Perry Mason (CBS, 1957-1966) designed their series 
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as a “game show” viewers could play as they watched it.  The game of Perry Mason involved 

audience members trying to deduce the murderer’s identity before the titular character (Raymond 

Burr) exposed this criminal in the episode’s climax.  As series producer and director Arthur Marks 

explains, the program “was a game show . . . It was ‘Who Killed Cock Robin?’ You had five 

suspects, each of whom had their own scene [opposite Perry Mason] . . . So when [the action 

moved] to court in the second half of the show, the imprint of the characters was so strong the 

game persisted” (emphasis mine) (Sullivan and Roberson 14).  According to Marks, the producers’ 

game with the audience begins in the first half of the episode.  Here, the writers and producers 

introduce the different suspects in the mystery.  These introductions involve the planting of 

“clues,” such as a “suspect’s personality or dialogue, that will later prove essential to the solving of 

the mystery” (15).  Some of these clues appear in the confrontational scene each suspect has with 

Perry Mason before the action moves to the courtroom.  During the second half of the episode, 

Marks implies, viewers must continue trying to solve the case using the clues given them in the 

episode’s first half.  Perry Mason’s writers and producers, therefore, did not design their text as a 

program a viewer could passively consume. Instead, they deliberately encouraged the viewer’s 

participation in the episode by designing a game this person could play.  This game involved the 

same type of competition evident in classical detective literature, namely a race between the 

audiences and the detective for the solving of the mystery.  Furthermore, Mason’s producers 

enabled viewers to play the game by creating distinctive and memorable suspects i.e. characters 

who would make lasting imprints on the audience members or “players.” Their ability to remember 

these suspects ideally helped viewers attempt to guess the murderer’s identity.  Its status as a 

“game show” places Mason in the same company as The Last of Sheila and other texts designed as 

games storytellers play with audiences.  This status suggests audience participation and game play 

are integral aspects of the classical detective story formula and the works that exemplify it.   
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4.4.2 Ellery Queen 

Another show in which viewer participation and game play are salient aspects is Ellery 

Queen (ABC, 1975-1976).  Based on the popular mystery novels (see Chapter Two), Ellery Queen 

concerns a mystery novelist (Jim Hutton) who solves real-life murders with his father (David 

Wayne), a New York City police inspector.  The series first promotes audience involvement through 

the opening teasers of each episode. In each teaser, a voice-over narrator informs the audience 

that a murder will be committed in the episode and encourages viewers to attempt to solve the 

crime.  Specifically, each episode opens with an image of the murder victim and a narrator 

announces, ‘In a few moments, this person will be murdered.  Who killed them?’  By presenting 

viewers with an image of the victim and asking them who killed said victim, the series immediately 

treats audience participation as an integral aspect of the text.  The narrator implies viewers can and 

should participate by trying to deduce the murderer’s identity.   

After posing the question of who killed the victim, the teaser then presents images of each 

suspect accompanied by a voice-over of the narrator asking, ‘Was it Person A? Person B? Person 

C? . . . Or, was it someone else?’ Furthermore, after the narrator asks if the killer was a specific 

character, the opening then includes a scene of this person discussing their feelings for the victim 

and/or their thoughts about the crime.  Like the image of the victim, the images and scenes 

featuring the suspects further promote the audience’s involvement.  These images and scenes of 

the suspects serve as the viewer’s introductions to these characters.  Such introductions resemble 

the opening pages of classical detective novels which would feature a list of the characters in the 

story and a brief description of them.  The images of the suspects also serve as clues which the 

writers and producers hope viewers will use in the latter’s investigation of the fictional case.  These 

introductions also resemble another classical detective series, Burke’s Law (ABC, 163-1965, CBS, 

1994-1995). In the teasers or previews for some of the early episodes, a voiceover by series star 
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Gene Barry would inform audiences of the murder committed in the episode and introduce the 

suspects and the actors would play those characters.  As each character/suspect was introduced, 

the teaser would feature a brief clip of that individual in the episode.  Burke’s Law,  thus, enticed 

viewers to participate in the mystery and play the guessing game planned by the producers. 

Audience participation and game play, therefore, are salient elements of classical detective shows 

like Ellery Queen, Burke’s Law, and other programs.  

The opening teasers then conclude with the following statement made by the voiceless 

narrator, “Match wits with Ellery Queen and see if you can guess whodunnit?” (emphasis mine).  In 

this final statement, the writers and producers directly hail viewers as participants in the fictional 

stories.  Specifically, the narrator states the viewers are not merely passive consumers of the tales. 

Instead, the viewers themselves are detectives who investigate the case just like the protagonist 

Ellery Queen.  However, the narrator affirms the viewers must solve the mystery before Ellery 

figures out the killer’s identity and reveals the solution.  Consequently, the writers and producers 

invite viewers to play the same guessing game as do the makers of Perry Mason. Furthermore, as 

with Mason, the game of Ellery Queen involves a competition between the fictional super sleuth 

and the viewers.  If a viewer guesses whodunnit before Ellery, the audience member wins the 

game.  If they do not solve the mystery before Queen determines the killer’s identity, the viewer 

loses the game.  Thus, the opening teasers of Ellery Queen episodes do not only serve as hooks 

designed to get viewers to watch the program.  Instead, these tags also invite viewers to involve 

themselves in the story and play a game. 

Ellery Queen reinforces its promotion of audience involvement and game play through what 

might be called the “Challenge to the Viewer.”  As stated in chapter two, the early Ellery Queen 

novels had a “Challenge to the Reader” in which right before the denouement,  the authors would 

directly address the readers and ask them if they can guess the murderer’s identity.  The Ellery 
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Queen television series poses the same challenge to viewers right before the Ellery character 

reveals the solution.  At the end of each episode’s penultimate act, actor Jim Hutton breaks the 

fourth wall by facing the camera and addressing the audience.  In these direct addresses, Hutton 

asks the audience if they have solved the mystery.  Hutton also informs the audience they have 

been given all the clues to the murderer’s identity throughout the episode.  Thirdly, Hutton will 

again recount the names of the various suspects, thus reminding viewers of the possible killers. 

And, he will often give the viewers a final clue to or hint of the murderer’s identity.  Through 

Hutton/Ellery’s direct addresses to the viewers, the series hails the latter as participants in the 

stories. Specifically, Hutton/Ellery acknowledges that viewers have followed the investigations.  He 

also recognizes that by following these investigations, the viewers serve as his investigative 

partners.  And, Hutton also challenges these viewers to play a guessing game, namely trying to 

figure out which one of the suspects committed the crime.  These guessing games resemble those 

played in the original Queen novels and in other texts that reflect the classical detective story 

formula.  Ellery Queen, therefore, reinforces the viewer’s status as not only an audience member, 

but as also a participant and game player. 

Another means through which Ellery Queen encourages audience participation and game 

play is through its casting.  Specifically, when casting the roles of the victim and/or suspects in 

each episode, the producers would select famous stars or personalities for the parts.  According to 

co-creator Peter S. Fischer, the producers utilized this all-star guest cast strategy to make it less 

easy for viewers to guess the murderer’s identity. Oftentimes on mystery programs, Fischer argues, 

a guest cast will consist of relatively unknown actors and one prominent actor.  In such instances, 

the prominent actor often plays the murderer.  The producers, therefore, intended the all-star guest 

cast technique to make it difficult for audiences to automatically guess a killer’s identity (53-54).  

Furthermore, this all-star guest casting technique appears in other television programs that reflect 
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the classical detective story, including Burke’s Law, Murder, She Wrote, CBS-TV movies based on 

Agatha Christie’s work, the NBC Perry Mason reunion movies, and the British series Agatha 

Christie’s Marple/Miss Marple (ITV, 2004-2013).   As stated in chapter three, this all-star cast 

technique is also evident in motion pictures that reflect the classical formula, including film 

adaptations of Christie’s stories, The Last of Sheila (1973), Knives Out (2019), and Glass Onion: A 

Knives Out Mystery (2022). 

4.5 Television Shows that Directly Inspired The Mysteries of Laura 

Besides those works genealogically related to The Mysteries of Laura, audience 

participation and game play are salient aspects of the shows that directly inspired the series.  As 

stated, The Mysteries of Laura has three distinct televisual influences.  The first two are the North 

American programs Columbo and Murder, She Wrote and the second is the Spanish source text, 

Los misterios de Laura.  Significant differences exist between these three shows.  However, each 

program encourages viewers to involve themselves in the mysteries.  This participation involves the 

same game play evident in Perry Mason, Ellery Queen, and other programs that reflect the classical 

detective story formula.  

4.5.1 Columbo 

Created by Richard Levinson and William Link, Columbo details the cases of the 

eponymous character (Peter Falk), a lieutenant with the homicide division of the Los Angeles Police 

Department.  One of the distinguishing aspects of this series is its format.  Unlike most texts that 

reflect the classical detective story formula, which have a closed mystery format, Columbo is an 

inverted or “open mystery” series. In most of the episodes, the writers and producers inform the 

audience of the murderer’s identity at the beginning of the story.  In the first act of the episodes, an 

individual whose identity is known to viewers commits a seemingly perfect murder.  The viewers 

see the murderer plan and execute the crime.  Viewers also see the additional steps the murderer 
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takes to conceal their guilt, such as concocting a perfect alibi and/or framing an innocent person.  

The remainder of the episode then concerns Lieutenant Columbo’s investigation of the case and 

his attempts to prove the murderer’s guilt.  Columbo’s open mystery format seemingly negates the 

elements of audience participation and game play.  However, a closer examination of the program 

indicates the text encourages viewers to involve themselves in the story through narrative and 

stylistic elements.  Consequently, the show plays games with its audience.   

Columbo’s promotion of audience involvement resembles that of the shows mentioned 

above.  Like the previous texts, the series encourages viewers to try to solve a specific mystery(s) 

before the climatic denouements.  However, the primary mystery viewers must solve is not who 

committed the crime, but how the criminal will be brought to justice.  Specifically, viewers must 

deduce the mistake(s) the killer made which will enable Lieutenant Columbo to prove this person’s 

guilt (Koenig 14).  Furthermore, viewers ideally should deduce these mistakes before Columbo 

reveals them in his final confrontation with the murderer. Other mystery shows with an open 

mystery format give their viewers the same participatory roles as Columbo.  For example, on Poker 

Face (Peacock, 2013 -), a series heavily inspired by Columbo, viewers see an individual(s) commit 

a seemingly perfect murder in the first act.  In the remainder of the episode, viewers follow amateur 

sleuth Chalie Cale’s (Natassha Lyonne) investigation of the murder. Similarly, on Elsbeth (CBS, 

2024 -), another program inspired by Columbo,  viewers see a person commits a murder in the 

beginning of the episode and then watch as the title character, Elsbeth Tascioni (Carrie Preston), 

investigates the crime and proves the murderer’s guilt.  Like Columbo, Poker Face and Elsbeth 

encourage viewers to try to determine the killer’s mistake before the sleuth uncovers and exposes 

it in the episode’s climax.  Forcing viewers to follow the killer’s movements seems to counteract a 

salient aspect of the classical detective formula, namely that viewers serve as the detective’s 

companions or assistants during the fictional investigation.  However, representing the murderer’s 
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endeavors actually reinforces the formula’s aim of encouraging viewers to try to solve the 

mysteries themselves. The portrayal of the killer’s movements give the viewers key information 

about the commission of the crime.  With this information, the viewers can spot the mistakes the 

killer made during the crime’s planning and execution.  The viewers can also determine the so-

called “fatal mistake” which will allow the detective to prove this person’s guilt.  Some people may 

find themselves identifying with or feeling sorry for the murderer.  Nevertheless, open mystery 

programs still position viewers to utilize the information they gleaned about the murderer to 

determine who this criminal will give themselves away. Thus, despite its inverted status, Columbo 

gives its audience a mystery to solve.  By establishing a mystery they must solve, the text 

encourages viewers to participate in the story.  Furthermore, by encouraging viewers to solve the 

mystery before the denouement, the series establishes a game for its viewers.  This game has the 

same element of competition as do other classical detective shows. In the case of Columbo, 

viewers must solve the mystery, i.e. the killer’s mistake(s), before the title character reveals this 

information in the climax.  

To encourage viewer participation in the mysteries, Columbo utilizes various narrative and 

stylistic techniques. Narratively, the series gives viewers an omniscient perspective on the diegetic 

events.  In one portion of the episode, especially the first act, the text forces audience members to 

share the killer’s perspective.  The audience witnesses the planning and execution of the crimes 

(Koenig 9).  Each episode presents the commission of the crimes through point of view camera 

shots that allow viewers to witness the events through the criminal’s eyes.  In other portions of the 

episode, the text forces viewers to adapt Lieutenant Columbo’s perspective by detailing his 

investigation of the crime.  As with the presentation of the murderer’s acts, the text represents 

Columbo’s investigation through subjective camera shots that force viewers to see the same things 

as the lieutenant. For example, the text will show point of view camera shots of the various clues 
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Columbo encounters in his investigation. By following the lieutenant’s movements, viewers serve 

as the detective’s partners by investigating the case alongside him (Koenig 9). Throughout the 

episode, the text forces viewers to adapt the perspectives of both the criminal and the detective.  

By facilitating the adoption of these dual perspectives, the series gives viewers advantages in terms 

of their investigation of the cases.  The text, specifically, initially gives viewers more information 

than Columbo.  Such information consequently encourages viewers to try to determine the killer’s 

mistake(s) before the lieutenant deduces it in the denouement. The omniscient, dual perspective, 

therefore, promotes the viewer’s involvement in the action and their game play. 

Despite the inverted format, Columbo occasionally gives viewers additional mysteries to 

solve besides the question of the killer’s mistake. Specifically, in certain episodes, the writers and 

producers forgo the inverted format and tell closed mystery stories.  These episodes include 

“Double Shock,” “Last Salute to the Commodore,” and “Murder in Malibu.” In other episodes, the 

producers may maintain the open mystery format, but conceal a key detail about the crime from 

the audience.  Consequently, viewers must uncover this detail and deduce how Columbo will 

prove the murderer’s guilt. For example, in “Blueprint for Murder,” “Columbo Cries Wolf,” and 

“Columbo Likes the Nightlife,” viewers must determine where the murderers hid the bodies of their 

victims.  In “Requiem for a Falling Star,” viewers must deduce whether the murderer killed the 

victim by mistake or deliberately.  And in “Murder Under Class,” viewers must determine how 

specifically the murderer poisoned their victim.  By giving viewers such additional mysteries to 

solve, Columbo further encourages audience involvement in the stories. The series also gives 

these viewers additional “guessing games” to play (Dawidziak 120).  Henceforth, Columbo 

exemplifies the aspects of audience participation and game play essential to the classical 

detective story formula.  Such elements also appear in subsequent open mystery series inspired by 
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Columbo, including Matlock, J.J. Starbuck, Jake and the Fatman (CBS, 1987-1992), Diagnosis: 

Murder, Monk, and Poker Face (Peacock, 2023 - ). 

4.5.2 Murder, She Wrote 

Created by Richard Levinson, William Link, and Peter S. Fischer, Murder, She Wrote details 

the adventures of Jessica (J.B.) Fletcher, a mystery author who solves real-life murders. Unlike 

Columbo, Murder, She Wrote has a closed mystery format.  In each episode, the writers and 

producers conceal the murderer’s identity from the audience until the denouement.  Like Columbo 

and other shows that reflect the classical detective story formula, Murder, She Wrote promotes 

viewers’ active participation in the episodes. Specifically, the writers and producers encourage 

viewers to try to solve the mysteries themselves.  The series also promotes an element of 

competition to the audience’s participation.  As with the texts mentioned above, Murder, She 

Wrote encourages viewers to try to unravel the murderer’s identity before Jessica deduces the truth 

and reveals it in an episode’s climax. This competition constitutes the same game play evident in 

other classical detective tales.  As series writer Tom Sawyer puts, he and his colleagues were 

“playing a game with the audience” (“Recipe for a Hit”). Viewers who solve the cases before 

Jessica win the game.  Conversely, those who do not solve the mystery lose said game. An 

examination of the program reveals Murder, She Wrote promotes audience participation and 

games through narrative and stylistic traits, especially those that distinguish this show from 

another mystery series it closely resembles, Ellery Queen.   

Murder, She Wrote and Ellery Queen resemble each other in several respects. Richard 

Levinson, William Link, and Peter S. Fischer created and/or produced both shows.  Each series 

concerns a mystery author’s investigation and solving of real-life murders.  And, both programs 

involve viewers in the mysteries and thus play games with these audience members. Despite their 

similarities, Murder, She Wrote and Ellery Queen differ in significant respects. These differences 
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concern each show’s treatment of the audience and the consequent impact on the program’s 

popularity.   

Though both shows encouraged viewers’ active participation in the stories, Murder, She 

Wrote arguably proved more successful than Ellery Queen.  Murder, She Wrote remained on the air 

for twelve seasons while Ellery Queen lasted only one season on North American television.  

According to the creators and producers of both programs, each show’s approach to the audience 

significantly determined its popularity (or lack thereof). According to Richard Levinson and Peter S. 

Fischer, the writers and producers of Ellery Queen consciously devised whodunits they deemed as 

“complex.” Specifically, they purposefully crafted mysteries viewers could not easily solve.  For 

example, these whodunits had solutions that depended on clues “so obscure and so difficult” that 

viewers could not deduce the criminal identity (Snauffer 98, Fischer 54-55, Parish 3, Meyers 274).  

Co-creator Richard Levinson’s love of complex mysteries, Peter S. Fischer argues, inspired the 

former to devise whodunnits in a similar vein (Snauffer 98).  According to Fischer, Levinson also 

“[fashioned] the show, perhaps subconsciously, for the critics and other murder mysteries 

aficionados and not for the viewing public” (Fisher 54).  In an interview before his death in 1987, 

Levinson admits he and his colleagues enjoyed “outsmarting the audience” through the show’s 

difficult mysteries (Parish 3).  This deliberate baffling of the audience, Fischer believes, adversely 

impacted Ellery Queen’s ratings. Arguably, a mystery show’s intentional baffling and/or fooling of 

its audience violates a basic level of trust between the medium of television and its audience.  

Since the early 20th century, television has incurred a reputation of being like a ‘guest’ in a viewer’s 

household (Fuller-Seeley 91). Television also has a reputation of being like a viewer’s relative i.e. a 

member of the latter’s family (Silverstone 40). Both reputations suggests that a television program 

will treat its viewers with respect. Deliberately baffling viewers arguably disrespects the latter by 

treating these people as if they are dumb or stupid.  Furthermore, the medium has also had a 
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reputation of being one that offers its viewers, among other things, “comfort or a sense of security” 

(40). Mystery shows that deliberately fool viewers arguably deprive the latter of such comfort or 

security by again making them feel stupid or unintelligent. Consequently, viewers may also feel 

angry at the fact that the program made them feel such ways. Presumably, such was the case with 

the viewers of Ellery Queen. Specifically, the show’s purposeful baffling of viewers angered 

members of the audience. According to Fischer, ‘People would get frustrated and turn [the 

program] off’ (Meyers 274). One reason for this anger, presumably, is because the producers 

violated unspoken impacts between themselves, their text, and the audience.  Specifically, weekly 

television series, like Ellery Queen and other mystery shows, resemble guests whom viewers invite 

into their home on a regular basis. As such, viewers expect from these programs behavior befitting 

of good guests.  For example, viewers expect consideration and respect from these guests, i.e. the 

programs and by extension the makers of these shows. Viewers might also expect from these 

guests a chance to win any games planned by the guests during the latter’s visits. By deliberately 

baffling their viewers, the makers of Ellery Queen arguably violated such rules of etiquette. 

Specifically, the producers disrespected viewers by showing the latter’s inability to solve the 

fictional cases.  Consequently, these producers treated audience members as dumb or less 

intelligent that the storytellers.  Furthermore, these producers deprived viewers of a fair chance to 

play and/or win the games the storytellers planned for the audience. Here, the producers hindered 

viewers game play by purposefully concocting mystery plots they knew many audience members 

could not solve.  According to Fischer, the complexity of the program’s whodunits angered those 

viewers who found themselves unable to solve the mysteries.  Viewers’ antipathy toward such plot, 

Fisher reasons, contributed to the show’s low ratings and its eventual cancellation (Fisher 54-55, 

Snauffer 97-98, Parish 3, Meyers 273). 
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Ellery Queen’s treatment of viewers has certain implications for its elements of audience 

participation and game play.  Though certain aspects of the program invite viewers’ involvement in 

the stories, namely the opening tag and the “Challenge to the Viewer,” the perceived difficulty of 

the mysteries hindered audience participation.  As stated, many viewers found themselves unable 

to solve the mysteries because of the convoluted nature of the clues and/or solutions. 

Furthermore, by their own admissions, the producers intentionally devised mysteries viewers could 

not easily solve.  Such intentional concoction of “difficult” mysteries consequently hampered 

viewers’ involvement in the story.  Though serving as Ellery’s investigative partner, many viewers 

found themselves unable to participate in the tale to the same extent as the title character.  Full 

participation in the stories, arguably, would involve viewers having as much of a chance at solving 

the mystery as Ellery Queen.  However, the complexity of the solutions immediately disadvantaged 

these viewers.  This disadvantage consequently has implications for the show’s elements of game 

play.  By devising mysteries viewers could not easily solve, the producers arguably did not plan a 

“fair” game for their audience.  Specifically, the producers hindered the viewers or players’ 

chances of winning the game.  The series, therefore, reflects a common criticism of mysteries “not 

playing fair” with their audiences.  Ellery Queen’s seeming lack of fair play, therefore, reinforces the 

idea of classical detective stories involving audience participation.  It also suggest that such stories 

constitute games viewers can play.  And, Ellery Queen suggests that fair play can determine the 

success and/or the failure of a mystery series.  

Their interpretations of viewers’ reactions to Ellery Queen influenced Levinson, Link, and 

Fischer in the creation of Murder, She Wrote. Specifically, the trio decided to craft different 

mysteries than those on their previous show.  Convinced that the complexity of Ellery Queen’s 

mysteries alienated viewers, the three creators purposefully devised for Murder, She Wrote 

whodunits they deemed easier for viewers to solve.  As co-creator William Link stated, the creators 
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did not “want to play a one upmanship” with the audience by essentially telling viewers, as they 

had with Ellery Queen’s complex whodunnits ,“ ‘ha, ha, ha, we’re clever and you’re not’.” (“Recipe 

for a Hit”). The trio felt if viewers had more opportunities to solve the mysteries, their new series 

would attract and maintain an audience. Viewers, the creators believed, would “feel proud of 

themselves” for having correctly guessed the solution to a mystery and thus would watch 

subsequent episodes (Meyers 274, Fischer 55, Snauffer 98).  As William Link explains, “Now and 

then it’s good if the viewer guesses who the murderer is. So people pat themselves on the back, 

and, you know, sure enough, next week, they’re going to be perched in front of the TV sets again 

when Murder, She Wrote comes on” (“Recipe for a Hit”). Furthermore, the producers included 

narrative and stylistic elements designed to help viewers solve the mysteries. The writers, for 

example, would pepper each script with clues to the killer’s identity (“Recipe for a Hit”).  Fischer 

acknowledges that various critics thought the mysteries were “a little too easy” (Fischer 55).  

However, he believes the show’s consistently high ratings suggest the correctness of the 

producers’ approach to involving the audience.  

The implications of Murder, She Wrote’s treatment of its audience are different from those 

of Ellery Queen.  In the former text, the producers display an awareness of the audience’s status as 

participants in the action.  These producers also strive to encourage audience participation 

through various narrative and stylistic methods. For example, as on Ellery Queen and other shows, 

Murder, She Wrote’s producers force viewers to adapt Jessica’s perspective through the use of 

subjective camera shots.  These shots of the items the detective encounters during their 

investigation, such as clues, lead viewers to become Mrs. Fletcher’s investigative partners (Parish 

1997).  However, as stated, Ellery Queen hindered audience participation by deliberately crafting 

mysteries that viewers could not easily solve.  Conversely, Murder, She Wrote intentionally avoided 

Ellery Queen’s hindrances through whodunits viewers ideally could solve without difficulty.  These 
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producers also included elements in the episodes, such as camera shots of clues and verbal 

clues, which would help viewers figure out the murderer’s identity. As frequent series writer Tom 

Sawyer puts it, “We always had to have what we called the ‘play fair’ clue. That was the clue that at 

the end, in what we called the ‘gotcha’ scene, where Jessica is confronting the killer, she would 

remind the audience of a clue that she saw” (“Recipe for a Hit”). The producers used such “play fair 

clues” because they felt they needed to, as Tom Sawyer puts, “give the audience a fair chance to 

solve [the mystery]” (“Recipe for a Hit”). The use of the word “fair” to describe the clues and the 

audience’s chances of solving the mystery suggest the producers’ intention to avoid deliberately 

baffling viewers, as had occurred on Ellery Queen. The term “fair” also suggests the producers’ 

desire to encourage viewers to play a game the latter could win.  By avoiding Ellery Queen’s 

intentional baffling of its audience,, therefore, Murder, She Wrote gives viewers more opportunities 

to participate in the stories. The latter series also gives viewers more chances to win the guessing 

games the producers give them in each episode.   

Thus, Murder, She Wrote suggests that audience participation in a mystery story must not 

only involve forcing viewers to investigate a case alongside the sleuth. This participation also does 

not just involve encouraging viewers to solve the case before the detective reveals the solution. 

Instead, the program suggests that audience participation must involve giving viewers the 

information they need to solve the case. It must also involve the creation of mysteries that viewers 

ideally could solve.  Such approaches also exemplify “fairness” on the part of those producers 

who, besides telling a story, are also playing a game with the audience. Furthermore, according to 

co-creator Peter S. Fischer, Murder, She Wrote’s allowance of viewer participation constitutes one 

reason for the show’s popularity and high ratings (Meyers 263).  The example of Fischer’s other text, 

Ellery Queen, suggests the lack of participation can and does hinder a mystery show’s popularity 

amongst viewers.  Murder, She Wrote and Ellery Queen, thus, exemplify audience participation and 
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game play as salient elements of classical detective shows. They also suggest that these elements 

significantly determine a classical detective cycle’s presence in the medium of television.  

Specifically, Ellery Queen and Murder, She Wrote suggest that if a program gives viewers 

opportunities to correctly guess the solution, the cyclical text will remain on television for a long 

time. 

4.5.3 Los misterios de Laura 

Created by Carlos Vila and Javier Holgado, Los misterios de Laura details the cases of 

brilliant homicide detective Laura Lebral (Maria Pujalte).  The North American Columbo and 

Murder, She Wrote shows both inspired the Spanish program, as did the works of Agatha Christie.  

An examination of the series reveals Los misterios de Laura has the same elements as its 

inspirations, especially the audience participation and game play aspects.   

Narratively, Los misterios de Laura combines the same formats discussed above.  Many 

episodes are closed mysteries in which the writers and producers conceal the murderer’s identity 

from the audience until the denouement.  Such episodes include “The mystery of the sealed 

room,” “The mystery of the ten unknown,” and “The mystery of the mise trapped.” Other episodes 

are open or “inverted” mystery tales in which the writers and producers reveal the murderer’s 

identity at the outset (Diego and Perez 2018).  Despite their contrasting natures, each episode 

treats viewers in the same manner. Specifically, the episodes treat viewers as participants in the 

action.  The writers and producers treat as participants in story by allowing them to investigate the 

mysteries alongside Laura Lebral.  By granting viewers this participatory role, the producers also 

play games with audience members.  According to Vila and Holgado, the series “allows the viewers 

to play from home as if it were a Cluedo game and help Laura solve the mystery” (Diego and Perez 

2018).  Los misterios de Laura, therefore, provides the same allowances for audience participation 

and game play as does Murder, She Wrote.  Furthermore, the creators believe these allowances are 
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salient factors in the program’s success.  They have also allowed the series to be adapted in 

various countries throughout the world (Diego and Perez 2018). The creators, therefore, confirm 

audience participation and game play as important elements of classical detective story formula 

shows.  They also suggest that adaptation of the formula in different broadcast systems has given 

classical detective shows longevity in the medium of television.   

4.5.4 The Mysteries of Laura 

Developed for U.S. television by Jeff Rake, The Mysteries of Laura details the exploits of 

Laura Diamond (Debra Messing), a brilliant homicide detective with the New York City Police 

Department. The North American adaptation of Los misterios de Laura has the same salient 

elements as its source text and the inspirations thereof.  Like those previous works, The Mysteries 

of Laura promotes a participatory role for its viewers.  As with those previous works, this 

participatory role involves game play.  

The Mysteries of Laura forces viewers to investigate fictional cases through the same 

means as Columbo, Murder, She Wrote, and other shows that reflect the classical detective story 

formula. Narratively, the series forces viewers to follow Laura Diamond’s investigations. 

Consequently, the text renders viewers as Laura’s companions or fellow investigators.  The series 

reinforces the viewers’ statuses as co-investigators through the stylistic methods evident on 

classical detective shows discussed above.  The episodes feature close-up shots of the various 

clues Laura encounters in her investigation.  Such clues include shots of the physical evidence she 

encounters at crime scenes and the faces of the people Laura questions, including witnesses 

and/or suspects.  Furthermore, the text presents these close-up shots through Laura’s subjective 

point of view, thus forcing viewers to adapt her visual perspective.  By forcing viewers to witness 

the investigation through Laura’s eyes, the text turns viewers into detectives themselves.  Thus, 

instead of allowing them to merely watch the action, the series forces them to participate in it.   
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The text’s promotion of audience participation has another significant effect. By 

encouraging and/or forcing viewers to investigate the case alongside Laura, the series initiates a 

game between itself and the viewer.  This game is the same as that initiated by Perry Mason, Ellery 

Queen, Murder, She Wrote, Los misterios de Laura, and other closed mystery shows that reflect the 

classical detective story formula. In the case of The Mysteries of Laura, viewers win the game if they 

correctly deduce the murderer’s identity before Laura Diamond.  Conversely, viewers lose the 

game if they cannot solve the mystery or if they reach an incorrect solution. The Mysteries of Laura, 

therefore, exemplifies not only audience participation but also game play as salient aspects of 

classical detective story media. Incorporation of these aspects in shows reflecting the formula 

thus gives the classical detective story longevity on television. 

4.6 The Classical Detective Story Formula in Other Televisual Media 

Audience participation and game play are salient aspects of the classical detective story 

formula.  These aspects enable the formula’s movement or flow across various media, as evident 

in its manifestations in literature, film, and television.  Such aspects also facilitate the formula’s 

journey throughout the world, as evidenced by The Mysteries of Laura, its source text, and the 

latter’s inspirations.  An examination of the classical detective story’s presence on television also 

suggests the formula’s movement within specified media.  Specifically, within the television 

medium, different texts not classified as mystery programs have the salient elements of the 

classical detective formula. The producers of these texts promote viewer involvement.  Such 

audience participation also constitutes a form of game play.   

4.6.1 Whodunnit? – British Game Show 

Devised by Jeremy Lloyd and Lance Percival, the British game show Whodunnit? (ITV, 1972-

1978) concerns various closed mysteries and the resolutions thereof.  In each episode, the 

producers give contestants, studio audience members, and television viewers a different mystery 
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to solve  The producers present these mysteries in the form of brief, staged plays starring 

prominent names from British stage and screen. Once the sleuth within the play announces they 

have solved the case, the production ends and the contestants must then deduce the solution.  

Specifically, a panel consisting of famous personalities and/or members of the studio audience 

must try to solve the mystery amongst themselves.  The panel members must investigate the case 

by asking questions of the suspects, all of whom are present in the studios, and by rewatching 

scenes from the play.  While the panel members try to solve the case, the show’s host directly 

addresses the camera and invites viewers to deduce the solution themselves.  The host will give 

viewers advice on how to try to solve the case.  In some instances, the host will also give viewers a 

clue to the solution that is unseen by the panel.  This clue is most often a scene or an image from 

the episode.  Through the host’s comments, the text directly encourages viewers to investigate the 

fictional mysteries.  The series also invites the viewers to play the game themselves as they watch 

the program.  As with the mystery programs discussed above, viewers who solve the mystery win 

the games and those who do not do so, lose.  

Despite its classification as a game show, therefore, Whodunnit? has the audience 

participation and game show aspects of the classical detective story formula.  The presence of 

these elements in a game show suggests the formula’s ability to transgress boundaries of genre 

and media.  Furthermore, the series itself also demonstrates the classical detective story’s flow 

throughout the globe.  The popularity of the British program inspired North American producers to 

adapt the show in the late 1970s.  The U.S. adaptation of Whodunnit? aired briefly on the National 

Broadcasting Company (NBC) in 1979.  By demonstrating the formula’s global flow, Whodunnit? 

thus closely resembles The Mysteries of Laura and its source text. 
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4.6.2 The VCR Mystery Games of the 1980s 

Besides the above game and reality competition shows, a form of television related media 

that also evinces audience participation and game play is the VCR mystery game.  In the 1980s, 

various mystery games appeared on videocassette tape.  Such mystery games included Clue 

(1985), Clue 2: Murder in Disguise (1987), 221B Baker Street (a 1987 VCR game featuring new, 

original adventures of Sherlock Holmes and Doctor Watson), and Operation Murder, A 1986 VCR 

game based on the Ellery Queen novel The Dutch Shoe Mystery (1931).  With these games, viewers 

needed to play the tapes in a videocassette recorder and follow the instructions given on tape 

and/or on the accompanying boxes.  Viewers also needed to follow the action occurring in the 

fictional story onscreen to solve the various mysteries. The VCR mystery games add new 

dimensions to the classical detective story formula on television.  Specifically, the makers of these 

texts directly identify their stories as games and the viewers as players.  These VCR games, 

therefore, have the same elements as The Mysteries of Laura and the other above texts that reflect 

the classical detective story formula.  Consequently, the formula’s encouragement of audience 

participation and game play facilitates the formula’s entry into another medium, the VCR game.  

This entry further suggests the formula’s cross-platform or transmedia nature. It also further 

suggests the adaptation of the formula to different media platforms gives the classical detective 

cycle a lengthy presence of television. 

4.7 Conclusion 

The Mysteries of Laura and the television shows that comprise its genealogy illustrate the 

classical detective story formula’s cross-platform and transnational nature. Specifically, these 

texts demonstrate the formula’s transgression of various media and national boundaries.  The 

classical detective story’s ability to transverse such boundaries stems largely from two of its most 

salient aspects.  One such aspect is the encouragement and/or allowance of audience 
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participation in the stories.  The second is the rendering of these stories as games and the 

treatment of audiences as players.  The producers of classical detective shows encourage viewers’ 

active involvement in the programs through various narrative and stylistic devices.  Such devices 

and the discourse surrounding these shows confirm the producers see their programs as games 

they wish to play with their audiences.   

The audience participation and game play aspects of the classical detective have important 

implications.  First, producers wish to engage the public by giving them opportunities to assume an 

active role in the texts.  Television and media studies have long noted people’s active consumption 

of media.  However, the classical detective story formula indicates television producers’ deliberate 

fostering of this active consumption.  The formula also suggests the rendering of classical 

detective stories as not just tales, but also as games. The formula and its aspects also have 

implications for the specific audiences of classical detective media. Specifically, those who can 

access classical detective media can also supposedly participate in the narratives and/or play the 

games. Consequently, the classical detective formula does not restrict involvement or game play 

because of the personal markers of gender, race, class, and/or sexuality.  Thus, the classical 

detective story formula invites a level of democratization concerning audience participation and 

game play.  

A final implication concerns the longevity of what might be called the classical detective 

story cycle.  Audience participation and game play, as stated, are salient conventions of the 

classical detective story formula.  The incorporation of these conventions on classical detective 

programming has given this cycle a lasting presence in the medium of television.  Henceforth, the 

longevity of a cycle does not only occur because of the latter’s financial success.  The flows of the 

classical detective story suggest that a formula’s adaptation to a medium also contributes to its 
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longevity.  Audience participation and game play, therefore, will ensure the classical detective 

story cycle a presence within the television medium indefinitely.   

5 CHAPTER 5: THE TRANSNATIONAL FLOW OF THE CLASSICAL DETECTIVE STORY 

FORMULA 

5.1 Introduction 

On the night of Monday, September 17, 2014, I saw a show that would shape my personal 

and professional life. This show was a new series called The Mysteries of Laura (NBC, 2014-2016). I 

decided to watch this program because the title of the series intrigued me. The promos for the 

series gave me the impression that The Mysteries of Laura was a procedural in the vein of CSI: 

Crime Scene Investigation (CBS, 2000-2015), Law & Order (NBC, 1990-2010), and their respective 

spinoffs. The opening scene of the pilot seemingly confirmed my impression. In the opening scene, 

NYPD Detective Laura Diamond (Debra Messing) chases a suspect and eventually shoots him. To 

me, this opening had the hallmarks of the aforementioned procedurals, including action and 

violence. However, as I kept watching the pilot, I found myself reconsidering my assessment of the 

series. After her confrontation with the suspect, Laura investigates a puzzling case. The case is that 

of a wealthy man murdered in his study during a dinner party at his mansion. Furthermore, the 

murder occurred in a room locked from the inside. Henceforth, Laura needed to deduce who 

committed the crime and how.  Eventually, Laura solves the case and deduces that the murderer is 

someone whose identity surprised her, me, and presumably, other audience members.   

As I watched the pilot, I realized The Mysteries of Laura did not only have the hallmarks of 

procedural shows. Specifically, I learned the series also had the conventional elements of texts I 

have loved since childhood, namely those that reflected the so-called whodunnit or classical 

detective subgenre of mystery fiction.  The murder itself resembled the types of locked-room, 

impossible crime mysteries evident in the Golden Age of classical detective literature, especially 
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the works of John Dickson Carr (1906-1977), Agatha Christie (1890-1976), and Ellery Queen aka 

Frederic Dannay (1905-1982) and Manford B. Lee (1905-1971) (see Chapter Two). Such locked 

room/impossible crimes also formed the cornerstone of television series that reflected the 

classical subgenre, like Banacek (NBC, 1972-1974), Ellery Queen (NBC, 1975-1976), Jonathan 

Creek (BBC One, 1997-2016), Monk (USA, 2002 – 2009), and others (see Chapter Four). 

Furthermore, the lead character Laura Diamond had personality traits that reminded me of the 

protagonists of classical detective shows, like Jessica Fletcher (Angela Lansbury) of Murder, She 

Wrote (CBS, 1984-1996) and the titular character (Peter Falk) of the series Columbo (NBC, 1971-

1979, ABC, 1989 – 2003).  Thirdly, certain scenes of the pilot resembled those from other classical 

detective shows. For example, the montage in which Laura questions the guests who attended the 

victim’s dinner party resembled similar interrogation scenes in the television series Agatha 

Christie’s Marple/Miss Marple (ITV, 2004-2013). The pilot also utilized a key narrative convention of 

classical detective stories for which Agatha Christie is especially renown, namely the 

representation of the most unexpected or seemingly unlikely character as the murderer (Osborne 

1999, Bayard 1998).  

Besides using this device, the series utilized a casting technique used by Murder, She Wrote 

and other classical detective programs.  Specifically, the show casts as the murderer an actor who 

has an intertextual reputation for playing good characters on past television shows. The casting of 

this actor against type reminded me of those classical detective shows. Finally, the show had the 

conventional denouement scene in which the “great detective,” in this case Laura, reveals her 

solution to a gathering of the suspects while parallel editing/cross-cutting depicts the commission 

of the crime. Such a denouement is a staple of classical detective shows and movies, like 

adaptations of Agatha Christie’s work, The Last of Sheila (1973), Knives Out (2019),and  Glass 

Onion: A Knives Out Mystery (2022) (see Chapter Three). Watching the pilot of The Mysteries of 
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Laura gave me the same pleasure as my longtime favorite classical detective novels, short stories, 

movies, and television shows. I knew then I had found my new favorite series. However, I later 

realized I also found the basis of my future scholarly work.   

My love of The Mysteries of Laura inspired me to learn more about the show. From my 

research, I learned it was an adaptation of a popular series from Spain called Los misterios de 

Laura (La 1, 2009-2014). I also learned the creators of the Spanish program took as their inspiration 

classical detective texts I had loved for most of my life, specifically the works of my favorite author 

Agatha Christie and two of my favorite television shows,  Columbo and Murder, She Wrote. 

Learning about The Mysteries of Laura’s source text gave me additional insight into the reasons the 

pilot and other episodes in the series had the hallmarks of classical detective fiction.  I also 

realized the series and the texts related to it suggested key information about the classical 

detective story formula.  Specifically, the program suggested the cross-platform or transmedia 

nature of the formula. The Mysteries of Laura indicated that works reflecting the formula appear in 

various media, including literature, film, and television.  However, the series and its “source text” 

(Stam 2000) also suggested the formula’s transnational nature. The two Laura texts reflected the 

classical formula’s circulation throughout the globe. Furthermore, The Mysteries of Laura and its 

genealogy suggests additional information about the formula’s international circulation or “flow” 

(White 2003).  

First, Laura and the texts that comprise its genealogy exemplify what Sharon Shahaf (2016) 

calls the flow of “television formula art” (Fiske 1987). The texts also reveal the flow of this formula 

art occurs through the processes of both domestic television production and adaptation.  

Furthermore, the texts suggest the formula’s global circulation has a circular nature that 

distinguishes it from the conventional one-way flows of television formats.  Laura and its genealogy 

also suggest that one reason the classical detective formula flows throughout the globe is because 
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of its encouragement of audience participation.  Thirdly, the texts suggest that another element of 

the classical detective story formula undergoes this global circulation.  This element is the 

formula’s promotion of capitalism and the values thereof (see Chapter Two).  And, Laura and its 

source material, the Spanish program, suggest that despite its origins in Anglo culture, the 

classical detective story formula impacts media throughout the globe.  In the case of Laura, the 

formula and Anglo media that exemplify it (the works of Agatha Christie, Columbo, and Murder, She 

Wrote) inspired the creation of a Spanish language television series.  Because of this inspiration, 

the circular flow impacts the classical detective formula itself. Specifically, through this flow, the 

formula bypasses its origins in Anglo culture and assumes a distinctive transnational character.  

The classical detective story is thus no longer solely an Anglo cultural form, but is instead one that 

appears in regions throughout the world.  

Consequently, the global flow of the classical detective story formula has salient 

implications. Specifically, this flow suggests that Yeidy M. Rivero’s analysis of the global movement 

of genres may be expanded to include the international circulation of story formulas.  The classical 

detective story’s flow also suggests that the formula circulation does not involve the conventional 

notion of cultural imperialism.  As Shahaf (2007) and others describe of formats, the global 

movement of formulas does not involve a top down process in which Western or Anglo culture is 

imposed ‘from above’ onto non-Western or non-Anglo nations.  In the case of the classical 

detective story, non-Anglo producers and storytellers took aspects of a formula of Anglo origin and 

used those elements to create their own texts.  However, the mere use of the classical detective 

story as an inspiration for non-Western or non-Anglo works suggests the influence of Western and 

Anglo media throughout the world.  Secondly, the conventions of the classical detective story 

reinforce salient values and discourses of capitalism. Consequently, the formula’s circulation 

throughout the world also facilitates the global flow of said capitalist values and discourses.  
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Furthermore, exploration of the international flow of the classical detective story invites new 

avenues of research for studies media distribution studies.   

5.2 The Global Flows of Television  

The global flows of programming is a key issue in television studies (Oren and Shahaf 2012, 

Gray and Lotz 2012, Miller and Kraidy 2016, White 2003, Benshoff 2016). Most of these studies 

involve the international circulation of television “formats.” As defined by Tasha Oren and Sharon 

Shahaf, a “format is an easily replicated and adaptable framework licensed through the 

international television market for local adaptation. In its most basic, legally sanctioned, form, it is 

a program concept: a list of ‘rules’ or conventions that make up the fixed and distinct aspects of 

each program” (2). Various studies examine one broadcast system’s adaptation of a television 

format from another country. These include examinations of the adaptations of dance programs 

(Navarro 2012, Heller 2012), telenovelas (Straubhaar 2012), sitcoms (Rivero 2012), game shows 

(Ganguly 2012), “domestic reality” shows (Sharp 2012), the Idol programs (Sen 2012, de Bruin 

2012, Ndlela 2012, Bochanty-Aguero 2012), and ‘unlicensed’ or ‘locally formatted’ shows, namely 

those “ ‘drawing inspiration, ‘borrowing,’ or downright cloning key elements from popular 

formatted shows,” but still “characterized by their independence and lack of affiliation with global 

format franchises” (Shahaf 2014, 1). The literature on television formats addresses various issues. 

Some of the most important issues include: 1) the difference between “canned programs” and 

television formats, 2) the global flow of television genres via the international adaptations of 

specified formats, 3) the pro-capitalist values and ideals evident in television formats, 4) the 

concerns over cultural imperialism and the responses to those concerns, and 5) the importance of 

audience participation in television formats. 

In the literature, scholars distinguish between “finished or canned” programs and 

television formats (Moran 2013, 6, Moran 2009, Waisbord 2004, 387).  A “finished” program is one 
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“devised, produced and broadcast in one territory which is delivered elsewhere for transmission to 

other populations” (Moran 2009, 41). Conversely, “under the format program system, a program is 

devised, produced and broadcast in one country. Subsequently, the program format is distributed 

as a set of services or franchised knowledges, which allow the program to be remade for 

transmission in another market.  As part of this adaptation, the program is customized in such a 

way as to seem local or indigenous in origin” (41-42). The circulation of a television format, 

according to various scholars, involves ensuring that the latter accommodates the nation or 

culture in which this text finds itself.  For example, Silvio Waisbord argues “formats represent the 

global commercialization of an efficient and predictable program that can be tweaked according to 

local tastes” (378). Waisbord also says this element of formats renders them “cultural specific but 

nationally neutral.” Specifically, according to Waisbord, “The DNA of formats is rooted in cultural 

values that transcend the national . . . format shows are less prone to have specific references to 

the local and national precisely because they are designed to ‘travel well’ across national 

boundaries. Because formats explicitly empty out signs of the national, they become nationalized – 

that is, customized to domestic cultures” (358). Borrowing from Robertson (1992), Waisbord 

argues formats exemplify ‘glocalization,’ namely “the adaptation of programming formula for 

domestic audiences” (368). The Mysteries of Laura exemplifies aspects of Waisbord’s argument.  

On the one hand, the North American adaptors of Los misterios de Laura changed elements of the 

source material to accommodate the U.S. television industry and the latter’s audience.  For 

example, as the above scene from the pilot demonstrates, the producers incorporated action and 

violence in The Mysteries of Laura to appeal to North American viewers.  The producers also crafted 

less complex mysteries than the Spanish program to devote some of each episode’s running time 

to U.S. commercials. The Mysteries of Laura, therefore, evidences some glocalization. However, 

despite this glocalization, aspects of the Laura source text remain present in the North American 
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adaptation. Despite the crafting of less complex mysteries, the adaptation’s storylines still 

exemplify the puzzle aspect of the classical detective formula.  Like the Spanish program, the 

North American series also promotes the active involvement of viewers in the investigation of and 

solving the mystery. Consequently, the show discursively renders these viewers as enforcers and 

guardians of the capitalist system by having them investigate crimes that impact the wealthy. The 

series further promotes capitalism by encouraging viewers to solve the mysteries before the super-

sleuth Laura Diamond.  Such encouragement reflects a salient aspect of the capitalist system, 

competition (See Chapter Two).  The source text Los misterios de Laura similarly encourages such 

competition between its super-sleuth, Laura Lebral, and its audience (Diego and Peréz 2018). The 

North American producers thus changed some aspects of the source text while reinforcing others. 

Consequently, the reinforcement of pro-capitalist aspects suggests these elements help facilitate 

the classical detective story formula’s flow throughout the globe.  

Another important issue scholars address concerns the impacts of global television format 

circulation.  As stated, Sharon Shahaf (2016) argues that format circulation constitutes the flow of 

what John Fiske calls television formula art. Shahaf focuses on the global flow of a single text, 

namely the adapted format or program.  Other scholars, however, argue that the circulation of a 

television format involves more than a single program. Specifically, these scholars argue that when 

a single format travels throughout the globe, the genre of this text travels alongside it.  Yeidy M. 

Rivero explores this international travel of genre in his study of the Cuban television program ¿Qué 

pasa U.S.A.? (1975-1980). Using this series as an example, Rivero argues “television genres have 

operated as formats” and that “the categorization of format [should] be inclusive of the travels and 

the industrial, thematic, and cultural adaptations of television genres” (92). Rivero specifically 

focuses on the television sitcom genre.  According to Rivero, “as a situation comedy format, ¿Qué 

pasa U.S.A.? translated (moved) elements of Cuban and U.S. commercial television to U.S. public 
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television” (92). Furthermore, Rivero argues, the flow of the sitcom genre had a longer history than 

the adaptation of ¿Qué pasa U.S.A.?. In the 1950s, the legendary U.S. sitcom I Love Lucy (CBS, 

1951-1957) inspired Cuban television producers to create “an un-authorized translation and 

adaptation” called Mi esposo favorito (My Favorite Husband). Specifically, these producers 

adapted actual scripts from the U.S. sitcom (95). They also used the same title as the U.S. radio 

show (CBS Radio, 1948-1951) that served as the source text of I Love Lucy. The success of Mi 

esposo favorito “prompted the production of other sitcoms” on Cuban television. U.S. companies 

soon “introduced U.S. television genres/formats to Cuban television,” including the sitcom genre 

(95). Eventually, the broadcast of the Cuban sitcom ¿Qué pasa U.S.A.? in North American 

constituted “the translation (movement) of aspects of Cuban television to U.S. television” (97). 

One such aspect is “the 1950s Cuban adaptation of the U.S. sitcom genre” (98). Thus, Rivero 

maintains the program indicates that “the sitcom genre traveled as a format” (97). Furthermore, 

other scholars besides Rivero explore the international flow of television genres. Joseph Straubhaar 

(2014), for example, examines the global circulation of the telenovela genre (150) and Sharon Sharp 

(2014) discusses the flows of the “domestic reality television genre” (348). Despite his exploration 

of a television genre’s flow via a format’s circulation, Rivero does not explore the travels of other 

elements. Specifically, Rivero does not consider that a storytelling formula may also circulate 

throughout the globe during the travels of a specified format and genre. The Mysteries of Laura and 

its genealogical source texts suggest the global flows of the formula known as the classical 

detective story.   

The production history of The Mysteries of Laura resembles those of Mi esposo favorito and 

¿Qué pasa U.S.A?. Like the makers of Mi esposo favorito, the producers of the Spanish Los 

misterios de Laura took inspiration for their series from North American television shows (Columbo 

and Murder, She Wrote).  Specifically, the U.S. programs inspired the Spanish producers to create a 



144 

series that exemplified the same formula as the North American texts, namely the classical 

detective story. The production of Los misterios de Laura, therefore, exemplifies the formula’s 

movement from one region, the United States, to another, Spain. This movement resembles what 

Rivero describes as the sitcom genre’s journey from the U.S. to Cuba via the production of Mi 

esposo favorite. Like Cuban producers did with the U.S. sitcom, the producers of Los misterios de 

Laura took elements of U.S. television and brought them to Spanish television. One such element 

is the classical detective story formula itself. Furthermore, the North American adaptors of Los 

misterios de Laura used the same formula as the latter to produce their own series, The Mysteries 

of Laura. Through this adaptation of the Spanish Laura format, the classical detective story formula 

traveled from Spain back to the United States. In this regard, the classical detective story’s journey 

from the Spain to the U.S. resembles the sitcom genre’s flow from Cuba to North America via U.S. 

public television’s distribution of ¿Qué pasa U.S.A?. The Mysteries of Laura, thus, suggests that 

Yeidy M. Rivero’s analysis of the flow of genres may be expanded to consider the global circulation 

of formulas. As Arthur Asa Berger (1992), genres are ‘kinds of texts’ while formulas are “ 

‘conventions’ used in structuring texts” (29). Rivero’s analysis of Qué pasa U.S.A? suggests that the 

flow of a genre also involves the circulation of its conventions. For example, Rivero says the series 

followed the sitcom genre’s “narrative conventions of order, confusion, and restoration of order” 

(99). Rivero also says the program “regionalized/localized the situation comedy format. In other 

words, as a ‘ready-made’ set of institutionally designed production parameters and narrative style 

conventions, the situation comedy format was regionalized/localized to accommodate the 

WPBT/ESAA-TV Miami production site and audiences” (105) (emphasis mine). Joseph Straubhaar 

also notes a similar connection between the flows of a genre and that of conventions. When 

discussing the global circulation of telenovelas, Straubhaar argues “a transnational but culturally 

and linguistically specific set of conventions and practices spread and were adapted in a way that 
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anticipates some of the current spread and adaptation of formats for game or reality shows” 

(emphasis mine) (152).  Because of these statements concerning the movement of the sitcom’s 

conventions, Rivero and Straubhaar’s analyses suggest the circulation of a genre facilitates the 

flow of a formula.  The history of The Mysteries of Laura similarly indicates the adaptation of a 

format involves not only the flow of a specific kind of text or genre, but also the formula for the 

production of this work. Furthermore, the classical detective story’s influence on the Spanish 

program suggests the impact which the Anglo story formula has on media throughout the world. 

The classical detective story’s inspiring of the Spanish producers thus reinforces the global 

influence of Western or Anglo media.  

Besides the global circulation of genres, various scholars also addressed the values 

inherent in television formats. These scholars argue that many formats reinforce capitalist values 

and ideologies.  For example, Eddie Brennan believes “that, by promoting audience pleasures 

based in the pursuit of individual and materialistic goals, most television formats are consonant 

with a dominant orthodoxy which sees markets as the only way to organize society” (71).  Brennan 

argues that many formats focus “on the individual.” Through such a focus, Brennan states, these 

formats “are in harmony with the individualist ethos of market orthodoxy” (81). In discussing reality 

television competition formats, Brennan comments that these texts are “based in competition 

between individuals rather than teams.  He also argues that “the main prizes on offer, and 

accordingly, the predominant goal orientations, were extrinsic.  That is, goals were ‘focused on 

external rewards and other people’s praise,’ and included ‘striving for financial success and, as 

well as for image and status” (83). Brennan also adds these elements of reality television 

competitions formats enable these texts’ flows. According to Brennan, “To survive formats must 

appeal to values and norms that are as widespread as possible. Thus dominant formats project 

and reflect individualist values and extrinsic goal orientations” (86).  Brennan also argues that 
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these formats reflect “the implicit celebration of liberal-individualist, utilitarian values” (84). Citing 

Ingels (2008), Brennan adds that the “liberal-individualism” reflected in these formats is that which 

‘holds the world capitalist system together’ (84). Thus, Brennan argues that capitalist values 

constitute salient aspects of most television formats, especially reality competition shows. 

Other scholars also examine the capitalist values of television formats. In her analysis of 

Kaun Banega Crorepati (HBC), the Hindu version of the reality game show Who Wants to Be a 

Millionaire?, Lauhona Ganguly argues the show emphasizes “the individual’s talent and agency 

towards lifestyle aspirations, maximizing happiness, and optimizing success” (332). Citing 

Bourdieu, Ganguly argues this focus on the individual reflects “neoliberal thought” which 

emphasizes “the idea of rational, individual self-interest as the basis of all economic activity” 

(332). In discussing reality game shows in general, Ganguly argues they “offer new imaginations in 

terms of opportunities (the focus on ultimate prize money), codes (‘the ends justify the means’ 

rules of the game), actors (individual players) and models (competitive game formats) for success” 

(333). Michael Keane and Albert Moran (2006) discuss the elements of competition and “extrinsic 

rewards,” to use Brennan’s term, in what they call “television’s new engines” (156). And, Silvio 

Waisbord (2004) says “The DNA of formats is rooted in cultural values that transcend the national” 

(368). Waisbord also argues “ ‘Reality shows’ . . . can be read as the global projection of capitalism, 

naked individualism, and competition” (368). Thus, like the previous scholars, Waisbord argues 

that reality television formats have pro-capitalist values. He also argues these values allow the 

formats to circulate throughout the globe and bypass national borders.  

The previous authors’ comments about the pro-capitalist values of television formats may 

also apply to shows that reflect the classical detective story formula.  Through its promotions of 

audience participation and game play, the formula reinforces salient capitalist ideals, including 

individualism and competition (See Chapter Two).  By encouraging audience members to solve the 
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mysteries before the fictional sleuth, the formula also offers these people certain rewards. Unlike 

the extrinsic rewards discussed by Brennan, the formula offers its audience the intrinsic rewards of 

pride and acknowledged intelligence. The formula also teaches people how to investigate crimes 

that jeopardize the capitalist social system, thereby rendering them as protectors and guardians of 

said system (see Chapter Two). Henceforth, shows that exemplify the classical detective story 

reinforce capitalism as much as do the reality competition formats discussed above. Furthermore, 

as with the reality competition shows, the classical detective programs reinforcement of capitalist 

values contributes to their flows throughout the globe. In this regard, these programs resemble the 

classical detective literature, which similarly has circulated throughout the world because of its 

capitalist values (Cawelti 2004, 286-287) (See Chapter Three).  

The spread of capitalist values throughout the globe reflects another issue in the literature 

on television formats. Specifically, the global circulation of these formats also invites fears of 

cultural imperialism (Bignell and Woods, 258-259, Miller and Kraidy 27, Oren and Shahaf 5, 

Brennan 76-77, Harindranath 155). A salient aspects of these fears is the notion of “the United 

States . . . transferring its dominant value system to others, with a corresponding diminution in the 

vitality and standing of local languages, traditions, and national identities” (Miller and Kraidy 27). 

Many scholars have criticized the cultural imperialist argument because of its inconsideration of 

audiences.  According to these scholars, the cultural imperialism thesis assumes that audiences 

throughout the world will unfailingly accept the dominant value system promoted by the United 

States and other nations. This thesis does not consider the ability of audiences to oppose or only 

partly accept the dominant values that enter their nation (Bignell and Woods, 258 – 259,Miller and 

Kraidy 156, Waisbord 371-372, Hall 2006, Harindranath 155-156, Liebes and Katz 1993, Ang 1985). 

The critiques of the cultural imperialism argument resemble the critiques of the perceived impacts 

of dominant values of film or cinema (See Chapter Three). As with these perceived impacts of film, 



148 

the audience’s ability to actively decode the values or meanings of television shows does not 

negate the encoding of these texts. Stuart Hall’s famous study demonstrates the difference 

between the producers’ encoding of a text and the audience’s decoding of this work. The makers of 

a text, therefore, may still encode pro-capitalist values in a text while audience members reads 

those values differently. However, the audience’s active reception of the text does not completely 

negate the original intentions or encoding of the works’ producers. This difference between 

encoding and decoding is evident in the values of classical detective formulaic shows.  Such 

programs reflect the aforementioned pro-capitalist values. Despite this capitalist encoding, 

audiences can read those texts in ways that may or may not reinforce the producers intentions. 

Nevertheless, those pro-capitalist intentions and encoding may still be said to exist in said work.  

Various scholars also criticize the cultural imperialism argument on other grounds. 

Specifically, these scholars challenge it because of its “top-bottom scenarios of media 

globalization as American cultural or media ‘imperialism’ ” (Oren and Shahaf 3). “In this 

discourse,” Shahaf (2007) says, “globalization is positioned as an inherently external economic 

process imposed on marginal societies ‘from above’ [by the West or the United States]” (107). This 

discourse also “positions non Western (or non U.S.) societies as passive recipients on which 

globalization is imposed from ‘above’ through the expansion of Western financial, commercial, 

technological, and communication networks” (108).  Shahaf and other scholars argue that the 

adaptation and circulation of television formats challenge the cultural imperialist argument and its 

top-down portrait of globalization.  According to Shahaf, the media imperialism does not consider 

“the complexities typifying the cultural and economical processes of globalization” (106).  

Specifically, she argues, media imperialism does not address “the tension between global 

‘McDonaldization’ of homogenization and the seemingly contradictory processes of global 

heterogenization, or the ‘persistence’ of ‘difference,’ and of local forms of identification globally” 
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(106). Shahaf also states that global television formats, which are “produced locally and based on 

an imported, most often (not always) Western formula, reflect the paradox of globalization, for 

“they suggest a simultaneous tension between standardization and heterogenization of both form 

and content in global television” (107).  In her analysis of the Israeli sitcom Krovim-Krovim, Shahaf 

argues the production needed to balance “two, seemingly contradictory but in fact intertwined set 

of constraints – the development of a series that would ‘serve the needs of the people of Israel . . . 

but would still adhere as closely as possible to the aesthetic and stylistic demands of the adapted 

sitcom formula” (117).  The production thus “utilized a globally popular televisual formula to 

produce a cultural artefact which is uniquely Israeli” (121).  From her analysis of Krovim-Krovim, 

Shahaf concludes that instead of imposed “on marginal societies ‘from above’ by the ‘advent’ of 

dominant economic forces . . . globalization occurs locally ‘on the ground’ . . . as real people, in this 

case IETV producers working on the production of the first Israeli sitcom, negotiate a given set of 

organizational, ideological, technical, and cultural constraints and the contradictory yet 

intertwined goals they dictate” (122). Consequently, Shahaf argues that consideration of global 

television formats addresses the complexities disregarded by the cultural imperialism argument. 

Other scholars make arguments similar to Shahaf’s when critiquing the notion of cultural 

imperialism. Eddie Brennan notes that studies of “global flows in programming have seen the 

dominance of particular countries as a form of cultural imperialism” (76). According to Brennan, 

the cultural imperialist “model cannot hold, however, when studying television formats because, 

of course, they deliberately strip out most of the trappings of their culture of origin” (76). He also 

says that television formats “reduce tendencies toward media imperialism,” for “they can be 

adjusted to the tastes and customs of local settings” (77). Joseph Straubhaar argues, “The global 

creation and flow of television formats genres and formats  . . . do not necessarily eliminate 

cultural difference and diversity, but instead provide the context and boundaries for the production 
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of new cultural forms marked by local specificity” (148). Citing Albert Moran (1998), Joost de Bruin 

states that “the global format trade does not necessarily lead to standardization and cultural 

imperialism, but can offer possibilities of local articulations” (226).  These scholars thus reiterate 

Shahaf’s notion that a format’s circulation involve the alterations of an imported form, often of 

Western origin, to suit the tastes of the local culture in which it is adapted.  Consequently, the 

global flows of formats suggest Western media is not, as Shahaf comments, imposed from above 

by dominant forces. These flows also suggest that import of Western media into non-Western 

regions does not necessarily lead to the diminishment of the latter. 

The classical detective story formula addresses salient aspects of the scholarly literature 

on television formats. First, the formula suggests the global adaptations of television formats do 

not only involve the circulation of a single text or genre, but also of a formula. Secondly, the 

circulation or flow of the classical detective formula does not involve top-down cultural 

imperialism by the West. Like the producers of Krovim-Krovim and other works, non-Western 

storytellers take elements of this formula of Western or Anglo origin and use them to create their 

own local text.  The classical detective story’s flow throughout the globe, however, also suggests 

the influence which Western or Anglo media has on non-Western, non-Anglo works.  Furthermore, 

the conventions of the classical formula reinforce salient values and discourses of capitalism. 

Consequently, the global circulation of this formula, via adaptations and/or original productions, 

facilitates the spread of said capitalist values and discourses.  Its promotion and spread of these 

capitalist elements contributes to the formula’s circulation throughout the world.  

5.3 The Transnational Flows of the Classical Detective Story Formula 

The transnational nature of the classical detective story formula is not a recent 

development. Its appearances in various nations and regions throughout the world has long 

characterized the formula.  The classical detective story’s international appearances have 
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assumed many forms.  First, different countries have produced their own media that reflect the 

formula. For example, the United States has produced literature, movies, and television shows that 

exemplify the classical detective formula. The literature includes the works of authors like Ellery 

Queen, Erle Stanley Gardner (1889-1970), and Rex Stout (1886-1975) (See Chapter Two). North 

American classical detective movies include The Last of Sheila, Clue (1985), Knives Out, and Glass 

Onion: A Knives Out Mystery (See Chapter Three).  And, U.S. television shows that reflect the 

formula include Perry Mason (NBC, 1957-1966), Burke’s Law (ABC, 1963-1965, CBS, 1994-1995), 

Columbo, Ellery Queen (NBC, 1975-1976), Banacek, Murder, She Wrote, and others (see Chapter 

Four).  Other countries beside the United States produce their own classical detective media.  The 

novels and short stories of Agatha Christie originated from England. The latter country has also 

produced television adaptations of Christie’s work that reflect the classical detective formula 

themselves. Such adaptations include Agatha Christie’s Poirot (ITV, 1989-2013), the BBC series 

Miss Marple (1984-1992), ITV’S Marple/Miss Marple series, and others.  Adaptations of Christie’s 

work also have appeared in non-British regions, like the United States and Asia. British television 

also produces non-Christie related television programming that reflects the classical detective 

story formula, including Midsomer Murders (ITV, 1997-), Jonathan Creek, Death in Paradise (BBC 

One, 2011 - ), and many others. And, the North American literature of Ellery Queen has inspired 

adaptations in non-U.S. countries. Specifically, a French film adaptation of Queen’s novel Ten 

Days Wonder (1948) appeared in 1971. Legendary filmmaker Claude Chabrol directed this 

adaptation, which starred Orson Welles, Michel Piccoli, Anthony Perkins, and Marléne Jobert. 

The classical detective story formula has circulated throughout the globe via other means 

besides domestic productions.  Broadcast systems throughout the world air “canned” classical 

detective programs from other countries.  For example, various nations have aired reruns of 

Columbo (Dawidziak 1989).  North American platforms like cable, streaming services, and the 
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Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) distribute classical detective shows from Britain, including the 

above programs.  PBS has aired these programs as part of its long-running anthology series 

Mystery! (PBS, 1980 – 2008), known as Masterpiece Mystery! (PBS, 2008 - ) as of this writing. 

A third way the classical detective formula has flowed throughout the globe is adaptation.  

The Mysteries of Laura’s exemplifies this mechanism of the formula’s circulation. As stated, the 

series is an adaptation of Los misterios de Laura (La 1, 2009-2014), a popular show that aired in 

Spain. This program spawned adaptations in other regions throughout the world, including Italy, 

Russia, and The Netherlands. Both the Spanish program and the North American adaptation 

exemplify a unique circulation of the classical detective story formula. Specifically, these texts 

demonstrate the formula’s circular flow.  This flow begins with the inspiration the Spanish source 

text took from Anglo works reflecting the formula.  The circulation ultimately involved a return to the 

Anglo context which originally inspired the source text.  As a result of this circular flow, the formula 

underwent an international journey different from the conventional one-way or “ two-way” flows of 

texts, like television formats (Moran 2013, Oren and Shahaf 2012). The Mysteries of Laura, 

therefore, exemplifies more than just a “format trade” (Shahaf 2016) in which producers from one 

part of the world, in this case the United States, adapt a single text from another region. Instead, 

Laura and its genealogical texts suggest the global circulation of an entire formula of storytelling, 

namely the classical detective story. The Mysteries of Laura, thus, suggests format trades involve 

more than the flows of individual texts. Consequently, this text suggests that Yeidy Rivero’s afore-

mentioned notions of genre flows may also apply to the global circulation of formulas.  

Furthermore, the classical detective story formula does not only circulate throughout the 

West.  Instead, the formula and the classical detective sub-genre also appear in other parts of the 

world.  An example of this is the popular school of mystery literature in Japan called Sin-Honkaku.  

Translated as “New Whodunit Writers,” Sin-Honkaku took much inspiration from the literature of 
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the Western Golden Age of Detective Fiction in the 1920s and 1930s.  The writers of the Japanese 

school were avid readers of the authors of Golden Age of Detective fiction, especially Agatha 

Christie, Ellery Queen, and John Dickson Carr (See Chapter Two).  Having enjoyed these Golden 

Age works, in the late 1980a and early 1990s, the Japanese writers crafted mysteries in the same 

vein as the Western authors whose work inspired them (Mori 272-273).  Narratively, Sin-Honkaku 

stories resembled “Golden Age Classics – the great detectives arrive at the scene and solve 

intricate puzzles like locked room mysteries or unbreakable alibies using logical deductions” (273). 

Through their narrative elements, like the great detective or “super-sleuth” and the puzzling 

mysteries, Sin-Honkaku literature exemplifies the classical detective story formula.  Secondly, the 

practitioners of the Sin-Honkaku school took the conventions of classical detective literature and 

used them to create their tales. Specifically, the Japanese writers “attempted to write classical 

puzzlers with [the then] modern settings” of the 1980s and 1990s.  The Sin-Honkaku school of 

Japanese mystery literature therefore suggests the classical detective story, therefore, does not 

limit itself to the West.  Instead, the formula appears in various parts of the world.   

The classical detective story also does not restrict itself to the medium of literature. 

Instead, novels and short stories exemplifying the formula can and do influence other media 

throughout the globe.  The formula’s inspiration of Japanese writers suggests Western or Anglo 

media’s larger influence on other parts of the world.  Furthermore, the Sin-Honkaku school also 

suggests this influence did not involve top-down cultural imperialism. In this case, the West did not 

impose its classical detective story ‘from above’ on Japan. Instead, Japanese writers looked at 

works inspired by the Western formula and used them to create their texts. They also ensured their 

Anglo inspired texts would fit or accommodate the Japanese local context. Henceforth, the Sin 

Honkaku school further suggests the global flow of Western media does not involve top-down 

imperialism or the diminishment of a non-Western country and its media.  
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An examination of the series Los misterios de Laura reveals key information about the 

classical detective story’s formula’s global flow. First, the program suggests that as with Sin-

Honkaku literature and the aforementioned global television formats, the formula’s circulation 

does not reflect top-down cultural imperialism. Instead, the series exemplifies non-Anglo 

producers’ use of aspects of an Anglo formula to create their own media.  Through such usage, the 

series exemplifies the formula’s inspiration of media in various nations and regions. Such 

inspiration consequently suggests the general influence which Anglo media has on texts 

throughout the world. And, the classical detective story’s flow also suggests the global circulation 

of a key aspect of the formula, namely its reinforcement of capitalism.  

5.4 Los misterios de Laura 

Los misterios de Laura details the exploits of Laura Lebral (Maria Pujalte), a brilliant 

detective who solves puzzling crimes.  The series constitutes a classical detective text in several 

respects.  One such respect is the inspiration(s) for the show’s creation and production.  Another is 

the discourse surrounding the program, including the comments of its creators and the program’s 

website.  The third respect is the series itself, including its narrative and stylistic elements.  These 

aspects of Los misterios de Laura suggest the Anglo classical detective story formula's influence 

on non-Anglo media.  

First, according to the show’s creators, Carlos Vila and Javier Holgado, Anglo works 

exemplifying the classical formula inspired the Spanish Los misterios de Laura.  These works 

include the British novels and short stories of Dame Agatha Christie, the North American television 

series Columbo, and the long-running U.S. program Murder, She Wrote. Co-creator Carlos Vila 

says in an interview he and his partner “[looked] at Columbo, Jessica Fletcher, [and] Agatha 

Christie” when creating the protagonist Laura Lebral (“’’The Mysteries of Laura’ learn to shoot in 

the United States”). In another interview, Vila says “our references are Anglo: Columbo, Murder, 
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She Wrote, and the crime novels of Agatha Christie” (emphasis mine). Through his comments, Vila 

confirms that works reflecting the classical detective story formula inspired the creation of the 

show.  He also states that these inspirational works did not come from Spanish culture. Instead, 

they came from “Anglo” culture. Vila also says he and his partner relied on “white” influences 

when developing the program (“’The Mysteries of Laura’ learn to shoot in the United States”). These 

statements thus suggest the transnational nature of the classical detective formula. Such 

transnationalism occurs through the creation of works inspired by the formula in various parts of 

the world. Through such creation, the classical detective story flows from its Anglo places of origin 

to other regions. Vila's statements also suggest that Anglo media, especially that from Britain and 

the United States, generally influences texts throughout the globe. Specifically, Vila confirms that 

Anglo classical detective texts, Agatha Christie’s novels and the shows Columbo and Murder, She 

Wrote, inspired the production of a non-Anglo text, the Spanish Los misterios de Laura.  This 

inspiration resembles the situation in Japan concerning Sin-Honkaku detective fiction in the 1980s 

and 1990s. As stated, Anglo classical detective fiction, specifically Western Golden Age mystery 

literature, inspired the Sin-Honkaku school. Vila's comments also suggest that the Anglo classical 

detective formula was not imposed on his region in a top-down manner. Instead, he and his partner 

consciously chose to take aspects of this formula, like its conventions and the texts which 

exemplify it, to create their own text, namely Los misterios de Laura.  Consequently, Anglo 

classical detective literature has influenced different media, like literature and television, in 

various parts of the world.  Los misterios de Laura, therefore, exemplifies the classical detective 

formula’s journey from one region to another.  This journey resembles the flow of the sitcom genre 

from the U.S. to Cuba via the adaptation of I Love Lucy in the 1950s as described by Yeidy M. 

Rivero.  Furthermore, as with the global television formats described above, the formula's 

circulation does not constitute top-down cultural imperialism. 
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Secondly, Los misterios de Laura’s website reinforces its status as a classical detective 

text.  Consequently, the site confirms the Anglo formula’s influence on the Spanish program. 

Specifically, this site emphasizes the Anglo classical detective works that inspired the program.  It 

also illustrates the intertextual ties between this show and other texts that reflect the classical 

detective formula. On the page entitled “Series,” the website states that each episode details 

Laura Lebral’s investigation of a murder.  This page thus represents the show as having the 

conventional “situation” and “pattern of action” of the classical detective story formula (see 

Chapter One).  Secondly, in describing the Laura Lebral character, the website says she does not 

use “scientific evidence” or “psychological analysis” to solve a case but instead utilizes her 

“intuition and instinct.” By describing Laura’s use of these qualities, the website puts Lebral in the 

same company as her Anglo inspirations, Murder She Wrote’s Jessica Fletcher and Lieutenant 

Columbo, and other “super-sleuths” (Reiner 2000) of classical detective fiction. Like Laura Lebral, 

Jessica Fletcher and other super-sleuths use their intuition and instinct when investigating cases.  

The website reinforces Laura’s connection specifically to Lieutenant Columbo by referring to her 

work as her “Columbo day job.” Laura also wears a raincoat like the kind worn by Lieutenant 

Columbo. The reference to Laura Lebral’s avoidance of scientific evidence and psychological 

analysis also discursively distinguishes this series from procedural shows, like CSI and its spinoffs. 

The discourse confirms Los misterios de Laura’s status as a classical detective text.  Furthermore, 

the website says Laura investigates “perfect crimes.” This description of Laura’s cases discursively 

suggests the program details the same types of mysteries evident in the classical detective story 

formula, namely ones that emphasize the puzzle aspect of crimes (See Chapter Two). Finally. the 

website states the show is “in the spirit of [the] titles Murder, She Wrote, Columbo, or the mysteries 

of Agatha Christie.” The site thus explicitly identifies these works of classical detective fiction as 

inspirations for the program. It also confirms that the classical detective formula comprises the 
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show’s genealogy and identity.  Henceforth, the program’s website discursively represents Los 

misterios de Laura as a classical detective text, thus confirming the formula’s global flow.  The 

website also exemplifies the influence the Anglo formula and its representative texts (Agatha 

Christie's stories, Columbo, and Murder, She Wrote) has on the Spanish program. Such influence 

indicates Anglo classical detective media's influence on non-Anglo texts. Consequently, the 

website further suggests Anglo media's influence on texts throughout the globe. 

The website also represents Los misterios de Laura as a classical detective text by 

emphasizing a convention utilized by Anglo media reflecting the formula.  According to the site, the 

guest casts of the episodes consist of famous or big-name actors from Spanish film and television 

(“Home”).  This big-name guest star casting strategy is a staple of Anglo television shows that 

reflect the classical detective formula.  Such programs include the North American shows Burke’s 

Law, Ellery Queen, and Los misterios de Laura’s inspirational texts, Columbo and Murder, She 

Wrote. They also include British shows like the television programs based on Agatha Christie’s 

works, Midsomer Murders, and Death in Paradise.  As stated in chapter three, various movies 

reflecting the classical detective story formula use this casting strategy as well, like The Last of 

Sheila, Knives Out, Glass Onion: A Knives Out Mystery, and theatrical film adaptations of Agatha 

Christie. The website thus further suggests that Anglo classical detective media inspired both the 

narrative and style of Los misterios de Laura.  

Besides the industrial discourse via the co-creator’s comments and the website, Los 

misterios de Laura also constitutes a classical detective text through its plotlines.  The show’s 

plots reflect specific Anglo texts that inspired the creation of the show.  They also reflect the 

conventions of the classical detective story formula itself.  First, many episodes of the series have 

the same plotlines as famous stories by Agatha Christie. “The mystery of the ten unknown” has the 

same plotline as Christie’s famous novel And Then There Were None (1939). In the episode, ten 
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people accept an invitation to a mansion and find themselves the target of a murderer 

(“FormulaTV”).  The episode “The mystery of the unexpected guest” has a storyline that mirrors 

Christie’s novel There is a Tide (1948). “The mystery of the mice trapped” has a plot and title that 

echo Christie’s long-running play The Mousetrap (1952 -).  Other episodes of the series are locked-

room mysteries in the same vein as other Christie tales and the works of John Dickson Carr and 

Ellery Queen. These episodes include the pilot “The mystery of the sealed room,” “The mystery of 

the eight angry men,” and “The mystery of Primal Fear.” While some episodes of the series are 

closed mysteries in which the storytellers conceal the criminal’s identity until the denouement, 

other episodes are open mysteries. In these latter tales, the storytellers reveal the criminal’s 

identity at the outset and then depict Laura’s efforts to prove their guilt. These episodes reflect the 

premise of Columbo, one of the shows that inspired the creation of Los misterios de Laura (Diego 

and Peréz 2018).  The show also reflects its Anglo inspirational texts through the episode “The 

mystery of the corpse announced,” which has a title that sounds like the Christie novel A Murder is 

Announced (1950) and a plot that mirrors the Murder, She Wrote episode “Crossed Up.” 

Consequently, the specific storylines classify Los misterios de Laura as a classical detective text. 

This classification exemplifies the classical detective story formula’s inspiration of the Spanish text 

and thus Anglo's media influence throughout the world.  

A final exemplification of the program’s status as a classical detective work is its treatment 

of the audience.  One of the salient aspects of the classical detective story formula is its promotion 

of audience involvement in the story.  Classical detective media encourage their respective 

audiences to investigate the cases alongside the fictional super sleuth. This media also 

encourages audiences to try to solve the mystery before the super-sleuth or before the latter 

reveals the solution in the climax.  Promotions of this audience participation appear in Anglo 

literature (see Chapter Two), film (see Chapter Three), television (see Chapter Four), and other 
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media that reflects the classical detective story formula. Los misterios de Laura reinforces the 

formula’s promotion of audience involvement. As Diego and Peréz (2018) explain it, the show 

reflects “the idea that allows the viewer to play from home as if it were Cluedo game and help 

Laura solve the mystery.” Co-creators Carlos Vila and Javier Holgado confirm that audience 

participation is a key aspect of their show’s “pattern.” In this matter, the creators explain, they 

“suggest the atmosphere of mystery with the murder, introduce all the suspects thoroughly and 

that the public plays guessing who the murderer is.” The show, thus, reflected an intent to involve 

viewers in Laura’s fictional investigation. By promoting this participation, the show also reinforces 

another feature of classical detective story media, namely the treatment of the mysteries as games 

storytellers play with the audience.  In this regard, Los misterios de Laura classifies as a game 

show in the same manner as the U.S. classical detective show Perry Mason (see Chapter Four). Its 

game show nature further confirms the program’s status as a classical detective text. 

The Spanish text’s promotion of game play and audience involvement suggests additional 

information about the series.  Because of its encouragement of viewers to play the producers’ 

game i.e. solve the mysteries, the text reinforces the capitalist ideal of competition. In this text, the 

competition is between the viewer and the storytellers/producers. The exemplification of 

competition in a non-Anglo text inspired by an Anglo story formula suggests the global circulation 

of capitalism and the values thereof.  

Los misterios de Laura’s game aspect suggests other information about the classical 

detective story formula. Specifically, this aspect suggests the Anglo formula’s influence on non-

Anglo media.  The formula’s conventional treatment of mysteries as games might have inspired the 

Spanish producers to incorporate this element into their series.  Vila and Holgado, the show’s 

creators, suggest the influence Anglo classical detective media had on their program in the above 

quote in which they affirm their desire for viewers to act as if the latter were playing Cluedo, a 
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mystery board game of British origin. Consequently, this influence suggests that Anglo popular 

culture, including literature, television shows, and games, impacts media throughout the world, 

including in non-Anglo regions.  

Los misterios de Laura, thus, exemplifies the international circulation of the classical 

detective story formula. The formula originates in the Anglo contexts of Christie literature and the 

television shows Columbo and Murder, She Wrote.  It then appears in a Spain via the creation and 

production of a show inspired by the Anglo texts.  The program and the discourse surrounding it 

reflect the classical detective influences and genealogy. Consequently, the text suggests the 

formula’s transnational nature.  Through its promotion of audience participation, Los misterios de 

Laura also reinforces the capitalist ideology of competition. Consequently, the program suggests 

the flow of capitalist ideology throughout the globe. Furthermore, the series itself exemplifies Anglo 

classical detective media’s inspiration of non-Anglo texts. This inspiration again suggests the 

general influence of Anglo media throughout the world.  However, such influence also does not 

reflect the conventional notion of cultural imperialism. Specifically, the classical detective 

formula's manifestation in Spanish culture did not involve a top-down imposition. Instead, 

storytellers in Spain used elements of the formula to create a local text. Los misterios de Laura, 

therefore, reflects the same balance act as does the Israeli sitcom Krovim-Krovim and other 

television programs, including the formats described above.  

5.5 The Mysteries of Laura 

The North American adaptation of Los misterios de Laura further suggests the 

Transnational character of the classical detective formula.  Developed for U.S. television by Jeff 

Rake, The Mysteries of Laura details the cases of Laura Diamond (Debra Messing), a brilliant 

detective with the New York City Police Department.  This adaptation bears the marks of the 

classical detective story formula itself.  It also has distinct traces of the texts that comprise its 
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genealogy.  Such texts include its source text Los misterios de Laura, and the works that originally 

inspired the latter, namely Agatha Christie’s stories, Columbo, and Murder, She Wrote. The 

Mysteries of Laura thus details an additional flow of the classical detective story formula. After its’s 

journey into Spanish television, the formula returned to one of its original Anglo contexts, U.S. 

television, via the North American adaptation.  The formula’s circular flow throughout the globe, 

therefore, illustrates its bypassing of national borders. It also suggests that a broadcast industry’s 

adaptation of a “format” from another country does not just involve the circulation of a single text 

or a genre, like Rivero states, but also of an entire story formula.   

First, The Mysteries of Laura reflects the classical detective formula through its narrative 

pattern of action.  Like its source text and other classical detective works, the show details a super-

sleuth, Laura Diamond’s, investigation and solving of puzzling murder mysteries.  Some of these 

episodes, like the pilot, are also locked room/impossible crimes mysteries in which a victim is 

found murdered in a room locked from the inside.  And, certain episodes, like the pilot and “The 

Mystery of the Biker,” utilize the classical formulaic convention of representing the most unlikely or 

surprising character as the murderer.  

However, key differences exists between The Mysteries of Laura and its source text. These 

differences concern the adaptation’s narrative.  Specifically, the North American series evinces 

traces of another type of detective fiction besides the classical detective story or whodunnit, 

namely the procedural.  Like other procedural shows, including the CSI and Law & Order 

franchises, episodes of The Mysteries of Laura have action and graphic violence. The 

aforementioned opening scene of the pilot reflects these procedural type elements.  Furthermore, 

on a personal level, the initial promos for The Mysteries of Laura gave me the impression that the 

program was strictly a procedural show. As stated, I did not realize the program’s exemplification 

of the classical detective formula until I watched the pilot. The North American producers’ 
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inclusion of procedural elements suggests the adaptors’ desire to gear their program towards U.S. 

viewers, specifically those who like procedurals.  Secondly, the adaptation’s incorporation of 

procedural elements consequently led to a general de-emphasis of the classical detective story.  

The creators of Los misterios de Laura, Carlos Vila and Javier Holgado, suggest this de-emphasis 

when discussing the differences between their text and the U.S. adaptation. As Vila and Holgado 

explain, the U.S. producers “used the American procedural style, like Bones, House, Castle, or El 

mentalista [The Mentalist] . . . It is what their public is used to watch.  We would have liked that the 

scriptwriters follow our pattern: suggest the atmosphere of mystery with the murder, introduce all 

suspects thoroughly and that the public plays guessing who the murderer is” (Diego and Peréz 

2018). Thus, Vila and Holgado believe the North American adaptors incorporate more aspects of 

the procedural and less aspects of the classical detective story.   

Another contributing factor to the U.S. show’s de-emphasis of the classical detective story 

is the difference between the running times of the program and the source text.  Specifically, the 

episodes of Los misterios de Laura episodes had a running time of 60-65 minutes (Diego and Peréz 

2018). Consequently, the producers had more time to narratively represent conventions of the 

classical detective story, including the puzzle aspect and the interrogation of suspects. For 

example, Vila and Holgado state that to involve their audience in the mystery games they planned 

for them, their writers needed to give viewers “time to know the characters,” presumably the 

suspects in the murder cases (Diego and Peréz 2018). However, because the North American 

adaptation has a shorter time (60 minutes including commercials), the program could not devote 

as much time as its source text to the interrogation of suspects or the remainder of the 

investigation. As Vila and Holgado state, it is difficult for the U,S. producers “to write the mystery 

we make to adjust it to 40 minutes when 10 are already used to develop Laura’s personal life and 

there are only 30 minutes left for the police case and as a consequence, the story accelerates” 
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(Diego and Peréz 2018). The Mysteries of Laura, therefore, differs in significant respects from its 

source text.  Nevertheless, though it does not represent the formula’s conventions to the same 

degree as its source text, the North American adaptation still exemplifies the classical detective 

story through its narrative elements. The Mysteries of Laura’s exemplification of these elements 

suggests the formula’s flow from Spain to the United States.  

Besides those mentioned above, the North American show reflects other elements of Los 

misterios de Laura and the works that inspired the source text.  Like Laura Lebral and Jessica 

Fletcher, Laura Diamond solves mysteries using her intellect and intuition.  Detective Diamond 

also uses other traits held by Jessica Fletcher, Lieutenant Columbo, and other super-sleuths of 

classical detective fiction.  These traits include an impeccable memory, powers of observation, 

and what Ronald R. Thomas (1999) might call human lie detection, i.e. sensing when someone 

deceives her.  Like Lieutenant Columbo and Laura Lebral, Detective Diamond wears a raincoat.  At 

one point in the pilot, a colleague references Laura Diamond’s “Columbo day job” a la the website 

on Los misterios de Laura.  The storylines also resemble famous Agatha Christie stories.  For 

example, the pilot, an adaptation of the source text’s pilot, has traces of the Christie novels The 

Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1926) and Hercule Poirot’s Christmas (1938).  The episode “The Mystery 

of the Red Runway” has elements of the Christie novels Peril at End House (1932) and A Murder is 

Announced (1950).  Like its source texts and the works that inspired the latter, The Mysteries of 

Laura also utilizes the big-name guest star casting strategy.  The famous actors that appear as 

guest stars on the show include Enrico Colantoni, Polly Draper, Wallace Shawn, Jerry O’Connell, 

Robet Klein, and lead Debra Messing’s Will & Grace (NBC, 1998-2006, 2017-2020) co-star Eric 

McCormack. The denouement scenes of each episode also resemble those of Murder, She Wrote, 

Columbo, and other classical detective texts. Oftentimes, a comment made by another character 

will give Laura the final clue she needs to solve the mystery. Having solved the case, Laura then 
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explains her solution. The text then cross-cuts Laura’s explanations with flashbacks depicting the 

commission of the crime and how Laura solved it.  Henceforth, the series bears traces of its source 

texts and other works that form its genealogy. thus further suggesting The Mysteries of Laura’s 

exemplification of the classical detective formula. 

The Mysteries of Laura also exemplifies the classical detective story formula through its 

promotion of audience participation.  Like other works that reflect the formula, including its source 

text and the latter’s inspirations, The Mysteries of Laura encourages its audience to investigate the 

fictional cases alongside the protagonist.  The text also encourages viewers to try to solve the 

cases before Laura does or before she reveals the solution.  As stated in previous chapters, 

audience participation is one of the salient conventions of the classical detective formula.  Media 

reflecting the formula promote this participation in different ways.  Literature, for example, 

promotes it through the establishment of an implied reader for classical detective stories, 

especially those of the so-called Golden Age (see Chapter Two).  Classical detective movies 

promote viewer participation through the establishment of the detective spectatorial position (see 

Chapter Three). As stated in Chapter Four, The Mysteries of Laura uses the same stylistic 

techniques as classical detective movies and television shows. For example, subjective/point-of-

view camera shots and close-ups represent the clues Laura Diamond uncovers during her 

investigation.  These shots force viewers to look at the clues through her eye, thus serving as her 

companions or partners as she investigates the case.  Furthermore, during the denouement 

scenes, as stated, flashbacks depict the ways Laura solved the case, including the clues through 

which she arrived at the solution.  As with the Christie film adaptations discussed in Chapter Three, 

these denouements show viewers the indications which may have led these audience members to 

the truth behind the crime.  These scenes also show the audience members the mistakes these 

viewers might have made when trying to deduce the solution.  Such denouement scenes thus 
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instruct viewers how to be good detectives in their own rights.  Thus, its promotion of audience 

participation reinforces The Mysteries of Laura’s status as a classical detective text.  

As with Los misterios de Laura, the discourse surrounding the North American adaptation 

exemplifies its status as a classical detective formulaic text.  Despite the program’s 

aforementioned procedural elements, the discourse emphasizes the show’s connections to the 

classical detective works that inspired the source text.  For example, in an interview, star Debra 

Messing says the show has the same flavor as “Angela Lansbury’s old ‘Murder, She Wrote’ series 

(“Mysteries of Debra Messing’s life”).  The Mysteries of Laura’s website also refers to Laura 

Diamond’s work as her “Columbo day job,” the same description used in Los misterios de Laura’s 

website.  This discourse thus further illustrates the adaptation’s reflection of the classical 

detective formula.   

The Mysteries of Laura’s reflection of the classical detective formula suggests the latter’s 

circular flow throughout the globe.  Specifically, the Spanish source text took aspects of British and 

North American works that reflected the formula and incorporated them into their new series.  

Later, when adapting the Spanish program, the North American producers took the same aspects 

that inspired the source text and incorporated them into the adaption.  Additional discourse 

surrounding the adaptation substantiates the formula’s circular movement. Carlos Vila, co-creator 

of Los misterios de Laura, references the circular flow when he discusses the North American 

series.  Vila says that he and his partner Javier Holgado originally used the “fiction” of “Tinseltown” 

to create their show. The fiction to which Vila refers include Columbo and Murder, She Wrote.  

Because of their Tinseltown influences, Vila argues the U.S. television adaptation of their program 

demonstrates the series is a “round format” (emphasis mine) (“Learn to Shoot”). Though Vila refers 

to the Laura series as a round text, his comments may also be applied to the formula exemplified 

by the program. Specifically. Vila’s comments indicate the classical detective formula has 
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undergone the same “round” or circular flow as the Laura format.  Secondly, because of the 

formula’s origins in North American and British culture, its international flow suggests Anglo 

media’s general influence on texts throughout the world.   

The classical detective story is not the only formula that exemplifies an international flow.  

Specifically, another formula of detective fiction, one which John Cawelti (1976) calls “the hard-

boiled detective story,” also circulates throughout the globe in a similar manner to the classical 

detective story.  Like the latter, the hard-boiled detective story originated in the literature of U.S. 

culture, specifically North American pulp magazines. After manifesting itself in literature, novels 

and short stories, the hard-boiled formula appeared in other Anglo media, like Hollywood film noir 

and North American television. Eventually, works reflecting this formula appeared in countries 

throughout the globe. The hard-boiled detective story formula, therefore, has the same 

transnational bent as the classical detective story.  Furthermore, the hard-boiled detective story’s 

own status as a U.S. formula suggests that its global flow also suggests the international influence 

of Anglo or Western media.  

Besides those discussed above, other differences exist between The Mysteries of Laura and 

its source text.  Some concern the aforementioned difference between the respective time lengths 

of both texts. Jeff Rake, the developer of the U.S. series, addresses this difference in his 

comparisons of the two shows. According to Rake, the episodes of the Spanish program are 60 

minutes while the length of each U.S. show’s episode is 43 minutes.  Their longer length, Rake 

argues, gives Los misterios de Laura more time to craft narratives that emphasize the complex 

nature of the fictional cases. Such a time length also gives the Spanish show a leisurely “pace.” 

Conversely, Rake says, the North American series has a more “frantic” pace and the producers “try 

to compress a long development of characters and storyline” in a more condensed time period 

(“Showrunner”). Javier Holgado, co-creator of Los misterios de Laura, makes similar observations 
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when he compares the Spanish program to the U.S. adaptation.  Holgado argues that because of 

the shorter time length, the North American version does not have the ability to tell the same 

complex mystery stories as the Spanish program (“Learn to Shoot”).  Holgado also mentions 

another significant difference between the Spanish text and the U.S. adaptation, namely the level 

of action.  As stated, the pilot of The Mysteries of Laura begins with a chase sequence that 

concludes with Detective Diamond shooting a suspect. Such an incident, Holgado says, would not 

happen on the original series because the Spanish detective Laura Lebral never fired a gun. 

Holgado thus speculates that the inclusion of such action will likely make the adaptation 

successful on U.S. television.  According to Holgado, adaptations fail when the adaptors do not 

transfer “the product to their culture.” The action In the U.S. adaptation, Holgado believes, will 

accommodate the demands of North American culture, namely the desire for dramas with action-

packed sequences (“Learn to shoot”). Holgado’s collaborator Carlos Vila makes a similar 

argument when he says in another interview that the U.S. adaptors included “more action [in their 

program] to suit American tastes” (“American adventure”).  The Mysteries of Laura thus again 

reflects the classical detective formula to a lesser degree than its source text.  The U.S. adaptation 

does not have the program length to tell stories that deeply explore the complexity of their 

mysteries. Nevertheless, other elements of the program still indicate its status as a classical 

detective text. Henceforth, the North American adaptation of Los misterios de Laura still reflects 

the circular, global flow of the classical detective story formula.   

5.6 The Mysteries of Laura’s Treatment of Class 

The Mysteries of Laura exemplifies the classical detective story formula and its 

genealogical texts in an additional respect.  This respect concerns its treatment of class.  Like other 

works reflecting the classical detective story formula, including its genealogical texts, the plots of 

The Mysteries of Laura focus on crimes impacting members of the upper-class. In many episodes, 
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an unknown assailant commits a crime against a wealthy person, such as a murder.  In other 

episodes, Laura discovers that a wealthy or prominent person has committed a crime against 

another rich individual or a member of a different social class.  Through its storylines, The Mysteries 

of Laura promotes the same type of ideologies as other works that reflect the classical detective 

formula, like movies (See Chapter Three) and literature (See Chapter Two). Specifically, the 

program suggests that offenses committed against wealthy people are crimes and thus worthy of 

investigation and punishment.  Through such an ideology, the show reinforces capitalism and the 

class system connected with it.   

Those episodes in which a wealthy person commits a crime promote a slightly different 

message.  Like other classical detective works, The Mysteries of Laura often represents its super-

sleuth as uncovering murders committed by wealthy people and ensuring that the rich murderers 

receive legal punishment for their actions.  The portrayal of crimes committed by the upper-class is 

a staple of classical detective fiction and serves as the basis of various texts that comprise Laura’s 

genealogy. One such text is Columbo, a show that partly inspired the source text Los misterios de 

Laura. On Columbo, a wealthy and/or prominent individual commits a seemingly perfect murder 

and the titular character must prove the murderer’s guilt.  Various open or “inverted” mystery texts 

inspired by Columbo have the same general plotline, including J.J. Starbuck (NBC, 1987-1988), Jake 

and the Fatman (CBS, 1987-1992), Diagnosis: Murder, Poker Face (Peacock, 2023 - ), and Elsbeth 

(CBS, 2024 -). These plots seemingly promote the viewpoint that no one, including a wealthy 

person, is above the law.  They also seemingly promote anti-capitalist ideology through their 

representation of a rich criminal’s apprehension and punishment. However, another consideration 

of these plotlines indicates the same ideology underlies these stories as does those tales in which 

a rich person is a crime victim. In both types of stories, the show represents crime as a matter of 

individual motivation and actions. Consequently, the program reflects what Diana Kendall calls the 
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“bad apple” media framing of television crime dramas (74-76). Specifically, the text suggests that 

individuals are responsible for crime in society, not “structural conditions embedded in the social 

institutions of our nation” (76).  Because the capitalist social order is not responsible for crime, the 

program suggests, “purging one or a few bad apples,” namely the individuals who commit crimes, 

will fix the problems in society (77). Thus, any change or overhaul of the social system, the text 

argues, is unnecessary. Like the reality competition formats discussed above, The Mysteries of 

Laura and its genealogical texts thus reinforce the maintenance of capitalist society.   

Furthermore, by encouraging viewers to investigate the fictional crimes committed by 

individuals, the text renders audience members as enforcers and protectors of the capitalist social 

order. In this regard, The Mysteries of Laura’s viewers serve the same function as the audience 

members of classical detective literature, film, and other television mystery programming.  

Because the aforementioned pro-capitalist messages and audience participation are key 

aspects of the classical detective formula, the latter’s flow throughout the globe also suggests the 

similar circulation of these elements. Furthermore, these aspects may contribute to the formula’s 

popularity throughout the world. This popularity consequently may contribute to the formula’s 

global circulation in the same manner as Cawelti suggests about the international appeal of 

mystery literature (286-287). In fact, Vila and Holgado argue that two factors that contribute to Los 

misterios de Laura’s adaptation by countries throughout the world are its treatment of class and its 

encouragement of audience participation. Specifically, the show’s creators state that in their 

series, Laura Lebral, a detective of a “low socioeconomic class . . always investigates higher class 

characters” (Diego and Peréz 2018). They also state that the another “favoring aspect” that allows 

the format’s global adaptation is the “idea” of allowing viewers to investigate the cases alongside 

Laura Lebral and trying to deduce the solution (Diego and Peréz 2018).  The formula’s promotion of 
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audience participation, its treatment of class, and the capitalist ideologies reinforced by the latter 

may enable the classical detective story’s flow throughout the world. 

5.7 The Implications of The Classical Detective Story Formula’s Transnational Flows  

Through its reflection of the classical detective formula and the texts reflecting it, The 

Mysteries of Laura, like other format adaptations, operates within a realm of “intertextuality.” Laura 

operates within such a realm because of its references to and connections with other texts 

(Navarro 29, Fiske 109, Shahaf 2014).  The series also operates within what Robert Stam calls an 

“intertextual dialogism.” As Stam explains it, within this dialogism, “every text forms an 

intersection of textual surfaces.  All texts are tissues of anonymous formulae, variations of this 

formulae, conscious and unconscious quotations, and conflations and inversions of other texts” 

(64).  When discussing the intertextuality specifically of film adaptations, Stam describes them as 

“caught up in the ongoing whirl of intertextual reference and transformation, of texts generating 

other texts in an endless process of recycling, transformation, with no clear point of origin” (66). As 

Vinicius Navarro argues, Stam’s comments on film adaptations may also apply to television 

adaptations, like dance competition shows (29).  The Mysteries of Laura suggests this application 

of Stam’s views. As stated, the series bears the marks of its source material, Los misterios de 

Laura, and the texts which inspired the latter, namely Christie stories, Columbo, and Murder, She 

Wrote. However, the North American adaptation of the Spanish program also suggests that Stam’s 

notion of intertextual whirl also applies to the classical detective formula.  Consequently, the 

circulation of a single text, whether throughout media platforms and/or the globe, simultaneously 

involves the flow of that text’s subgenre and its formula. In the case of The Mysteries of Laura, the 

Spanish source text bears marks of the works that inspired the series and of the classical detective 

formula itself. Los misterios de Laura also has the marks of other texts that reflect the classical 

detective formula. Similarly, as stated, the North American adaptation bears marks of the classical 
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formula. The adaptation also has traces of other classical detective texts besides those that 

directly inspired it. For example, the interrogation scene in the pilot resemble similar scenes from 

the British television series Agatha Christie’s Marple/Miss Marple. The Mysteries of Laura, 

therefore, demonstrates the global circulation of not only a single text, Los misterios de Laura, but 

also that of an entire formula of storytelling.  As stated, the formula’s circulation began with the 

classical detective story’s origins in Anglo culture, via Christie stories, Columbo, and Murder, She 

Wrote. The formula then appeared in the non-Anglo context of Spain, via Los misterios de Laura. 

And, the formula’s journey took it back to an Anglo context, via the U.S. television adaptation of the 

Spanish text. The classical detective story’s circular flow distinguishes it from the conventional 

unidirectional and “two-way,” to use Albert Moran’s (2013), flows of texts throughout the world.  

This global flow also suggests a key expansion of Yeidy Rivero’s argument about television format 

adaptations. The Mysteries of Laura demonstrates that not only do such adaptations facilitate the 

flows of genres, but also those of formulas.   

The transnational flow of the classical detective story formula suggests new avenues of 

research for media studies, especially the field known as distribution studies (Braun 2021, Lotz 

2021, Perren 2021).  Specifically, this flow exemplifies a salient form of media distribution.  The 

distribution in this case is the circulation of story formulas throughout the globe.  In the case of the 

classical detective story, this distribution may occur through the adaptation of foreign mystery 

programs, like The Mysteries of Laura. Such distribution may also occur through the domestic 

productions of works that reflect the story formula from another region, like the Anglo classical 

detective story formula inspiring non-Anglo media like Los misterios de Laura and Sin-Honkaku. 

The classical detective story also suggests the global distribution of story formulas may have 

cultural implications.  One such implication is the international reinforcement of capitalism.  In the 

case of the classical detective story, this reinforcement occurs through the global distribution of a 
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story formula whose elements reinforce capitalist values. Another cultural implication is the 

reinforcement of Anglo or Western media’s influence on popular culture throughout the world. As 

stated, the global flow of the classical detective story involved North American and British texts’ 

inspiration of media production in non-Anglo regions, like Spain (Los misterios de Laura) and Japan 

(Sin-Honkaku).  The classical detective story’s circulation thus suggests that the global flows of 

story formulas constitute media distribution. It also suggests this distribution has cultural 

implications that are worthy of scholarly attention.  

The global flow of the classical detective story also invites an avenue of research suggested 

by Alisa Perren.  In her work on distribution research, Perren proposes an examination of what she 

calls “ ‘outlier’ cases.  Specifically, Perren suggests analyzing “cultural forms that have been less 

regularly discussed as part of the distribution ecosystem for a variety of reasons” (78).  Citing 

various examples, including comic books, theater, and sports, Perren says these cultural forms are 

“less consistently examined at least in part due to disciplinary boundaries, research priorities, and 

definitional inconsistencies.” She also states that these forms “might be of less interest to many 

film and media scholars” (78).  Perren’s notion of outlier cases applies to the television and other 

moving image media that reflects the classical detective story formula.  A paucity of research 

exists concerning this formula and the moving image media exemplifying it (see Chapter One). For 

example, studies that reference television shows that reflect the formula devote only a paragraph 

or a couple of pages to such programs (Turnbull 2014, Gates 2006, Bordwell 2023). Thus, an 

analysis of the global circulation of the classical detective story formula would expand distribution 

research in the manner suggested by Perren.  Such analysis would reveal the specific mechanisms 

through which this formula circulates, namely those discussed above.  This analysis would also 

illuminate the cultural implications of this circulation, like the promotions of capitalism and its 
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values. Finally, analysis of the classical detective story’s flow may inspire analysis of the global 

circulations of other “outlier” story formulas, thereby further expanding distribution research.  

5.8 Conclusion 

Its appearance in various nations and media throughout the world suggests key information 

about the classical detective story formula.  First, its manifestations in literature, film, and 

television suggests the formula has a cross-platform or transmedia nature.  Second, the formula’s 

circulation throughout the world suggests its transnational character.  The formula thus does not 

restrict itself to one medium or one nation.  Another future avenue of research may explore 

additional dimensions of the classical detective story formula’s multi-platform nature. For 

example, a future project may explore the formula’s appearances in other media not addressed in 

this study, like theater and video games. Such a project may also explore the transnational flows of 

this other media that reflects the classical detective story formula.   

The cross-platform/transmedia and transnational flows of the classical detective story also 

suggest other story formulas have the same capabilities.  Like the classical detective story, these 

formulas may appear throughout various media, including those addressed and not discussed in 

this study. These formulas may also circulate throughout the globe like the classical detective 

story. Thus, an additional avenue of research would be further explorations of these formulas’ 

circulations.  Such research may explore whether other formulas circulate in the same ways as the 

classical detective story. The research may also explore the factors that contribute to these flows 

and/or the reasons for them. 

The detective genre offers more potential subjects for such future research. Besides the 

classical detective story, other formulas distinguish themselves through their unique conventions. 

One such formula is the hard-boiled detective story, whose conventions differ significantly from 

those of the classical detective story or whodunnit. These conventions include the figure of the so-
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called “hard-boiled” private eye and urban or big city milieu of the tales (Cawelti 1976, Hirsch 1981, 

Spicer 2002, Naremore 2008)). Works reflecting the hard-boiled story formula appear in various 

media, One such medium is literature, in which the writers of such tales include Dashiell Hammett 

(1894-1961), Raymond Chandler (1888=1959), and Mickey Spillane (1918-2006). Hard-boiled 

detective stories have also appeared in the cinema via the category of movies known as film noir. 

Such hard-boiled detective noirs include The Maltese Falcon (1941), Murder, My Sweet (1944), The 

Big Sleep (1946), Marlowe (1969), The Long Goodbye (1973), Chinatown (1974), and Marlowe 

(2022).  Various television series also have the conventions of hard-boiled detective stories, 

including Martin Kane, Private Eye (NBC, 1949-1954), The Rockford Files (NBC, 1974-1980), Harry O 

(ABC, 1974-1976), City of Angels (NBC, 1976), Mickey Spillane’s Mike Hammer/The New Mike 

Hammer (CBS, 1984-1987), and Veronica Mars (UPN, 2004-2006, The CW, 2006-2007, Hulu, 2019) 

(Collins and Javna 1988, Meyers 1989, Berger 1992, Robinson 2005, Turnbull 2014).  Works that 

reflect the hard-boiled detective story also are produced in non-U.S. countries, like the television 

miniseries Monsieur Spade (AMC and Canal+, 2024), the North American and French co-

production detailing the exploits of Dashiell Hammett’s famous Sam Spade.  Thus, an exploration 

of the flows of the hard-boiled formula is a possible subject for a future project.  One may even 

examine the various flows of another detective story formula or a non-detective formula. Therefore, 

the flows of the classical detective story invite examination of the cross-platform/transmedia and 

transnational nature of other story formulas.  Lastly, analysis of a formula’s platform and global 

flows may provide further expansions of the field of media distribution studies. 

6  CHAPTER 6:  CONCLUSION 

6.1 The Classical Detective Story’s Cross-Platform and Transnational Nature 

In a classical detective story, the situation is not always what it seems. The truth is often 

not what the fictional sleuth and/or the audience believes.  This study of the classical detective 
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story suggests the same holds true for the formula itself. Specifically, this story formula seemingly 

operates solely within the medium from which it originated, literature.  The formula also seemingly 

functions and resides only within Anglo nations, like Britain and the United States. However, as the 

previous chapters demonstrate, the classical detective story formula does not operate within only 

one medium.  Works that reflect this formula appear in various media besides literature.  This 

media includes those explored in this study, namely film and television. It also includes other 

media this study does not examine, specifically theatre, radio, comics, and computer games.  For 

example, Agatha Christie’s The Mousetrap is the longest running play in theatrical history.  During 

the early 20th century, numerous programs appeared on radio concerning the exploits of classical 

detectives, like Sherlock Holmes, Philo Vance, and Ellery Queen. And, in the 1980s, a computer 

game based on the television series Perry Mason (CBS, 1957 – 1966) briefly appeared on the North 

American market. Besides its manifestation in various media, the classical detective story also 

appears in nations throughout the world.  For example, many nations air classical detective 

programs that originate from other countries.  Some countries produce local adaptations of 

classical mystery stories originated from various regions throughout the globe.  And, certain 

nations produce original  texts inspired by the classical detective story formula or works that reflect 

it.  Consequently, the formula transgresses boundaries of medium and nation.  The North 

American series The Mysteries of Laura exemplifies these transgressions. As stated, the series is an 

adaptation of a Spanish program inspired by Anglo texts that reflect the formula, namely the works 

of British author Agatha Christie and the U.S. shows Columbo and Murder, She Wrote.  Henceforth, 

the case study of The Mysteries of Laura suggests the cross-platform and transnational nature of 

the classical detective story formula.   

Besides The Mysteries of Laura and its genealogy, the previous chapters reveal other 

dimensions of the classical detective story’s transgressions of medium and national boundaries.  
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One such dimension is the implied reader of Golden Age classical detective literature and its 

promotion of capitalist values.  Another is the establishment of the detective-spectator position 

within the medium of film.  The third is the presence of cycles of classical detective programming 

on North American television.  And, the final dimension is the specific circulation or flow of the 

classical detective formula throughout the globe, as evidenced by The Mysteries of Laura’s source 

text, Los misterios de Laura, and other works.  These dimensions, thus, further illustrate the 

formula’s cross-platform and transnational nature.  

6.2.  Possible Scholarly Interests in the Flows of The Classical Detective Story  

As stated in Chapter Five, the classical detective story’s cross-platform and transnational 

flows provide potential avenues of future media distribution research.  However, these flows may 

also interest scholars of other subjects in media studies.  First, this study may interest scholars of 

mystery or detective stories.  The classical detective story’s flows will reveal to these scholars the 

ways in which this specific formula appears in various different media and nations.  Such flows 

may also interest scholars of story formulas in general. This study will give these scholars insights 

into the classical detective story’s transgressions of media and national boundaries. As also stated 

in Chapter Five, the classical detective story’s transgressions of these boundaries suggest that 

other formulas have the same ability. This study thus may inspire scholars to explore other 

formulas’ transgressions.  Thirdly, an examination of the classical detective story’s flows may 

interest scholars of genres.  Specifically, the classical detective story’s flows will give insight into 

the relationships between genres and formulas. The study reinforces Arthur Asa Berger’s argument 

that genres are more comprehensive than formulas (43).  As the previous chapters state, various 

formulas reside within the mystery genre.  Besides the classical detective story, other such 

formulas include the hard-boiled story and the procedural. This study also exemplifies Berger’s 

comments that within each genre lies subgenres, each of which have their own formulas (43). 
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Finally, the flows of the classical detective story may interest scholars of television.  Specifically, 

this study is the latest in a recent line of television studies projects that examine “a wide variety of 

other objects, platforms, and media” (Gray and Lotz 2019, 137). Like those projects, this study 

suggests that to gain insight into a television show, one should look beyond the text and/or the 

medium of television itself. Specifically, one should also examine other media related to their 

televisual subject. In this study, analysis of a story formula and the various media in which it 

operates provides key information about one television show, The Mysteries of Laura.  For example, 

this analysis suggests the series exemplifies a specific formula, the classical detective story. The 

analysis also reveals the show is one of a group of programs that reflects the formula’s cross-

platform and transnational character.  Henceforth, the scholars of television and the other 

aforementioned subjects may use this study as support and/or inspiration for their respective 

projects. 
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