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INTRODUCTION:
THE DEFINITIVE
PORTRAYAL OF A
BELOVED SLEUTH

When  discussing  the
greatest adaptations of
Agatha  Chr is t ie 's
be loved  sp ins te r
detective,  one  name
invariably  rises  to  the
top: Joan Hickson as
Miss  Marple .  For
mill ions  of  viewers
worldwide,  the  image
of Hickson in a sensible
tweed  suit,  knitting
needles  clicking  while
she  observes  human
folly,  is  the  definitive
embodiment  of  Jane
Marple.  Her  portrayal

in the BBC series that
aired  from  1984  to
1992 remains the gold
s t a n d a r d ,  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
u n d e r s t a t e d
intelligence  and  quiet
authority. But how did
this remarkable actress
come to own the role
so  completely?  What
m a d e  h e r
in terpreta t ion  so
enduringly  popular?
And  why  does  Joan
Hickson  as  Miss
Marple  continue  to
captivate  audiences
decades after  the last
episode  aired?  This
article explores the life,
artistry,  and legacy of
the actress who, quite
s i m p l y ,  w a s  M i s s
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Marple.

THE EARLY SEEDS:
A LETTER FROM
AGATHA CHRISTIE

Remarkably,  the  story
of  Joan  Hickson  as
Miss  Marple  begins
not with her casting in
the  1980s,  but  nearly
forty  years  earlier.  In
1946,  a  young  Joan
Hickson played the role
of  Miss  Marple  in  a
stage  adaptation  of
"Appointment  with
Fear"  ( though  the
character  was  then
known as Miss Marple
in a radio play).  More
significantly,  in  1947,
she  performed  as  the
sleuth  in  a  theatrical
adaptation  of  "The
Mousetrap"?  Actually,
no  –  it  was  a  different
play. The key anecdote
is that Hickson wrote to
Agatha  Christie  after
playing  the  part  in  a
stage  production  of
"The  Murder  at  the

V icarage"  (a  p lay
based  on  Christie's
n o v e l ) .  C h r i s t i e
responded  w i th  a
prophetic note: "I hope
one day you will  play
m y  d e a r  o l d  M i s s
Marple."  That  letter
became  a  treasured
keepsake  for  Hickson,
and it foreshadowed a
destiny that would take
nearly four decades to
fulfill.
Throughout the 1950s,
60s,  and 70s,  Hickson
bui l t  a  formidable
reputation  on  stage
and  screen,  but  she
never  forgot  Christie's
words.  She  continued
to  play  small  parts  in
various  productions,
including a minor  role
in  the  1962  film
"Murder,  She  Said"
starr ing  Margaret
Rutherford  as  Miss
Marple.  Interestingly,
that film version was a
very  different
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  –
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Rutherford  played
Marple  as  a  bustling,
e c c e n t r i c  c o m i c
character. Hickson took
mental notes, knowing
in  her  heart  that  one
day she would get her
chance  to  show  the
world  the  true  Miss
Marple:  sharp,  subtle,
and acutely observant.

THE BBC SERIES: A
PERFECT
ALIGNMENT OF
TALENT AND
MATERIAL

The Role
Finally
Arrives
In the early 1980s, the
B B C  d e c i d e d  t o
produce  a  fa i thful
adaptation of Christie's
Miss Marple novels for
television. After a long
search  for  the  right

actress, they turned to
Joan  Hickson,  then  in
her  late  seventies.  It
w a s  a  c a s t i n g  s o
perfect that it seemed
inev i tab le .  When
Hickson  put  on  the
tweed  and  picked  up
the  knit t ing,  Joan
Hickson  as  Miss
Marple  became  an
immediate  sensation.
The series began with
The Body in the Library
(1984)  and  continued
with  a  total  of  twelve
films,  covering  most  of
the Marple canon.
The  BBC  productions
were notable  for  their
period  authenticity,
w i t h  e x q u i s i t e
costumes,  settings,
a n d  a  r e s p e c t f u l
adherence to Christie's
plots. But the heart of
each  ep isode  was
Hickson's performance.
She  brought  a  quiet,
almost  grandmotherly
warmth that masked a
razor-sharp  intellect.
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Her  Miss  Marple  was
not a fussy old lady but
a  woman  who  had
s p e n t  a  l i f e t i m e
observ ing  human
nature from the village
of St. Mary Mead, and
s h e  k n e w  t h a t
wickedness could exist
anywhere, even in the
most  respectab le
drawing  rooms.

The
Character
's Traits
Brought
to Life
W h a t  m a d e  J o a n
Hickson  as  Miss
Marple  so  compelling
was  her  ab i l i ty  to
convey  intelligence
without arrogance. Her
Marple  would  listen
p a t i e n t l y ,  n o d

sympathetically,  and
t h e n  d e l i v e r  a
devastatingly  accurate
observation  in  a  mild,
conversational  tone.
She used her apparent
frailty  as  a  weapon,
allowing  suspects  to
underestimate  her.
H i c k s o n ' s  s u b t l e
gestures – a slight tilt
of the head, a knowing
g l a n c e  o v e r  h e r
spectacles  –  spoke
volumes. She mastered
C h r i s t i e ' s  m o s t
i m p o r t a n t
characterization:  that
Miss  Marple  solves
crimes  not  through
brilliant  deduction  like
Hercule  Poirot,  but
through  analogy.  She
sees parallels between
crimes  and  the  petty
wickedness  she  has
observed in village life.
Hickson  made  this
process feel organic, as
i f  she  were  s imply
remembering the time
when  the  vicar's  wife
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hid the garden shears,
only now it's a case of
murder.

COMPARISONS
WITH OTHER
INTERPRETATIONS

No discussion of  Joan
Hickson  as  Miss
Marple  is  complete
without contrasting her
portrayal with those of
o t h e r  a c t r e s s e s .
Margaret  Rutherford,
who played the role in
four films in the 1960s,
was  beloved  but  her
Marp le  bore  l i t t le
r e s e m b l a n c e  t o
Christie's  original.
Rutherford's  Marple
was athletic, bumbling,
and always ready for a
c o m i c  c a p e r .  I n
contrast,  Hickson's
Marple was a creature
o f  i n t e l l e c t  a n d
sti l lness.
Later, Angela Lansbury
played  a  young  Miss
Marple in the 1980 film

The Mirror Crack'd, but
the  role  was  brief .
M o r e  r e c e n t l y ,
Geraldine  McEwan
(2004-2009)  and  Julia
McKenzie  (2009-2013)
took  turns  in  the  ITV
s e r i e s .  M c E w a n
brought  a  sly,  slightly
mischievous  quality,
while  McKenzie  was
warmer  and  more
maternal. However, for
purists,  Joan Hickson
a s  M i s s  M a r p l e
remains  the  definitive
version  because  she
captured  the  essence
of  the  character  as
Christie  wrote  her:  a
sha rp ,  i n s igh t fu l
woman  who  uses  her
age as camouflage.

THE EPISODES: A
CAREER
HIGHLIGHT REEL

Memorabl
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e Cases
Across  twelve  BBC
films, Joan Hickson as
Miss  Marple  solved
murders  in  settings
ranging from a seaside
resort (The Body in the
Library) to a Caribbean
island  (A  Caribbean
Mystery).  Hickson was
78 when she began the
series and 86 when she
finished,  yet  her
energy  and  sharpness
never  waned.  Episode
highlights include:

The Murder at
the Vicarage
(1986) – The
first Marple novel
and a perfect
showcase for
Hickson's quiet
authority as she
navigates the
complicated web
of village
relationships.
A Pocket Full of
Rye (1985) – A

dark and
atmospheric
story where
Hickson's Marple
confronts
corporate greed
and family
dysfunction.
Mirror Crack'd
from Side to
Side (1992) –
One of her final
performances,
dealing with
secrets in a
Hollywood film
location in
England.
Hickson's Marple
is more fragile
yet still mentally
agile.

Each  episode  was  a
de l igh t  p rec i se ly
because Joan Hickson
as Miss Marple never
tried  to  steal  scenes.
S h e  a l l o w e d  t h e
ensemb le  cas t  o f
British character actors
to  shine,  then  quietly
resolved the puzzle in
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the final minutes, often
during a round of  tea
and knitting.

WHY HER
PORTRAYAL
ENDURES

Several factors explain
the  lasting  popularity
of  Joan  Hickson  as
Miss  Marple.  First,
there  is  the  fidelity  to
the  source  material.
Christie's  novels  are
beloved for their clever
plots and their gentle,
yet  incisive,  social
commentary.  Hickson
understood  that  Miss
M a r p l e  i s  n o t  a
superhero  detective
but a realist who knows
t h a t  p e o p l e  a r e
c a p a b l e  o f  g r e a t
crue l ty  and  great
kindness.  She brought
a  genuine  gravitas  to
the role.
Second,  there  is  the
sheer  quality  of  the
BBC productions.  With

lavish  period  detail,
b e a u t i f u l
cinematography,  and
excellent  scripts,  the
series remains a joy to
watch.  But  without
Hickson at the center,
the whole edifice would
have  collapsed.  Her
performance  anchored
t h e  s t o r i e s  i n  a
believable humanity.
Third,  Hickson  herself
w a s  a  c h a r a c t e r
actress  of  the  highest
order.  She  had  spent
d e c a d e s  p l a y i n g
suppor t ing  ro les ,
honing  her  craft.  By
the  time  she  got  the
lead, she knew exactly
how  to  make  every
moment  count.  She
was never afraid to let
the silence speak. Her
M i s s  M a r p l e  i s  a
woman  who  listens,
and  in  doing  so,  she
commands attention.

THE LEGACY AND
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INFLUENCE

Since  the  last  BBC
episode aired in 1992,
Joan Hickson as Miss
Marple has become a
cultural  touchstone.
The  series  has  been
released  on  DVD  and
streamed,  introducing
new generations to her
brilliance.  Fans  often
cite  her  performance
as the reason they fell
in  love  with  Agatha
Christie's  mysteries.
E v e n  y o u n g e r
actresses  who  later
took  on  the  role,  like
J u l i a  M c K e n z i e ,
a c k n o w l e d g e d
Hickson's iconic status.
Moreover,  Hickson's
portrayal  influenced
how  the  character  is
perceived  in  popular
culture.  When  people
think  of  Miss  Marple,
they think of a sweet-
looking  elderly  lady
with a sharp mind and
a  wry  smile  –  that  is

Hickson's  gift.  She
made the character so
real that it is difficult to
imagine anyone else in
the role.

CONCLUSION: THE
ONE AND ONLY

In  the  pantheon  of
g r e a t  d e t e c t i v e
p o r t r a y a l s ,  J oan
Hickson  as  Miss
M a r p l e  s t a n d s
a l o n g s i d e  B a s i l
Rathbone's  Sherlock
Holmes  and  David
Suchet ' s  Hercu le
Poi rot .  She  took  a
beloved character from
the page and animated
h e r  w i t h  s u c h
precision, warmth, and
intelligence  that  she
not  only  satisfied
existing  fans  but  also
created  new  ones.
Decades  later,  her
work  remains  fresh,
engaging,  and  deeply
satisfying.  For  anyone
seeking  the  definitive
M i s s  M a r p l e
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experience,  the  BBC
series  starring  Joan
Hickson  is  the  only
place to start. She was,
as  Agatha  Christ ie
herself  predicted,  the
perfect embodiment of
the  dear  old  spinster

who  sees  evil  where
others see only charm.
That  legacy is  secure,
and it  will  continue to
delight  mystery  lovers
for  many  years  to
come.


