AI-animated Agatha Christie writing course sparks ethical debate and mixed reviews
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There are few figures in the literary world as enduringly captivating as Dame Agatha Christie, whose mastery of the crime genre has left an indelible mark on literature. Despite her remarkable success, Christie’s aversion to public speaking was well-documented, a reluctance stemming from her deep-rooted shyness. This reluctance became even more pronounced following her infamous 11-day disappearance in 1926, a media frenzy that overshadowed her literary achievements for years. As she reflected in her autobiography, the scrutiny was overwhelming, leaving her even more hesitant to engage with the press and public.
In light of Christie's historical disdain for public appearances, the recent announcement by BBC Maestro of a digital writing course taught by an AI-augmented version of Christie prompted significant outrage. Many were taken aback at the idea of recreating a figure who famously avoided the spotlight to then have her “address” aspiring writers. The course, priced at $89, features actress Vivien Keene in a portrayal of Christie, digitally animated to teach lessons on narrative techniques, plot twists, and suspense.
The decision to develop this course in partnership with Christie’s heirs, particularly her great-grandson James Prichard, was framed as both revolutionary and respectful. Prichard has noted the careful attention to detail in recreating his grandmother’s persona, claiming that he, too, found the digital version surprisingly relatable. “At times he was astounded by how similar to his grandmother this version was,” he remarked, suggesting that even the descendants of iconic figures can embrace new technologies if done thoughtfully.
The controversy surrounding the course also highlights a broader debate about the role of artificial intelligence in creative domains. While the project has been defended on ethical grounds by its creators, including scholars like Mark Aldridge, critics remain wary. They question the implications of using AI to breathe life into a long-gone author and whether such a pedagogical approach risks commodifying the literary legacy of figures like Christie.
The course itself consists of twelve sections, which are designed to mirror Christie’s writing style and practical advice. Participants encounter insights reflecting Christie’s real opinions and techniques, some of which delve into minutiae—such as the ideal word count for a murder mystery and the importance of early clues in a narrative. Yet, the experience has been described as static and somewhat uninspiring by those who participated. The avatar’s largely immobile presentation limited engagement, leaving some people yearning for a more dynamic interpretation of Christie’s vibrant life.
Although the course aims to recreate Christie’s wisdom, it arguably lacks the robust context that would make her story truly resonate with modern audiences. Christie led an extraordinary life, rich with travel, exploration, and personal transformation. Her adventurous spirit encompassed a multitude of experiences, from trekking on camels during her honeymoon to pursuing archaeology in the Middle East. Such stories, rich in depth and character, are absent from the digital lesson plan, leaving some to wonder what Christie would have thought about being reduced to a timeline of bullet points and teaching methods.
As society continues to navigate the integration of artificial intelligence in creative fields, the case of Agatha Christie serves as a compelling illustration of the ethical and artistic considerations at play. She is not just a name on a page but a complex individual whose contributions to world literature are immeasurable. In the rush to embrace new technologies, it remains essential to honour the nuanced and multifaceted identities of our cultural icons.
While exploring Christie's legacy through a digital lens is fascinating, it begs the question: do we risk losing the essence of the artist in our attempts to modernise their teachings? The course may introduce a new generation to Christie’s craft, but it also highlights the need for a respectful and thorough engagement with her life’s narrative. The memory of Agatha Christie deserves not only to be taught but to be celebrated in all its intricate shades.
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