
what is a red herring in literature
A red herring in literature is a narrative device that misleads or distracts readers from the actual
issue or plot point. This technique is often employed to create suspense, develop characters, or
enhance the story's complexity. By deliberately steering readers away from the main storyline,
authors can heighten tension, deepen intrigue, and ultimately enrich the narrative experience. In
this article, we will explore the definition of a red herring, its historical usage in literature, how it
functions within narratives, and notable examples in various genres.

Definition of a Red Herring

A red herring is a misleading clue or piece of information that diverts attention from the main issue
or topic at hand. The term originates from the practice of using smoked herring, which is red in
color and has a strong smell, to confuse hounds during a chase. In literature, red herrings serve a
similar purpose by leading readers away from the truth or the main plot line.

The term is commonly associated with mystery and detective fiction, where authors introduce
extraneous details, characters, or events that momentarily distract readers before revealing the true
culprit or resolution of the plot. However, red herrings can also be found in various other genres,
including drama, horror, and even romance.

Historical Context

The use of red herrings in literature can be traced back to ancient storytelling practices. However, it
gained significant prominence in the 19th century with the rise of detective fiction.

Early Examples

- Edgar Allan Poe: Often regarded as the father of the detective story, Poe's works frequently
employed distraction and misdirection. His short story "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" showcases
how seemingly unrelated clues can lead readers astray.

- Charles Dickens: Dickens was adept at creating complex characters and plots. His novel "The
Mystery of Edwin Drood" includes various elements that distract readers from the actual mystery,
creating a rich tapestry of narrative complexity.

Modern Usage

In contemporary literature, red herrings have evolved but still serve the same fundamental purpose.
Authors like Agatha Christie, known for her intricate plots, often used red herrings to mislead
readers about the identity of the murderer in her detective novels.



The digital age has also seen the incorporation of red herrings into other media forms, such as films
and television series, where plot twists can lead audiences to unexpected conclusions.

Functionality of Red Herrings

Red herrings serve multiple functions in literature, enhancing both narrative tension and reader
engagement.

Creating Suspense

One of the primary functions of a red herring is to create suspense. By misleading readers, authors
can cultivate a sense of uncertainty and anticipation. This keeps readers engaged, as they attempt to
piece together clues and predict outcomes.

Techniques for Creating Suspense Using Red Herrings:

1. Introducing Compelling Characters: Authors may introduce a character who seems suspicious or
has a motive for a crime, leading readers to focus on them rather than the true perpetrator.

2. Planting Misleading Clues: Details that appear significant but ultimately serve no purpose can
lead readers astray. These clues may include false alibis, misleading statements, or irrelevant
subplots.

3. Building Tension through Conflict: A subplot or conflict that appears critical to the resolution can
distract readers from the main plot, adding layers of complexity.

Enhancing Character Development

Red herrings can also be employed as a tool for character development. By presenting characters
with ambiguous motivations or questionable actions, authors can create depth and complexity.

Examples of Character Development through Red Herrings:

- Ambiguous Motivations: A character might be portrayed as having a hidden agenda, making
readers question their true intentions.

- Contradictory Actions: When a character acts in a way that contradicts their established persona, it
can lead readers to suspect them, thereby enriching the narrative.

Increasing Complexity

Literary works often thrive on complexity, and red herrings can augment this by introducing layers
that require careful consideration. By interweaving multiple narratives, authors can create intricate



plots that challenge readers.

Ways Red Herrings Increase Complexity:

1. Multiple Plotlines: Introducing several subplots that seem relevant can complicate the main
narrative and keep readers guessing.

2. Foreshadowing: A red herring can serve as a form of foreshadowing while simultaneously
misleading readers about its true significance.

3. Unreliable Narrators: Characters who distort the truth can serve as red herrings themselves,
leading to a richer and more layered reading experience.

Notable Examples of Red Herrings in Literature

Several literary works stand out for their effective use of red herrings, illustrating how this
technique can enhance storytelling.

Mystery and Thriller Genres

- "And Then There Were None" by Agatha Christie: This classic mystery novel masterfully employs
red herrings as ten strangers are invited to an isolated island, each with secrets that mislead both
the characters and the readers about the killer's identity.

- "The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo" by Stieg Larsson: The intricate web of deceit and hidden agendas
keeps readers guessing throughout the narrative, with various characters serving as potential
suspects.

Literary Fiction

- "The Secret History" by Donna Tartt: Here, the complexities of character relationships and
misleading motivations function as red herrings, leading to an unexpected climax.

- "Gone Girl" by Gillian Flynn: The unreliable narration and shifting perspectives create a landscape
rife with red herrings, making the eventual reveal both shocking and satisfying.

Conclusion

In conclusion, a red herring in literature is a powerful narrative device that serves to mislead
readers, create suspense, enhance character development, and increase complexity in storytelling.
From its historical roots in detective fiction to its modern applications across various genres, the red
herring remains an essential tool for authors seeking to engage and surprise their audiences. By
skillfully weaving red herrings into their narratives, writers can craft compelling stories that



captivate readers’ imaginations and keep them guessing until the very end. Understanding this
technique not only enriches the reading experience but also enhances the appreciation of the craft
of writing itself.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a red herring in literature?
A red herring is a literary device or technique that misleads or distracts readers from the actual
issue or plot by introducing irrelevant information or clues.

How is a red herring used in mystery novels?
In mystery novels, a red herring is often used to divert readers' attention away from the true culprit
or solution, creating suspense and surprise in the story's resolution.

Can you provide an example of a red herring in a famous
book?
In Agatha Christie's 'And Then There Were None', several characters are presented with misleading
information that distracts from the identity of the murderer, serving as red herrings throughout the
narrative.

What effect does a red herring have on the reader?
A red herring can enhance the reader's engagement by provoking curiosity and encouraging them to
form theories, but it can also lead to frustration if overused or poorly executed.

Are red herrings only found in fiction?
While red herrings are most commonly found in fiction, particularly in mystery and thriller genres,
they can also appear in non-fiction arguments or discussions to divert attention from the main point.
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