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Examples of red herring in literature are a cornerstone of compelling storytelling, masterfully employed
by authors to misdirect readers and heighten suspense. These deliberate diversions, often seemingly
significant clues or plot points, are designed to lead the audience down a false path, making the eventual
revelation all the more impactful. Understanding how authors weave these deceptive threads is key to
appreciating the craft of mystery, suspense, and even comedic writing. This comprehensive article will
delve into the definition, purpose, and various manifestations of the red herring literary device, supported
by a rich collection of illustrative examples from classic and contemporary works, helping you identify
these clever tricks in your own reading.
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What is a Red Herring in Literature?

At its core, a red herring in literature is a piece of information or a character trait that is deliberately
planted to mislead the audience or the protagonist. The term itself originates from an old method of
training hunting dogs by dragging a strong-smelling smoked herring across a trail to distract them from the
actual scent. In a literary context, this means introducing an element that appears to be crucial to solving a
mystery or understanding the plot, but which ultimately serves no real purpose other than to divert
attention. These are not simply unanswered questions or unresolved plot threads; they are specific
misdirections intended to create confusion and anticipation.



The effectiveness of a red herring lies in its plausibility. It must appear to be a genuine clue, something
that a diligent reader would naturally investigate. Authors invest significant effort in making these
diversions seem relevant, often by associating them with significant characters or events. Without this
perceived importance, the red herring would fail to achieve its primary objective: to draw the reader away
from the true solution or the real culprit.

The Purpose of the Red Herring

The primary purpose of a red herring is to enhance the suspense and intrigue of a narrative. By diverting
attention, authors can prolong the mystery, making the eventual reveal more surprising and satisfying.
This literary device is a powerful tool for manipulating reader expectations and creating a dynamic reading
experience. It keeps the audience engaged, constantly guessing, and invested in uncovering the truth.

Beyond simple misdirection, red herrings can also serve to develop characters. The protagonist's (or the
detective's) pursuit of a false lead can reveal their deductive reasoning, their biases, and their persistence.
Similarly, the way characters react to or are associated with a red herring can offer insights into their
personalities and motivations, even if they are ultimately innocent of the primary crime or issue.

Another key function is to control the pacing of the story. Introducing a red herring can slow down the
plot at critical moments, allowing for further character development or the exploration of secondary
themes. Conversely, it can also speed up the perception of the narrative by keeping the reader busy
chasing phantom clues, only to deliver a swift resolution once the true path is revealed.

Types of Red Herrings

Red herrings can manifest in various forms, each designed to exploit different aspects of reader perception
and storytelling conventions. Recognizing these different types can help in understanding how authors
construct their narratives and how effectively they employ this device.

Misleading Characters

One of the most common types of red herring involves a character who, through their actions, demeanor,
or suspicious circumstances, appears to be the culprit or the key to solving the mystery. This character
might have a strong motive, be present at the scene of the crime, or possess incriminating evidence, only
for it to be revealed that they are innocent, or their involvement was coincidental or misinterpreted.



Misleading Clues and Objects

Tangible items or pieces of information can also serve as red herrings. A mysterious object found at the
scene, a cryptic note, or a piece of overheard conversation might seem vital, pointing towards a specific
suspect or motive. However, these clues are often planted deliberately or are coincidental occurrences that
lead investigators astray. Their significance is often exaggerated by the characters within the story, and by
extension, the reader.

Misleading Subplots

Sometimes, an entire subplot can function as a red herring. This might involve a secondary mystery, a
romantic entanglement, or a personal conflict that seems deeply connected to the main plot but ultimately
proves to be a distraction. The author might develop this subplot extensively, making it appear integral to
the overall narrative, only for it to be resolved independently or simply fade away without impacting the
main resolution.

Misleading Motives

Authors can also create misleading motives for characters. A character might have a seemingly strong
reason to commit a crime, or their actions might suggest a particular intention. However, their true
motivations might be entirely different, or they might be acting out of a completely unrelated cause,
leaving the audience to believe they have identified the perpetrator based on a false premise.

Famous Red Herring Examples in Mystery and Thriller Novels

The genre of mystery and thrillers is a fertile ground for the deployment of red herrings. Authors in this
field have honed the art of misdirection, creating iconic examples that have captivated readers for
generations. These examples demonstrate how effectively a well-placed red herring can elevate a story
from ordinary to unforgettable.

Agatha Christie's "The Murder of Roger Ackroyd"

Agatha Christie is renowned for her masterful use of the red herring, and "The Murder of Roger Ackroyd"
is perhaps her most famous example. The narrative appears to be a classic whodunit, with Hercule Poirot



investigating the murder of a wealthy man. Suspicion falls heavily on several characters, including
Caroline Sheppard, the victim's nosy neighbor, and Flora Ackroyd, the victim's niece. The most significant
red herring, however, is the seemingly innocent and helpful narrator, Dr. Sheppard. Christie expertly
crafts the narrative to make the reader trust and rely on Dr. Sheppard, only for the shocking reveal that he
is the murderer. The entire investigation, as perceived by the reader, is filtered through the unreliable
narration of the culprit, making it a monumental red herring.

Arthur Conan Doyle's "The Hound of the Baskervilles"

In Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's celebrated Sherlock Holmes novel, "The Hound of the Baskervilles," the
legendary detective faces a seemingly supernatural threat on the misty moors of Devonshire. The ancient
family curse involving a monstrous, phosphorescent hound is presented as the primary cause of death for
the Baskerville heirs. The spectral hound is a powerful red herring, designed to evoke fear and
supernatural explanations, thereby diverting attention from the human machinations at play. While the
supernatural elements contribute to the atmosphere, the true culprit, Stapleton, manipulates the legend of
the hound to commit his murders. The focus on the mythical beast serves as a perfect misdirection,
allowing Stapleton to operate in plain sight.

Gillian Flynn's "Gone Girl"

Gillian Flynn's "Gone Girl" is a more contemporary example of a sophisticated red herring. The novel
initially presents the disappearance of Amy Dunne as a case of foul play, with her husband, Nick, quickly
becoming the prime suspect. The narrative is structured around Nick's perspective, revealing his
perceived selfishness, his extramarital affair, and his increasingly suspicious behavior. The public and the
police are led to believe that Nick murdered Amy. However, the narrative then pivots, revealing that
Amy orchestrated her own disappearance, planting evidence and manipulating public opinion to frame
Nick. The entire initial premise, the presumed victim, and the suspect's guilt serve as a massive, intricate
red herring, masterfully constructed to mislead the reader into believing they understood the central
mystery.

Dan Brown's "The Da Vinci Code"

Dan Brown's "The Da Vinci Code" employs numerous red herrings throughout its complex plot. As Robert
Langdon and Sophie Neveu unravel a trail of cryptic clues connected to Leonardo da Vinci and the Holy
Grail, several individuals and organizations are presented as potential antagonists or key players who are
ultimately revealed to be either misdirections or less significant than initially portrayed. For instance, the
initial focus on the Knights Templar and certain interpretations of religious history serve as significant



diversions from the core secret and its true protectors. The constant shifts in focus and the introduction of
new mysteries keep the reader guessing about the true nature of the conspiracy and the identities of those
involved, with many initial suspects and theories acting as carefully placed red herrings.

Red Herrings in Other Genres

While most commonly associated with mysteries and thrillers, the red herring is a versatile literary device
that can be found in many other genres, adding depth, humor, and complexity to a wide range of
narratives.

Comedy

In comedies, red herrings are often used for humorous effect. A character might be so comically inept or
appear so guilty of a minor offense that the audience is led to believe they are responsible for a larger, more
absurd situation. The reveal that the character is innocent of the main problem, or that the problem itself is
entirely different, can lead to comedic relief and unexpected punchlines. For example, a character might be
desperately trying to hide a stolen pie, making them look suspicious for a much larger crime, only for the
real crime to be something entirely unrelated and far less dramatic, or even non-existent.

Fantasy and Science Fiction

In fantasy and science fiction, red herrings can be used to obscure the true nature of magical systems, alien
technologies, or the motivations of fantastical creatures. An ancient prophecy might seem to point towards
one hero or one path, only for it to be revealed that the prophecy was misinterpreted, or that a different,
seemingly minor character holds the true key. Similarly, a powerful artifact might be presented as the
ultimate goal, but its true significance lies in something else entirely, or it might be a decoy planted by a
more cunning entity.

Romance

Even in romance novels, red herrings can be employed. A character might be introduced as a potential
rival for the protagonist's affection, or their past might suggest them to be unsuitable. However, this rival
might turn out to be a supportive friend, or their perceived flaws might be revealed as strengths in
disguise, leading the reader down a path of expecting a certain romantic conflict that ultimately doesn't
materialize in the way they anticipated.



How Authors Create Effective Red Herrings

Crafting a successful red herring is a delicate art that requires careful planning and execution. An effective
red herring is not just a random distraction; it must be seamlessly integrated into the narrative, making it
believable and engaging for the reader.

Plausibility and Relevance

The most crucial element of a good red herring is its plausibility. It must appear to be a logical and relevant
piece of the puzzle. Authors achieve this by giving the red herring a strong apparent connection to the
main plot, whether through motive, opportunity, or seemingly damning evidence. The clue or character
must possess enough weight to legitimately draw the reader's attention and investigation.

Strategic Placement

The placement of a red herring is paramount. It should be introduced early enough to establish its
perceived importance but not so early that the reader becomes overly fixated on it and misses other, more
subtle clues. Authors often strategically place red herrings in moments of high tension or confusion, making
them all the more memorable and distracting.

Building Suspense and Misdirection

Authors build suspense around red herrings by having characters actively pursue them. This involvement
makes the diversion feel more substantial and engrossing. The narrative might dedicate significant time to
exploring the implications of the red herring, reinforcing its perceived importance in the eyes of both the
characters and the reader. This focused attention is what truly misleads.

Subtlety and Integration

While red herrings must be noticeable, they also need to be subtle enough not to scream "misdirection!"
The best red herrings are woven into the fabric of the story so naturally that the reader doesn't suspect
they are being intentionally misled. They should feel like genuine threads of the plot, even if they
ultimately lead nowhere significant in terms of the main resolution.



The Unreliable Narrator

One of the most potent ways to implement a red herring is through an unreliable narrator. As seen in "The
Murder of Roger Ackroyd," when the person telling the story is also the one trying to deceive, the entire
narrative can become a grand red herring. The reader's trust in the narrator is the ultimate tool for
misdirection, making the final reveal incredibly impactful.

The Impact of Red Herrings on the Reader Experience

The judicious use of red herrings significantly shapes the reader's experience, transforming a passive
reading activity into an active, engaging intellectual pursuit. These deliberate diversions are key to the
enjoyment and memorability of many literary works.

Red herrings inherently increase reader engagement by fostering a sense of participation. Readers become
invested in solving the mystery alongside the protagonist, actively piecing together clues and formulating
theories. When these theories are consistently diverted by red herrings, the reader is forced to re-evaluate
their assumptions, leading to a more dynamic and thought-provoking experience. This constant challenge
keeps the reader on their toes, eager to decipher the true meaning behind the presented information.

The element of surprise is undeniably amplified by effective red herrings. When a narrative has
successfully misdirected the reader, the eventual revelation of the truth—or the identity of the
culprit—becomes far more shocking and satisfying. The "aha!" moment, when the reader realizes how they
were deceived, is a rewarding experience that reinforces the author's skill and the story's cleverness. This
surprise can leave a lasting impression, making the book more memorable.

Furthermore, red herrings contribute to the overall complexity and depth of a narrative. They
demonstrate the author's ability to weave intricate plots and manage multiple layers of information. The
presence of well-executed red herrings suggests a sophisticated understanding of storytelling techniques
and a deliberate effort to challenge the reader's perception. This adds a layer of intellectual stimulation that
can elevate the literary merit of a work.

Finally, red herrings can enhance thematic exploration. By diverting attention, authors can allow for the
development of secondary themes or character arcs without jeopardizing the core mystery. The reader’s
journey in chasing false leads can mirror a character’s internal struggles or societal issues, adding a richer
dimension to the narrative that goes beyond mere plot mechanics.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is a classic literary example of a red herring that misdirects the
reader about the killer?
In Agatha Christie's 'The Murder of Roger Ackroyd,' the initial focus on Dr. Sheppard's observant
companion, Caroline, and other suspects like Ralph Paton serves as a red herring. The author masterfully
uses Caroline's gossip and Ralph's suspicious behavior to divert attention from the true killer, Dr. Sheppard
himself.

How does the character of Mrs. Danvers in 'Rebecca' function as a red
herring for the reader?
Mrs. Danvers in Daphne du Maurier's 'Rebecca' acts as a significant red herring. Her intense devotion to
Rebecca, her menacing presence, and her attempts to undermine the second Mrs. de Winter lead the
reader to suspect her of involvement in Rebecca's death or of harboring sinister intentions. This distracts
from the more subtle, yet ultimately crucial, revelation about Rebecca's fate.

Can you give an example of a literary red herring that misleads the
reader about the protagonist's true identity or motivation?
In 'The Catcher in the Rye' by J.D. Salinger, Holden Caulfield's rambling, often contradictory narration and
his focus on the phoniness of the world around him can be seen as a form of red herring. While these
elements are integral to his character, they can distract from the deeper underlying emotional turmoil and
the true reasons for his breakdown, making the reader focus on external criticisms rather than internal
struggles.

How does the introduction of multiple potential suspects in a mystery
novel often employ the red herring technique?
Mystery authors frequently introduce a cast of characters, each with a plausible motive and opportunity for
the crime. By giving each a compelling backstory and some suspicious actions, they create multiple red
herrings, leading the reader to accuse various individuals throughout the narrative. This technique
heightens suspense and makes the final reveal more surprising.

Beyond murder mysteries, what are other literary genres where red
herrings are commonly used?
Red herrings are not exclusive to murder mysteries. They are also prevalent in thrillers, where they
create false leads about impending danger or betrayal. In psychological dramas, they can be used to mislead



the audience about a character's mental state or true intentions. Even in some fantasy or sci-fi novels, a
seemingly significant artifact or prophecy might turn out to be a red herring, diverting attention from the
real threat or solution.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to red herrings, each beginning with "":

1. Illusion of Innocence
This mystery novel centers on a seemingly open-and-shut case of corporate espionage where the obvious
suspect has an airtight alibi. The detective must untangle a web of planted evidence and misleading
motives, as each clue leads them further away from the true perpetrator. The story masterfully uses
seemingly significant events to distract from the subtler machinations of the real culprit.

2. Intrigue of the Absent
A prominent philanthropist vanishes without a trace, leaving behind a trail of charitable deeds and
rumored enemies. The investigation focuses heavily on a disgruntled business partner, whose public
animosity seems to point directly to his guilt. However, the investigation continually hits dead ends,
suggesting that the partner's vocal opposition might be a carefully constructed diversion.

3. Improbable Alibi
In this gothic thriller, a young woman is accused of murdering her wealthy aunt, and her only defense is
an incredibly unlikely alibi. The authorities and the reader are presented with multiple characters who
had clear motives and opportunity, each seemingly more plausible than the protagonist's defense. The true
killer's identity is hidden behind a series of misdirections that capitalize on societal biases.

4. Intricate Deception
A detective is tasked with solving a murder that occurred during a high-society masquerade ball, where
everyone wore a mask. The initial focus is on a scandalous affair the victim was involved in, leading the
detective down a path of jealous lovers and betrayals. However, this affair turns out to be a deliberate
fabrication designed to divert suspicion from a far more calculated motive.

5. Irrelevant Clue
This psychological thriller follows an amateur sleuth who stumbles upon a cryptic note at a crime scene,
which becomes the obsession of the police. The note is filled with literary allusions and complex puzzles, all
pointing towards a highly intelligent and elusive killer. The true killer, however, relies on the authorities
being so engrossed in deciphering the note that they overlook simpler, more tangible evidence.

6. Invisible Culprit
A series of seemingly unrelated petty crimes plague a small town, leading the residents to believe a
mischievous phantom is at work. The police are focused on finding a supernatural explanation or a
disgruntled youth playing pranks. The narrative cleverly uses the fantastical elements to mask the very



real, human machinations of someone exploiting the town's fear.

7. Ironic Witness
During a tense courtroom drama, a key witness provides testimony that seems to exonerate the defendant
but also implicates a peripheral character in a bizarre way. The prosecution focuses on discrediting this
unusual witness, convinced their testimony is an elaborate lie. The reader is led to believe the witness is
the one manipulating the truth, when in reality, they are a pawn in a larger game.

8. Insignificant Detail
A celebrated author is found dead in his study, with the scene meticulously staged to suggest a suicide. The
police are drawn to the author's recent controversial writings and the heated feuds he had with critics. The
narrative subtly guides the reader to dismiss a seemingly trivial detail, like a misplaced teacup, which
ultimately holds the key to the murder.

9. Illusionary Motive
In this espionage novel, a double agent appears to be betraying his country for personal gain, with all
evidence pointing to financial incentives. The intelligence agencies dedicate immense resources to
understanding and countering this greed-driven defection. However, the agent's true allegiance and his
complex, selfless motive are hidden beneath layers of misdirection and apparent self-interest.
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