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Name: ___________________________  Date: _____________ 

 
All About Mysteries 

 

 
What is a Mystery? 
Everyone enjoys a good mystery! A mystery is a fictional story in which a 
character needs to figure out who committed a crime. Whether it is on television, 
at the movies, or in a game or book, many people enjoy the challenge of figuring 
out who is responsible for a crime.  
 
Mystery stories all have several things in common. All mystery stories have at 
least one suspect, or a person who could have committed the crime. In many 
mystery stories, suspects have alibis. An alibi is an excuse or reason a suspect 
might use to show his or her innocence. Most mysteries have at least one victim, 
or character who was wronged, hurt, or killed in the story. Mystery stories also 
have an investigator or a detective. These characters can either be professional 
or amateur sleuths. Amateur investigators are people who aren’t trained to hunt 
down clues, but who like to try to solve a crime. Investigators often try to find a 
witness to the crime, or someone who may have seen the crime in progress or 
may have knowledge of it. Investigators also try to find evidence to help solve 
the crime. Investigators try to track down these clues to determine a person’s 
motive, or reason for committing a crime. After they gather enough evidence, 
investigators put the details and pieces together to try to solve the crime. 
 
A mystery is unique from other stories because the plot, or main purpose, of the 
story focuses on a crime, which is a puzzle or problem that needs to be solved. 
Authors of mysteries add clues to the story to help the reader solve the puzzle by 
the end of the book. They also add misleading clues called red herrings to keep 
readers in suspense. Mystery authors want the reader to try to predict, or guess, 
the final outcome. Authors usually don’t reveal the solution until the end of the 
book.  
 
A Mysterious Start 
Fiction and nonfiction stories have been around for a long time, but mystery 
stories didn’t become popular until the 1840s. This type of literature, or genre, got 
its start with author Edgar Allen Poe. 
 
In 1841, Poe wrote a story of detective Auguste C. Dupin, a police officer who 
figured out crimes. Detective Dupin starred in the stories “The Murders in the 
Rue Morgue,” “The Mystery of Marie Roget,” and “The Purloined Letter.” After 
Poe’s success in the mystery genre, other writers ventured into this mysterious 
writing territory. 
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How to Read a Mystery 
 

Reading a mystery is different from reading other types of stories. Here are 
some suggestions that may help you solve a mystery before its solution is 
revealed. 

 

1. Read carefully. To solve a mystery, you need to be on the lookout for 
clues and hints that may not be immediately noticeable. 

2. Pay close attention to details. The clues are in the details. Even the 
smallest idea may turn out to be very important. Keep your eyes peeled 
for interesting or unusual information. 

3. Carefully read character descriptions. Do not skip over any details that 
describe the characters. Remember, one of the characters will be the 
criminal, or the one who committed the crime. You need to know 
everything about each character to determine the characters’ roles in the 
book.  

4. Beware of tricks. The author may throw in a number of clues to get you 
off track. Your job is to figure out which facts and clues are real and which 
are red herrings or traps. To do this, think carefully as you read. Connect 
new clues to what has already happened in the story.  

5. Reread the clues. If you have questions or are unsure about how a clue 
or character fits into the story, go back and skim the pages you have 
already read. By rereading the text, you may find clues or details you may 
have missed before. 

 
 

Uncovering Mysteries Timeline 
Who were the major authors that made mysteries popular? 

 1841: Edgar Allen Poe creates detective Auguste C. Dupin in “The 
Murders in the Rue Morgue,” “The Mystery of Marie Roget,” and “The 
Purloined Letter.” 

 1860: English author Wilkie Collins writes The Woman in White and 
The Moonstone. 

 1870: English author Charles Dickens’ The Mystery of Edwin Drood is 
published after his death. 

 1880s: Famous detective Sherlock Holmes is created by Sir Arthur 
Conan Doyle and is featured in The Hound of the Baskervilles. 

 1900s: Agatha Christie, Erle Stanley Gardner, and Ed McBain 
become famous mystery writers. 

 1930s: Nancy Drew and The Hardy Boys are popular mystery series for 
young teen readers. 

 1980s and 1990s: Encyclopedia Brown by Donald J. Sobol and the 
Goosebumps series by R. L. Stine thrill young readers.  


