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Investigating the importance and methods of designing
riddles in detective narratives with a focus on the novel
""Young Skull"* based on the hermeneutic codes of
Roland Barthes

Ayub Moradi !, Mahmoud Kamali "

Abstract

The main feature of the detective novel as one of the branches of the
crime genre is the centrality of the mystery in the narrative. A riddle
or riddles that revolve around the three main questions of the killer's
identity, how the murder happened, and the Kkiller's motivation. A
successful writer in the field of detective narratives is also one who
can keep the reader with him until the end of the narrative by
designing attractive riddles and skilfully including them in the text.
But the problem is that, despite the importance given to the issue of
puzzle design in theoretical sources, no specific model has been
proposed for this issue. Therefore, in this research, an attempt was
made to focus on the text of the novel "Young Skull" by Laleh Zare
and based on the hermeneutic codes introduced by Roland Barthes for
the semiotic reading of the text, Barthes considered the hermeneutic
code to investigate the riddles of the text. Codes that fit the theme of
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riddle design in detective narratives. The results of the study showed
that Barthe's ten steps in hermeneutic codes can provide a specific
framework for the writers of detective novels. In this way, observing
the seven stages of thematization, fixing the position of the riddle,
formulating the riddle, promising the answer, blocking the solving of
the riddle, suspending the answer and deciphering are among the
necessary things, and the three stages of obfuscation, deception of the
audience and partial answer are optional.

Keywords: Narratology, crime genre, detective novel, mystery,

Roland Barthes codes

1. Introduction

The most prominent feature in the creation of detective novels is the
centrality of constructing a mystery. The author of such works strives
to engage the reader until the very end by creating one or more
mysteries surrounding the identity and motives of the murderer, as
well as the circumstances of the crime. The finesse of the work lies in
how the mystery is crafted and subsequently unraveled. This aspect,
however, has not been specifically defined or framed within the
theoretical resources related to the crime genre.

On the other hand, Roland Barthes, the renowned French critic, in
his proposed model for close reading of texts, introduces five codes,
the first of which is the hermeneutic code (the code of mystery).
According to Barthes, every text contains one or more mysteries, the
presence of which ensures the reader's engagement with the text. In
Barthes' view, this code, along with four others, is present in all texts.
In detailing the hermeneutic code, Barthes outlines ten stages, starting
with the thematization of the mystery and ending with its resolution.
Based on this framework, the present article aims to focus on the
details of constructing and developing the mystery in the novel The
Young Skull by Laleh Zare, as one of the successful contemporary
detective novels, to address the following question:
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Research Question(s)

1.How can the characteristics and stages of constructing the
hermeneutic (mystery) code be utilized to design a framework for
developing mysteries in detective narratives?

2.Is it necessary to follow all ten stages of the hermeneutic code when
designing the mystery in detective novels?

2. Literature Review

Roland Barthes, the renowned French thinker and critic, in 1970,
while critiquing a story by Balzac titled S/Z, proposed an innovative
framework for textual analysis. He classified texts into two categories
based on the reader's active or passive engagement during reading:
writerly (scriptible) and readerly (lisible). To uncover the meaning
embedded in a text, he suggested five codes: the hermeneutic
(enigma), proairetic (action), semic (semantic), symbolic, and cultural
codes.

e The Proairetic Code refers to units of the text that guide the
reader through successive events, ensuring their engagement with the
narrative.

e The Semic Code focuses on the implicit meanings hidden
within the text, which help evoke a specific sense of character or
action.

e The Symbolic Code arises from the concentration on binary
oppositions that encapsulate the foundational ideas of the text's
creator. In this code, "the juxtaposition of two opposites creates a
symbolic structure, which, depending on the context, allows for
interpretive possibilities regarding the nature of the opposition.”

e  The Cultural Code encompasses meanings imposed on the text
through collective wisdom, general knowledge, myths, and ideology.
This code invites the reader to draw on their external knowledge of the
world.
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Beyond these four codes, the Hermeneutic Code (or Enigma Code)
is central to the analysis in this discussion. Barthes describes this code
as the "voice of truth," which seeks to explore

the mystery or mysteries embedded in the text. It engages the reader
through the psychological technique of creating anticipation and
delaying the fulfillment of that anticipation.

Barthes outlines ten stages for incorporating the hermeneutic code
into a text:

Thematization: Emphasizing what constitutes the mystery.
Positioning the Enigma: Establishing the mystery's context.
Formalizing the Enigma: Structuring the mystery.
Promising an Answer: Hinting at a resolution.

Deception and Feigning: Misleading the reader.
Ambiguity: Creating dual interpretations.

Blockage: Admitting the mystery's unsolvability.
Suspended Answer: Delaying the resolution.

9.  Partial Answer: Providing an incomplete resolution.

10. Revelation and Decoding: Fully disclosing and solving the
mystery.

However, some critics have interpreted these ten stages more
narrowly. For instance, Justin Lewis simplifies the hermeneutic code
into three stages: constructing the mystery, creating suspense, and
ultimately resolving the mystery.

NGO~ wWNE

3. Methodology
This research has been conducted using a descriptive-analytical
method, aiming to analyze the novel The Young Skull based on
Roland Barthes' perspective regarding the ten stages of
constructing the hermeneutic (enigma) code.

4. Results
The detective genre heavily emphasizes mystery, yet theoretical

resources often overlook the detailed stages of constructing and
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developing a mystery. Analyzing The Young Skull, a successful
contemporary detective novel, reveals that Roland Barthes' semiotic
framework, particularly his hermeneutic code, offers valuable insights.
Barthes proposed ten stages for embedding a mystery in a text,
providing a structured approach for authors. While some stages are
essential, others are optional. Essential stages include thematization,
positioning the enigma, formalizing the mystery, promising an
answer, blockage, suspended answer, and revelation. Optional stages
involve deception, blending truth and falsehood, and partial answers.

In The Young Skull, eight of Barthes' stages are employed:
thematization, positioning, formalization, promising an answer,
deception, blockage, suspended answer, and revelation. The author
particularly emphasizes deception, misleading readers by suggesting
the skeleton belongs to Davoud and implicating Golrokh in his
murder. This setup creates a surprising twist, catching readers off
guard at the end.

Barthes' framework proves highly effective for both analyzing and
constructing mysteries in detective narratives. It provides a flexible
yet structured model, enabling authors to craft engaging, suspenseful
stories while offering critics a tool for deeper textual analysis. This
approach underscores the importance of strategic mystery-building in
the detective genre, blending essential and optional elements to
captivate readers.
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