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Welcome to the first article in a series covering horror fiction. I’ve chosen to begin with what I thought would be a simple question – ‘What is Horror Fiction?’ It’s a question that I’m often asked by new writers who aren’t sure if what they have written is classified as horror or dark fantasy or thriller. As with everything in life, answering that question didn’t turn out to be as simple as I had expected. 
I planned to start this article with a nice clear-cut definition of what constitutes horror fiction.  However, as you can see, there isn’t one, and the reason for this is because I couldn’t find one! Now I don’t claim to have looked at every book and web site for a definition, but I had a damn good look. The Horror Writer’s Association web site  (http://www.horror.org) didn’t explain what made their members’ fiction different from, say, the Science Fiction Writers of America. The how-to book that the HWA have published in association with the Writer’s Digest, Writing Horror: A Handbook By the Horror Writers Association (ISBN 0-89879-798-5) gives no definition either. A Google (http://www.google.com ) search on ‘horror definition’ proved equally fruitless. 
So, lacking a definition of horror fiction itself, we’ll go back to basics with a dictionary definition of horror. The following is from the Collins Paperback English Dictionary (ISBN 0-00-472208-6).  
“horror (noun) 1. Extreme fear or terror 2. Intense hatred: she had a horror of violence  3. A thing or person causing fear, loathing, or distaste  4. Having a frightening subject, usually connected with the supernatural: a horror film”
Obviously it’s not all appropriate to horror fiction, but it’s actually quite a good definition, and it is the starting point for our discussion.  
“1. Extreme fear or terror”  
Well, that’s obviously referring to the emotion of horror, but it’s still relevant to us here, because that’s what we’re trying to make our readers feel, after all. If we were trying to make our readers laugh and feel happy all the way through the book it wouldn’t be called horror fiction, would it? No, we are trying to scare them, so that they don’t want to turn off the lights or look under the bed.  
“4. Having a frightening subject, usually connected with the supernatural: a horror film”  
This is one of the most contentious issues surrounding horror fiction – does horror fiction have to be about the supernatural? Some people think yes, and some people think no, and both sides will argue their point passionately. I don’t claim to have the definitive answer, I’m not sure there is one, but I’ll give you my opinion on the subject. 
I used to be a member of the yes camp, and I’m not afraid to admit that I was a bit of a horror snob – if it wasn’t supernatural I didn’t consider it to be horror. I also had a very limited knowledge of horror fiction, which pretty much included only Stephen King. Since then, I’m glad to say, I’ve seen the error of my ways, and I now read as large a range of horror novelists as I can. My ideas about horror have changed also. 
I no longer think that it is the supernatural element which makes a novel into horror fiction or not, but rather that it is the focus and aims of the author. If the author’s aim is fear – both creating it for his characters and instilling it in his readers -- then it seems pretty clear to me that he is writing horror. 
Let me give you an example, albeit from the movie world. The basic plot of the various Alien films staring Sigourney Weaver involves a woman on a spaceship being chased by an alien monster that is trying to kill her. Emphasis here is everything – if the spaceship and alien angle are emphasised, it would be a science fiction film, but if the fear of the woman and the viewer are emphasised then it would be more of a horror film. I believe that the same is true for novels. 
The main reason I now think that there is more to horror than the supernatural is that there are many more things that scare us, and a good horror writer can find fear in sometimes unexpected places. Stephen King wrote Misery about an obsessed fan, and Dreamcatcher about aliens. Dean Koontz’s Demon Seed concerns a too-powerful computer, and Rats by James Herbert is about giant mutant rats infesting London. These are just a few examples; there are many more. 
I did think that including non-supernatural fiction was a new direction for horror, and that it was a modern phenomenon. A look through the classics, however, quickly proves me wrong; since the beginnings of the genre there have been non-supernatural horror novels such as Frankenstein by Mary Shelley and The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr Hyde by R S Stevenson, which sit equally beside Dracula by Bram Stoker and the Victorian ghost stories. 
So if you’re writing a piece of fiction and you’re not sure whether it’s horror or not, have a think about what you’re trying to achieve. If you want to give your reader chills, or pit your character against a terrifying monstrosity, then you’re likely to be writing horror.
What Is Horror Fiction 
By Teresa Hopper
©2001, Teresa Hopper 

[image: image1]
Sounds like a pretty simple question, doesn’t it? I’m sure that many of you out there reading this already know the answer, or think that you do. Up until a week ago I thought that I knew the answer as well, but I was wrong.  You might be too.  
So, what is horror? If you’d asked me that question a week ago, I would have told you that for a piece of fiction to be considered ‘horror’, there had to be a supernatural element. It didn’t matter what kind of supernatural element – vampires, werewolves, ghosts, curses, zombies, witchcraft (and too many more to name), but it had to be there, or I just didn’t consider it to be horror. I was, I suppose, a bit of a horror snob.   
I’d read a lot in other genres – crime and suspense fiction, dark thrillers, but I saw them as distinct and separate genres. Sure, at times these novels had disturbed me, maybe even scared me a little, but they weren’t horror.   
Then, last week I started to read a book that has changed my views on not only horror fiction, but also the dividing lines between all kinds of fiction. What is the book that sparked off this insight? A how-to book? No. An article on the nature of the horror genre today? No. It was a novel by Jonathan Kellerman called Monster (Little, Brown and Company, 2000). A suspense novel about a serial killer – one of those other genres. For some reason this book got under my skin and into my head in a way that not many books do. It scared me. That night I had to check under my bed to make sure there wasn’t a madman there, with a long, shiny knife waiting for me to turn out the light. I’ve had to check under my bed before, nothing unusual in that, but before, I was checking for whatever monster had been in the latest horror novel that I’d read.   
And that book got me thinking about the nature of horror – what is horror really? If you take the old definition and scrape away all the monsters under the bed and the vampires and the ghosts, horror is about fear. It’s about abnormal occurrences happening to normal people, which they are often powerless to prevent. Lots of novels that aren’t considered horror are based around fear, and the old me would have said ‘but they’re different, that’s a different kind of fear.’ But is it really? Imagine you are in bed at night, naked and all alone, you’ve just woken up and hear a noise outside the bedroom door. On the other side could be a ghost or a monster, or it could be a maniac with a sharp knife and a grin. One option comes straight from the pages of a traditional horror story, and the other from crime or suspense. But is there really any difference? Obviously, one has a supernatural bent, and the other does not, but both focus on fear. For both types of fiction the fear comes from horrific and abnormal events happening to ordinary people. The fear comes from the belief that that person could be you.  
So, what am I suggesting here? That we re-classify anything scary as horror? No, certainly not, but what I am suggesting, is that maybe we have been thinking of horror in very narrow terms, keeping it firmly within the realms of the supernatural, when maybe the dividing lines between horror and other genres are more blurred. A novel concerning serial killers which focuses on fear, has elements of both horror and crime/suspense.   
And one of the reasons that I think this has occurred is the negative image that horror fiction, and therefore the horror writer, has with the general public. I often try to get non-writers to talk about horror fiction (without them knowing that I am a horror writer myself), because I am interested in their opinions. Invariably it is either something they love or hate; very few people have no opinion, but even amongst those who like to read horror, horror writers are still considered to be odd. They are viewed as strange, almost scary. One person said to me that horror writers were a bit frightening, because “they go around with all that [scary] stuff in their heads all the time”. No wonder then, that a lot of people would rather not classify themselves as horror writers, even though their writing might be highly fear-based.    
So maybe we shouldn’t be looking at horror in the strict terms of the supernatural, but we should widen our criteria. I suggest that two types of horror exist - supernatural horror, and a horror which is not supernatural, but based around the horrors of our real world – hate, murder, cruelty. Both are equally valid but related forms of fiction. 
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Anyone who writes or reads much horror knows that a stereotype exists amongst some non-horror readers.  Horror is seen as a somewhat inferior form of fiction – trashy, with unrealistic characters who do stupid things to sustain unfeasible plots. It isn’t seen as serious fiction. The sad fact is that in the past there has been a lot of bad horror fiction published, which has been guilty of all those things. Maybe you think that writing horror is an easy option, because anyone can write about a woman running around in her nightie screaming, can’t they? Well I am here to tell you that writing horror isn’t an easy option; in fact, it isn’t easy at all, not if you want to do it well.   
And how do you do it well? You make your characters as real and your plots as original and convincing as possible. All writers of fiction strive for this, but as a horror writer you have an extra mountain to climb, because you’re fighting against reality – you’re taking the reader’s own world and saying to them ‘ah, but things are not as you think’ which is completely different to setting a novel in a fantasy or SF world that has been created. As a reader I will accept that a fantasy world can have monsters in it much easier than I would accept the same about my world.  
Characters  
So how do you make your characters as real as possible? Well, the first thing to do is to avoid the character stereotypes that seem to crop up regularly in horror fiction. We’ve all seen the Catholic Priest Experiencing Doubt, the Tortured Main Character, the Virginal Heroine, the Cynical and Unbelieving Police Chief, and many more. Real people aren’t like this.  They’re not stereotypes -- they are as multi-faceted as you or I. You need to give your characters a good and a bad side, hopes and dreams, and you need to know their past, their triumphs and failures. You need to know not just what they are like when things are going well for them, but also when  the car has broken down and the kids are screaming. The more you know about your characters, the better you will understand their fears, weaknesses and terrors.   
One of the 'sins' that some horror authors have committed in the past is to have the characters behave in unrealistic or stupid ways just to advance the plot. How many times have you read a book and thought how unlikely someone's actions were? If I heard noises coming from my cellar, I certainly wouldn’t go down there alone, I’d lock the door and get the hell out. Don’t make your character go into a vampire nest in the middle of the night either, even with a stake and garlic and holy water. The sensible thing would be to wait until dawn. Or if your character has to do something that might seem stupid, give them a damn good reason why they're doing it. No readers are going to root for stupid characters.  
And don’t do this for your heroes only – make your villains just as real, interesting, and hard to kill.  I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve read novels where the author has created a weak villain too easy for the hero to defeat. A great villain can make a story - would Silence Of The Lambs have been as compelling without Hannibal Lector? Of course not.   
Another thing I hate as a reader is for the author to have built up a great, scary,  powerful villain who the hero struggles against during most of the novel, and who at the end is beaten far too easily. That’s just laziness on the part of the author. There are authors that I won’t even read anymore because I know their endings will be weak and frustrating. Strive to make your endings as good as possible, and don't allow your fiction to be ruined by cop-out endings.  
Another way to get great characters is to learn from the best. Some writers regularly create fantastic characters who seem as if they could almost step off the page. Look at your favourite characters in fiction, and try to work out what it is about them that makes them real. For me that would be most characters by Stephen King and Terry Pratchett (though he doesn't write horror); I would love to have their skills with characters.   
Plot  
It is much harder to discuss plot techniques, because everyone works out their plots differently./  Some people have hugely detailed outlines in place before they start writing the manuscript, and barely deviate from them. For others outlines are anathema, and they won’t even use them, preferring to let the story evolve as they go. There is no right way. The best thing to do is try various systems and see what works best for you. But even if you use an outline, remember that there’s nothing stopping you from changing it if a brilliant idea hits.  
No matter how you work out your plot, the main thing to bear in mind is to be original. It is frequently said that there are only a few plots in the world, and while this is true, don't let this discourage you. You can make your writing original by adding your own personal take on a familiar plot. We all know the familiar horror plot devices: happy families moving into haunted houses, naive people abusing ouija boards, charismatic vampires, vengeful witches, demon lovers, etc. These have all been used since the beginning of the genre, but that’s not to say you can’t still employ them successfully -- you just have to think of a unique way of looking at the subject.  Look at Anne Rice, who has made the vampire genre her own. Try to reach beyond what has been done before.  
If you take both of these areas into account and you write stories with strong, original plots and people them with realistic and interesting characters, you will be well on the way to writing good horror fiction. And who knows, maybe even getting published.  
Here are some further resources that I’ve found very useful when working on plotting and characterisation:  
This is a great character workshop by Holly:  
http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Workshops/deeper-people.html 
  
And this is Holly’s plotting workshop: 
http://www.hollylisle.com/fm/Workshops/plot-outline.html 
  
‘On Writing’ by Stephen King (ISBN: 0340820462)
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One element that is easy to overlook when writing a novel is setting.  You’re busy trying to make your characters real and your plot interesting and complex, and what difference does the setting make anyway?
You may not have given your story’s setting much more thought than which town it’ll be in, but if this is the case you’re missing a great opportunity to add another dimension to your work. With a little careful forethought, your setting can add atmosphere and originality to your novel. 
In its most basic element, the setting of your story is the ‘where and when’ of it.  Setting gives your story a context. One of the things that I love most about horror fiction is that it is so flexible when it comes to setting. If you’ve been thinking that writing horror limits you in your choice of where and when, think again, for as I’m going to show you, with horror you can turn your hand to almost anything. 
The increasingly popular device of alternative history is a great way of coming up with an original setting. You might not think of alternate history as having anything to do with horror fiction, but Laurell K. Hamilton has used it with great success in her very popular Anita Blake vampire hunter novels. Although set in our world and time, the difference is that ghosts, monsters, and demons are real, known about by everyone, and that vampires have been made legal citizens. Another popular novel is 48 by James Herbert, set in a post World War II London where Hitler has released a deadly blood disease that has killed most of the population. The Second World War seems to be a fertile ground for alternative historians, but you can twist any historical event into the basis for your story. 
Another major setting choice is the time period your story is set in. The majority of horror fiction on the shelves in bookstores is set in the present day, but that doesn’t mean that it’s the only option available. Many writers have experimented with horror set in different times than our own. Anne Rice has written books set in various times including ancient Rome, ancient Egypt, and Renaissance Europe; Paul Docherty has written horror stories set in the mediaeval world; Tom Holland sets his horror in various time periods. 
You may wonder how you write realistically about a time that you’ve never experienced - don’t all the writing books advise you to write about what you know? They do, and that’s fine if you want to write about your hometown, but not so great if you want to set a horror story in the last days of the Byzantine Empire. In this case you have to learn about your setting by research, and lots of it. Go to your local library or bookstore, or search the Internet, and you will find references detailing almost any time period or historical event. 
Another element that can have a dramatic effect on your story is the location that you choose. As humans, we connect places strongly with emotion, and writers can make the most of this. We have preconceived ideas of what places are like; for example the American deep south brings to mind hot sweaty nights and the mystery of voodoo; deserts bring to mind bleakness, danger, and heat and the insignificance of man compared to the landscape. These are, of course, mostly stereotypes, and I’m not suggesting for a minute that you stereotype your setting.  If you either know your location or have researched it well, you can show what the place is really like. But be aware that these emotional connections exist, because they give you an extra tool - it is easier to surprise your reader if you already have an idea of what they are expecting. 
Which brings us on to the next point about setting and how it can relate to your story – you can set it in what I will call ‘often used’ or ‘unusual’ locations for horror. The expected ones are obvious – a haunted house, a graveyard, or a castle.  These kinds of locations are often used and are very familiar to fans of the genre. I personally love these kinds of creepy settings, and there is a reason they are classics – they evoke a sense of dread before you even start with the ghastly goings-on, and this gives you a helping hand creating the mood and atmosphere. The down side is that these locations have already been over-used, and you will find it more difficult to to surprise and shock your reader.  This is one of the most important aspects of horror; it’s hard to scare a reader if they know what is coming next. That’s not to say that you shouldn’t use these locations, but bear in mind what has been done before, and try to use the location in a new way, giving it your own twist. 
The ‘unusual’ locations are the ones that you don’t normally associate with horror – an office building, or a playground. These kinds of settings haven’t been used as much, and your reader doesn’t go in knowing what is going to happen next. When the horrid and unexpected happens, the shock value is all the greater, and to my mind much scarier. The downside to this kind of setting is that you will have to work harder to create a scary mood.  However, don’t be afraid to attempt it, because if you succeed, it will be much more effective. 
A similar situation exists with setting your horror during the day or the night. Traditionally, the action in horror stories happened during the night, as it is so much easier to create fear when your character is in a deserted house in the middle of the night than when they are standing in bright sunshine. But again, this is a bit of an over-used formula, and writers are increasingly setting their horror during the day as well. Sometimes it is unavoidable to have all the action during the night, as with vampire stories for example, but I think it's good to avoid, wherever possible, the situation where the bad things happen at night and your characters are safe by day. If you want a good example of how to create a scary scene during the day, read The Shining by Stephen King, which has a number of such scenes. 
I hope that you can now see how important setting can be to your horror story, and how much a good setting can add to it. So next time you get a story idea, spend a little time on your setting, and your manuscript could be all the stronger for it.
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With the exception of fantasy, horror fiction probably features magic more than any other genre of writing. The magical seems to have a strong hold on our psyche, for even the most educated and modern of us is, somewhere very deep down, not so different to our ancestors – we fear what we do not understand and cannot control.   
In the past, magic has been respected.  However, our modern culture holds up the magical as a thing to be mocked, but also feared. Are we not all warned as children not to meddle in the occult -  that we do so at our own detriment? That there is something dangerous and uncontrollable about magic? And there is the reason that it makes such good horror material, for in our sanitised and controlled lives there are few things left which we have no control over.   
Every kind of magic has been used by horror writers over the years, and I won’t be able to cover all of them in this article – I’m sure that you’ll be able to think of many more examples that I have missed. I don’t want to just give you a long list of what’s been done before.  This is a brief overview, then, to give you hints as to how you can do it yourself.  
Magic is often classed as white magic (for good use) or black magic (for bad use). As we will see later on in the article, this definition is arbitrary, but I will use it here to illustrate my point.  
White Magic  
This sort of magic is not frequently used in horror fiction, probably for the reason that magic used for good is not particularly frightening. There are a few examples though, – one of the most recent being ‘The Green Mile’ by Stephen King, featuring a man with healing powers.  
Black Magic  
While there seems to be a more limited scope for positive magic in horror,  almost every aspect of black magic has been explored. 
The most popular example is the practice of Satanism and devil worship as used in the classic The Omen by David Seltzer, and many authors since.   
The use of witchcraft has also been well explored. One of my favourites has always been ‘Macbeth’ by William Shakespeare; more recently, Anne Rice wrote the Mayfair Witches trilogy (The Witching Hour, Lasher, Taltos). Gypsy magic and curses have always been popular – the protagonist of ‘Thinner’ by Richard Bachman is killed by a gypsy curse.   
Using magic to contact the dead is another favourite of horror writers, and is explored in Darkness Tell Us by Richard Laymon, featuring a group of young people who experiment with a ouija board.   
Yet another common type of magic used is the mind magic – psi powers. There are many variations,  including pyrokinesis (the ability to create fires using only the mind) in Firestarter by Stephen King, psychokinesis (the ability to affect physical objects with your mind) in Carrie, also by Stephen King, and telepathy (mind-reading) in The Face of Fear by Dean Koontz.  
So as you can see, there is a wealth of magic-related horror out there, but don’t be deterred if this is an area that you are interested in. Don’t feel that you shouldn’t bother because there’s so much written already.  Every writer will approach a story from a different angle – you could write a story about Satanists trying to bring about the end of the world through the antichrist, and it wouldn’t be the same as The Omen.  
So, how do you use magic in your horror fiction? There are a few things to remember that will make your story better – many of these also apply to other genres.  
1. Research 
Unless you are already a Satanist or a witch, the chances are you won’t know a great deal about magic, and if you don’t research adequately this will be reflected in your work. You don’t need to go over the top and have the exact words of a real cursing ritual in your book, or know exactly which herb is used for raising the dead, but if you give yourself a general knowledge in the subject, the things that you write will be more realistic. Most libraries and bookshops have a wide variety of books, and don’t be deterred by the strange look that the librarian might give you when you check out A History of Devil Worship! There is also a growing amount of information on the Internet.  
2. Don’t Stereotype 
I’ve lost count of the number of books that I have read where black magic is only practised by the bad guys, and white magic only by the good guys. Don’t stereotype the magic that your characters use – sometimes your good characters might need to use black magic, or your bad characters might do something good with their magic. 
Also, beware of other kind of stereotypes – for example. I’m sure that modern witches don’t all use cauldrons or have black cats, or dress in black. But if you’ve done your research, you should be able to avoid these mistakes.  
3. Don’t Use Magic As a Cure-all 
At all costs, avoid using magic to solve all your protagonist’s problems. You might think that this is such an obvious point that it’s not worth mentioning, but I have read published books where the hero has just been able to recite a spell or smash a magical amulet and the bad guy is beaten. Don’t do this; for a reader, it’s such a letdown. Don’t make it so easy for your  protagonist – make it tough for them!  
4. Make Your Magic Balance 
By this I mean that if the result of the magic is very large (i.e. raising the dead), then the input required to carry out the magic should also be large. I hate it when I read books that have people casting huge spells with no effort whatsoever – it just doesn’t seem realistic. What goes in can be up to you – blood, flesh, the person’s energy or life-force, but make sure that there is some cost.   
Happy writing! And don’t forget that if you write any magic-based horror, then the Horror and Dark Fiction Board is the place to show it off. Pop in and see us!  
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I have a confession to make: I love the bad guys in horror stories. There’s nothing I enjoy more than sinking my teeth into a novel with a really well written, scary bad guy in it. And they are often my favourite characters in my own stories, more so than my heroes. 
I know that a lot of writers find this kind of character the most difficult to write, so here are my suggestions on how to get the best out of your bad guys. 
The first kind of horror bad guy that I am going to discuss is the classic villain, who is sentient and premeditated in his evil: villains such as serial killers, demons, vampires, and so forth, as opposed to ghosts and monsters that usually cause trouble just by existing and behaving naturally. 
One of the biggest mistakes that new writers make is thinking that the villains have to be entirely bad, with no redeeming qualities. I was certainly guilty of making this mistake when I started writing horror. I thought that if I gave them a good trait I was somehow watering down the evil, and they wouldn’t be as scary. Experience has taught me that the opposite is true – an all bad character is actually less scary because she is less realistic.  Real people have good and bad sides. Some of my favourite villains are ones that have well-rounded personalities – Hannibal Lecter loved art and architecture and had fantastic taste, Dracula was charming and clever. Your villain can have whatever good side you like – he might be kind to his mother (if he has one) or animals, or older people. 
As well as having good and bad qualities, your villain should also have strengths and weaknesses for your hero to exploit and eventually use against him. Yes, that’s correct, your villain should have weaknesses, and they should become apparent during the course of the story. This way you will avoid the dreaded ‘straw villain’ problem, where your villain seems all-powerful but your hero manages to beat him at the end without any problems. Your villain should be hard to overcome, and it should cost the hero to do it. What should the weakness be? Well that’s up to you. One way is to use the villain’s good traits against him – in Hannibal, Clarice tracked down Hannibal Lecter through his love of expensive things. There are many different kinds of weaknesses that you can give your villain - his weakness might be someone that he loves, or he might have a power he can’t control or mental problems. 
This probably goes without saying, but your villain should also be clever. I don’t necessarily mean that he has to have a genius IQ, he can be a street smart crime lord, but he can’t be stupid. I’ve wracked my brain, but I can’t think of a single instance where an effective, scary villain has been a moron. Plenty of ineffective ones… 
Another good way to make your villain seem more realistic is to give his past as much consideration and planning as you do your hero. Why did he turn out bad? What is his justification for being the bad guy? Very few people think of themselves as ‘evil’; they find a way to justify their actions to themselves. If he is striving towards an outcome, maybe he feels that the end justifies the means. Or he might be a psychotic or a sociopath, as many serial killers are. 
  
The second kind of horror bad guy is the monster, ghost, zombie, and so forth. They are not currently as popular as the villains, which I think is a shame because I love monsters, but all things come round, so I’m sure their time will come again. 
Monster fiction needs to be approached from a completely different perspective than that of villains. I usually think of monsters in fiction as falling into two separate groups – there are the normal animals that have been changed in some way, and there are the supernatural or abnormal creatures. 
A perfect example of the first group comes from the monster movies of the 60’s and 70’s, where regular animals like spiders got radiated, grew enormous, and started to attack humans. The spiders weren’t being evil, just doing what spiders do, but it is still great fodder for horror fiction. The horror here comes from the tables being turned – humans go from being the dominant predatory species to being the prey, and being hunted and fighting for your life gives the author ample opportunities for creating fear. Many horror writers over the years have played around with this concept – my favourite being the ‘Rats’ trilogy by James Herbert where mutant rats living in the London Underground system start to become aggressive and kill humans. This works on the ‘tables being turned’ level, but it is also given a head start because Herbert has picked an animal that most people have a strong dislike for anyway. These are the non-supernatural monsters. 
The other group of monsters, the supernatural or abnormal creatures, contains a huge variety of horror bad guys  - from ghosts, shapechangers, and zombies to aliens. And this is the place where you can really let your imagination go wild; when you are creating a monster you have free reign – it can have razor sharp teeth or poisonous skin or be ten feet tall and carry off young women. A word of warning though: don’t get too carried away with your monsters, as it is easy to go over the top and move from scary to silly. For example, if you want to give your monster extra arms to make it harder to fight, a few extra arms is okay, but twenty extra arms is just going to look silly. 
Similarly to the villains, you need to give your monsters weaknesses, or your hero is going to have a very difficult job to kill them. We all know the usual weaknesses  – kill the zombie master and the zombies die, work out why the ghost is angry and it’ll be put to rest, etc but don’t let these stop you thinking up new and original weaknesses for your monsters. A great example of this is in It by Stephen King; his monster is a shapechanger, and the weakness he gives it is that while it is pretending to be a creature it has all the weaknesses that the creature would really have. So when it pretends to be a werewolf it can be hurt with silver. 
One of the big differences in writing about the two groups of monsters is when they appear in the stories. In the first group, the mutant creature is often seen early on in the story and appears regularly. This is because a lot of the horror here is visual (i.e. the horror of seeing or imagining a six foot spider eating a man), and the horror also comes from the change in the interaction between man and creature. With the second group, the opposite is true – the creature does not usually appear frequently until closer to the end of the story; the horror here comes from the build-up of tension from not seeing the monster. It also plays to the fact that things are always more scary in our imagination; by not showing us the monster, the author forces us to come up with all manner of terrible things that it could be. 
My earlier tips for getting the best out of your bad guys are all relatively easy.This is the hard part, and the part the unnerves a lot of people. When you write your bad guy, it’s not enough to simply know why he does the bad things he does, what drove him to it; it’s not even enough to understand him. While you are writing him you must be him. You must delve into the darkest parts of your mind and find the bits of you that have the potential to be evil, and explore them. This is hard, very hard, because we spend a lot of our time trying not to look at these bits of ourselves, concentrating on the good. But it’s the only way to write bad guys that people will believe in. The first time you do this it can be very disturbing – to find that there’s a part of you that can write a torture scene or a grisly murder and really enjoy it. But don’t worry if you feel like that. It doesn’t mean that there’s something wrong with you, or that you’re disturbed. Just grit your teeth and carry on and you’ll end up with something impressive. 
My final suggestion is to analyse the work of other writers that you like. Pick one to two books with your favourite bad guys in, and then look for what makes that bad guy work for you. What are his strengths and weaknesses? Does he seem real to you? What does he do to make you scared of him? Hopefully this should show you how these suggestions work in practice. 
Happy reading and writing.
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