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Introduction




Throughout at least two books, I’ll share links to downloadable content, workbooks, exercises, tests, even video lessons and workshops, presented by myself and other industry professionals. Also included, an online forum with everything a horror author might desire, its epicenter a holistic approach to highly-motivated writing, designed to raise your level of creativity and focus. 

It's work, but if you find your niche, your voice, and hopefully that balance of fearlessness and inspiration, lightning strikes...and its burn is glorious.

Before you commit to this journey, it is only fair I introduce not only myself, but my qualifications as your guide. My name is Joe Mynhardt, and I’ve been entrenched in the horror industry for fifteen years. Since 2008 I have worn many hats: writer and editor both fiction and non-fiction, publisher, branding, ad copywriter, and promotional campaign launcher. In 2012 I took the leap and founded Crystal Lake Publishing, and my hands have been stained with the macabre's scarlet ink for over a decade. In 2016 I rolled the dice, quit my day job, and dedicated my life to being a full-time small press publisher. By the time the clock struck 2023, CLP had morphed into Crystal Lake Entertainment, a burgeoning behemoth in the horror domain. We’re not just about books anymore. We’ve branched out into comics, children’s literature and activity books, pulp horror, audiobooks, and even representing rights for translations and films. We look for amazing Intellectual Properties and run the full gamut with them.

And if that’s not enough, we’re on the cusp of venturing into the gaming world.

Since the age of nine, I’ve devoured books, dissected films, and analyzed plots, so representing Crystal Lake’s brand is not a mere job for me. It’s a way of life. Publishing and marketing an average of two books a month might sound daunting to most, but not to me. I dedicate an average of 15 hours a day to this endeavor, ensuring that no book is left behind due to the constraints of time. This business isn’t just what I do, it’s what I breathe. I'm here because I love it, I'm here because I'm a fan. I'm here because I know what it's like when the task of publishing your book or other IP seems insurmountable. 

Whether you’re a seasoned horror writer or someone looking to bruise your current genre with a dash of horror, I invite you to trust me on this journey. Traversing the terrain of the Shadows & Ink series, the Heartbeat forum, our mastermind group, and the podcast, we’ll explore the dark tunnels where secrets lay dormant, the long, eerie nights filled with prowling killers who obey the braying of ravenous wolves...not to mention the slanted house on the hill, the site of so many tragedies.

I promise, it will be a ride to remember.

And it won't hurt.

Okay, maybe a little.


Joe Mynhardt
January, 2024
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Chapter 1


History of Horror Literature





Horror stories have always been a fascinating mirror of our deepest fears and anxieties, painting a vivid picture of the unknown corners of the human mind. These stories range from ancient monster legends hiding in the dark to modern tales exploring the complex workings of the mind. The way horror has evolved shows how much it captivates us. For today’s horror writers, going back to the classics isn’t just for study—it’s like diving into the heart of what makes the genre so gripping.  


Let’s explore why this trip back in time is so important for the storytellers of today.




	Understanding the Evolution of Fear: Delving into classic horror provides a window into the anxieties of past eras. For instance, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein grapples with the ethical implications of unchecked scientific ambition during the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, while Bram Stoker’s Dracula explores the fear of the unknown amidst the backdrop of colonial expansion. By immersing themselves in these tales, writers gain insights into how societal changes shape our darkest fears and how these fears have transformed over time.


	Appreciating the Mastery of the Craft: The classics have stood the test of time because of their exceptional storytelling. Giants of the genre, like Edgar Allan Poe and Robert Louis Stevenson, have set benchmarks in creating suspense, developing unforgettable characters, and evoking atmospheric dread. By studying their techniques and narrative structures, modern writers can learn invaluable lessons in the art of storytelling.


	Finding Inspiration in the Echoes of the Past: While forging a unique voice is essential, drawing inspiration from the masters can help writers refine their style. The eerie worlds of Lovecraft, the psychological depths explored by Shirley Jackson, or the stark realism of Richard Matheson can serve as guiding beacons. By understanding and resonating with these voices, writers can incorporate elements that enhance their own narratives. You will learn to take the best of them and combine it with your own identity, all in an effort to create something truly unique.


	Engaging in a Timeless Conversation: Modern horror often engages in a dialogue with its predecessors, either as a nod of acknowledgment, a reinterpretation, or even as a challenge to established norms. Being well-versed in classic horror allows writers to participate meaningfully in this ongoing conversation, ensuring their contributions are both respectful and innovative.


	Rekindling the Creative Flame: Every writer, at some point, faces the daunting abyss of creative block. In such moments, the classics can serve as a beacon, reigniting the spark of inspiration. The moral dilemmas in Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde or the haunting isolation in Henry James’ The Turn of the Screw can offer fresh perspectives and themes to explore.


	Balancing Homage with Originality: A deep understanding of classic horror enables writers to pay tribute to the stories that inspired them. At the same time, this knowledge ensures they avoid unintentional similarities, ensuring their work remains fresh and original.






At their core, classic horror stories are much more than just old tales from the past. They’re the foundation the entire genre is built. For modern writers, these stories are like a goldmine filled with wisdom, inspiration, and a connection to the genre’s history. As horror stories keep developing, these timeless tales from days gone by help the genre stay true to its rich roots, while also adapting to mirror the constantly changing fears and desires of people.


Ancient and Classical Horror


When we think of horror, our minds might jump to modern tales of haunted houses or eerie ghost stories whispered around campfires. But the roots of horror stretch back much further, to the very dawn of storytelling. From the earliest civilizations, humans have felt the need to explore the unknown, to confront our deepest fears, and to share tales that send shivers down our spines.

One of the earliest known stories, the “Epic of Gilgamesh,” isn’t just a chronicle of a king’s grand adventures. It’s a journey into the shadowy realms of the afterlife and the mysteries of existence. Picture a world where the line between gods and mortals was blurred, where eerie encounters weren’t just the stuff of legends but a tangible, terrifying reality. The dread of facing such unknowns in a time when myths were lived experiences must have been profound.

But it wasn’t just the ancient Mesopotamians who had a flair for the macabre. The Greeks and Romans, with their rich tapestry of myths, introduced us to a whole host of spine-tingling creatures and tales. Imagine the sheer terror of encountering Medusa, her hair a writhing mass of snakes, knowing that one wrong look could turn you to stone (better yet, Medusa was actually being punished). Or the chilling suspense of navigating the labyrinthine corridors of the Minotaur’s maze, the beast’s roars echoing closer and closer. And it wasn’t just myths; the tragedies penned by playwrights like Euripides delved into the darkest recesses of the human soul, exploring themes of madness, betrayal, and the supernatural.

The ancient and classical worlds were rich with stories that resonated with the same fears and anxieties we feel today. They remind us that horror, as a genre, is as old as humanity itself. It’s a testament to our enduring fascination with the unknown and our innate need to confront and understand our deepest fears. So, the next time you’re curled up with a spine-chilling novel or watching a horror film, remember that you’re partaking in a tradition that’s been alive for millennia.


Medieval Horror


The medieval era, spanning from the fall of Rome to the dawn of the Renaissance, is a treasure trove for those who relish tales of terror. This period, deeply steeped in religion and societal norms, crafted stories that were as instructive as they were spine-chilling.

The pervasive influence of the church during the Middle Ages cannot be understated. It provided a backdrop of religious fervor, where tales of demons, the devil, and the torments of hell were not just stories…but warnings. Yet, beyond these biblical horrors, the rich folklore of the time brought to life dragons, the undead, and shape-shifters. Whispers of werewolf legends, such as Marie de France’s haunting tale of Bisclavret, would dance around the warmth of fires, captivating and cautioning listeners.

Morality tales, too, played a significant role. Works like The Dance of Death or “Danse Macabre” served as poignant reminders of mortality, emphasizing that death spared no one, regardless of status. And who could forget Dante’s “Inferno?” This epic journey through the circles of Hell showcased sinners receiving their just desserts in ways that were both terrifying and poetically just.

But the medieval era wasn’t just about tales; it was also about the atmosphere. Gargoyles, those stone guardians, sat atop cathedrals not just as architectural wonders but as symbols believed to fend off malevolent forces. The haunted castles of the time, with their shadowy corridors and histories steeped in tragedy, became the stuff of legends and the setting for countless tales of dread.

Visual storytelling also found its place. Manuscripts, akin to today’s graphic novels, painted vivid pictures of apocalyptic scenarios. The “Book of Revelation,” for instance, showcases harrowing depictions of the end times. Meanwhile, bestiaries, which cataloged both real and mythical creatures, served as both educational tools and sources of nightmarish inspiration.

And let’s not forget the chivalric romances. Knights, those paragons of bravery and honor, often found themselves pitted against supernatural foes in dark forests or facing cursed creatures. Their tales were not just about chivalry—they were narratives of confronting the unknown and emerging triumphant.

On a personal note, I will never forget when I read “Beowulf” for the first time. I think I was about nineteen at the time. 

The medieval era was a time of rich storytelling, where real-world anxieties melded seamlessly with tales of the supernatural. These narratives, while entertaining, also imparted moral lessons and reflected the hopes, fears, and beliefs of a society in flux.



We’re walking in the footsteps of giants. Every scare we write, every chill we give, owes a little to the horror masters who haunted the pages before us.




Renaissance to the Enlightenment


The stretch of time from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment was nothing short of transformative. As the world around experienced seismic shifts in art, science, and thought, horror literature also found itself metamorphosing, echoing the era’s intricacies.

The Renaissance, often hailed as a period of cultural awakening, breathed new life into classical arts and learning. It was an age where the horizons of knowledge expanded, where the unknown was not just feared but marvellously explored. Yet, as the Enlightenment dawned, the shadows of the macabre still lurked, proving that even in the brightest eras, darkness finds its space.

Gothic influences, with their brooding and towering architectural marvels, persisted, casting long shadows over this age of enlightenment. The Memento Mori, a poignant reminder of life’s transience, found its way into both art and tales, urging individuals to remember their mortality amidst the era’s advancements.

The supernatural, too, held society in its grip. The fervor of the witch hunts, especially pronounced in the 16th and 17th centuries, saw publications like The Malleus Maleficarum offering guidance on identifying and confronting witches. Ghostly tales flourished, painting spirits not just as specters of fear but as tragic souls, yearning for justice and redemption.

Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto wasn’t merely a story; it was a revolution. This pioneering work laid the foundation for the Gothic novel, introducing readers to a world of haunted edifices, unexplained phenomena, and palpable suspense.

But it wasn’t just external horrors that captivated writers and readers. The era saw a growing interest in the mysteries of the human mind. Stories delved into themes of duality, with tales of doppelgängers, and explored the unsettling descent into madness, reflecting growing concerns about identity and mental well-being.

The Romantic movement, with its deep reverence for nature, painted the natural world in hues of awe and dread. Nature was no longer just a backdrop; it was a character, mighty and unpredictable. And amidst this movement, Mary Shelley gifted the world Frankenstein, a narrative that questioned the very essence of life and the consequences of playing god.

The journey from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment was one of contrasts for horror literature. While the world celebrated reason and discovery, horror tales delved deep, capturing the era’s underlying tensions and fears. It was a dance of darkness amidst an age of light, a testament to horror’s enduring appeal (don’t you just love it?).


19th Century: The Golden Age of Gothic Horror


The 19th century stands out as a golden era for horror literature, a time when the genre truly came into its own. As the world around was in flux, with cities expanding and technology rapidly advancing, there was a palpable tension between the allure of the new and a nostalgia for the old. This juxtaposition—this dance between the past and the present—set the stage for some of the most iconic tales of horror.

Amidst this backdrop of change, writers like Mary Shelley brought to life stories that delved deep into the human psyche. Her Frankenstein wasn’t merely about a scientist and his monstrous creation. It questioned the very essence of humanity, ambition, and responsibility. Edgar Allan Poe, with his unparalleled ability to tap into the macabre, crafted tales like The Tell-Tale Heart, that weren’t just spine-chilling but also profound explorations of the mind’s darker recesses. Bram Stoker’s Dracula was more than a vampire tale; it was a reflection on changing societal norms, touching upon themes of sexuality and the clash between old-world traditions and modern aspirations. And then there was Robert Louis Stevenson, whose Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde delved into the duality of human nature, revealing the masks we wear and the shadows lurking within.

The settings of these stories, whether it was a haunting moor or a crumbling castle, weren’t just mere backdrops. They breathed life into the narratives, adding layers of atmosphere and evoking a sense of foreboding (we’ll cover this in a later chapter). This era also saw a fascinating interplay between the supernatural and the rational. Stories often danced on the edge of reality, teasing the boundaries of what was known and delving into the mysteries of the unknown. And at the heart of many of these tales was a sense of moral ambiguity, where lines between right and wrong, hero and villain, were often blurred, making readers question and ponder long after the last page was turned.

The 19th century was a defining moment for horror literature. The stories from this time, rich in atmosphere and rife with complex themes, have not only shaped the genre but also highlighted the enduring allure of a well-crafted horror tale. They remind us that, at its core, horror is about tapping into our deepest fears, desires, and the timeless questions that haunt the human soul.


Early 20th Century: A New Age of Darkness


The dawn of the 20th century ushered in an age of contrasts. As the world teetered between the remnants of bygone eras and the promise of modernity, horror literature found itself in a unique position to capture the zeitgeist of this boisterous time.

The backdrop of this era was nothing short of dramatic. The world was scarred by the horrors of two World Wars, and the shadows of these conflicts loomed large over literature. At the same time, the rise of psychoanalysis and the march of scientific rationalism began to reshape society’s understanding of the self and the universe. These seismic shifts provided a fertile ground for horror tales that mirrored the collective anxieties, hopes, and fears of the age.

Among the luminaries of this period was H.P. Lovecraft, whose tales of cosmic horror introduced readers to a universe both vast and indifferent. His stories, like The Call of Cthulhu, didn’t just terrify, they challenged our very understanding of humanity’s place in the cosmos. M.R. James (a big favorite of mine) with his knack for turning the mundane into the macabre, breathed new life into the ghost story genre, blending academic settings with eerie supernatural twists. And then there was Franz Kafka, whose works, although not strictly horror, delved deep into the existential anxieties of the modern individual, painting a bleak picture of alienation and the often Kafkaesque nature of modern life. If you haven’t read his work, I highly recommend you do.

The themes that emerged during this period were as varied as they were profound. Lovecraft’s cosmic horror reminded us of our insignificance in the face of an uncaring universe. As cities grew and the world became more interconnected, tales began to reflect the isolation and anonymity of urban life, giving birth to a new kind of psychological horror. The rapid pace of technological advancements led writers to question the moral implications of progress, exploring the dark side of innovation. And, of course, the very real horrors of global conflicts found their way into the pages of horror literature, leading to stories that grappled with the depths of human cruelty and the fragility of civilization.

The early 20th century was a transformative period for horror literature. The stories from this time, with their rich tapestry of themes and innovative narrative techniques, not only captured the spirit of the age but also laid the groundwork for future generations of writers. They stand as a testament to the genre’s ability to adapt, evolve, and, most importantly, to hold a mirror to society’s deepest fears and desires.


Mid to Late 20th Century


The mid to late 20th century was a period of profound transformation, with the world caught in a whirlwind of societal, political, and technological upheavals. As the dust settled from the devastation of World War II and the world grappled with the onset of the Cold War, horror literature found itself in a unique position to capture the collective mood of the times.

This era was a mix of emotions. There was hope because the worst of the war was behind, but also a lot of uncertainty about the future. With new technologies emerging and society changing rapidly, it was both an exciting and nerve-wracking time. And this backdrop was perfect for horror writers to weave their tales.

A standout theme from this period was the deep dive into our minds and societal norms. The world had just seen the extremes of human behavior during the war, and people were trying to process it all. Shirley Jackson was a master at this. She explored the pressures of society and the hidden darkness in stories like The Lottery and The Haunting of Hill House.

And she wasn’t alone. Big names like Stephen King came onto the scene, giving us stories that mirrored the challenges and fears of society, from tales set in small-town America to the haunting corridors of The Shining.

But it wasn’t just about personal fears. With all the advancements in science and tech, from nuclear power to space journeys, horror stories started asking: “What if we push things too far?” This led to tales about mutants, bleak futures, and the side effects of unchecked progress.

Plus, the big events of the era, like the Cold War tensions and cultural shifts of the ‘60s and ‘70s, made their way into horror stories. This added layers of depth, making the narratives more diverse and in tune with the times.

Wrapping it up, the mid to late 20th century was a standout period for horror literature. The stories from this time weren’t just scary; they were reflections of society’s hopes, fears, and challenges. They set the stage for the horror tales we love today.


Modern era of horror


The modern era is a whirlwind of change, and horror literature has been right there with it, evolving and adapting to the pulse of our times. As we navigate the maze of the digital age, political shifts, and the pressing weight of environmental issues, horror writers have become our guides, crafting stories that echo our shared anxieties and hopes.

One of the most exciting things about today’s horror is the chorus of diverse voices singing their unique tales. Think of writers like N.K. Jemisin, Carmen Maria Machado, and Tananarive Due. They’re not just telling scary stories. They’re challenging us, making us think about race, gender, and who we are in this ever-changing world.

And here’s the fun part: modern horror isn’t just about ghosts and ghouls anymore. It’s playing with sci-fi, dabbling in fantasy, and even borrowing a bit from thrillers. It’s like a genre-blending party where tales of tech gone wrong can mingle with stories of cosmic mysteries and deep, introspective journeys. And I love it!

Of course, the world around us plays a big role in shaping these stories. Remember the unsettling times post-9/11? The unease of that era, the feeling of being watched, and the shadows of global threats have all found their way into our tales. And as we grapple with the reality of our planet’s future, stories of nature fighting back, or eco-horror, are making waves.

But what truly warms my heart is seeing how inclusive horror has become. It’s like a big, spooky tent where everyone’s invited. Writers from all walks of life are sharing their nightmares and dreams, ensuring that horror stays fresh, relevant, and oh-so-terrifying.

To wrap it up, modern horror is like a mirror, reflecting our current world with all its wonders and terrors. From the silence of empty cities to the potential dangers of AI, and the ghosts of our pasts, horror keeps us hooked, always ready for another tale to send shivers down our spines. So, buckle up, because the journey through modern horror is a thrilling ride none of us want to miss!


The Future of Horror Literature


Some of the best authors had a way of being ahead of their time. As we know, horror as a genre has always been a reflection of societal anxieties, fears, and the collective unconscious of its time. As we’ve seen, horror has evolved with the world around it, from the gothic castles of the 19th century to the digital nightmares of the 21st. So, as we stand on the cusp of a new era, marked by rapid technological advancements, socio-political upheavals, and environmental challenges, we can’t help but wonder: what’s next for horror fiction? 




	Technological Terrors: The digital age has already made its mark on horror, with stories exploring the dark side of the internet, artificial intelligence, and virtual realities. As technology continues to advance at an unprecedented rate, we can expect horror literature to delve deeper into the implications of these advancements. Themes might include the erosion of privacy, the blending of reality and virtuality, and the potential consequences of AI surpassing human intelligence. Scary stuff!


	Environmental Horrors: With climate change becoming an ever more pressing concern, eco-horror is likely to take center stage. Stories might explore post-apocalyptic landscapes, the consequences of bioengineering, and humanity’s struggle against nature’s wrath. As the real-world implications of environmental neglect become more apparent, horror literature will serve as a cautionary reflection, highlighting the potential horrors that await.


	Cosmic and Existential Dread: As our understanding of the universe expands, so too does our realization of our insignificance within it. Modern horror has already begun to explore existential and cosmic dread, and this trend is likely to continue. Stories might delve into the mysteries of the multiverse, the implications of discovering extra-terrestrial life, and the philosophical questions surrounding existence itself.


	Socio-political Reflections: The world is in a state of flux, with old societal structures being challenged and new ones emerging. Horror literature will continue to reflect these changes, exploring themes of identity, displacement, and the unknown. As issues of race, gender, and orientation take center stage, horror will offer a platform for diverse voices to share their unique perspectives and fears.


	Blurring of Genres: The lines between genres have been blurring for some time now, and this trend is likely to continue. Horror might merge with science fiction, fantasy, and even romance, leading to hybrid genres that offer fresh and innovative narratives. This blending will allow authors to explore new terrains, pushing the boundaries of what horror can be.


	Interactive and Immersive Horror: With the rise of virtual reality and augmented reality technologies, the future of horror literature might not be limited to the written word. Readers could find themselves immersed in interactive horror narratives, where they play an active role in the story, navigating haunted houses, interacting with ghosts, or facing their deepest fears in real-time. It’s our job as authors to stay up to date with these technologies and adapt. 






The future of horror literature is as uncertain as it is exciting. As the world changes, so too will the stories we tell to make sense of it. What remains constant, however, is horror’s ability to tap into our deepest fears, offering both a mirror to our anxieties and a cathartic release. Whatever the future holds, one thing is certain: horror will continue to evolve, terrify, and captivate readers for generations to come. And I can’t wait. 








  
  

Chapter 2


Sub-genres of Horror





Horror is a vast and multifaceted genre, with numerous sub-genres that each bring their own flavor of fear to the table. Let’s dive into some of the most prominent sub-genres and uncover what makes each one uniquely terrifying: 




	Gothic Horror: Distinguished by its moody and atmospheric settings, often in old, decaying mansions or castles. It’s less about shock and more about creating a sense of dread and unease. Themes often revolve around decay, madness, and forbidden knowledge. Classics in this sub-genre include Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Edgar Allan Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher, and Bram Stoker’s Dracula. 


	Psychological Horror: This sub-genre delves deep into the human psyche, where the horror emerges from emotional instability or distorted perceptions rather than external threats. Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House and Robert Louis Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde are prime examples. Also The Turn of the Screw by Henry James. You’ll notice that I regularly refer to the same books. I’m sticking with ones I know most people already read. Hopefully.


	Supernatural Horror: Here, the terror arises from encounters with the unknown, be it ghosts, demons, or other supernatural entities. Noteworthy works include The Exorcist by William Peter Blatty and The Woman in Black by Susan Hill.


	Cosmic Horror (or Lovecraftian Horror): This sub-genre emphasizes humanity’s insignificance in the vast, indifferent cosmos, often featuring ancient and incomprehensible entities. H.P. Lovecraft’s tales, such as The Call of Cthulhu, The Shadow over Innsmouth and The Dunwich Horror are quintessential examples.


	Body Horror: A sub-genre that delves into our fears about our own bodies, focusing on grotesque transformations and the fragility of flesh. Clive Barker’s The Books of Blood, The Metamorphosis by Franz Kafka, and films like The Fly by David Cronenberg are iconic in this category.


	Splatterpunk: For those who like their horror explicit and gory, splatterpunk offers graphic depictions of violence. Works by Jack Ketchum, John Skipp, Craig Spector, and Richard Laymon exemplify this sub-genre.


	Eco-Horror: Nature strikes back in these tales, which arise from ecological concerns and humanity’s impact on the environment. Notable examples include Jeff VanderMeer’s Annihilation, The Birds by Daphne du Maurier, and films like The Happening by M. Night Shyamalan.


	Technological Horror: The dark side of technology takes center stage here, exploring everything from malevolent AIs to digital nightmares. Stephen King’s Cell, Daemon by Daniel Suarez, and episodes from the Black Mirror series delve into these themes.


	Slasher: A sub-genre that revolves around a violent antagonist stalking and eliminating victims. While films like Halloween and Scream are iconic, novels such as Psycho by Robert Bloch, Final Girls by Riley Sager, and The Last Final Girl by Stephen Graham Jones also fit the bill.


	Survival Horror: The emphasis here is on the protagonist’s desperate fight for survival in hostile settings. Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend and the Resident Evil series are prime examples.


	Erotic Horror: Blending the sensual with the terrifying, this sub-genre delves into the darker aspects of desire. Anne Rice’s The Vampire Chronicles and Clive Barker’s Hellbound Heart are notable works. For something a bit more modern, try Stuck on You by Jasper Bark.


	Historical Horror: Set against the backdrop of real historical events, these tales mix fact with fiction to chilling effect. Dan Simmons’ The Terror and Alma Katsu’s The Hunger are standout examples.






Horror’s many sub-genres offer readers a diverse array of chilling tales, each reflecting different facets of our deepest fears. As our world and society change, these sub-genres evolve, ensuring that horror remains a dynamic and ever-relevant form of storytelling. Whether you’re drawn to the eerie silences of haunted mansions or the existential dread of cosmic entities, there’s a horror sub-genre waiting to send shivers down your spine. Too bad we don’t have enough time to read them all.


Navigating the Labyrinth of Horror Sub-genres



In the realm of horror, authors face a crossroads, each path winding into a different shadowed niche of the genre. The decision to specialize, blend, or innovate is not just a matter of narrative choice, but a defining element of a writer’s identity.


The Art of Specialization in a Sub-genre:
Choosing to specialize in a sub-genre is akin to mastering a musical instrument. You become attuned to every nuance, every note that can evoke dread. The audience comes to know what to expect: a particular kind of scare, a specific atmosphere. Like a virtuoso, you may become synonymous with the sub-genre itself, your name a byword for a certain kind of darkness.

Yet, there’s a shadow to this spotlight. The very expertise that brings readers to your door can become a gilded cage. The expectations of your audience might weigh heavy, and the fear of repetition, of churning out variations on a single theme, can become a specter more haunting than any ghostly tale you pen.


The Fusion Approach: Blending Sub-genres
Then there’s the fusion approach, a dance of elements from various horror traditions. It’s a creative alchemy that can yield stories with unexpected twists, where a haunted house might also be a spaceship, or a vampire’s curse might carry the existential dread of cosmic horror.

This path offers a freedom that specialization does not. Your canvas is broader, your palette richer. But it’s not without its pitfalls. The very versatility that allows you to draw from multiple wells can also dilute the potency of your story. And there’s the challenge of balance—too much of one element and the delicate harmony of your narrative can tip into discord.


The Path of Innovation: Venturing into New Territories
And what of the trailblazers? Those who step off the map into uncharted territories of terror? Innovation is the lifeblood of the genre, the force that propels it into new eras. To innovate is to invite readers into a world they’ve never seen, to show them fears they’ve never felt.

The thrill of this path is undeniable. There’s a certain glory in being the first, in knowing that you’ve added a new chapter to the annals of horror. But the path is fraught with risk. The market may not know what to make of your work, and without the guideposts of genre conventions, the journey can be as daunting as it is exhilarating.

The labyrinth of horror’s sub-genres is as intricate and varied as the fears they evoke. Whether an author chooses to become a master of one domain, to mix the elements of many, or to forge ahead into the unknown, their work contributes to the ever-evolving narrative of what scares us. Each choice has its own rewards, its own challenges, and its own place in the grand, dark tapestry of the genre.

In the end, the beauty of horror lies in its adaptability, its capacity to reflect the myriad fears of the human experience. Whether through the focused lens of specialization, the blended brushstrokes of fusion, or the bold colors of innovation, horror continues to captivate and terrify, ensuring its enduring legacy in the pantheon of literature.



Creativity is a wild mind and a disciplined eye. Let your imagination soar, but guide it with intention.




Originality in Horror



In the world of storytelling, originality is like a lighthouse guiding ships through a stormy sea of familiar tales. For those who weave tales of horror, it’s a chance to step off the beaten path and into the shadows of the unknown. But the question that often haunts writers is this: How do you plant the seeds of originality in soil that’s been tilled for centuries by countless storytellers before you?

The quest for originality in horror is a journey into the depths of your imagination. It’s about peering into the corners of your mind that even you’re hesitant to explore. To be original, you must first become an archaeologist of the human psyche, unearthing fears that are personal yet universal, fresh yet fundamentally relatable.

To craft something truly original, you might look where others haven’t. It could be a forgotten piece of folklore tucked away in a dusty library book, or a slice of science that’s just a little off-kilter. Sometimes, originality lies in the fusion of ideas that seem unrelated—a blending of genres, a clash of concepts, or a character that defies expectations.

Remember, originality doesn’t mean ignoring the past. It’s about standing on the shoulders of giants and reaching for something they didn’t. It’s taking the essence of what makes horror so compelling—the fear, the suspense, the surprise—and adding a twist that’s all your own. Think of it as a conversation with the greats, where you’re both respectful and bold enough to say something new.

Creativity is the soil where the seeds of originality grow. To nurture it, you must give yourself the freedom to think wildly, to dream without limits, and to write without fear of judgment. It’s about allowing yourself to make connections that are uniquely yours, to tell stories that only you can tell because they come from a place deep within you.

Originality in horror isn’t just about being different for the sake of it. It’s about finding a new way to evoke the primal emotions that horror, at its core, is all about. It’s a delicate dance between the familiar and the novel, between the expectations of the genre and the surprises you weave into the narrative. As you embark on this journey, remember that the path to originality is as much about the process as it is about the destination.

Let’s dive into it even more.


1. Embracing Curiosity: The “What If?” of Horror


Curiosity is the spark that ignites the imagination, and in horror, it’s the question “What if?” that often lights the way to originality. This simple, yet profound question can lead writers down paths less trodden, into the dark woods of the unexplored. It’s about looking at the world with a sense of wonder and finding inspiration in places that others might overlook. A peculiar news headline, an eerie slice of history, or a personal encounter that sends shivers down the spine—these can all be the seeds of a story that veers from the beaten path. 

At its trembling heart, horror pulses with the unknown, the unexplainable, the deeply unsettling. It’s a genre that dares to poke at the edges of our understanding, to push us into the shadows where our fears and fascinations intertwine. The “What If?” approach is the key that unlocks these doors, inviting both writer and reader to step through into a world of endless possibilities.

Curiosity is as natural to us as breathing. It’s the force that drives us to peel back the layers of the world, to seek out the hidden truths and dare to ask the questions that might otherwise go unspoken. In horror, this curiosity is a blade that cuts both ways—drawing us in with the promise of answers, yet often leading us to confront horrors we might wish remained hidden.

When we ask “What if?” we’re doing more than just speculating—we’re crafting the foundation of a horror story. “What if there was a curse tied to a videotape?” “What if a house was a gateway for malevolent spirits?” “What if the line between life and death could be blurred?” These questions are the seeds from which the twisted trees of horror grow, each branch a narrative possibility.

The true power of the “What If?” lies in its embrace of the possible. Horror stories that flirt with the edges of reality, that suggest their terrifying events could happen, resonate with a chilling authenticity. They blur the line between fiction and reality, making the reader’s heartbeat quicken with the thought, “This could happen to me.”

Moreover, this approach is an invitation to the imagination. It asks both the writer and the reader to ponder the consequences of the hypothetical, to explore the limits of their fears, and to engage in a silent dialogue with the unfolding story.

To embrace curiosity and the “What If?” in horror is to celebrate our intrinsic need to explore and question. It’s an acknowledgment of that fine line between the known and the unknown and the courage to step over it. Horror, like life, is an expedition into the uncharted, propelled by the relentless flame of curiosity. It’s this thrilling expedition, with all its shadows and revelations, that keeps the heart of horror beating and its readers endlessly enthralled.

One of my first tales to make it to print sprang from a rather unnerving realization—I was parked in a spot notorious for carjackings, and “What If” worked itself into my mind. The fear that crept up on me, mingled with a surge of anger, became the fuel for my writing. I channeled those raw emotions into a story that stood apart from the rest. And how could I be so sure it was different? Well, I’m an avid reader. I’ve devoured countless stories, so I have a pretty good grasp on what’s been done to death and what hasn’t. That knowledge is a powerful tool; it helps me carve out spaces for my own stories in the vast library of literature.

We are of course born with this intrinsic need to explore and question, but some of us lose it along the way. Childhood is often remembered as a time of boundless curiosity, a period when the world seemed vast, mysterious, and filled with endless possibilities. Every shadow held a story, every rustle of leaves whispered secrets, and every new experience was an adventure waiting to be embarked upon. As we grow older, the weight of responsibilities, societal expectations, and the routine of daily life can sometimes dim this innate sense of wonder. However, reflecting back on our childhood curiosity can offer invaluable insights, rekindling our passion for exploration and reigniting the flames of imagination.

Children view the world with an unfiltered lens, free from the biases and preconceptions that often cloud adult perception. For a child, every day presents a myriad of questions: 

“Why is the sky blue?”

“How do birds fly?”

“Where do dreams come from?”

This relentless quest for knowledge stems from a genuine desire to understand the world around them. It’s a reminder of a time when we weren’t afraid to ask questions, no matter how naive or trivial they might seem.

For children, the joy lies not just in finding answers but in the process of discovery itself. The world is a treasure trove of mysteries, and every revelation, whether it’s the discovery of a hidden nook in the garden or the realization that rainbows appear after the rain, is celebrated with genuine delight. This sense of wonder, of finding magic in the mundane, is something that often gets lost in the transition to adulthood. Yet, it’s a perspective that can add richness and depth to our experiences, transforming the ordinary into the extraordinary. I’m convinced that this vibrant spark of curiosity is what makes authors, particularly those who dabble in the macabre, resonate so harmoniously at conventions and book signings. They exude an infectious energy, a zest for the curious and the thrilling... a sense of adventure. And, of course, there’s always a hint of mischief twinkling in their eyes. It’s why fans want to buy them drinks.

Reflecting on our childhood curiosity is not just an exercise in nostalgia. It’s an invitation to reconnect with our inner child. It challenges us to break free from the shackles of routine, to look at the world with fresh eyes, and to embrace the unknown with open arms. Whether it’s picking up a new hobby, traveling to an unfamiliar destination, or simply taking a moment to observe the world around us, there are countless ways to rekindle our sense of wonder.

Embracing our childhood curiosity in adulthood can have profound benefits. It fosters creativity, encouraging us to think outside the box and approach problems from different angles. It promotes lifelong learning, reminding us that there’s always something new to discover, no matter our age. Most importantly, it enriches our lives, adding a layer of depth and meaning to our experiences.

Childhood curiosity is a precious gift, a beacon that guides us through the complexities of life. By reflecting on this innate sense of wonder, we can navigate the challenges of adulthood with grace, resilience, and a zest for life. In the end, curiosity is not just about seeking answers; it’s about celebrating the journey, cherishing the moments of discovery, and reveling in the magic of the unknown. Perhaps this is the secret to a happy life. To the fountain of youth.


2. Cross-pollination of Genres:


One way to infuse originality into horror is by drawing inspiration from other genres. A horror story with the intricate plotting of a mystery, the world-building of science fiction, or the emotional depth of a romance can result in a narrative that feels fresh and unexpected. By blending elements from diverse genres, authors can create a unique tapestry of horror that defies categorization. Consider the film Rocky with Sylvester Stallone. While it may seem like a sports movie on the surface, at its heart, it’s truly a tale of romance.


3. Cultural Exploration:


Horror is a universal emotion, but its manifestations vary across cultures. By exploring myths, legends, and folklore from different parts of the world, authors can introduce readers to unfamiliar terrors. This not only enriches the narrative with diverse perspectives but also offers a fresh take on what scares us.

Horror, as a genre, has always been a reflection of society’s deepest fears and anxieties. While many of these fears are universal, their manifestations and interpretations can vary widely across cultures. Cultural exploration in horror literature provides a unique lens through which readers can experience the unfamiliar, broadening their understanding of the world and the myriad ways in which horror can be expressed.

Cultural exploration in horror delves into the myths, legends, and folklore of different societies, offering readers a glimpse into the unique terrors that haunt different corners of the world. This not only enriches the narrative with diverse perspectives but also challenges readers to confront their own biases and preconceptions. By immersing themselves in a different cultural context, readers are forced to re-evaluate their understanding of horror, recognizing that what might be terrifying in one culture might be benign or even revered in another.


Notable Examples in Horror Literature:




	The Ballad of Black Tom by Victor LaValle: This novella reimagines H.P. Lovecraft’s “The Horror at Red Hook”, addressing the original’s racial prejudices. Set in 1920s Harlem, LaValle’s story offers a fresh perspective on Lovecraftian horror, exploring themes of racism and cultural alienation in America.


	Ring by Koji Suzuki: This Japanese horror novel, which inspired the famous film adaptations, delves into the urban legends and technological anxieties of modern Japan. The story of a cursed videotape draws from Japanese folklore, presenting a unique blend of traditional and contemporary fears.


	The Fisherman by John Langan: While not set in a non-Western culture, Langan’s novel is a masterclass in world-building, creating a richly detailed mythology rooted in the history and geography of upstate New York. The narrative weaves together various cultural and historical threads, crafting a tapestry of horror that feels both ancient and modern.


	Mexican Gothic by Silvia Moreno-Garcia: Set in 1950s Mexico, this novel draws on Mexican history and folklore to craft a chilling tale of haunted houses and family secrets. The story challenges Western Gothic conventions, infusing them with a distinctly Mexican sensibility.


	The Devourers by Indra Das: This novel offers a fresh take on werewolf legends, set against the backdrop of India’s rich history and diverse cultures. Das weaves together narratives from the Mughal era and contemporary Kolkata, exploring themes of identity, colonialism, and transformation.






Cultural exploration in horror literature serves a dual purpose. On one hand, it introduces readers to the rich tapestry of global horror traditions, expanding their horizons and deepening their appreciation for the genre. On the other hand, it challenges authors to think beyond the familiar, to seek inspiration in the stories, myths, and legends of cultures different from their own.

Moreover, in an increasingly globalized world, cultural exploration in literature promotes understanding and empathy. It underscores the idea that while the specifics of our fears might differ, the emotion itself is universal. Horror, in all its culturally diverse manifestations, reminds us of our shared humanity.


4. Challenging Conventions:


Innovation in horror writing often requires a bold step away from the comfort of well-worn paths. Authors who aspire to bring something new to the table must be ready to confront and challenge the established norms that have long defined the genre. This is no small feat, though. It involves a deliberate effort to subvert expectations and breathe fresh life into familiar tropes.

One way to challenge conventions is by flipping them on their head. Consider the trope of the final girl in slasher films and stories—the sole survivor who outlives her companions. An innovative approach might present her not as a victim of circumstance but as the mastermind behind the events, or perhaps explore the story from the perspective of the antagonist, offering a narrative that sympathizes with the ‘monster.’

Playing with narrative structure can also serve as a powerful tool for innovation. Non-linear storytelling, unreliable narrators, or mixed media formats within the text can disorient and re-engage the reader, providing a new experience of suspense and discovery. For example, a story might be told through a series of diary entries, police reports, and online forum threads, requiring the reader to piece together the truth. I’m certain you’re familiar with Carrie by Stephen King or World War Z by Max Brooks. A newer example is one of our very own anthologies, Dead Letters, edited by Jacob Steven Mohr.

Reimagining classic monsters in a contemporary context is another avenue for challenging conventions. What would creatures like vampires, werewolves, or ghosts represent in today’s world? Authors might place these entities in unexpected settings—such as a corporate office or a post-apocalyptic landscape—exploring themes relevant to modern society, like the fear of technology or the breakdown of social order.

By pushing these boundaries, authors not only contribute to the evolution of the genre but also invite readers to question and rethink their own preconceptions about horror. This can lead to a more engaged and critical readership, eager for stories that offer more than just scares. Stories that provoke thought, challenge societal norms, and offer commentary on the human condition.

In doing so, authors can redefine what horror means for a new generation. They can transform the genre into a vessel for exploring the complexities of contemporary life, all while delivering the thrills and chills that horror aficionados crave. It’s through this delicate balance of respect for tradition and the courage to innovate that the future classics of horror literature are born.


5. Personal Reflection:


The quest for originality in horror often leads writers to the most intimate and shadowed corners of their own minds. It’s within these personal recesses that the most compelling and relatable fears dwell. When authors dare to mine the depths of their own experiences, they tap into a wellspring of authenticity that can transform the written word into a mirror reflecting the human condition.

Personal reflection in writing is not merely about recounting events but about connecting with the emotional truths that underlie those experiences. An author might draw upon the vulnerability felt during a childhood illness, the isolation of being misunderstood, or the heart-pounding rush of a close escape. These emotions, when woven into the fabric of a narrative, create a tapestry of horror that is both unique and universally relatable.

The power of personal reflection lies in its ability to evoke empathy. Readers may not have lived the exact circumstances presented in the story, but the emotional landscape is familiar territory. The fear of loss, the dread of the unknown, the sting of betrayal—these are sentiments that resonate with a wide audience. By grounding horror in the personal, authors give voice to the silent screams and whispered worries that we all harbor.

Moreover, writing from a place of personal reflection can lead to narratives that challenge the reader’s own perceptions and biases. It invites them to confront not just the monsters on the page but also the ones that lurk in the recesses of their own psyche. This introspective journey can be both unsettling and cathartic, as it often shines a light on universal truths about fear, courage, and the human spirit.

In essence, personal reflection in horror writing is a conduit for exploring the shared anxieties of our collective experience. It’s a brave act of vulnerability that, when executed with sincerity, can yield stories that linger in the consciousness long after the final page is turned. These are the stories that don’t just scare us, but also connect us, reminding us that we are not alone in our fears, and in that connection lies the true power of horror. Perhaps this is precisely why we love the genre so much.


6. Continuous Learning:


While this topic might seem like a natural fit for the Writer’s Life section of the book, I believe it’s essential to address it in this part of our discussion. The relentless march of time ensures that the world we live in is never static. It’s a dynamic, ever-evolving tapestry of events, discoveries, and revolutions that shape the human experience. For the horror writer, this constant change is not just background noise. It’s a fertile ground for inspiration, a veritable feast of ideas ripe for the picking.

Staying abreast of the times means tuning into the pulse of the present—it’s about understanding the latest scientific breakthroughs, the societal shifts that unsettle us, and the technological advancements that promise to reshape our reality. Consider the rapid development of artificial intelligence: it’s not just a technological marvel but a wellspring of existential questions. What does it mean to be human in an age where machines can think, learn, and perhaps even feel? This innovation stirs a spectrum of reactions, with people often responding in polar opposites—some with awe at the potential for progress and others with deep-seated fear of the unknown implications. These divergent views on AI underscore the profound impact it has on our collective psyche, challenging our preconceptions and forcing us to confront the future we are rapidly hurtling toward.

Then there’s the vast expanse of space, a frontier that has always captivated the human imagination. As we probe deeper into the cosmos, we uncover mysteries that dwarf our earthly concerns. The horror writer can harness this cosmic scale to evoke a sense of awe and terror—the fear of the vast, indifferent universe is a potent source of dread.

On our own planet, the specter of climate change looms large. It’s a slow-motion disaster that’s all too real, providing a backdrop for stories that explore the consequences of humanity’s actions. The horror in these narratives is not just in the monstrous storms or the rising seas but in the realization of our own vulnerability and the fragility of the civilizations we’ve built.

By engaging with the world’s changes, authors can craft stories that resonate with the zeitgeist. These tales become more than just entertainment—they’re reflections of our collective anxieties and aspirations. They challenge readers to confront the uncomfortable questions of our time and consider the implications of the paths we’re currently walking.

Understand that the evolving world is a canvas for the horror writer, an invitation to explore the unknowns of our era and to imagine the possibilities that lie just beyond the horizon. It’s a call to weave the threads of change into narratives that thrill, challenge, and terrify. As the world changes, so too does the nature of our fears, and it is the horror writer’s privilege to chronicle these fears for a world that is eager to read, reflect, and perhaps even be changed by them.

In later volumes of this series, we’ll dive deeper into continuous learning and look at some examples as well as workshops worthy of your time.


Why is it crucial for authors and publishers to update their knowledge and skills about AI?




	Staying Relevant: As AI and automation become more prevalent, many traditional jobs are at risk. Continuous learning ensures that individuals remain valuable and irreplaceable in the job market. Reflecting on my own career, the transformation over the last decade has been immense. It’s a significant investment of time, but staying current is an integral part of my job. Consider the advent of the internet—businesses that failed to adapt quickly found themselves left behind. And make no mistake, your career as an author is very much a business. Just as those early digital pioneers had to evolve or face obsolescence, we as writers must continually adapt to the changing landscape of publishing and reader engagement to ensure our work remains relevant and our careers viable.


	Ethical Implications: Understanding AI is not just about leveraging its benefits but also about recognizing its ethical implications. Issues like data privacy, algorithmic bias, and the societal impact of automation require informed discussions and decisions.


	Informed Decision Making: For businesses, staying updated on the latest AI technologies can lead to better decision-making, improved operational efficiency, and a competitive edge in the market.






In the age of AI, continuous learning is the key to navigating the challenges and opportunities of the future. Whether it’s mastering a new programming language, understanding the nuances of machine learning, or exploring the ethical dimensions of AI, a commitment to lifelong learning will empower individuals to thrive in an increasingly AI-driven world.

AI, at its core, is about creating machines that can think and act intelligently. This encompasses a wide range of applications, from machine learning algorithms that can predict consumer behavior to natural language processing systems that can understand and generate human-like text. The potential of AI is vast, and its impact is felt across sectors, from healthcare and finance to entertainment and education.


Let’s look at some examples of New Tech Influenced by AI:




	Autonomous Vehicles: Self-driving cars, once a staple of science fiction, are now becoming a reality. Companies like Tesla, Waymo, and Uber are investing heavily in AI systems that can navigate complex urban environments, make split-second decisions, and ensure passenger safety.


	Healthcare Diagnostics: AI-powered tools like IBM’s Watson can analyze vast amounts of medical data in seconds, assisting doctors in diagnosing diseases, predicting patient outcomes, and personalizing treatment plans.


	Virtual Assistants: Siri, Alexa, and Google Assistant are AI-driven virtual assistants that have become integral parts of many people’s daily lives. They can answer questions, control smart home devices, play music, and even make reservations.


	Chatbots: Many businesses now use AI-powered chatbots for customer service. These chatbots can handle a wide range of queries, schedule appointments, and even process orders, offering a seamless customer experience.


	Deepfake Technology: Using AI, it’s now possible to create hyper-realistic but entirely fake content. Deepfakes can generate convincing videos of real people saying or doing things they never did, raising concerns about misinformation and digital trust.


	Predictive Analytics: Companies like Netflix and Amazon use AI to analyze user behavior and preferences, predicting what movies a user might enjoy or what products they might want to purchase next.






By staying in touch with these developments we are not only more connected to the world around us, but we’ll be able to be a part of those important conversations about AI, and if nothing else, this journey will serve as a wellspring of inspiration, providing even more ideas for captivating stories that beckon to be told.

To finish, originality in horror is not about reinventing the wheel but about viewing the familiar through a fresh lens. It requires a blend of curiosity, courage, and introspection. For authors willing to venture into uncharted territories, the rewards are manifold: the thrill of discovery, the joy of connecting with readers in new ways, and the satisfaction of contributing to the rich legacy of horror literature. 



Writing is not always about the light at the end of the tunnel, but finding your way through the dark.
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