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FOREWORD
BY THE H.P. LOVECRAFT HISTORICAL SOCIETY

It’s a genuine pleasure to read Philip Athans’s excellent book Writing Monsters. Monsters are just members of the family at the H.P. Lovecraft Historical Society, and sometimes we take them for granted. Around here we have Deep Ones singing solstice carols, and “shoggoth” is a job title. But Mr. Athans reminds us of the tremendous power of monsters, their limitless variety, their multivarious forms, their ability to terrify, to fascinate, to entertain, and to provoke reflection.

While Mr. Athans draws from an extremely impressive array of monstrous sources, we are, of course, particularly delighted to see the works of H.P. Lovecraft cited so frequently and so appropriately in this discussion. Lovecraft was indeed, as Athans states, a “master of the monster.”

In Lovecraft’s world, monsters are quite simply all around us all the time, and humans who read too much or look too hard learn this to their regret. He has monsters in every imaginable place: beneath the earth, under the sea, among the stars, on your doorstep, and writhing insanely at the very center of the cosmos. There are alien races from other realms and times, god-like cosmic entities of unfathomable power, teratological hybrids borne of miscegenation, and unspeakable creatures stitched together by mad science, summoned by black magick, or revealed by fantastic technology. He even has monsters that make other monsters, such as the Elder Things and their uncontrollable creations, the shoggoths. Indeed, in Lovecraft’s world all earthly life, including the human race itself, is the result—by joke or mistake—of the monster-making process.

There can be no doubt that Lovecraft identified with his monsters. In fact, he had virtually no interest at all in ordinary people. A difficult childhood, chronic ill health, and a precociously sensitive nature left him feeling alienated from himself and his fellow man. One of his early signature tales, “The Outsider,” ends when the first-person narrator sees himself in a mirror for the first time and realizes that he himself is a horrifying monster. In “The Shadow Out of Time,” the protagonist suffers a monstrous invasion of his consciousness by the Great Race of Yith—paralleling a multiyear nervous breakdown that Lovecraft suffered in his teenage years.

Lovecraft seemed to have the keenest appreciation for creatures that were not hemmed in by the constraints of time and space he felt in his own life. The Mi-Go traveled interstellar space and collected representative minds—the best and brightest—of the species they encountered. The Great Race could collectively change their physical forms and travel through time to capture information from every age. And even the bizarre Elder Things embodied traits Lovecraft valued most highly. “Radiates, vegetables, monstrosities, star spawn—whatever they had been, they were men!” Lovecraft’s monsters were reflections of himself, strange in form, boundless in intellect, but able to exceed mere humanity through a mastery of the vastness of space and the ruthlessness of time.

But if Lovecraft sometimes thought of himself as a monster, the many friends and colleagues that he helped and encouraged surely saw him in a more favorable light. We sometimes forget that Lovecraft wrote more letters than pieces of fiction, many filled with thoughtful advice and support for other writers who were often younger and less experienced. Mr. Athans’s book is in much the same spirit and will be of value to writers of all kinds, whether of prose fiction, scripted drama, games, or something else. May this thorough contemplation of monsters and its many well-chosen examples help to fire your imagination and in turn the imaginations of your audience.

Write your monsters well, but let them keep some secrets, too. Where some monsters like Godzilla and Dracula and zombies have taken center stage and permeated popular culture, Lovecraft’s monsters have remained elusive, marginal, subliminal, and alien. Although we might occasionally wish that Lovecraft would receive the popular adulation we feel he deserves for his fundamental contributions to monsterdom, we cannot regret that even his most famous creations—Cthulhu, Yog Sothoth, the Colour Out of Space, and their fellows—have remained in the shadows at the edges of humanity’s consciousness. That’s where Lovecraft meant them to be, because that’s where they’re the most frightening and effective. Part of what makes any monster scary is that it is unknown and incomprehensible: It is weakened when it steps fully into the light.

Ludo Fore Putavimus,

Andrew Leman and Sean Branney

The H.P. Lovecraft Historical Society

www.cthulhulives.org


INTRODUCTION
REALISM VS. PLAUSIBILITY

“That was unrealistic!”

We’ve all heard this standard complaint from friends, critics, even ourselves after reading a particularly forgettable book, seeing a D-list monster movie, or watching a badly produced TV show.

It’s a common criticism. But do we really expect realism from the fantasy, science fiction, or horror genres? Aren’t these books, movies, and TV shows inherently unrealistic? Let’s face it: As soon as a dragon swoops in, a starship engages its faster-than-light engines, or somebody turns into a werewolf, realism has gone right out the window.

Yet that single complaint persists. Those flying monkeys were unrealistic. That alien cyborg was unrealistic. Those vampires were unrealistic.

Admittedly this might be an exercise in semantics, but consider this: Do we find those things unrealistic, or do we find them implausible? A fine line separates the two, but for a genre author (in any media) it’s an essential question.

Realistic implies that this thing, whatever it is, is true to its actual, definable, measurable, observable nature. A realistic description of a dog, for instance, would list only what we know about dogs, describing in detail a dog’s behavior, appearance, and so on.

But it’s impossible to “list only what we know” about a dragon, since there is nothing to know, factually, about a creature that doesn’t exist. Instead, we have to try to make this imaginary beast seem real. Your readers know your description does not come via direct observation, like the description of a dog would, but you still need to make a case for that dragon within the context of your story’s imagined world. You need your readers to accept what you give them, to have them say, “Okay, I’ll buy that.”

Readers and viewers of fantasy, science fiction, and horror want to leave the real world behind and explore a bit of the impossible. Very rarely is the fantastic nature of these genres hidden. The cover art, movie poster, or game box makes it plain that you are about to enter a strange fantasy world or a bizarre futurescape. Genre fans like “unrealistic.” We understand that there’s no such thing as a dragon, but we want authors to produce a plausible facsimile of one.

In all of the discussions of monsters that follow, this is the single crucial element that will drive us. Monsters can be, literally, anything. Your mythical beasts can be as big as you want them to be, your aliens as utterly bizarre as you can imagine. But no matter what, once you’ve set the rules for them and their worlds, it’s up to you to abide by those rules. As long as you do, they’ll come alive in your audience’s minds, despite everybody knowing full well these beasties are entirely a product of your imagination.

Artist Francisco de Goya wrote, “Fantasy, abandoned by reason, produces impossible monsters; united with it, she is the mother of the arts and the origin of marvels.” This is the genre author’s primary responsibility. If you’ve asked readers to sign on to your fantasy or science fiction assumptions, you have the responsibility to make sure those settings—and all the scary and outré denizens of that setting—seem real.

Take this responsibility seriously.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

As the title would imply, this is a book about writing monsters. But before we can get too deep into how to write monsters, we should start with a shared understanding of exactly what a monster is (or as close to “exactly” as we can get), and why monsters exist at all.

Most fantasy and science fiction worldbuilding, including the creation of monsters, is a process of asking ourselves questions. In the first part of this book we’ll ask questions like “What makes a monster scary?” and “Where do they come from?” This is the first part of monster creation. A monster that comes from the deepest depths of the ocean is going to look a lot different than a monster that comes from the deepest depths of space. They’ll do different things, work in different ways. And asking the essential question “What’s the difference between a monster and a villain?” is a great place to start exploring their inner workings, too.

Like every other element of a well-told story, monsters shouldn’t just be dropped in for no particular reason. So in the second part of the book we’ll move on to a deeper discussion of what monsters actually bring to our stories. What roles do they play? What do they represent to our characters and to our readers?

And then we’ll get into the nuts and bolts of how to set rules for the monsters we create, how to bring monsters to life in vivid description that appeals to all five senses, and how to reveal monsters to our characters and our readers in a way that makes them scary, dangerous, and meaningful.

Scattered throughout are sidebars that’ll give us a chance to look at some specific examples in five categories:



	GREAT MONSTERS looks at monsters from film and literature. How did they work? What did they represent? And why do they still haunt our nightmares?

	ARCHETYPES takes a closer look at common monsters that are up for grabs. How do we make sure that we’ve put a unique spin on creatures like dragons or vampires? What makes them “archetypes” in one book and clichés in another?

	REAL MONSTERS looks at our own world and finds the monsters hiding in plain sight all around us. What qualities do things like sharks and natural disasters share with fire-breathing dragons and acid-spitting aliens?

	THE CRYPTIDS, borrowed from the term from cryptozoologist John E. Wall, are a class of monsters that straddle the divide between real and imaginary. We’re not 100 percent sure that they exist, but we’re not certain they don’t exist, either. I’ve lived in the Pacific Northwest since 1997 and haven’t seen Bigfoot yet, but does that mean he doesn’t exist?

	And finally, MONSTROUS THINGS reminds us that not every monster is made of flesh and blood. Ghost ships, cursed items, and nuclear weapons can be just as dangerous, and just as terrifying, as a giant radioactive dinosaur.





And we’ll end by examining a classic story from H.P. Lovecraft that shows us how subtle a monster can be while still being scary—and this from an author not necessarily known for “subtle” monsters!

THE MONSTER CREATION FORM

Use this form to create your own monsters. By no means is this form an all-or-nothing tool; rather it’s meant to help you organize your thoughts, answer some basic questions, and help you keep the rules of your monster clear and ready at hand.

Look for suggestions in each section on how to use the information to help you fill out this form. It might even be an interesting exercise to fill it out for one of your monsters before beginning the book, then complete a second version once you’ve read the book, and compare it to the original to see what you’ve picked up along the way.

But to start with, the first box asks, “What’s it called?” You might know the answer right away, but you may actually want to leave it for the very end. And even then, some monsters, like the eponymous creature from the movie Alien, don’t have names at all. Feel free to give your monster more of a shorthand description: the monster from the sewers or the beast. But sometimes, calling the thing by its name before revealing it in all its glory, like H.P. Lovecraft’s Shub-Niggurath, the Black Goat of the Woods With a Thousand Young, can lay some terrifying groundwork early in a story.

You can download a larger version of this form at www.writersdigest.com/monster-creation-form.

THE MONSTER CREATION FORM
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PART I
WHAT THEY ARE

When contemplating the nature of the monster, consider this: If you had never in your life heard the word shark, had never seen a photograph or video of a shark, had never learned about sharks in school or on Animal Planet, and one swam up to you, jaws agape, razor-sharp teeth crashing down on you, would you think it was a monster?

Author Alan Dean Foster defines a monster as “something alive and uniquely strange that we instinctively fear.”

Sounds like a shark to me.


CHAPTER 1
WHAT IS A MONSTER?

A monster can be a lot of things, but ultimately it all comes down to one word: scary.

If you describe a creature that’s no more threatening or frightening than the average bunny rabbit, it might be a weird sort of animal you’ve described, but it’s not a monster. Does that mean every monster has to be a predatory animal, like the aforementioned shark or the H.R. Giger–designed nightmare beast of the movie Alien? This isn’t an easy question to answer. Monsters come in all shapes and sizes, are created in all sorts of ways, and exhibit a huge range of behaviors.

Nina Hess is the author of the best-selling A Practical Guide to Monsters, a writing instructor of children’s literature at the University of Washington, and an editor of fantasy fiction for young readers and adults. She defines a monster as “a creature of abnormal size or form with supernatural powers.”

Based on her definition, a lion the size of a city bus (abnormal size) or a lion with wings (abnormal form) is a monster. A larger-than-normal lion, or one with wings, could also be dubbed “supernatural,” but I don’t think a monster necessarily requires a power or ability not found in the natural world. Would a giant lion that’s otherwise “just” a lion still be considered a monster? I think so. After all, the giant ants in the classic 1950s B-movie Them! are “just” ants but are still one of cinema’s great monsters.

Best-selling fantasy author Richard Baker got a bit more general in some cases, and a bit more specific in others, when he said a monster is “inhuman, it’s animate, and it wants to destroy you. Many monsters are supernatural or [act] outside the norms of nature in some way, but that’s not always necessary.”

But does that eliminate the idea of a human “monster”? There are certainly plenty of those in fiction and film … not to mention real life. But author Martin J. Dougherty believes that “a monster is something that is frightening because it is inhuman—it is hard to find human qualities (physical, social, or something else). Its behavior may be incomprehensible, or its appearance terrifying, or both.” He does go on to say, however, that people—humans and aliens whose appearance is not disturbing—can also be monsters because of their behavior or values. “Likewise, a terrifying, strange creature might not be a monster after all once its behavior is understood.”

This goes a long way to addressing our shark example. Once we know something about the great white shark, it stops being a monster in our eyes, even though it might still attack and eat us. Once we understand its place in the world, have some sense of its motives, it might still be really scary, but it’s no longer technically a monster.

Horror author Chelsea Quinn Yarbro’s definition is more general: “A monster is a distortion in appearance, behavior, and/or thought from what is seen as normal in the society in which the monster or monsters appear.”

So does behavior alone dictate the line between human (or other sentient creature) and monster? For our purposes in this book, we’ll focus less on humans with evil intent. Ultimately when we call someone like Charles Manson a “monster,” what we really mean is that this man is acting like a monster and not that he actually belongs to some other species of creature.

These are all good definitions, and I’ve included them because the definition of a monster—what it is, what makes it a monster and not an animal or a person, and so on—will be at least a little different for everybody. What scares me might not scare you. So even though I’m about to define what a monster is, take this definition not as the final conclusion but as a starting point on which we can build.

In The Guide to Writing Fantasy and Science Fiction, I defined a monster as “any creature of a species that is neither a part of the civilization of sentient people or among the ranks of mundane flora and fauna.” And I further simplified this by simply saying, “A monster is different and scary.” It’s something you wouldn’t expect to meet on the street—including on the street of a fantasy world or the engineering decks of a future starship.

We’ll talk a lot about what makes a monster “different” from villains, heroes, or humans in general, but let’s start with the other word I have now mentioned few times. Let’s find out what makes a monster scary.


CHAPTER 2
WHAT MAKES A MONSTER SCARY?

I’d like to meet the first person who ever ate a lobster.

Imagine being the first woman or man to pick up that horrible, red-brown spider-thing with terrifying claws and twitching antennae and saying, “Yum!” To me, a lobster is a giant bug with claws—I’d have run screaming from a lobster. But now we know what a lobster is and what it tastes like and that it isn’t really dangerous. The only thing scary about it is the unknowable mystery of its “market price.”

We’ll want our monsters to maintain a greater degree of mystery, or at least begin with a greater degree of mystery than that.

Start by asking …

WHAT ARE PEOPLE AFRAID OF?

I asked myself this question while working on a fantasy novel in which I envisioned a world overrun by demons. In an effort to build a sense of increasing danger in the book, each new sort of demon my characters meet is more dangerous, more powerful, and more frightening than the last. To do this, I decided to look at my readers’ deepest fears and inject those fears into the demons. So off to the Internet I went in search of the top ten phobias. This is what I found:



	Arachnophobia (fear of spiders)

	Social Phobia (fear of a hostile audience)

	Pteromerhanophobia (fear of flying)

	Agoraphobia (fear of an inability to escape)

	Claustrophobia (fear of enclosed spaces)

	Acrophobia (fear of heights)

	Emetophobia (fear of vomit or vomiting)

	Carcinophobia (fear of cancer)

	Astraphobia (fear of thunder and lightning)

	Taphophobia (fear of being buried alive)





Phobias are irrational, pathological fears, though some of them are more rational than others. Most people are at least a little bit afraid of cancer, which is a highly prevalent illness that can strike anyone at any time. But there’s a crucial difference between being nervous about a routine cancer screening and being literally paralyzed by fear of cancer when there’s no rational reason for you to think you actually might have it. Phobias take common fears to the pathological level.

If these are the ten most common phobias (and I’ve found a few different lists, so your search may yield slightly different results), then there’s a good chance that someone who is reading your book, seeing your movie, or playing your game will have one or more of them to some degree. And even if your readers don’t completely collapse at the sight of a spider, they probably share at least a common uneasiness in the presence of one … or worse, many spiders!

To create that sense of progression and escalation of danger, I simply reversed that top ten list so the final, scariest demon embodies the most prevalent phobia. That means the lowest-level demon comes up from underground and pulls you down and buries you alive, and the “boss” demon is a spider, or something that looks and/or behaves like a spider.

As it turns out, those are fairly easy fears to apply to a monster or demon, but what about pteromerhanophobia, the fear of flying? Richard Matheson made quite a splash in 1961 with the short story “Nightmare at 20,000 Feet,” in which a poor soul suffering from pteromerhanophobia encounters the dreaded gremlin tearing pieces out of the wing of the plane he’s flying in. This story became one of the most famous episodes of The Twilight Zone, a vehicle for a young William Shatner. So yes, a monster absolutely can prey on your audience’s fear of flying. That particular phobia might be tough to handle in a medieval fantasy world with no airplanes. But what if the demons can fly? They might snatch up their victims and carry them off into the sky, release them into a free fall, catch them again, repeat the tortuous exercise, and toy with their fears. A reader who dreads air travel will squirm through that story.

But please don’t think that triggering your audience’s phobic responses is the only way to make your monsters terrifying. In a broader sense, monsters are scary because …

THEY ARE UNPREDICTABLE

Can that lobster take your hand off with one of those claws? Turns out, no, but if it could and you weren’t expecting it … that would be pretty scary, right? In real life we know they can’t hurt us, and that makes them predictable, and predictability is the enemy of horror. But add an unexpected element to a predictable situation and you enhance the potential for fear.

Humans tend to have a pretty good sense of what another human is going to do next. We can tell via body language, facial expressions, and tone of voice when someone is getting angry or upset. We sense when things might get out of control or violent. But monsters don’t necessarily give out those human signals. This is a creature, after all, outside our normal experience. Who knows what it’ll do next?

We’ll discuss setting rules for your monsters and how important it is that you follow those rules, but keep in mind that while you know the rules that govern your monster, your characters don’t. In fact, the less your characters know about what a monster can and can’t do, the better. It’s this unpredictability that will keep your readers on the edge of their seats, playing into the power of the imagination.

THEY HAVE A DISTURBING CAPACITY FOR VIOLENCE

Monsters don’t just attack you; they attack you in particularly gruesome ways, as shown in this paragraph from the short story “The Little Green God of Agony” by horror master Stephen King.


Melissa had seen where the thing came from and even in her panic was wise enough to cover her own mouth with both hands. The thing skittered up her neck, over her cheek, and squatted on her left eye. The wind screamed and Melissa screamed with it. It was the cry of a woman drowning in the kind of pain the charts in the hospitals can never describe. The charts go from one to ten; Melissa’s agony was well over one hundred—that of someone being boiled alive. She staggered backwards, clawing at the thing on her eye. It was pulsing faster now, and Kat could hear a low, liquid sound as the thing resumed feeding. It was a slushy sound.1



Want to scare the crap out of someone? Go for the eyes.

It’s up to you to set the degree of “goriness” your story will contain. Movies like The Blair Witch Project are terrifying without spilling a drop of blood, while some contemporary “torture porn” films, like the movie Hostel, are gross, even disturbing, but scary?

I tend to describe “gore” as unmotivated violence—a violent scene done badly, in which all the reader gets is a sense of the quantity of blood and guts without the emotional and psychological (read: character) connection of well-written violent action. For an example of well-written violence, I’ll refer you to the scene in Haruki Murakami’s brilliant novel The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle, in which a Japanese soldier is skinned alive. This terrifying act of violence is written with an impeccable hand for character, story, and psychology—but don’t blame me if it scars you for life.

Take a second look at the example on the previous page from Stephen King. No blood. There is some yucky language in there (“It was a slushy sound.”) but mostly we get Melissa’s experience of this cringe-worthy act of violence and her efforts, however vain, to make it stop.

Exploring truly disturbing events can be difficult for many authors to work through, in the horror genre in particular. But fantasy and science fiction—really any genre of fiction—can ask you to plumb your own psychological depths. So what scares you? A little creature that eats your eyes first? Is that disturbing enough for the psychological sweet spot you’re trying to hit?

THEY EXHIBIT AN “OTHERNESS”

Monsters come from the Unknown (note the capital U), which is a place “out there,” beyond our normal experience. The Unknown can be a physical place, or it can be more spiritual or supernatural. Again, lobsters aren’t scary because we know where to fish for them, how they behave, and better yet, how they taste. But things that come from an alien terrain—literally an alien planet or some uncharted dimension—are terrifying until proven mundane.

In his short story “The Cold Step Beyond,” author Ian R. MacLeod presents a world full of strange creatures hunted by a character who may well be a monster, too. This sense of his monsters’ “otherness” is evident in a single line.


The true aliens, the real horrors and monstrosities, lay not in the far-flung reaches of the galaxy, but sideways.2



What an uneasy concept that is. We have at least a basic understanding of “the far-flung reaches of the galaxy,” imagining that there are other planets out there with strange animals on them, but the idea of some other dimension, some place we can’t even properly quantify, much less imagine, creates a greater distance between our irrational fear of monsters and our rational understanding of animals.

And in the story “The Other Gods,” H.P. Lovecraft takes us to his Dreamlands—the ultimate Unknown locale in which sleep reveals an entirely separate reality, inhabited by things you wouldn’t want to see in the waking world.


But now they have betaken themselves to unknown Kadath in the cold waste where no man treads, and are grown stern, having no higher peak whereto to flee at the coming of men. They are grown stern, and where once they suffered men to displace them, they now forbid men to come; or coming, to depart. It is well for men that they know not of Kadath in the cold waste; else they would seek injudiciously to scale it.



And then there are the distant worlds of the endless universe, the epitome of the Unknown. “Much like a monster,” Richard Baker says, an alien is, “inhuman, it’s alive (or animate, anyway), and it wants to destroy you. In addition, it’s definitely outside the norms of terrestrial nature or experience in some important way—it’s not from around here, and the reader or viewer doesn’t have anything in his frame of reference to understand the rules that govern the alien’s behavior. He has to figure them out.”

When it comes to aliens, veteran author Alan Dean Foster gets nightmares from the opposite of an invasion of some sort, from “the thought that Homo sapiens might be the only intelligent species in the galaxy.”

To circle back to phobias for a moment, this idea that monsters come from “out there” plays directly into our underlying, or too-often overt, xenophobia—fear of foreigners. We don’t know these people, and so we begin to apply what our imaginations come up with, which leads us to …

OUR IMAGINATION MAKES THEM SCARIER

Albert Einstein once said, “Imagination is more important than knowledge.” And the human imagination is pretty powerful. How many times have you imagined something will be absolutely terrifying—a roller coaster, a job interview, a scary movie—and when it’s over you immediately say, “That wasn’t so bad.”

And another great quote: “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” Franklin Roosevelt wasn’t talking about Godzilla or Dracula, but he may as well have been. This plays back to the idea of unpredictability and “otherness.” We have no idea what to expect from this thing and no way to determine its motives, so we start to fill in the blanks with conjecture, which tends to make something quite a bit more terrifying than it should be. Our imagination, and thus our fears, becomes the true monster in this case.

This application of our imagination can work in many ways. As stated above, we can fear something we don’t know, but a lot of monster stories start with monsters that are scary and then turn out to be nice. The Beast from Beauty and the Beast is an example from classic fairy tales, and Frankenstein’s monster is another, a creature who looks terrifying but is layered, emotional, and yearning for understanding … and later, revenge.

In another way, creatures may seem harmless because they appeal to the softer, friendlier side of our imagination, but become monstrous when their true nature is revealed. Star Trek’s tribbles are an excellent example for this. When the crew of the Enterprise first encounters tribbles, their assumptions take over. They imagine the tribbles to be cute and harmless but have no specific information about their true nature. The tribbles slowly reveal themselves over the course of the story to be a sort of plague, like a swarm of locusts. Assumption and imagination can be very dangerous.

Play with the assumptions of your characters in this way, and you’ll be playing with the assumptions of your readers right along with them. We also have a tendency to assume that many of the sentient beings we encounter have a certain sense of right and wrong, or at the very least a sense of their role in relation to other beings around them and what they must do to not just survive but coexist and thrive, but monsters can be particularly scary when they seem to lack these assumed morals.

THEY ARE AMORAL

Human society, by definition, is a set of rules—or more accurately, a set of moral and ethical standards that then inform a code of laws. When a moral standard is violated there are consequences, which is why most of us know exactly what we can and can’t do in public, what should be kept private, not done at all, and what will be offensive or disturbing to







THEY ARE BEYOND OUR CONTROL



THEY ARE TERRIFYING IN APPEARANCE
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THE MONSTER CREATION FORM: WHAT DOES IT EAT, AND HOW DOES IT EAT?
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