ENG1DB Suspense Note: Techniques for Creating Suspense
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1. There is a clear hero (or victim) and a clear villain. A common problem with suspense stories occurs when more focus is placed on plot events rather than examining the psychology and motivations of the characters in the story.

2. The protagonist (hero) is likable and competent, but flawed. If the reader/viewer does not care about the protagonist, then suspense is meaningless. The flaw of the protagonist will help to create suspense because the outcome of the story's struggle/conflict will be in doubt. There needs to be a slight chance that the villian might defeat the hero.

3. The protagonist must have a powerful motivation. He or she must have strong desires, needs, and wants. Basic and overwhelming human needs and drives are essential to creating suspense: love, ambition, greed, survival, etc. Something vitally important must be at stake or readers/viewers may not believe in the realistic nature of the protagonist's struggle.

4. Allow readers/viewers to anticipate future events through a device known as foreshadowing. One way to create suspense is to provide the reader/viewer with a glimpse into the villain's plan, a plan that the hero still does not know about.  As the hero gets closer to reaching the villain, and falling into his/her trap, the reader/viewer will feel the tension rise because they are aware of the obstacles that the hero is about to encounter. The audience should always know more than the characters.

5. Timing is important. In any good suspense story, there is almost always a time limit involved. This adds to a sense of urgency as the hero is put under pressure, causing him/her to have to make quick decisions and race against the clock.

6. Problems and obstacles are continuously added. Suspense stories must push their characters to the limit, and just when the reader/viewer thinks that the conflict is solved, another problem must be introduced. A suspense story keeps raising the stakes and creating disasters. Often the protagonist will be faced with two difficult choices (i.e. Be blackmailed for infidelity or confess the infidelity to their significant other)...ultimatums are often involved.

7. Suspense stories do not always develop the way readers/viewers expect. In order to create suspense, twists, surprises, and cliff-hanger endings are added to shock and frighten readers/viewers.

8. A story's point of view can maximize suspense.  A third-person point of view allows the reader's attention to shift from character to character. A first-person point of view limits readers to one character's experiences and thoughts.  Which is more effective in creating suspense?

9. Setting contributes to suspense. Consider where the story takes place (i.e. a graveyard at midnight, an eerie forest, a remote country home, a dark school, etc.). Would the story be the same if it was set at 12:00 noon as it would be at 12:00 midnight? What is the time period or time of year (i.e. Is there the threat of snow on an abandoned farm in the year 1814?)  Does the setting create obstacles for the characters that may add suspense?

   10. Characters are unique. Consider the way a character looks and acts, 

         and what he/she thinks and says to determine if they will contribute to  

         the suspense in a story.  If they seem suspicious, they probably are!

   11. The plot of a story can develop around a suspenseful event (i.e. a 

         bank robbery, a car chase, an unsolved murder, etc.). There is usually a 

         trigger event that begins the action in a story.

   12. A suspense story involves delay. The characters and the audience are 

         forced to wait for vital information. This occurs when an important part 

         of the story or piece of the puzzle is withheld or unavailable to the 

         reader/viewer (this serves to increase the reader's/viewers attention as 

         they look for clues alongside the protagonist).

   13. A denial of sight (extreme darkness so that the viewer can only hear 

         what is going on) or an increase in abrupt or frightening sounds in 

         order to create suspense.  These may be described in detail in a written 

         story or used creatively in a movie/television show.

