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“The more successful the villain, the more successful the picture.” — Alfred Hitchcock

As a writer, you want your readers to have a love-hate 
relationship with your villain, a relationship that leaves 
them laughing, weeping, screaming, and everything in 
between. Memorable villains hold power over read-
ers, manipulating their emotions, dragging them into 
schemes, and forcing them to see that people are much 
more complicated than they realized. With this type of 
power, an unforgettable villain can be the component 
that pushes a book to the top of the New York Times 
Best Seller list. But to get to that point, you need to 
know the rules of villain-craft. 

In this guide I’ll reveal the 14 Secrets on how to 
create and present villains that people will love or loathe. 
When you apply these secrets, you will build villains 
that are memorable to you and your readers. I’ll include 
examples of well-known villains in literature and film 

so that you can see the secrets in action (so expect some 
spoilers). Also, some of these example villains will apply 
to more than one secret. 

Before you get into the 14 Secrets, though, you 
need to decide a couple of things: (1) what role does 
he or she play, and (2) what type of villain does he or 
she promise to be? I’ll go over how you can answer 
each of these questions so that you will be ready to 
learn about and apply the 14 Secrets. 

After discussing the 14 Secrets, I’ll show you ways 
you can apply them to your villains, then I’ll give you 
a few pointers for moving forward. When you finish, 
you will feel confident in your ability to create unfor-
gettable baddies, wrongdoers, scoundrels, knaves, mis-
creants, good-for-nothings . . . you get the picture. 

Now let’s create! 

INTRODUCTION
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Picture yourself as a hiring manager. You have positions 
you need filled—characters who play parts in the story 
you’re telling. You know the basics: protagonist, main 
characters, secondary characters, etc. But when it comes 
to villains, you need to decide which of three possible 
roles to include in your story: antagonist, contagonist, 
and anti-hero. You don’t have to include all three in 
your story, but it’s important to know which role your 
villain is filling. Here’s what you need to understand 
about each role: 

Antagonist. This is a character who is in opposition 
to your protagonist and is the main obstacle to the pro-
tagonist’s goal. Your protagonist is the character your 
readers want to succeed; the antagonist is the person 
fighting against your protagonist. The antagonist doesn’t 
have to be evil or even a bad person—he or she could 
be the protagonist’s rival in a basketball tournament, the 
rival in a love triangle, or the ruler of a warring coun-
try. Sometimes the antagonist is just someone whose 

priorities differ from the protagonist’s; for instance, the 
villain could value the wellbeing of his or her family over 
the wellbeing of the entire planet. The antagonist can 
even be something inanimate, such as a hurricane or the 
protagonist’s addiction. 

You can have more than one antagonist in a story, as 
long as you count only one or two as your main antag-
onist(s) to avoid confusing readers. 

Examples of antagonists include Sauron in J.R.R. 
Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings; the White Witch in C.S. 
Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe; the desert 
island in Cast Away; and Max Baer in Cinderella Man. 

Contagonist. This is a character who tempts the pro-
tagonist towards a darker path. The contagonist usually 
isn’t in direct opposition to the protagonist—he or she 
just wants the protagonist to switch over to the bad side. 
Sometimes the contagonist does good things to earn the 
protagonist’s trust; sometimes the contagonist even cares 
for the protagonist. Either way, readers should be biting 

THE THREE ROLES OF VILLAINS 

“The only difference between a hero and a villain is . . . who is telling the story!” — Nitya Prakash
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their nails, worrying that the contagonist will succeed in 
pulling the protagonist into the darkness. 

Examples of contagonists include Darth Vader and 
Darth Maul in the Star Wars franchise, Martin Whitly in 
Prodigal Son, and Blanche Ingram in Charlotte Brontë’s 
Jane Eyre. 

Anti-hero. This role is not generally known as a vil-
lainous role, but many of the principles about building 
memorable villains can apply to an anti-hero. The anti-
hero is a main character (or secondary character) who 
lacks some of the qualities necessary in a conventional 
hero. For instance, an anti-hero could be someone who 
makes morally ambiguous choices, such as killing an 
unarmed enemy, or who is constantly questioning the 
protagonist’s competencies. 

Anti-heroes are very popular in fiction because 
their motivations and actions are understandable and 
relatable. You want your readers to root for your anti-
hero even if they don’t agree with all the decisions he 
or she makes. 

A few famous examples of anti-heroes include Han 
Solo in the Star Wars franchise, Detective Miller in The 
Expanse, Becky Sharp in William Makepeace Thackeray’s 

Vanity Fair, and Raskolnikov in Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s 
Crime and Punishment. 

(Keep in mind that antagonists can be main char-
acters, they just can’t be protagonists. The MC [main 
character] is the person who has the main point of 
view in the story. Just because a villain is the MC 
doesn’t mean he or she is the protagonist. Examples 
of stories told from a villain’s perspective include Bret 
Easton Ellis’s American Psycho, Caroline Kepnes’s You, 
and Marie Lu’s Legend trilogy.)

Also, from now on, when I use the term villain, I’m 
actually referring to any of these three roles—antago-
nist, contagonist, or anti-hero. 

Now that you know the three roles that villains can 
fill, you need to decide which roles are necessary for 
your story and how many you will use. When you’ve 
decided, then you’re ready to take a closer look at the 
job applicants. 


