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SUSPENSE? THRILLER? SUSPENSE 
AND THRILLER?!

• In general suspense novels are darker and more psychological. 

• In a thriller all the elements are secondary to incident, action, and movement.

– David L. Vineyard

• English call them Thrillers and Americans call them Suspense novels.

• Suspense is experienced through the hero’s and villain’s point of view.

• Thrillers take you on the inside of the protagonist’s actions and thoughts.

• Pacing is the most important element in both genres.
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SOME HISTORY
• Early Models: Homer’s Odyssey and Robert Louis Stevenson’s Kidnapped

• Birth of the Thriller occurred in the 19th century with The Last of the Mohicans 

and Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.

• In the early 20th century, chasm between “respectable” adventure stories and 

seedier pulp novels until the arrival of Raymond Chandler and Dashiell 

Hammett.

• First “modern” suspense novels: The Riddle of the Sands by Erskine Childers 

(1903) and The Four Just Men by Edgar Wallace (1906)

• Period after World War II significant for the genre.

• Reflective of the events and societal influences of the times.



11/15/2018

4

OTHER THINGS TO KNOW
• Characteristics of the Genre:

Characters and readers can always expect the worst.
Has to have a villain.
Protagonist is in dangerous situations and must reply on his/her physical and
mental abilities to survive.
Has action and excitement i.e. a roller coaster ride up to the last page.

• Appeal of the Genre:

Exotic locales
Vicarious thrills for the reader
Reader is privy to secrets

Story line
Plot and pacing
Characters
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YOU KNOW YOU ARE READING IF . . .
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SUSPENSE
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SUSPENSE VS. MYSTERY
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EXERCISE - STONE COLD: SUSPENSE OR MYSTERY?!
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SUSPENSE AUTHORS
*according to Berwyn Public Library, Illinois
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GOOD READS’ SUSPENSE FICTION
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THRILLER
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WHAT IS A THRILLER??
“Today, thriller novels provide a rich literary feast embracing a wide variety of 
worlds — the law, espionage, action-adventure, medicine, police and crime, 
romance, history, politics, high-tech, and religion. But old or new — and this 
vibrant field never stays still — all thrillers share certain characteristics. Like 
Homer in ancient Greece keeping his audiences captive with his tales, thriller 
authors are constantly aware that their readers are looking to them to provide the 
sudden rush of emotions, the excitement, sense of suspense, apprehension, and 
exhilaration that drive the narrative, sometimes subtly with peaks and lulls, 
sometimes at a constant, breakneck pace. By definition, if a thriller does not thrill, 
it is not doing its job.” [From the Wakefield Public Library webpage 
(http://www.wakefieldlibrary.org/lists/zrathrillers.htm)
quoting: http://www.thrillerwriters.org 3/28/06] 
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MORE ON THRILLERS . . .
• In the Thriller the primary emphasis is on incident, action, adventure, and 

movement with the protagonist — even when he is an innocent caught up in 
larger events — taking a proactive role in those events. – David L .Vineyard @ 
http://mysteryfile.com/blog/?p=5199

Usually  four basic types with combinations also: 
1. Chase & Pursuit
2. The Quest
3. The Journey
4. The Mission

• For a reader, it is any story that speeds up the pulse or shortens their breath. -
Genreflecting.
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FANTASTIC FICTION’S THRILLER PAGE
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SUBGENRES OF 
THRILLERS
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ADVENTURE THRILLERS:

• Plot-driven stories that rocket along to big climaxes with less 
attention paid to details and character development.

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Author: Clive Cussler

Ted Bell and the Alexander Hawke Series

James Rollins
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CONSPIRACY THRILLERS:

• One person (with a little bit of help from friends) 
exposes the truth against “Them”.

• Two subset genres: 

1. Espionage Thriller 

2. Religious Conspiracy Thriller
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ESPIONAGE THRILLERS
• Spies & Tradecraft

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Author: Daniel Silva (Gabriel Allon Series)

Brad Thor (Scot Harvath) John LeCarre

Preston & Childs (Gideon Crew) Alan Furst

Ian Fleming                                         Olen Steinhauer (Milo Weaver)

Vince Flynn (Mitch Rapp)

Barry Eisler (Ben Treven & John Rain)

Jeff Abbott (Sam Capra)

Alex Berenson (John Wells)
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RELIGIOUS CONSPIRACY THRILLERS

• Puzzle-driven;  little known aspects of theological history brought into the 

modern world

• Started with 2003’s The DaVinci Code by Dan Brown

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Author: Raymond Khoury (Sean Reilly & Tess Chaykin series)

James Becker (Chris Bronson)

Steve Berry (Cotton Malone)

Paul Christopher (Finn Ryan / Templars)

Charles Brokaw (Thomas Lourds)
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CRIME THRILLERS:
• Written from the viewpoint of people who live to break the law (Protagonist)

• Antagonists are usually other criminals and/or bad cops

• Expect deception, betrayals, and violent resolutions

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Author: Richard Stark (Parker Series and Firebreak)

Ace Atkins

Jeffry Lindsay (Dexter)

Thomas Perry

Tom Piccirilli

Andrew Vachss (Burke and his stand-alones)
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CYBER & TECHNO THRILLERS:

• Mainly about computers and the people who operate them using cutting edge 

technology.

• Focus is on uncovering secrets without the proper wisdom

• Detailed enough, but not too detailed as to slow down the plot.

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Author & Title: Michael Crichton’s Prey

Lincoln Child

P.J. Tracy (Monkeewrench series)

Daniel Suarez
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FINANCIAL THRILLERS:

• All about industry insiders taking advantage of loopholes or 

complex transactions where huge amounts of money are at stake.

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Author: Stephen Frey (Christian Gillette-Chairman)

Joseph Finder (Nick Heller)

NorbVonnegut
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FORENSIC THRILLERS:
• The main protagonist is usually some type of forensic scientist who gets more 

involved that they should.

• The appeal for this subgenre is the elaborate detail about state-of-the-art 

detection methods.

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Authors: Jeffery Deaver (Lincoln Rhyme series); Iris Johansen (Eve

Duncan); and Kathy Reichs (Temperance Brennan)

Jefferson Bass (Body Farm) Tess Gerritsen (Rizzoli & Isles)

Simon Beckett (David Hunter) Jeffery Deaver (Kathryn Dance)

Lisa Black (Theresa MacLean) Meg Gardiner (Jo Beckett)
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LAW ENFORCEMENT THRILLERS:
• This subgenre blurs the line with law enforcement mysteries, but the key points that make 

it into a Thriller are:

1. increased risk for main character

2. relies on self so danger more personal

3. the end focus is stopping the villain permanently 

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Author & Title: Nelson DeMille’s Night Fall, part of the John Corey series

Ace Atkins (Quinn Colson)

Jeffery Deaver’s The Bodies Left Behind and Edge

T. Jefferson Parker (Charlie Hood)
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LEGAL THRILLERS:
• Courtroom scenes with legal maneuvering

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Authors & Titles: Scott Turow’s Reversible Errors and Linda Fairstein’s The

Deadhouse (Alexandra Cooper series)  

James Scott Bell (Ty Buchanan) Lisa Scottoline (Rosato & Assoc./Stand-alones)

Laura Caldwell (Izzy MacNeil) Randy Singer

Robert Dugoni (David Sloane) Joseph Teller (Jaywalker)

James Grippando (Jack Swytek) John Grisham

Philip Margolin (Amanda Jaffe & Dana Culter/Brad Miller)

Steve Martini (Paul Madriani)
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MEDICAL THRILLERS:
• Medicine, symptoms, and villains that challenge dedicated medical 

personnel.

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Author & Title: Robin Cook’s Shock

Daniel Kalla

Michael Palmer
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MILITARY TECHNOTHRILLERS:
• About courageous people with cool gadgetry that protect us.

• Has lots of military information and lingo.

• They are not tied to particular news stories in order to make them timeless.

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Author: Tom Clancy (Jack Ryan)

Larry Bond (Red Dragon Rising series & Jerry Mitchell series)

Dale Brown (Patrick McLanahan)

Jack Coughlin (Sniper)
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POLITICAL THRILLERS:
• Wide-eyed innocents or intrepid reporters uncovering really 

corrupt politicians

• Big on backroom finagling details

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Author: David Baldacci (Camel Club)

Michael Lawson (Joe DeMarco)

Brad Meltzer
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PSYCHOLOGICAL SUSPENSE:
• Suggested Authors:

Essential Author & Title: George Pelecanos’ The Night Gardner

Peter Abrahams Gregg Hurwitz

Nelson DeMille Wendy Corsi Staub (Live To Tell and stand-alones)

Robert Harris Richard North Patterson

John Hart Greg Iles (Penn Cage and stand-alones)

Chelsea Cain (Archie & Gretchen)
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RELIGIOUS THRILLERS:
• Generally aimed at a conservative, evangelical audience

• Heroes rely on God’s assistance

• Usually fall into two categories: Inspired and Spiritual Warfare

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Author:Ted Dekker (Paradise series-Showdown)

Terri Blackstock (Intervention/Restoration and stand-alones)

T. Davis Bunn (Storm Syrell and stand-alones)

Lynette Eason (Deadly Reunions/Women Of Justice and stand-alones)

Joel C. Rosenberg (Jon Bennett & Erin McCoy/12th Imam)
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VIGILANTE:
• This subgenre focuses on the punishment of injustice and the protagonist 

operates outside the law and has his/her own code

• “White Knight” thrillers

• Violent

• Suggested Authors:

Essential Author & Title: One Shot (Jack Reacher series) by Lee Child

Max Allen Collins (J.C. Harrow/Mike Hammer/Nathan Heller)

Randy Wayne White (Doc Ford)

Stephen Hunter (Bob Lee Swagger/Earl Swagger/Ray Cruz)

Greg Rucka (Attitus Kodiak/Jad Bell/Queen & Country)



11/15/2018

33

OVERALL TRENDS FOR SUSPENSE/THRILLERS

Serial Murders with increasing violence.

Historical featuring World Wars 1 and II.

Technology and Forensics important to the good and bad guys.

Terrorists and conspiracies with more international settings and 

characters.

Supernatural elements are playing a bigger role.

Wider audiences due to being highly adaptable to media.

Growth in: Apocalyptic Thrillers, Christian Thrillers and more women 

authors and characters.
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NOVELIST: YOUR MOST POWERFUL TOOL
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NOVELIST SEARCH SCREEN
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WEB RESOURCES
International Thriller Writers (http://thrillerwriters.org)

The Big Thrill (http://www.thebigthrill.org/)

Stop You're Killing Me (http://www.stopyourekillingme.com)

The Rap Sheet (http://therapsheet.blogspot.com )

Fantastic Fiction (http://www.fantasticfiction.co.uk/) 

Novelist’s Suspense/Thriller Article by Joyce Saricks

(http://web.b.ebscohost.com.kdla.idm.oclc.org/novelist/detail?vid=4&sid=d291d7ff-d0e0-42a5-

ade3-

297479e2919c%40sessionmgr104&bdata=JnNpdGU9bm92ZWxpc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#UI=

436545&db=noh)

Book Source: Genreflecting

Blood, Bedlam, Bullets, and Badguys: a Reader’s Guide to Adventure/Suspense Fiction

by Michael B. Gannon, c2003.

Some website resources from: http://www.ebscohost.com/novelist/novelist-
special/keeping-up-with-the-fans-thrillers-on-the-web
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HELP!!
O.k. in this instance don’t keep yourself in suspense and thrill us by giving us a call 
or Ask A Librarian request if you need help or something from the State Library!

Call us @ 1-800-928-7000, Option #3

Or Ask A Librarian:

Kit Request: http://kdla.ky.gov/librarians/askalibrarian/Pages/KitRequest.aspx

Information Request:  
http://kdla.ky.gov/librarians/askalibrarian/Pages/InformationRequest.aspx


