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THE ART OF THE
MACABRE: A
COMPREHENSIVE
GUIDE ON HOW TO
DRAW SCARY
STUFF

There is a unique thrill
t h a t  c o m e s  f r o m
creating  something
that  sends  a  shiver
d o w n  t h e  s p i n e .
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned artist looking
t o  e x p a n d  y o u r
portfolio or a beginner
who wants to impress
f r i e n d s  d u r i n g
Halloween,  learning
how  to  draw  scary
stuff  is  a  rewarding
creat ive  journey .

Drawing  horror  and
macabre  imagery  is
n o t  j u s t  a b o u t
splashing  blood  on  a
p a g e ;  i t  i s  a b o u t
u n d e r s t a n d i n g
psychology,  anatomy,
and  the  subtle  cues
that trigger fear in the
human  brain.  This
guide  will  walk  you
through  the  essential
techn iques ,  f rom
mastering  unsettling
facial  expressions  to
building  a  terrifying
atmosphere,  all  while
keeping  your  artwork
original and evocative.
Before  you  pick  up
y o u r  p e n c i l ,
understand  that  scary
art thrives on contrast.
The  most  frightening
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images  a re  o f t en
grounded  in  reality
before  they  twist  into
t h e  g r o t e s q u e .
Whether  you  want  to
draw  classic  monsters
l ike  vampires  and
werewolves  or  prefer
modern  psychological
horror,  the  principles
remain the same. You
need  to  control  your
c o m p o s i t i o n ,
understand  light  and
shadow,  and  practice
drawing elements that
fee l  unna tu ra l  o r
deeply  unsettling.  By
the end of this article,
you  will  have  a  clear
roadmap  for  turning
blank  paper  into  a
nightmare.

UNDERSTANDING
THE PSYCHOLOGY
OF FEAR IN ART

What

Makes
Somethin
g Truly
Scary?
To  master  how  to
draw scary stuff,  you
must  first  understand
what the human brain
finds  frightening.  Fear
is a primal instinct, and
ar t i s ts  have  been
exploit ing  this  for
centuries.  The  most
common  t r i gge rs
include  the  uncanny
v a l l e y ,  s u d d e n
movement implied in a
static drawing, and the
distortion  of  familiar
forms.  A  face  that  is
a lmost  human  but
slightly  off,  with  eyes
too  wide  or  a  smile
stretching too far, can
be more terrifying than
a clear monster.
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Additionally, fear often
comes  from  what  is
hidden.  Shadows,  fog,
and  ambiguity  let  the
viewer’s  imagination
fill in the gaps, which is
often  scar ier  than
anything  you  could
explicitly  draw.  When
p l a n n i n g  y o u r
compos i t i on ,  ask
yourself:  What  am  I
showing, and what am
I  concea l ing?  The
ba lance  be tween
revelation and mystery
is the secret weapon of
horror artists.

The Role
of
Negative
Space

and
Shadow
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
powerful  tools  in  your
arsenal  is  shadow.  In
many  guides  on  how
to  draw  scary  stuff,
beginners overlook the
importance of negative
space.  Dark  areas  do
not  just  define  shape;
they  create  mood.  A
figure  emerging  from
pitch-black  shadows
uses  the  darkness  as
an  active  element.
Practice drawing with a
strong  light  source  in
m i n d .  U s e  c r o s s -
hatching or stippling to
create  deep,  velvety
blacks that feel heavy
and  oppressive.  The
more you let shadows
consume parts of your
subject ,  the  more
ominous  the  drawing
becomes.
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ESSENTIAL TOOLS
AND MATERIALS
FOR HORROR
DRAWING

Tradition
al Media
Y o u  d o  n o t  n e e d
expensive  equipment
to start creating scary
a r t .  A  s t a n d a r d
graphite  pencil  set
(ranging  from  2H  to
6B)  i s  pe r fec t  f o r
s k e t c h i n g  t h e
foundation. For deeper
shadows,  charcoal  or
s o f t  p a s t e l s  a r e
excellent. Ink is also a
favorite  among  horror
artists  because  of  its
h igh  contrast  and
permanence. Fine-liner
pens allow for intricate
details  like  stitches,
teeth,  or  crawl ing
insects.  Smudging
tools,  erasers,  and
blending  stumps  help

you  achieve  smooth
gradients  that  make
skin  look  pale  and
sickly.

Digital
Tools
If you prefer digital art,
software like Procreate,
Photoshop,  or  Krita
offers  infinite
possibilities. Use layers
t o  s e p a r a t e  y o u r
background, character,
and  effects.  Brushes
that  mimic  texture,
s u c h  a s  s p l a t t e r
brushes  for  blood  or
rough  chalk  for  skin,
can  add  a  v isceral
qua l i ty .  The  undo
button  is  a  lifesaver
when  experimenting
with  how  to  draw
scary  stuff  digitally,
as  it  encourages  bold
e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n .
A l w a y s  k e e p  a
reference  folder  of
textures,  bones,  and
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atmospheric lighting to
inspire your work.

STEP-BY-STEP
GUIDE TO
DRAWING SCARY
FACES

The  face  is  the  focal
point  of  most  scary
drawings.  A  terrifying
expression  can  make
or  break  your  piece.
Here  is  a  structured
approach  to  drawing
frightening  visages.

Distorting
the
Human
Face
Start  with  a  standard
portrait  grid,  but  then
begin  breaking  the
rules. To convey fear or
menace,  push  the
f e a t u r e s  o u t  o f
proportion.  Widen  the

e y e s  b e y o n d  t h e
natural  socket  shape.
The  i r i s  should  be
small,  surrounded  by
white, which creates a
sense  o f  shock  o r
m a n i a .  D r a w  t h e
eyebrows  ang led
sharply  downward  for
anger or raised high for
terror.  The  mouth  is
crucial;  a  snarling  lip
curled  back  to  reveal
teeth  and  gums  is  a
un i ve r sa l  s i gn  o f
aggress ion .  For  a
ghostly  or  zombie-like
look,  let  the  mouth
hang slack,  as though
the jaw is unhinged.

Adding
Wrinkles,
Scars,
and
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Decay
Details sell the horror.
Use  fine  lines  to  add
wrinkles  around  the
eyes  and  mouth,  but
do not make them look
natural.  Exaggerate
them.  Scars  can  be
drawn as jagged lines
with  s l ight  bumps
around  the  edges.  If
y o u  a r e  d r a w i n g
undead  or  rot t ing
characters ,  s tudy
reference  images  of
m u m m i e s  o r
decomposition.  Draw
the  skin  pulling  tight
over  the  cheekbones.
Add hollows under the
eyes  us ing  heavy
shading.  Remember
tha t  symmet ry  i s
comforting; asymmetry
is unsettling. Make one
eye slightly higher than
the  other,  or  draw  a
nose that is crooked.

BUILDING A
TERRIFYING
ATMOSPHERE

Lighting
and
Contrast
A t m o s p h e r e  i s
everything  in  horror
art .  Even  a  s imple
drawing of a hand can
be scary if the lighting
is  right.  The  classic
t e c h n i q u e  i s
chiaroscuro,  which  is
the  strong  contrast
between  l ight  and
dark. Imagine a single
candle  illuminating  a
face  from below.  This
"ghost  lighting"  casts
shadows  upward ,
m a k i n g  t h e  e y e
sockets  dark  hollows
and  the  nose  cast  a
long  shadow.  Use  a
hard eraser to pick out
highlights on the eyes,
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teeth,  or  wet surfaces
like  blood  or  sweat.
The  interplay  of  stark
white and deep black is
visually  striking  and
inherently  eerie.

Backgrou
nds That
Breathe
Fear
Do  not  neglect  the
background.  A  blank
white  space  kills  the
mood  instantly.  For
how  to  draw  scary
stuff, your background
should be a  character
in  itself .  Draw  old,
peeling  wallpaper,  a
foggy  graveyard,  or  a
dark forest with twisted
trees.  Use  repetitive
patterns like cracks in
a wall or floorboards to
c rea te  a  sense  o f
unease.  You  can  also

use  a  vignette  effect,
where the edges of the
drawing  fade  into
darkness, trapping the
viewer's  eye  on  the
central  horror.  If  you
are  working  digitally,
add  a  subtle  gradient
overlay of dark blue or
green  to  make  the
scene  feel  cold  and
diseased.

DRAWING CLASSIC
SCARY SUBJECTS

Zombies
and
Undead
Creatures
Zombies are a staple of
scary  ar t ,  la rge ly
because  they  a re
twisted  versions  of
everyday people. When
drawing  a  zombie,
focus  on  posture.  A



8

8 How To Draw Scary Stuff 2025-11-06

zombie  should  not
stand  upright  like  a
soldier; it should lurch,
with  one  shoulder
higher  than  the  other
and  the  head  craned
forward.  Draw  the
fingers  as  bony  claws
with  sharp,  broken
nails.  Clothing  should
be torn and dirty. Use
quick,  jagged  strokes
for  torn  fabric  edges.
For the face, focus on
the  eyes.  One  eye
should  be  glassy  and
unfocused,  while  the
other might be missing
entirely, replaced by a
dark socket. Add veins
crawling  up  the  neck
and  face  using  thin,
winding lines.

Ghosts
and

Spectral
Figures
Ghosts are challenging
because they are often
formless.  The  key  to
drawing a ghost is not
to make it  look like a
person  in  a  sheet .
Instead,  draw  it  as  a
figure that is dissolving
into  the  environment.
Use  soft  edges  and
blending  to  create  a
smoky  appearance.
The  face  should  be
barely there, with only
the  eyes  and  mouth
v i s i b l e  a s  da rke r
smudges. Alternatively,
give the ghost a solid
but distorted form, like
a silhouette with long,
spindly  limbs  and  an
unnaturally  long  neck.
For a truly scary ghost,
draw  it  reaching  out,
but  fade  the  fingers
into wisps of smoke or
static.
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Monsters
and
Creatures
from the
Deep
Original  monsters  are
often  more  terrifying
than  established  ones
because the viewer has
no  reference.  When
creating  a  monster,
combine  elements
from  different  animals.
Give it  the  head of  a
shark but the body of a
spider.  Add  multiple
rows  of  teeth.  Draw
l imbs  that  bend  in
unnatural  directions,
with  extra  joints.  The
skin  can  be  s l imy,
scaly,  or  covered  in
eyes.  Th ink  about
texture:  bumpy,  slick,
or hairy. Use repetitive

detail,  like  scales  or
spikes,  to  create  a
sense of overwhelming
complexity.  The  more
there is to look at, the
more the viewer  feels
unsettled.

ADVANCED
TECHNIQUES:
GORE AND
PSYCHOLOGICAL
HORROR

Drawing
Gore
Tastefully
(Or Not)
Gore  i s  a  d iv i s ive
subject  in  scary  art.
Some  viewers  love  it,
while  others  find  it
cheap.  If  you want  to
inc lude  b lood  and
viscera,  do  i t  with
purpose. Study the way
blood pools and drips.
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I t  i s  heav ie r  than
water,  so  it  fal ls  in
thick,  rounded  drops.
Sp lat ter  pat terns
should follow the logic
of  motion  or  impact.
Do  not  throw  random
red spots  everywhere;
think  about  where  a
wound is and how the
blood  would  flow.  For
wounds ,  draw  the
layers  of  skin.  Show
the  yellow  of  fat,  the
red of muscle, and the
white  of  bone.  This
anatomical  approach
looks  more  realistic
and  therefore  more
shocking.

Psycholo
gical
Horror
and

Subtlety
S o m e t i m e s ,  t h e
scariest  images  are
those  that  make  you
question what you are
s e e i n g .  T h i s  i s
psychological  horror.
Try  drawing a  figure  in
the  background  of  a
seemingly  normal
scene. The figure is too
tall,  or  its  shadow  is
pointing  the  wrong
way.  Draw  a  reflection
in  a  mirror  that  does
not  match  the  person
standing in front of it.
Use  everyday  objects
in  wrong  contexts:  a
teddy bear with button
eyes  that  are  slightly
t o o  s h i n y .
Psychological  horror
relies  on  the  build-up
of small, wrong details.
The viewer should feel
uneasy  before  they
even  realize  why.
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COMMON
MISTAKES WHEN
DRAWING SCARY

ART

Even  exper ienced
artists  make  errors
when  t ry ing  to  be
frightening.  Here  are
the  most  common
pitfal ls  to  avoid:

Overloading
the image: Too
many monsters,
too much blood,
or too many
details can
overwhelm the
viewer and dilute
the fear. Less is
often more.
Focus on one
strong element.
Neglecting
anatomy: While
distortion is
good, you still
need to
understand basic
anatomy. A hand
with six fingers
can be creepy if

the proportions
are correct. If the
anatomy is
completely
nonsensical, it
just looks lazy.
Flat lighting:
Scary art relies
on depth. If you
do not use
shadows and
highlights, your
drawing will look
cartoonish. Even
a simple sketch
can be made
menacing with
strong shading.
Copying
without
understanding:
Tracing or
copying a scary
picture from the
internet will not
teach you how to
draw scary stuff.
You need to
understand why
that picture
works. Analyze
the composition,
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the lighting, and
the expression.
Ignoring the
background: A
character
floating in a void
is rarely scary.
The environment
grounds the
horror and
makes it feel
real.

PRACTICE
EXERCISES TO
IMPROVE YOUR
HORROR ART

Like any skill,  drawing
scary  stuff  requires
pract ice.  Here  are
s o m e  t a r g e t e d
exercises to build your
skills:

Daily1.
expression
studies: Spend
ten minutes a
day drawing a
single emotion.
Push it to an
extreme. Draw

joy until it looks
manic. Draw
sadness until it
looks like
despair.
Shadow2.
mapping: Take
a simple object,
like a cup or a
chair, and draw it
with dramatic
lighting. Place
the light source
below, above,
and behind.
Practice
rendering deep,
solid shadows.
Texture3.
exploration: Fill
a page with
different
textures. Draw
scales, fur, slime,
bone, and rotting
wood. Focus on
how the pencil or
brush creates
each surface.
Redesign4.
classic
monsters: Take
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a vampire,
zombie, or
werewolf and
redesign it. Give
it a new
silhouette,
different
features, or a
unique backstory
that shows in its
appearance.
Finish a piece5.
from
imagination: Do
not use
references for
the final
execution. This
forces you to rely
on what you
have learned and
builds creative
problem-solving
skills.

FINDING
INSPIRATION AND
DEVELOPING YOUR
STYLE

Inspiration for how to

draw  scary  stuff  is
everywhere.  Look  at
classic  horror  movies
like  Nosferatu,  The
Exorcist, or The Thing.
Study the makeup and
special  effects.  Read
horror  l i terature;
au tho r s  l i ke  H . P .
Lovecraft and Stephen
King  are  masters  of
describing  terrifying
imagery  that  you  can
translate  into  visual
art. Look at the work of
f a m o u s  h o r r o r
illustrators such as H.R.
G i g e r ,  B e r n i e
Wrightson,  and  Junji
Ito.  Pay  attention  to
their line work, use of
space,  and  how  they
build tension.
As  you  practice,  you
will  naturally  develop
your  own  style.  You
might lean towards the
grotesque and gory, or
you might prefer quiet,
atmospheric horror


