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Description: Techniques to create compelling and memorable characters.


         “We read for characters.”
As a test in your free time, go into an old bookstore with lots of sci-fi. Notice that before 1988 books were small, 70-80k words, written primarily by men. After that, books were up to 100-120k words written in large part by women. Sci-fi moved to being character-driven stories.
Modeling

Use a researched historical figure, person you know, etc. as a model for a character. There is an entire genre lately called ‘romana clef’ that fictionalizes non-fiction. This case is strict modeling without much or any modification from the original model.

The models and your world will not always fit. Some writers will stick too closely to the model and not allow the character to adapt to the world. Internal consistency can suffer because you can never actually know 100% what was going on in their head when they made any particular decision.

Using friends and relatives can be difficult, for instance when killing off characters. Also, this can be difficult based on how they are portrayed, etc.

If someone recognizes the model, knows it well, and doesn’t think you are doing it right, then it becomes a distraction.

Archetypes


General type of character is your base, and then build character off of that. They can often be paired to form natural oppositions. Readers have an immediate idea of the character’s traits. However, be careful of creating stereotypes.

Archetypes are shallow. They are ‘one-size-fits-all’. There is little depth.


The familiarity of types can lead to familiarity of story and plot. When using archetypes they tend to fall into particular types of behavior.


Assumptions about archetypes can shut down some of the interesting twists and unusual behavior that makes the story and the character interesting.

Compositing


Take a blend of models and modify that model to make someone new. Allows more flexibility than straight modeling. This can make it easy to ‘modernize’ older models. Still very close to modeling and close to strict holding to the model’s behavior.

All of the problems as in modeling, plus mixing disparate elements may not be justifiable. Sometimes what you want to do just doesn’t work. Similarly, sometimes there is too much in the character, and things must be thrown out.

Organic

These are characters that grow up as you write them. Advantages 1)They fit very well into the world you are creating 2)Character growth is inevitable because you as the author don’t know who the character is when you start.


Intuitive development eats up a lot of words. If the story is the character’s development, you can run all over the place. The character as they develop may not fit the story that you envisioned. This can be ok, but it is often very scary. That depends greatly on the author. Secondary characters that develop like this might hijack your story. If that happens, check whether the primary character is worth holding onto. Maybe the new character needs to be the primary and you can go with it.


The drama for these characters tend to be internal. Thus it is important to give the story external fodder that makes him or her think about the issues that they are dealing with.

Deliberate Design


This character is well-defined and set out, and is given everything they need for the story. Their oppositions can be very sharpened, because you have already built in their enemies, difficulties, etc. You can build in interesting quirks. Since you are deliberately designing these characters, their internal consistency will be tighter than other kinds.


Characters may end up being too perfect for the situation. If it is too easy for a character to get out of a bad situation, than there is little threat or emotion. “You can’t write stories about perfect characters.”

Also, because you have designed these characters you often have little flexibility and no room to grow. Sometimes the quirks that have been designed in can become annoying or just don’t work.


Sometimes the story may break your ‘perfect character’ and some writers can be unwilling to allow those things to happen since the character may become broken. LET them be broken and face adversity.

Character growth vs Character change

Change is external and temporary. This is putting on new clothes, buying a car, etc. Doesn’t make a lot of difference.

Growth requires internal decisions to be made in reflection of external events and their consequences. A character reflects on his experiences, decides whether his behavior needs modifying, and makes a decision as to what he will do.

Examples: In the Harry Potter books, Harry changes, but Neville grows.

“Characters need their ‘Garden of Gethsemane’ moment.”

They either do it purposely beforehand or they do it unconsciously and reflect on it afterward.
How do you always have at least one character grow?

You always want at least one character to grow in each story.

1. Have every character answer “What is in this story for me?”

2. Or: “What did I get out of this? How am I different now?”

· Then start them with less of that quality and end it with more.

Blitzkreig Characterization

“George was always neatly dressed, and you can always find him in church for services, but you would never let him handle the collection plate.”

Two or three statements all running in one direction, one running 180 degrees back against it. Often good for developing your own characters or drop it directly into a story. Or you can explode that out into its own story or part of the story. It sets up a paradox, which can later be developed into a conflict.
“Bill is a really nice guy. He is friendly and helpful all the time. The only time he wins at golf is when he keeps score.”

Never say never. Don’t put facts into your story that you don’t intend to use. Don’t put facts in about a character if you don’t plan to use them.

Never be specific unless you know how you are going to use those details.
Notes:

Look online for Clive Cussler story about his first novel.
Read Tarzan novels.
“An outline is to a story as a road map is to a road trip.”

- Michael Stackpole


Roger Zelazny used to say he could write a novel about a character if he could write two scenes: one with the character talking to another character and one with the character doing something.
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