1. Welcome to Shattering the Mirror of Your Character: How to Use Backstory Effectively, I’m your instructor, Theresa Meyers (and suddenly I feel as if I should somehow be very tanned, in a white suit and black tie, with a little person beside me handing out drinks with tiny paper umbrellas, or that I might be looking into that weird mirror the evil queen has on the TV show Grimm). 

But in reality I'm neither. I’m a multi-published romance author who writes paranormal category romance for Harlequin, single title steampunk for Kensington, urban fantasy romance for Entangled Publishing and single title historical romances for Diversion Books. For the next few days we’re going to be covering an element of writing that often hovers in the background, but is actually deeply integrated into great fiction: backstory. Most of the time when it’s done well it’s so darn subtle you hardly even notice it, unless you peel apart the writing of your favorite authors to see how they do it. 

Here’s an overview of our classes. I know we’re all busy, so if you can’t do more than follow along, that’s fine, but I’m happy to make this class as interactive as possible. It depends on what you post and if you’d like feedback on your homework. I’ll be posting a lecture on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday. Friday is for chatting, bouncing ideas and discussion.

Lecture 1: What is Backstory and Why Should I care?
Lecture 2: How to derive Backstory and Plot from Character 
Lecture 3: How to Use Backstory Effectively Part 1 – SMEF, Internal Thought, Dialogue 
Lecture 4: How to Use Backstory Effectively Part 2— Character and Description
Lecture 5: The Power of Three in Creating Character and Plotting
Lecture 6: Questions to Create Character
Lecture 7: Fine Tuning Your Characters
Lecture 8: Analyzing Your Story and Wrap up


I’ll be posting lecture one here shortly, but for now I’d like you to introduce yourself and get to know the other people in class with you. Tell us your name, location, what you write and your biggest question about backstory or characterization (or what you’re hoping to get out of this class).

Who’s up first? 

Lecture 1: What is Backstory and Why Should I Care?

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

What exactly is backstory, and why should you care about it anyway? Isn’t your story happening in the moment? 

Yes. It absolutely is. But backstory is an important element. It adds depth and resonance to characters. It gives them unshakable beliefs and motivations. It grounds your setting and can offer up great opportunities for fresh, vibrant description in your writing. Simply put, backstory makes your characters more real and three-dimensional to your reader because every real person you know has a past. 

At its core, backstory is the history of your characters and your location. It is everything that happened in your fictional world in that place and to that character before the story started. It can go as far back as you need it to, and be as detailed as you like. But, and here is a biggie, you don’t ever show your entire backstory in your current work in progress. 

While it can be incredibly helpful to know things like what happened to your character when they were five, what their favorite type of car is or what they like to listen to on the radio, there are things about your character that you will know that you will never share with the reader. (All of which can be great material for character interviews as blog posts later when you are promoting the book, but I digress.)

I know as writers we want our readers to understand the characters as well as we do. But dumping heaps of backstory into your work in large chunks can have unfortunate consequences. It can slow the pace of your story. It can earn you a rejection from an editor or agent. Worst of all it can bore your reader. (It’s often called by editors and agents the dreaded  info dump.)
Using backstory effectively is an important craft for any writer who wants to sell fiction.

There are any number of ways you can create backstory for your characters and setting. Some authors interview their characters. Some have checklists of questions or attributes for their characters. Other authors find out the backstory of their characters as they write along and just make notations of it in a separate document so they don’t forget. I tend to do a little of all three.

As a former journalist, interviewing my characters came very easily for me. I could sit back, close my eyes, take a deep breath with pen and notepad in hand and pretend I was conducting an interview just like I would for a feature piece in a magazine. It was a conversation. I’d ask a question and the character would answer, sometimes very vaguely, sometimes with snark. If you can imagine you’re watching an interview with a movie star, it was about the same in my head. 

The questions were simple:

· Where did you grow up and what was your family like? 
· What do you do for a living and why did you pick it? 
· Who are you’re your best friends and biggest enemies and why? 
· What’s your biggest pet peeve? 
· What do you notice first about a girl/guy? 
· What scares you most? 
· What’s your biggest weakness/strength? 
· What’s one thing you would never do? Why? 
· What’s your best/worst childhood/teenage memory? 
· How would you describe yourself? 
· How would other people describe you? 
· What do you like most/least about yourself? 
· If you could be anyone, who would you be and why?

The problem was, while it did a great job on giving me a handle on the character’s voice, it often took a LOT of time and left me with pages and pages of material I wasn’t even able to use in my books.  They were random conversations that often provided a small insight here or there into my character, but weren’t part of the current story.

So then I resorted to making a list of basic information about my character and answering those before interviewing my characters. This helped cut down on the time and the number of extra pages, but it still wasn’t zeroing in on the specifics that were really what I needed to know in the story for particular scenes.  Here’s a sample of the basic information I’d write up on each character:

· Birthdate

· Early home life was:

· Mom was a:

· Dad was a:

· Sisters and brothers

· As a teenager they were:

· Where did they go to school?

· Current occupation

· How did they get the job?

· What did they do for past jobs?

· Who are their biggest friends/worst enemies?

· What are their biggest fears?

· What are their biggest strength and biggest weakness?

· What do they think they want most and why?

· Smackdowns (character’s biggest hang-ups or weaknesses)
· Catch phrases

· Three characteristics that best describe him/her:

I used the birthday and the spelling of the name as a means to come up with additional background material. (A process we’ll talk about tomorrow.) I could find more conflict for the characters by using books like Love Signs by Linda Goodman (which matches up males and females of every sign combination so you can see what their relationships might come off like) or You Are Your First Name by Ellin Dodge, which gave me characteristics and strengths fairly easily for a lot of names. 

If my characters are paranormal, I might find mythology related to them in The MacMillan Illustrated Encyclopedia of Myths & Legends or D’Aulaires’ Book of Greek Myths or even The Werewolf Book for things that could be incorporated into my characters’ pasts.

Smackdowns are the one or two things that will constantly trip up a character, for example a woman who always wanted children of her own seeing other people’s children or wincing when she sees a baby. The reaction might seem off at first to other characters in the story, like she doesn’t like children, when if we look into her backstory we find out that her reaction is really because it’s a sore point for her and she’d like nothing better than to have a child of her own.

Catch phrases are just that – phrases your character uses often. These are going to be related to his/her background and occupation. A Navy Seal uses very different language when they smash their finger in a car door than a preschool teacher.

Just a note about characteristics; I list three, but you can do more. Often you’ll have three that kind of blend together and one that’s off just a touch, which makes the character more interesting. For example a stereotypical cop might be jaded, hard-working and honest, but perhaps he’s also obsessive-complusive or deeply philosophical. See how that one element changes the character? What’s interesting is there’s always a reason why people are the way they are. Something, some event or moment in their past colors their view of the world and governs their reactions to it. That’s backstory.

Once I have this information I start asking why and make notations on the backstory of the characters. Why did they choose this person as a friend? What happened to form that friendship and why has it lasted? What happened to create their biggest fear? How did they hone their biggest strength and worst weakness? (People’s weaknesses will get them into trouble over and over again and their biggest strength will be what saves them in the end.) Sometimes putting this material on note cards so they can be easily shifted around when plotting can be helpful.

As my writing process matured, I found that if I knew the basics of the character and the general background, the backstory would come in snips and bits and I’d discover the specific details as I wrote. 

For example, in my current work I have three brothers I knew they were brothers but I didn’t know how they came into being supernatural Hunters, other than it was a passed down family legacy. I knew one of them was a lawman, another an attorney and the youngest a gunslinger. It wasn’t until I actually started writing the first brother’s story that I got a glimpse of the incident that started the youngest brother on the road to being a Hunter and at the same time made his oldest brother swear off of it. That incident got me to thinking about how the pieces of the Book of Legend they are all searching for got scattered in the first place, which elicited more backstory from the dark ages.

I now have my basic character backstory documents and then keeping a running one on the side as things pop up in the story so I don’t forget pieces I didn’t know before.

How you come up with your backstory is really up to you. There’s no perfect way to do it. What’s really critical is what you do with it once you have it. We’re going to talk about using backstory effectively tomorrow.

If you have questions, feel free to post them!

Lecture 2: How to derive Backstory and Plot from Character 

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

 

If you’ve ever had troubles coming up with a plot or backstory, today I’m going to show you a way to take your character’s name to create plot and backstory from character’s name or vice versa (if you tend to be one of those people who comes up with ideas first then asks who can I write this story about?). Whether you plot first or come up with your characters first, in the end characters are what matter most. 

 

Readers remember characters. For instance if I say Scarlet, who immediately jumps to mind? If I say Sherlock Holmes, what do you think of? What about Hannible Lecter or Harry Potter? See, you’re more aware of these characters than you realize. Characters become the cultural icons, not the plot. That’s because all plots are derived from bout 26 different story lines. But that’s not the point. The point is your characters breathe life into your story.

 

So how can we create plot out of character backstory? 

 

By finding out who your characters are, what motivates them, how they see themselves and how other see them. Remember that no one is born with biases, perceptions or likes and dislikes. Those develop out of learned responses of a person to his or her environment. So if you know HOW they’d respond and their natural inclination, you can create backstory by asking what situations triggered the development of these responses. I’m going to show you a nifty little shortcut I use and share a couple of resources I’ve found invaluable. 

 

Here’s how it works. The first thing you are going to do is come up with a name for your characters. Names have the power to mold perceptions.  We write with precision and research when crafting our books.  But have you ever struggled with your character’s name only to find it didn’t quite fit?  When you’re creating a character, the more rounded and realistic your can be, the better.  Your character’s name is no less important.  

 

Would we have been as impressed by Pansy O’Hera as we were by Scarlet?  (Margaret Mitchell originally named her heroine Pansy in Gone With The Wind.)  Many celebrities also change their names.  Why?  Because a name is also about perception.  Would we have fallen for Archibald Leach?  Probably not, but Cary Grant looks didn’t change, his name did.  Can you picture a western picture staring Marion Michael Morrison?  Would you feel better if I called him John Wayne?  And what about writers.  Do you think a following would have developed for author Eleanor Burford Hibbert?  Neither did her publisher, which is why she writes as Victoria Holt.  

 

Here are some additional names that changed:

        Jodie Foster was once Alicia Christian Foster

        Sandra Dee was known as Alexandra Zuck

        Kirk Douglas ditched his name of Issur Danielovitch Demsky

        Judy Garland was Frances Gumm

 

The point is, we associate certain feelings and make assumptions about people based on his or her name.  One of the best sources I have found to help you understand how people perceive names is The Baby Name Personality Survey by Bruce Lansky & Barry Sinrod.  It is based on a survey of over 75,000 people to determine the common images associated with 1,400 popular names.  It’s very useful in two ways.  One you can see if your image of your character fits with what most people’s image is, and either go with that image or deliberately go against it.  Two you can get ideas for your character’s image, insecurities and more from how people instantly react to that character’s name.

 

Numbers and Your Characters

And as long as we’re discussing names, do you realize that out of the ten best-selling romance authors of all time, five of them, 50%, have first names that begin with the letter “J”?  Beyond perception, is there a significance between spelling your character’s name Grey or Gray?  Yes!  Numerologists think so.  Using the following technique I’ve even changed my character’s name until I found the combination that rang true.  Here’s how it works:

 

STEP BY STEP GUIDE 


STEP 1:

Spell out your character’s full name (first middle and last) that they were given at birth.  If they choose to call themselves a nickname or some other variation, spell that full name out for a separate calculation so you can compare.
 

STEP 2:

Numerologists have assigned each letter of the alphabet a number value 1 through 9.  These values indicate certain personality traits and tendencies inherent in the name once added up.  Use the following chart to assign the correct number value to each letter in your character’s name.  (Hint:  place numbers for vowels above the letter and numbers for consonants below the letters to make your calculations easier.  The letter “y” is counted as a vowel if it is the only vowel sound in the syllable, (i.e. Lyn-da has two syllables, the vowel in the first syllable is the “y” so it would be counted as a vowel in that case.)

 

AJS  = 1
DMV =  4
GYP =  7

BKT = 2
NEW =  5
HQZ =  8

CLU = 3
FOX  =  6 
IR      = 9

 

   7     7     6   5    55

GYPSY ROSE LEE

7   7 1    9   1    3

 

 

 

STEP 3:

Add all the vowel numbers together for a value and all the consonant numbers together for a second value.  You’ll likely end up with a double digit number.  Add these to digits together until you have a single number valued at 1 through 9.  (i.e.. 55 =  5 + 5 = 10 = 1 + 0 = 1)  So 55 would have an overall value of 1.  Do this for both the consonant and vowel numbers.

 

 

   7     7      6   5    55      =  35 = 3 + 5 = 8
GYPSY ROSE LEE

7   7 1    9    1    3           =  28 = 2 + 8 =  10 = 1+0 = 1
 

 

STEP 4:

Add the two original sums up and then reduce these to a single digit.

 

 

   7     7     6   5    55      =  35 = 3 + 5 = 8
GYPSY ROSE LEE



      35 + 28 =  63 = 6 + 3 = 9
7   7 1    9   1    3           =  28 = 2 + 8 =  10 = 1+0 = 1
 

 

STEP 5:

Each of these single digits represents a different facet of your character’s personality.  

 

The vowel digit represents the self motivation (MO) of your character or the engines that drive the person to do what they do and choose what they choose in life.  This is their Motivation in the Goal, Conflict, Motivation set up.

 

The consonant digit represents the self image (IM), the way the person sees him/herself.  This can be equated to the character’s Goal or an extension of that goal.

 

The combined digit represents self expression (EX), the way other people perceive that character.  This is where you find the Conflict, because rarely to other people see us as we see ourselves.

 

   7     7     6   5    55      =  35 = 3 + 5 = 8 (MO)

GYPSY ROSE LEE

    35 + 28 =  63 = 6 + 3 = 9  (EX)
7   71     9   1    3           =  28 = 2 + 8 = 10 = 1 + 0=  1  (IM)
 

For Gypsy Rose Lee, each number is different, revealing a layering of the character and the potential for internal conflict between what motivates her (8 – the number of material power) and how others see her (9 – the number for the humanitarian).  It also represents a potential for mistaken intentions since she sees herself as a leader (1) and is seen by others as a humanitarian (9).   You’ll also notice that the Y in Gypsy counted as vowels, that’s because in that name (or when they come at the end of a word) they are acting as vowels, so put them on top.

 

NUMBER CHARACTERISTICS:




 

1 = LEADER

The top, the best.  A person who is comfortable with taking charge in everything.  A natural born leader.  Characteristics best described as being in control, wanting to be first, competitive nature.

 

2 = HELPER

The quintessential power behind the throne.  The one who knows how to get things done.  Characteristics best described as detail oriented, interested in organization and the details of everything. Can be a busy-body.

 

3 = COMMUNICATOR

The creative number.  This individual is the life of the party and can see similarities in diverse information.  Primarily right-brained and tends to be unconventional.

 

4 = BUILDER

The embodiment of patience and persistence. Like a brick-layer, this person can build a wall if they do it methodically one brick at a time.  While results may be slow, this person can achieve them.  Characteristics best described as possessing diligent effort.

 

5 = SENSUAL FREEDOM

The person who wants to experience everything!  They can be perceived as restless or ambitious in their need to go places, do things, explore and expand every horizon.  Doesn’t want to be tied down and prefers no restraints, wants to do and experience the very essence of life in all its glory.

 

6 = NURTURER

The number closest connected to family and all the harmonious, group associations a happy family can bring.  Seeks to foster community spirit and cooperation and encourages others.

 

7 = CRITICAL ANALYZER

Picky, picky, picky.  While possessed of great intuition, this person likes to see and understand beyond the obvious by dissecting every detail of life.  This person has the potential for psychic understanding, but can also be a drag to others because they are always analyzing everything.

 

8 = MATERIAL POWER

If ever there was a number that attracted wealth in all its forms, this is it.  New car, no problem.  World trips, can do.  Appreciates nice things.  This number also possess the greatest vitality and life force and exudes POWER.  Everything you can associate with power in the material world is personified by this number.

 

9 = HUMANITARIAN

The number of completion.  The one who wants to benefit and help the whole world.  Can sometimes be personified by the phrase, “I love humanity, its people I can’t stand.”  Sees the larger purpose behind his/her actions and works for the greater good.  Chooses to do things that will benefit people as a whole rather than as individuals.  At the extreme can become a martyr.

 

 

Sample 1:

 



     5       9        19     = 24 = 2 + 4 = 6 (MO)


GREY SINCLAIR

  24 + 44 = 68 = 6 + 8 = 14 = 1 + 4 = 5 (EX)


7 9   7  1  5 33     9   = 44 = 4 + 4 = 8 (IM)
 


This character is motivated by the need to nurture and have a “family” or community of which they feel a part.  The character sees himself with material power, the ability of getting anything he wants without obstacles.  Others see him as a person who desires to see, do and experience everything to its limits.  An adventurer.  Nothing is too brash or too impossible, if it can be a thrill.  Internal conflicts could result from the ambition of how he sees himself and what truly motivates him since family or community may have to be pushed aside for ambition or power.  Externally he may misunderstand how others see him and interpret their perceptions of him as a sensual person as merely a facet of his power.  Would be very alluring physically and have magnetism.

 

 



      1      9       19      = 20 = 2 + 0 = 2 (MO)


GRAY SINCLAIR     20 + 44 = 64 = 6 + 4 = 10 = 1 + 0 = 1 (EX)


7 9   7  1  5 33     9   = 44 = 4 + 4 = 8 (IM)

 


This character is motivated by the need to be the power behind the throne.  They get things done, but they don’t often make the decision to get it done (those decisions are made for them or made through them).  The character sees himself with material power, while others see him as a leader who can be a bit pushy at the extreme, but is some one they will take orders from and who seems to know what he is doing.  External conflicts may arise because what truly motivates the character is to be the unseen power in the situation.  This is put at odds with the role others cast him in as a leader in the spotlight.  Internally, his perception of himself with material power will fit nicely with his true motivations to be the power behind the throne.  He can use his influence to make things happen, without others realizing his intentions.  Would be have a commanding presence and draw support to him.

 

Sample 2:

 

        6 5    1       1   1 3   1     5   5       = 28 = 2 + 8 = 10 = 1 + 0 = 1 (MO)
CHLOE DANNALAURA MEYERS   28 + 58 = 86 = 8 + 6 = 14 = 1 + 4 = 5 (EX)

3 83       4     55    3      9     4    7   91   = 58 = 5 + 8 = 13 = 1 + 3 = 4 (IM)
 


This individual is internally motivated to be number one, the leader in all they do.  They see themselves as the embodiment of patience and persistence, achieving through diligent effort.  Others perceive this person to be interested in sensual pleasures, someone who wants to see and do it all.  An adventurer.  External conflicts may include the individual’s perceptions of their abilities not being recognized by others, leading to frustration.  Internally, the individual may experience a drive to be a leader which takes longer than expected to reach fruition.

 

 

        6 5     1      1   6   1      5   5         = 30 = 3 + 0 = 3 (MO)
CHLOE DANNALORA MEYERS       30 + 61 = 91 = 9 + 1 = 10 = 1 + 0 = 1 (EX)
3 83       4     55    3   9     4    7   91     = 61 = 6 + 1 = 7 (IM)
 


This individual is a communicator at heart and very creative.  It is the need to express herself that drives her.  She perceives herself as a critical analyzer, who dissects every detail of life to find out how it works and why.  She believes she has the potential for psychic understandings, but can offend people by picking everything apart.  Others view this person as a leader, someone they intuitively wish to follow who seems to know where they are going.  External conflicts may arise when this person takes the leadership role offered by others, then proceeds to pick apart the situation before taking any action.  Internally the need to communicate will find a venue through the leadership role others believe she fills.

 

 REMINDER:


People’s characteristics can change when their name does.  Remnants of what they were named at birth will always influence a person, but the changes they encounter as a result of the name change are significant as well.  Keep this in mind when developing your characters.

 

 Making the Number Work Harder For You

Now that you’ve got your characters goal, motivation and conflicts out of their name, you can go even further.  Several books can be used in conjunction with this method to pull even more character building tools out for you.  Two of these include You Are Your First Name by Ellin Dodge (ISBN 0-671-61763-X) and The Complete Writer’s Guide to Heroes & Heroines Sixteen Master Archetypes by Tami D. Cowden, Caro LaFever and Sue Viders (ISBN1-58065-024-4).  In the first book you’ll find a wealth of information to many common names including suggested occupations, more goals, conflicts and motivation.  An insight into how they react to their family and more.

 

With the Heroes & Heroines Archetype book, you can take the numbers you created and find exactly the archetypes that will work for your character.  

 

Here are the archetype number matches I’ve found work best:

 

Men

The Chief – 1

The Bad Boy – 7

The Best Friend – 2, 3, 6

The Lost Soul – 4, 7

The Charmer – 8

The Professor – 4, 7

The Swashbuckler – 5

The Warrior – 9

 

Women

The Boss – 1

The Seductress – 8

The Spunky Kid – 2, 3

The Free Spirit – 5

The Librarian – 4, 7

The Waif – 6

The Crusader – 9

The Nurturer – 6

 

Take the numbers you’ve come up with from your character’s name and use them to choose which archetypes and the layering of those archetypes into goal, conflict and motivation.
This process is only one of many, but when writing from character, it is amazing how much backstory can be learned from a character before you ever begin writing.  Some of the best plot twists and turns have come from a character’s conflict between their inner motivation and their self-perception which have been molded by backstory.

 

For instance, if I have a hero who is a perceived to be a Best Friend by others, but whose inner motivation is to be a warrior and whose self-perception is a professor, this is going to be a guy who is a McGuyver type. He’s going to use his wits to get out of the scrapes he gets himself into trying to save people because he cares about what happens to them and wants to help them. So what kind of situation can we put him in that’s going to really mess with him? How did he get that way in the first place? What situations or past incidences turned him into this kind of guy? (See, backstory!)
 

What about if his little sister’s best friend goes missing in the jungles of South America? He’s going to feel obligated to do something about it, and it’s going to put him in a terrible bind, especially if he happens to fall for his little sister’s best friend. (See how we begin to derive plot from character?) Use whatever would be most difficult for a character to deal with or cause the biggest conflict between what truly motivates him or her and how they see themselves or how others see them. Make doing what comes naturally to them the absolute worst choice. If you can, make it echo their backstory. There’s nothing harder for a character than to have to relive a situation that turned out disastrous the first time it happened. In the case of this character, we’d ask, is this is only sibling? What happened to his parents? Did they die in the jungles of South America? How? Why? By picking a starting point and then working backward you can find all kinds of links between a character’s backstory and the plot of your current book.
 

Remember, people's weaknesses will get them into trouble every time. It's their strengths that will save them in the end. For example, if a character's weakness is needing to be in charge (1 = leader and lesser degrees 9 = humantarian or 8 = material power) being in charge is going to mess up the situation every time they try to take over in the story. They are going to say "Follow me!" and land everybody following them in an even bigger mess. Their strength might be critical analysis (7) being able to pick things apart and figure out why it's not working. That skill will allow them to get out of the trouble and wind up saving everyone. 

 

Taking this whole process one step further, in Sun Signs by Linda Goodman, you can choose a birthday for your characters and see how their relationship would play out between men and women of all different signs. I’ve found a lot of relationship conflicts this way and the funny thing is that they ring true for people.

 

Now for a moment let's talk about what if you have a plot, but no characters. Let's say you know that there are three sisters who run a floral shop. One's the business person, one's the creative person and the other is the people person. Together they work really well. But when one of them decides she's leaving to go pursue her own dreams, the other two feel like their world is falling apart and try to sabotage her relationship with boyfriend that they think is going to split the sisters up. OK, from this alone we know we need at least four characters, sister # 1, sister # 2, sister # 3 and boyfriend. You probably are going to have more, but those would be the key characters in this plot. Take what you know and work backwards. Sister # 1 is a business person. Look through the Heroes & Heroines Archetypes book and you'll find that she's probably a Boss type, so number 1 is going to be how people perceive her. Sister # 2 is the creative one, so she's likely to be a Free Spirit or Nurturer with numbers 5 or 6 as perceived by others. Sister # 3 is the people person, so she's going to likely be a Spunky Kid with a number 3. 
 

Now what you can do is pick out names and play with them. Work the spelling and name combinations until you get one that turns out into the number you want when you add them all together (that's the perception others have of the character). If it sounds a like a little more work, it's because it is. It can take a much longer time to come up with a name this way, but it does have benefits. Once you've got a name that adds up to the dominate perception number you are looking for, you can see what motivates that person internally and how he or she sees themselves which adds all kinds of potential for conflict within the character and his or her interactions with the siblings in this story.
 

The point is, you can create a whole plot just based on what you can discover about your character via their name. It’s like instant character development.  So give it a try. See what you think. It might become one of the best tools in your writer’s toolbox.
 

EXERCISE:

Use what you find out about your characters and then brainstorm ten to 20 situations you could put them in. The worse the situation for your character, the better it is for your plot. Now pick three. Figure out how your character would react to that situation and what would happen next based on what you’ve learned about your character today.

Lecture 3: How to Use Backstory Effectively Part 1 – SMEF, Internal Thought, Dialogue 

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Make no mistake, using backstory effectively is a craft writers need to learn. It’s not something that comes automatically to most of us. This is why you’ll see so often editors and agents (even contest judges) mentioning the dreaded info dump as a big negative in manuscripts.

Too much backstory is also evident when your critique partners or contest judges tell you to drop the first chapter (or more) of your book and start further into your story. Chances are, what they are asking you to drop is the info dump at the beginning of your book. If you find yourself in this situation, don’t despair. And don’t get rid of those pages completely. Those pages aren’t wasted. In fact we’re going to talk today specifically about what you should do with all that lovely backstory.

As we start I’d like you to think of your backstory as the mirror of your character and location (which we’re going to talk about more tomorrow). Everything is reflected in that mirror. It shows who your character is, who they’ve been, and who they are likely to become. Now that likely means you are going to have one whopping huge mirror.

To use backstory effectively we’re going to hold out that large shiny mirror over the floor and let it drop. 

That’s right. Smash that sucker. 

It’s going to shatter into a thousand small pieces. But that’s just what we want. It’s those slivers that we’re going to insert here and there into your story to make it shimmer and shine. Just a glint of backstory here and there will add sparkle to your story. Putting a big jagged chunk in is likely to be painful for your reader (which is why we avoid the dreaded info dump.) Chances are you aren’t going to be able to put every single shard in your story. There will be pieces left over, and that’s OK. We only want the ones that are going to be a perfect fit.

And that’s your key to knowing what to include and what to leave out when it comes to backstory. You are going to be selective.

While the author knows every intimate detail about how these two people interacted in the past, or how they came to be (via transformation, immortal parents, etc.) the audience doesn’t need to know. You may really, really, with all your heart think they do, but here’s the sad truth. They don’t. They really don’t. They want to be immersed in your story in the here and now. They don’t want to step away from it. And as a writer it is your job to keep your reader satisfied.

So, because we love our readers and want to keep them happy, we resort to only giving them the barest bits of backstory they need to understand the moment they are in with our characters. You can give them a little bit here and a little bit there, and take my word for it, they are smart enough to blend it all together. Again, only use the smallest piece you need for that specific moment for it to make sense to your reader.

There are several ways to accomplish this. We’re going to be covering a lot of different techniques, so we’ll cover some today and some tomorrow. 

SMEF

First up I’m going to ask you to start thinking in terms of SMEF, which stands for Sensation, Memory, Emotion and Feeling. These are touchstone moments for your characters, places where you can insert backstory, but only backstory directly related to that specific SMEF. 

Whenever they have a Sensation (physical manifestation of touch or physical reaction either to thought, feeling or memory) you have an opportunity to go back to a time when something similar happened to him or her. Your body has what we call autonomic body responses, things like blinking, heartbeat, breathing – basically anything you do regularly without even thinking about it, such as blinking back tears, a chest or throat growing tight right before you cry. We don’t control those things. They are just automatic responses by the body to the memory, emotion or feeling that produces a specific sensation in the body. See how that works?

Memories (our character’s recollections of the past) are going to produce specific sensations in the body. Likewise when a sensation happens (like pricking your finger on a needle) your character is going to recall another time when that same sensation occurred (enter backstory).  It’s a small one or two line opportunity to insert backstory. You don’t use it every single time, just for the big things.  

For example, in one of my vampire books, Salvation of the Damned, I’ve got a couple who has never met before, but she is the reincarnated love of his life and he’s being forced by circumstances to sacrifice her. Just a sultry look gives her these brief flashes of another time and place. I don’t have to get into a whole backstory flashback of who they were and what happened. It’s enough for my readers to know they were lovers before. Later in the story, when the hero realizes she’s the reincarnation of his lost love, it’s a huge emotional reaction for him. (And before you tell me that it’s impossible to do that much backstory in such a small area, let me say that this book is novella, only 5-6 chapters long.)

Example from Salvation of the Damned

His golden gaze locked on her, and a shimmer of recognition hit her hard, making her chest ache with longing.

The cool stroke of his hand up her back brought a tumble of memories of their naked bodies entwined on a wide, sheet-rumpled bed. Of a sunlit hill under a cloudless blue sky, where the stroke of his hand and the scent of the long grasses danced at the edge of her memories. She could almost feel the brush of his mouth against her breast as a boat rocked them to sleep, their bodies slick with sweat—

Stop! My God. She didn’t even know his last name. Her imagination was filling in a picture of two lovers that had never been. 

But…

Some time, somewhere in the back corner of her memories, he was there. She couldn’t place where she’d know him or how they’d crossed paths, perhaps as little as passing each other in the hall at the firm, or standing across from each other at the gas pump, but she had met him before. How she could fail to remember this stunning man eluded her.  

It is the sensation of that look that elicits the memory.

In the same way emotions and feelings are often caused by a trigger in the moment that creates a link to our past. For example, if you’ve ever been sunburned badly, you probably remember vaguely how bad it hurt and don’t want to intentionally repeat the experience. But say you are out with friends at the beach, having such a great time, that you forget yourself and half-way through the day you think might be getting a bad sunburn. You go back for just an instant to that place where you remember what it felt like when you suffered. As a result you may change your behavior or, if you don’t, you might expect to suffer the same consequences.

Your character is going to have the same kinds of things happen. When there is an emotion or feeling, it’ll often link to a memory and then a reaction to that memory creating a choice for your character. Do you see how it starts to link backstory into the current story. It no longer becomes something that stands off to the side, but highly integrated into the current storyline.

Look in your story for moments of SMEF where you can integrate backstory into the current storyline.

Internal Thought

The next place you can most easily insert backstory is internal thought. Your characters have to react to what is happening around them. They are impacted by everything that occurs in your current story. But they are equally acting out of their past because what we’ve experienced in the past directly changes how we behave in the current moment.

An example from The Truth About Vampires 

Hollander leaned forward, his entire head turning an unhealthy purplish shade of red. “You aren’t paid to think, Reed, you’re paid to investigate and report. Now get the damn story on the murders, or you’ll be holding a pink slip instead of pay stub!” 

Damn. Three strikes and she was out. 

Why in the world couldn’t she have been a sports writer? Kristin swallowed past the sickeningly huge lump that had welled up in her throat and nodded. Because sports writers didn’t win Pulitzers. That’s why, she reminded herself. 

She tugged on the cuff of her shirt as Hollander grilled the remaining members of the news staff on their story assignments and continued his irritating habits of talking in clichés and snapping pencils between his thick hands. 

For as long as she could remember, Kristin had craved getting a Pulitzer. Her father had run a small town paper and she’d grown up in the offices. While other kids drew pictures of their dog, she drew pictures that were mockups of her own imaginary newspaper drawn out on newsprint. She didn’t sell Girl Scout cookies; she’d sold subscriptions. And when she was old enough to ride a bike, she’d taken on a deliver route, and been the only girl doing it. 

If they opened her up, they’d probably find a half and half mix of printing ink and blood in her veins. Pulitzer was the golden ring. With it, her dad could never again tell her that she ought to settle down. He could never dispute that she was just as good, and just as hard hitting, as any male reporter. 

So if an investigative report on the bloodless murders was what Hollander wanted, he was going to get it in spades, whatever it took. 
Notice first that this is at a moment of high SMEF. She’s got sensations, the lump in her throat, the discomfort that’s causing her to tug on her shirt cuff. She’s got memories which have been elicited by being yelled at and having her job threatened. She’s also got reaction to the current situation happening out of her backstory. The reaction she has now to her editor of determination is the same she’s had to her father when he hinted boys were better journalists.

But this is not an info dump for two reasons. One it’s very short. Two paragraphs – nine total sentences. The rest is internal thought – things she’s telling herself. In fact even the second paragraph of the backstory is told in a form of internal thought. As long as the character is telling it to him or herself, he or she is also telling the reader. Don’t let telling take over! You reader will accept this from characters for very short periods because they want to be in the character’s head. The key is to keep it short and intersperse it with actions, reactions and dialogue.

It’s normal and natural for your character to think about what’s going on. That’s a reaction. When you pair the thinking with physical actions it’s even better, even if those actions are little things like pacing or twirling one’s hair or polishing the same glass over and over. To up your game, you blend the backstory into the internal thought and add the physical action, especially if it’s a repeat of something that happened before.

For example, if you character is scrubbing a floor (that’s action). But what is her mind thinking about while she’s scrubbing that floor? (There’s your opportunity for internal thought paired up with backstory.) Maybe the last time she was on her hands and knees scrubbing a floor like this was when she lived with her grandmother while her parents were away. Maybe it’s her grandmother who noticed her powers and tried to make her feel normal even though she always knew deep down inside she wasn’t. Maybe the reason she’s scrubbing the floor is because she just exploded a glass of orange juice on the counter with her anger alone because she was pissed off about being lied to. You see how this all begins to hang together so it’s not just backstory blowing out there in the wind. It’s intimately connected with what’s happening in the here and now of your story.

Dialogue

Perhaps the hardest place of all to insert shards of your backstory is in dialogue. Why? Because you don’t want it to read like this: 

“Yes, Mary, you remember how mother left us on Auntie Em’s doorstep when we were five.” 

“Of course because it triggered my blindness, which the doctor says will heal only when I’ve overcome the trauma.”

It’s stilted. It’s awkward. It’s not good writing. Why? Because you are TELLING.

The best way to insert backstory into dialogue is either a) an offhand comment or b) reaction to that comment. It’s going to be subtle. You might have to find other opportunities to expand upon the backstory later. Resist the strong urge to put all of it out on the page at once. You have to learn to hold back when inserting backstory in dialogue and it should be a natural flow of conversation.

Example from The Truth About Vampires 

“What did Achilles mean by pious?”

Dmitri’s gaze flicked to the photograph of the abbey ruins shrouded in mist on the wall. He hesitated. “In my mortal life I was a priest.”

“A- A priest?” she murmured, stunned. “Becoming a vampire must have been an enormously hard decision for you, then.”

He moved so quickly she barely had time to take a breath before he pinned her against the couch. His unyielding, rock hard chest pressed against hers, his mouth a mere inch from hers, the tips of his fangs gleaming in the light. 

The anger and fire erupting behind his eyes told her more than words ever could. “I never chose this life.” 

She blinked and he was across the room, facing her. The scent of chocolate mixed with something distinctly masculine and seductive, drifted around her 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up a bad memory for you.”

His laugh had the brittle crumbling edge of a piece of termite-rotted wood. Suddenly he seemed far more a shell of a man, than a real man, or a blood-eating monster for that matter. His fangs had receded, leaving his teeth looking perfectly white, even and normal.
Hopefully this gives you some ideas. Tomorrow we’ll look at some additional means of weaving backstory into your current work in progress. For now, if you have questions, on a particular technique or for something like prologues or fight scenes, please start another thread so it’ll be easier for everyone to follow.

Thanks! Questions? Comments? Let the chatter begin!

Lecture 4: How to Use Backstory Effectively – Part 2 Character and Description
~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

As we saw in the last lecture, using backstory effectively sometimes has to do with looking for the right opportunities in your story where inserting a small sliver of backstory is going to make your story shine. Thing like SMEF, internal thought and dialogue.

Today we’re going to cover some other places where backstory can appear seamlessly in your story, though you may not realize that’s precisely what it is. I’m talking about backstory as character and description.

In your story, you are always in one character’s point of view (POV). We, the reader, see your story through somebody’s eyes. This is a perfect chance for backstory to filter through. As I said before the way a Navy Seal reacts and thinks when he slams his finger in a car door is going to be very different from a preschool teacher.  That’s backstory coloring your character’s world. 

All the experiences, all the history behind your character’s image in that mirror we talked about in the last lecture, are going to shine through even in the little shards that you are inserting here and there in the story. It’ll show in your word choices, the SMEF that comes through in the scene and your character’s reactions and choices.

Let’s start with the description. Let me give you an example.  When I was writing on a historical where the hero was a man who’d been shanghaied and forced to be a sailor for several years, his views of the world changed significantly. At the beginning of the story he had a more “town” way of thinking about what he saw and the word choices I used in describing it. When he comes back to town after being at sea, everything has a more nautical reference point.

Example:

Deep within, the pounding built, thrumming through his blood in a driving rhythm like a ship slapped hard against rising waves.  Then came the storm.


It was fierce and brutal, shaking him to the core and stripping his mind blank of all else save the feel of them joined together. He felt her bow like a sail curved taunt with the wind then fall slack against the sheets.
For my paranormal hunter in my Steampunk who’s been raised in the western frontier, he looks at things from a huting point of view. 

As the dark beast entered the edge of the yellow oil lamp light, Colt could make out the massive shoulders and ridge of raised black hair along the hellhound’s back. More importantly he could see the grizzly bear-sized mouth full of bared glistening dagger-like teeth just beneath the scarlet eyes, which flickered with the glow of red hot coals in a camp fire. The thing was the size of a buffalo, black as night and as angry as a pissed off mama bear. It stalked them slowly and deliberately laying down one massive paw in front of the other, dark curving nails clacking against the rock floor as it made a beeline in their direction.
The word choices you make because of the way your character views the world as a result of their backstory is another subtle way of introducing that backstory to your readers without beating them over the head with it.

From these two examples you get a very clear feeling of what these men may have experienced in their past. It’s obvious the sailor has been through a storm in the open sea at one point or another. For my hunter he’s obviously stalked prey, he’s seen a grizzly bear and a buffalo, spent time around a camp fire.

The cool thing is that in addition to slipping in a small shard of backstory, you’re also creating fresh descriptions that are unique to your characters and make them ultimately feel more real to your readers.

But you can go further. Backstory is the mirror of character. Going back to our Navy Seal and preschool teacher, we can see why their backstory would impact how the react to this situation:

There’s a huge storm. A flood is coming. While both characters might be ultimately concerned about helping people and be organized about how they’d go about helping, they are going to do it in very different ways.  

The Navy Seal is going to command and expect people to listen. There’s no time for sparing people’s feelings. He’s going to rush people out as effectively and efficiently as possible with minimal emotion.  The mission – to get people out is all important.

The preschool teacher on the other hand is going to realize that this is a difficult time and that people respond better with some small measure of comfort. She will urge them to leave, try to explain why they must hurry and suggest they grab whatever one thing is important to them and go. She’s going to realize that the people have more than just this one disaster to cope with. Getting them out is only the beginning.

Do you see the difference?

So look at your character’s backstory. If you have three women who are friends, each with a different past, their backstory is going to dramatically impact how each of them reacts to the exact same situation, and since no two people have the exact same experience and backstory, they are all going to be unique.

Which brings me to the other point of backstory as characterization. It’s best summed up in this phrase: In every situation there are three points of view, yours, mine and the truth. Remember that because of backstory, even two characters in the exact same situation are going to view that situation differently and remember it differently. You could easily have siblings who are both abandoned. One will see it as a freeing experience, the other as the most crushing thing that every happened to him or her stripping them of all security. (Of course maybe one was 17 when it happened and the other 5.) Where you are in your life when things happen to you greatly determines how it impacts you.  These two siblings are going to have totally different versions of the same event in their backstory. Neither will be wholly accurate, because the truth will lie somewhere in the middle.

Knowing this makes the reunion aspects of some of your stories all the more interesting. Both characters are going to see their past relationship, their breakup, their family, their school days, in their own unique way colored by there other backstory experiences.

Tomorrow we’re going to look at some ways of analyzing your story to see when you’ve got too much backstory or not enough.

For now, I’d like you to list out three things you could see your main character doing/saying/reacting as a result of their backstory.

Let the chatter begin!

Lecture # 5 - The Power of Three in Creating Character and Plotting

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

This should have been your lecture on Monday, but my DSL line decided to die and the phone company couldn't get here until this afternoon to fix it. So because of the delay, you're actually getting TWO lectures today. I'll be posting the next one shortly.


Today we’re going to talk about the Power of Three when creating plot from your character. Three has always been a powerful number. The Trinity. The Mother, Maiden and Crone. The Fates. The Pyramids. A three act play. The three Musketeers. The beginning, middle and end. Goal, conflict and resolution. In numerology, it’s the number of communication and imagination. In your writing, and in your career it can actually be very helpful in a number of ways. 

As human beings we tend to process information in sets. We like to lump things together and often learn by association of one thing with another thing similar to it. It’s the reason when we talk to one another we say “It was like—“ or “It was as if---“ and people understand exactly what we are talking about.

The same thing happens when you are writing. The brain processes information the first time it is offered then continues to look for information similar to that first piece to lump them together into a set. Communications research has shown that three is the optimal number for the brain to remember. That’s why a publicist will tell you to have no more than three message points or you’ll hear a phone number repeated three times in a radio advertisement.

When you are writing, you are helping your reader get pulled deeper into the story by offering up information in sets of three. This can be done with foreshadowing, backstory, characterization, plotting and series development (why do you think trilogies are so popular?)

But wait, you say. Harry Potter had seven books. Some series have gone on fifteen books or longer. And what about the quartets? All of those work to some degree because they seem logical to the reader. For Harry Potter each book represented a year in his schooling, typically seven years of secondary schooling in England’s boarding school system. It made sense. For the fifteen books, I’d have to say, what’s five times three? Fifteen. Multiples of three work just as well when planning out a long series, so series of three, six, nine, twelve, fifteen, etc. would all do the job. As for quartets, have you ever noticed how they just don’t seem as natural feeling as a trilogy?

One way you can make your writing more powerful is to utilize the power of three in your characterization and writing. All of our characters are different. They have different fears, different hopes, different dreams. To really make them stand out, you are going to want to foreshadowed these things at least three times over the course of the book before giving your readers the payoff moment. This gives you maximum impact with the reader, making them invested in the outcome of the payoff without boring their socks off with stuff that seems too repetitive. Now for larger stories, you might see foreshadowing happening in sets of three. Three moments that deal with the hero’s deepest fear from his past. Three moments where the hero and heroine almost come together, but don’t yet have everything it takes to make that final commitment. Three scenes where the character is forced to make a choice and seems to screw it up making things worse every time, until finally they get it right in the payoff. Are you beginning to see how the Power of Three works with character to plot your story?

When I plot I use a huge poster board divided into a grid, one square per chapter. I then use colored sticky notes (in specific colors to represent different elements of my story or characters or subplots) to build out the scenes and help me plot. Because I’m such a visual person, doing it this way enables me to see where I’ve got repeating patterns in the colors and where I’ve got gaps in those patterns. Often, if I’m just noodeling out my story and I know there’s an element, but I don’t know exactly what it’ll be yet, I’ll actually put on the sticky notes Phobia # 1, Phobia # 2, Phobia # 3 and Phobia Payoff. That way I know it’s a plotting thread in the story and it’s in there, even if I’m not sure how it all will come together. I’m not saying that you all have to do it this way. Every author is different. I’m just sharing how the power of three enters into my plotting strategy.

Sometimes, especially when I get to a sagging middle, or what Debbie Macomber refers to as a “muddle”, I’ll look through the book and realize part of what’s missing is one of the three plotting points for a particular story thread, or that I have two subplots, but really need a third to make things feel balanced.

You can also look at your plotting as a three-act play. The beginning and end of your story are going to take up about a third of your overall pages, and the middle about two-thirds. In act one, you have whatever happens to make your story start – the inciting incident or goal. As soon as your character has made a decision to does something to respond to the inciting incident, you’ve moved into act two, which is how the character deals with it (conflict). Act three is wrapping up what’s happened as a result of your character dealing with the inciting incident (resolution). See how that works?

Some authors actually set up a scene/sequel pattern to their writing in sets of three things (which are talked about exhaustively in Dwight Swain’s book Techniques of the Selling Writer and the counterpart to that Christopher Vogler’s Writer’s Journey – both excellent books on craft) Goal, Conflict, Disaster (that’s your scene), Reaction, Dilemma, Decision (that’s your sequel). 

For characterization you can also use three main characteristics (and these are not physical descriptions) about each character throughout the book to identify him or her clearly to your reader and color his or her actions and decisions throughout the book. By picking three, you can shift between the characteristics often enough that you don’t bore your reader and you make a deeper character. WARNING: Avoid picking conflicting characteristics, for instance a happy person who is depressed. It won’t work well. Now you could have a happy person who is vicious, and controlling, and you’d end up with a psychopath, but that might work well for your villain. You could also have an outgoing person who is awkward and inappropriate and you’d end up with fumbling best friend or the odd-guy out character you see in buddy films. Sometimes it works best when two of the characteristics are similar and one is a little off beat. 

You can also pick out three physical descriptions of your character, to give your readers an instant short-hand glimpse of your character. This is done a lot by bestselling authors. For example a character might be described as short, stout and bald as a cue ball, or willowy, graceful and exotic. You get two totally different images from those sets of three words in an instant. Work on it with your own characters and see what you come up with.

As you can see, the Power of Three is all over the place when it comes to writing with plot and character. 


EXERCISE:
For today’s exercise, it should come as no surprise we’re going to split it into three parts.

Part 1: Take three of your characters and list their three characteristics and three physical appearance descriptions. Start with what immediately comes to mind, then review and refine it until you have something that really sets your characters apart and makes them vivid.

Part 2: Try your hand and writing up a scene and sequel for your story using the Goal, Conflict, Disaster and Reaction, Dilemma, Decision model. It can be really short and specific. For example:
Goal: Hero has to go look for the missing piece of the Book of Legend he’s searching for in a mine on the edge of Hell.
Conflict: He’s with a succubus who also wants it, but he needs her in order to get to it when he finds it.
Disaster: He has to swim across a lake filled with water sprites to get to it and has a fear of water.
Reaction: He decides to take her with him. 
Delimma: He doesn’t think he’s going to make it back across the lake.
Decision: In a moment of panic, he decides to trust her enough to ask her to take it back to his brother.

Part 3: Write down three things you want your character to have learned by the end of the story and then three ways or scenes in which you’ll see those things happen. 
Lecture # 6 - Questions to Create Character
~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~
 

I'm going to assume you tried running the numbers on your character and now have a name and a fairly good idea of how the character sees himself, what motivates him and how others perceive him. You also probably have three characteristics that describe your character and perhaps three physical traits as well. You might even know your chracter's goal, conflict and motivation.

But let's dig a little deeper into creating your characters so that they are developed enough to really grow through your story.

Let's start with these:

1. What is his/her error in thinking? 
This is a core belief, something they tell themselves and use it as a guide line when making decisions, for example believing that they are not worthy of love or duty comes before everything else no matter what.

2.Why do they hold this belief?
This is going to help you dig into your character's backstory and find that moment in time where this belief crystalized for the first time or was reinforced over and over again to make the character deeply believe it to be true.

3. As a result of this belief, what do they need to learn?
Here's the opportunity to find out what your character's growth arc through the story is going to be. 

4. What is keeping them from learning this lesson?
You've got where they are and see where they need to grow to, here's your chance to find at least three scenes and a payoff scene to get them there.

5. What are they missing out on in life by not changing?
The answers here can be what we call your character's slams. Things that bang them up against the side of the head over and over again to remind them at the worst possible moment what they wish they had (goal) and give them motivation to get there.

6. How do they cheat to get what they want without having to grow?
Hey, growth is painful. Your characters are going to fight, kick and scream to keep the status quo. So exactly what little white lies, bad choices and out-of-character things will they do to avoid changing?

7. What's the external flash point that forces your characters to choose or change in the story?
This can be your Dark Moment. It can happen mid-way through your story and then you can show your character having to cope with the changes and the cheats that they did earlier even though they've changed.


Here's some other things you can ask to bump up your conflict. Remember each one of these is loaded with potential for scenes in your story.

1. What makes the other characters in the story emotionally dangerous to your main character?

2. What makes it impossible for your main character to walk away from the other characters?

3. What does your main character admire/loath about the other characters?

4. What about the other characters makes your main character want to change?

5. How do the other characters help your main character learn his/her lesson or grow into their character arc?


Once you've answered all these questions, take a look and see which of them can be turned directly into scenes and which ones might need multiple scenes (a set of three and a payoff) to flesh out your plot.

I usually write down every scene I can think of at random on individual sticky notes then organize them and put them down on my plotting grid board. Some authors find that organizing the scenes in the scene-sequel manner introduced in the last lecture is more helpful. Do what works for you.

Character is indeed central to our plot. Without characters there would be no plot.

So, questions, comments? Feel free to post! 
Lecture #7 - Fine Tuning Your Characters

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

 

OK, so you've run the numbers, you've expanded your characters and even looked at ways to be able to cross-thread your characters so that perhaps some of your secondary characters take on a more meaningful role in your story.
 
What else can be done to fine-tune these fine folks in your fiction? Some very basic things, so basic you might not have even thought about them.
 
Character Traits in Fiction
When we write about characters, we want them to come alive for the reader. This is only going to happen if you can translate what’s in your head down onto the paper in such a way that your reader can pick it up and form an image in their head that closely resembles the one in your head. Sounds complicated, doesn’t it? Really it’s more about being consistent.
 
Character traits help us consistently SHOW our character to our reader. I’m sure most of you have heard the adage Show, Don’t Tell. Don’t tell me your hero is handsome. Show how other people react to him. Don’t tell me he’s kind. Show me how he goes out of his way to help someone he doesn’t even know because he believes it’s the right thing to do.
 
Let me break it down even further. Most characters are going to have between three to five character traits you are going to see throughout a story. More than that and the reader starts to get bogged down because there is more than one character in your story and suddenly they are juggling not just five character traits, but fifteen, thirty, or more depending on how big your cast of character is.
 
Character traits are going to be derived directly from your character’s MO, IM and EX numbers. For example, if my hero is a MO (or motivation) of 4, he’s going to be a builder. He isn’t going to be daunted by any task and he’s going to be driven to leaving something of lasting importance. Undaunted. Driven. If his IM (internal image) is a 5, which is sensual freedom, he’s going to think he needs to experience everything and feel everything, even if it conflicts with his drive to get things accomplished. These are just little tangents on the bigger road to him. Sensuous. Hedonistic. And if others see him as a 1, or leader, (EX is external) then he’s just in for a heap of trouble because everyone expect him to put aside his own wants, needs or ambitions to lead the group and take care of them! They’ll try to push him into that role by default every time.
 
While these are three traits off the bat, you can add an additional two more. Character traits should define the way your character thinks, speaks and acts.
 
Together these traits act as a kind of structure for your character. You need to have at least three, or your character won’t be well-rounded enough. More than five traits and you’ll start to lose your reader because there’s too much.
 
If you’ve got three traits, they should be shown continuously throughout the story. If your character has four traits, then only one will be seen occasionally. If your character has five traits, two will show up only occasionally. Why? Because remember that Rule of Three? It applies here too. Three traits seem to be the thing that really stick in readers’ minds. 
 
So for my hero above, who’s a 4, 5, 1, I’ve decided he’s going to be an angel. More than that, he’s an angel who’s being sent to decide if Earth is worth saving. He literally has the power of life or death over millions. He’s got a mission. 
 
As a builder (4), that’s what drives him, no matter how long and hard he as to fight, he’ll complete his mission. So throughout the story I’m going to see him refocusing himself on his mission and bringing it to front of mind, particularly when…his number 5 kicks in. This is his internal conflict. He has a very sensual side. Earth provides a wealth of things to see, hear, taste, touch and feel that he just can’t get in Heaven. Every time he becomes lured into these experiences and is enjoying himself, that’s when duty kicks him upside the head and reminds him to try and be objective. Is this all worth saving? He can’t just save parts of Earth. It’s an all or nothing deal. 
 
In the meantime, people have discovered he’s an angel. He tried to keep it under wraps, but in the midst of enjoying himself, he did something amazing, maybe made all the people in the room levitate or he flew. Regardless, people are now looking to him to save them from the end days. He doesn’t want to be put in that position. It’s not his job to save them, it’s his job to decide if they are worth saving, and leave the saving and destruction to God. Problem is people won’t let him be that. This puts him in at risk from falling from grace and becoming one of them.
 
His character traits end up being Loyal, Driven, Hedonistic, Powerful, But uncomfortable about being the one in charge/riddled with guilt.
 
Why the last one? It speaks to his external conflict of other’s putting him in a position of leader. But there’s more to it than that. To build a really good character, at least one of their character traits should be unexpected. It makes them more real. 
 
Think about it. How do you turn a cliché’d bad guy into something fresh? You add the unexpected. Take John Travolta’s character Vincent Vega in the movie “Pulp Fiction”. He’s interesting not because he’s Pragmatic, Ruthlessly Amoral or a Low-brow Philosopher. You could see that in just about any mob character. He’s interested because he has a silent yearning for love. Or Will Smith in the movie “Hancock”. He’s the reverse. He has a lot of unexpected traits for a superhero and has only a few of the ones you do expect. He’s Rude, Indifferent, and Angry, but he’s also Just and Fights for What he Believes.
 
Character traits can also be tweaked slightly. You can be happy in an understated way or happy in a Spongebob Squarepants goofy kind of way. How you tweak your character’s traits depends on the impression you want to leave with your readers.
 
Now there are some pitfalls to character traits you should avoid. 
First – Try not to pick the same, clichéd traits against each other, like Mean to People but Kind to Animals.
Second – Try to vary your traits up a bit so they aren’t too similar. Arrogant and Bossy are too similar as are Dreamy and Scattered or Cynical and Disillusioned.
Third – Don’t pick opposite traits for the same character. You can have someone who is both Brave and Cowardly or Happy and Sad, or Very Shy and Very Outgoing.
Last – Don’t pick a trait you don’t use! Every trait needs to pull some weight for your character or you should drop it!
 
Quirks and Eccentricities
We know people are different. We have different wants, different needs, and different opinions. But what makes us unique? It’s the quirks and eccentricities in a person. Not just what they do, but HOW they do it. A hundred thousand people might water ski, but do they do it always dressed in pink from head to toe including their skis and boat? Probably not.
 
And this is where you have an opportunity to really make a stamp of your character on the reader’s mind. 
 
When you are creating a character from scratch you get to pick and choose anything you want. But this can work for you or against you. It’s important to pick quirks and eccentricities that blend and support what you’ve already established about your character. 
 
For example, going back to Hancock. Every super hero has an outfit. Every super hero has powers. What makes Hancock’s quirk work is that it speaks to his character. He’s able to control himself, accomplish great things until someone tells him he’s Crazy. That’s it. That’s his hot button. At that point he’s just as vulnerable, just as human as the rest of us.
 
Another example, and this one was perfect because it identified the character so completely. In the fourth Harry Potter movie, “The Goblet of Fire”, we’ve got a character quirk that immediately identifies the bad guy in the film. We only get glimpses of it, but it’s there, and by the end of the movie we KNOW what happened. It’s the snake-like flicking of the tongue. At first we see Mad-eye Moody doing it and we think, well, hey the old codger is nuts anyway of course he’s a bit of a kook. But we see it again when Barty Crouch Jr. is at the burning down of the wizard camp at the Wizard World Cutp. Once more when he’s captured at the trail for being one of Voldemort’s followers. We see Moody do it again as he fumbles for his flask (which we later find out is filled with transformative polly juice potion). And we see it again when Moody captures Harry at the end of the film and transforms into Crouch Jr. intent on killing Harry. It’s a brilliant quirk. So subtle, yet totally defining Crouch Jr. as one of Voldemort’s followers.
 
I know I’m referring to a lot of flim, but that’s because it’s visual! You can’t tell in the movies, you have to show!
 
Quirks and eccentricities can be anything. I have some characters who always twirl their hair around their finger when they are agitated, those who nibble on a bottom lip, but you can go even deeper. Perhaps you character is a touch OCD and always has to put his or her clothes on in a particular order. Maybe they never use a fork, always eat dessert first or change their hair color every week. You can also use turns of phrase or gestures or a particular way a character pronounces something as a quirk or eccentricity. For example in Gail Carriger’s Parasol Protectorate series, she has a gay vampire character who always dresses a century out of date and is constantly calling the heroine of the series by varying exaggerated terms of endearment when he speaks to her usually involving flowers (petal, blossom, rosebud, marigold, etc.) They can be related to the character’s taste in music, literature or cuisine. The way he or she travels, sleeps, eats or dresses. Nicknames. Hobbies. Pets.
 
Remember that the character traits are the cake and the quirks/eccentricities are just icing. Don’t confuse the two.
 
Find ways of showing your character’s traits and quirks/eccentricities in the natural course of the story. Remember these aren’t extras. They are a deepening of your character to make them more well rounded.
Lecture 8: Analyzing Your Story and Wrapup

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

Some of you have already started really analyzing your work to see where you can pull out large chunks of backstory, break them apart and reinsert smaller pieces of it back into your story for maximum impact. That’s great!

Today as we wrap up class we’re also going to look at some techniques for analyzing your story further. 

I tend to be a very visual person, so this technique involves getting out some highlighers of different colors. 

I want you to look through just the first chapter of your story and find all the places where you have dialogue. Mark them in a specific color. I’m going to choose blue because I think of talking a blue streak. 

Next I want you to color all your description in green and the internal thought (anything the characters are thinking about or talking to themselves) in yellow.  Finally I want you to highlight the SMEF you see in hot pink and anything that is backstory underline it in orange. What you are doing is forcing your brain to look not at the words, but at the actual construction of the story.

Now, look at the chapter again with the colors. Is all your blue clumped together? Is any of it underlined in orange? In the passages where you have yellow, are there big parts of it underlined in orange as backstory? If not, why not? Is your SMEF sections (where they have sensations, memory, emotions or feel things underlined with orange here and there? If not, why not?  Is your orange overwhelming in some areas? Where does it most often happen for you in big chunks? Can you break it up and put slivers of it elsewhere?

Another method for analyzing your story has to do with reading out of sync and is better once you’ve finished a first draft. The reason cold readers (people who have never seen the book before) can find errors and inconsistencies in your story is because they aren’t carrying around the whole thing in their head like you are. (I know this, because this is a huge weak spot for me and my critique partner always smacks me upside the head when I leave things out that I know, but the reader doesn’t because I’ve not included a specific sliver of backstory where I should have.)

Write down a series of random number between the first page and last page of your story--say about 25 of them.  

Now using that list of numbers, open your document and read that page. If there is backstory on that page does it make sense in context of what’s happening? Is it too much or too little? Do the reactions of the characters make sense? What about their actions? Are they well motivated using their backstory or the current situation?

Looking at your story in different ways from the way in which you write it can help you analyze the story to find holes and bumps where you’re backstory has either left a gap or been layered in too thickly.

Remember how I said backstory is never wasted, even if you have to take out big chunks of it that never go back in? That’s because you can use those remnant pieces of backstory in things like promotion. 

When you start promoting your book, one of the things you’ll likely do is interviews or blog tours. Instead of making them all rehash the same thing over and over, give readers a reason to follow you. Make a list of Things You Didn’t Know About (character’s name here). You might make a whole character interview out of it (writing the character’s voice) or you might only leave a numbered bit of the list at different interviews, such as Thing You Didn’t Know About X #3 and encourage your readers to go to the other blogs you’ve been on to find out other unknown facts about your characters (kind of like a scavenger hunt).

In the end, only you, the storyteller, will understand your characters better than anyone else. I hope you’ve found our mini-workshop on backstory an eye-opening experience. Thanks for joining in!

I’ll be in and out today if you’d like to ask questions and doing a live chat at 5pm here today at the symposium on Writing Steampunk, if you’re interested.

Now my definition of steampunk is apt to be a little different in some respects from the other Lolitas of STEAMED! only because I’m currently writing steampunks based in what I refer to as the Weird Wild West.  I see steampunk as two distinct features, Steam and Punk. For the Steam, the story should be set in the era when steam power was the prevalent source of power (before gas and oil engines took over). This encompasses anywhere from 1830’s to the 1890s. For the Punk portion, you need to think out the strictures of Victorian society. There can be inventions and travel that are created from period-appropriate materials, but accomplish modern things such as air travel, weaponry, communications and technology. Women can have a bigger role in their own destiny, and their own career choices, than they actually did in the Victorian era when they weren’t allowed to even vote, and in some cases were not allowed to hold property.

Along with this punk, is thinking outside the Victorian hatbox on location. Because steampunk is constrained by only the era when steampower was the most prevalent source of power, using materials available to people during that era, this does not mean you can’t set it elsewhere besides Europe, and more specifically Great Britain. Steampunk can be set anywhere in the world (or in a parallel dimension for that matter). Just look at what H.G. Wells did with his story The Time Machine. He even went to the future! (But I digress.) 

Steampunk stories can be adventures, exploration and love happening anywhere. (I just happened to choose the Weird Wild West, but you could just as easily choose Russia or India and have a completely different story happening that makes things fresh for the reader.) What must stay consistent is your use of what I’d call the three basics of Steampunk. 

Steampunk Basic # 1

Use what was available at the time. You can make your inventions fantastical. You can have air flight, transglobal communication, dig deep into the earth or reach the moon, but you must do it with the materials that were available during the steam period. This means no plastics, no carbon fibers, no Teflon or silicon circuits or transistors for that matter. Electricity, yes. Natural Gas, yes. Metals, woods, glass, leather, stone, crystals, clockworks, pistons, light sensitive chemicals, yes. Your characters should be able to manufacture most of their items themselves or with the help of others more versed in the art of contraption development than they are.

Steampunk Basic # 2

History is your friend. Don’t just make your story a costume drama. Look at the history of where you are setting your story and what was actually happening at the time to give your work real depth. Yes you can alter history, but be aware of the far-reaching consequences. If you change one element, you change the entire course of history, so be aware of not only what you are doing in your own story, but how what you are changing would impact everything around the nucleus of your story. Sometimes it is simply more fun to go and find those odd little moments in history that seem out of sync and then use that as a jumping off point for your story. Consider period dress and the functions of that dress when describing your characters. Sure you can change things, but know why you are changing them.

Steampunk Basic # 3

Honor the genre. Remember that there are an awful lot of people out there who are fans of steampunk who are just as passionate as fans of Star Trek. Seriously. They have certain expectations. As a writer in this genre, you really ought to know what those expectations are. There are certain characters they love and when they get together at the myriad of steampunk conventions that are held they like to dress the part. 

Steampunk stories set in other places require a great deal of research.

