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            GET MORE WRITING ADVICE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For more writing advice, visit my blog and subscribe. You’ll get tips and a monthly Q and A where I answer your questions about writing.

        www.mark-boutros.com/blog

      

        

      
        If you like creative writing exercises, you can get my book: Creative Writing Exercises: Improve Your Craft Through Play from all stores.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Character is at the heart of every story. Of course, there are gripping plot points that stick in our minds, but that’s because those moments happen to and through characters we are connected to. Those moments are actions taken or consequences suffered by characters, and we feel those moments because we are drawn to character.

      There are great story concepts with strong hooks, but without a compelling character at the heart of a concept an idea becomes flat and forgettable. Characters are the experience and they give us something to love, hate and relate to. They make us want to keep watching and reading in the hope we get to see them finish their journey and get what they need or what we feel they deserve.

      The aim of this book is to help you to develop characters that are lifelike, not just stock types we’ve met a thousand times before. Of course, stock types can be useful starting points, but you still have to make your characters come across as unique and banish clichés to avoid falling into stereotyping. A heavy reliance on stock types can steer us away from originality and encourage laziness in character development.

      I’ve sat in many development meetings for new comedy shows where people compare the characters in the new show to ones we’ve seen before. ‘This is our Joey from Friends.’ ‘They can be our George from Seinfeld.’ ‘She’s our Leslie from Parks and Recreation’ and so on. That’s normal as they do represent types, but if you’re taking that approach and populating an idea with types, the key is to develop them from there. Problems occur when people think a close copy is good enough and then they don’t take the time to get to the heart of a character, because they think the type is the heart.

      It’s no surprise that many ideas go from being bold and new to more of the same as fear grips the development process and dilutes character. Then those projects have little chance of being made unless there’s a star name attached to add gravitas to a slender idea.

      Rather than creating the new (insert name), create something new. Frasier Crane, Walter White, Arya Stark, Fleabag; they weren’t the new someone else, they were new characters. Sadly, people now use them as frameworks to stick fresh characters into until the next hit comes along and the cycle repeats with a new template of characters.

      In this book we’ll discuss what character is and we’ll touch upon story structure and dialogue because they flow through each other, but really this book is about understanding character so you can make yours as deep and emotionally engaging as possible. Everyone develops character differently, our brains naturally jump around and different triggers set us off in different directions, but I’ll give you the essential questions you need to keep in your mind, whatever point you are at in your process.

      Writers are always searching for a magic formula, but there isn’t one. The path to better writing is to continually practice your craft and develop positive writing habits that inform your process. I will give you tools that help you to do this. The order I have written the chapters in is the order I find the most useful when developing character, but it’s about creating processes that work for you, so once you’ve read it, shape what best fits your working methods.

      I’ll also look at common character mistakes and give you exercises to help you to understand your characters better.

      Some of the exercises I set will annoy you and you’ll be tempted to skip them thinking they don’t matter, and that’s entirely up to you, but I advise you to put the work in. How do you get to know people better? By spending time with them and moving from a shallow level of connection to a meaningful, deep one. It’s the same with characters. By knowing your character deeply, you’ll create someone engaging and multi-layered, and you’ll make the writing process more fluid. You will find that plot comes out of your character instead of having to crowbar character into a plot. Development is about giving characters emotional depth and saving yourself time in the rewriting process.

      I’ll mostly use television programmes as references, but will also touch upon films, books, and I’ll point out some of the differences between genres when it comes to characterisation.

      Something I have struggled with in the past is the amount of references present in writing books, as I haven’t read or seen most of them, so don’t feel like you’re less of a writer if you don’t know the references I refer to. In the exercises I’ve given examples that should make up for any references that don’t land.
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        * * *

      

      A bit about me

      I’ve worked as a writer and a producer for well over a decade on shows for the major UK broadcasters including the BBC, ITV, Channel 4, Sky One, Sky Arts, Disney and the Cartoon Network. I’ve written on The Reluctant Landlord, The Amazing World of Gumball, The Dumping Ground, and I co-wrote an episode called The Greatest. Of All Time about Muhammad Ali, which featured in season one of Urban Myths and was International Emmy nominated in 2018, and I won the silver in the PAGE International Screenwriting Awards in 2016.

      One thing I’ve learned through my successes and failures is that problems start and end with character. Concerns arise such as, ‘Why is the character doing this?’ Or, ‘Do I care about the character?’ Or, ‘I don’t believe they’d do this.’ Or, ‘I’ve seen this before.’

      In television, sometimes a producer will criticise a series pitch because they don’t believe there is enough story to sustain multiple episodes. That doesn’t mean you’re missing plot, it means the character journey isn’t engaging enough, because the character isn’t developed well enough to carry a series.

      I’ve made several mistakes on my writer’s journey, but they’ve helped me to get to a point where I’m getting more jobs on existing shows and more of my original ideas optioned. I want to help you to avoid making the same mistakes I made, so you can improve your process sooner and know which pitfalls to watch out for.

      For a full list of my credits you can visit www.mark-boutros.com/credits. I’ve had a scattered career from writing comedy, drama, fantasy, romance and crime, to teaching screenwriting and creating empathy in the Google Assistant, which is artificial intelligence but requires understanding of character nonetheless. All of my experiences have allowed me to develop skills in various areas but it always comes back to the same thing.

      Character is the key to successful storytelling.
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            1.1. IT'S A STORY ABOUT SOMEONE WHO

          

        

      

    

    
      If you break a story down it is essentially that. It’s a story about someone who goes through something, who does something, who wants something and pursues it.

      We all have different ways of finding character. Sometimes we create one out of something we’ve experienced. Sometimes we start from someone we know, such as a friend, a family member, or ourselves. Sometimes we construct someone to fit major scene ideas we have in mind, or we have an incredibly catchy and unique concept we need to populate with characters.

      There are many ways to find inspiration, but however you work, it will always become a story about someone who, whether it’s a film, audio drama, video game, book, or a TV show. It’s our job as writers to take the ingredients that are becoming a character in our heads, and cook them into the completion of that sentence.

      Some of us need to write experimental scenes that aren’t part of any story to get to know characters, which I find an incredibly useful exercise. If you do this, make sure to have the ‘It’s a story about someone who…’ in mind as you explore.

      Whether you’re 20 pages into backstory development, have a word in mind that excites you, or a topic you are passionate about, all paths should lead to ‘It’s a story about someone who…’.
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        * * *

      

      Example:

      
        
        Breaking Bad is a story about someone who has inoperable cancer and turns to crime to provide for his family

      

      

      
      Then developed out further:

      
        
        Breaking Bad is a story about Walter White, a prideful father and chemistry teacher who is diagnosed with inoperable lung cancer. To guarantee his family’s financial security he decides to produce crystal meth with his former student, Jesse Pinkman, but Walt soon realises this is something he’s good at and he spirals into a life of crime, becoming his criminal alter ego
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        * * *

      

      There are more twists and turns as the story progresses through the seasons, as well as a whole cast of characters around Walt who have their own journeys and their own perspectives and goals, but it’s his story, and the other stories happen as a consequence of his decision to start making crystal meth.

      As you can see, the first example starts simple. If you can say, ‘It’s a story about someone who…’ then you have a story and a character. It also suggests that the thing the character does in relation to a trigger event is outside of their normal life. Walt enters a world he knows nothing about beyond the chemistry, and it is a world that poses great risk, because he is sick. He puts himself at risk in pursuit of a goal.

      The second example adds layers to the character with some traits and a bit more drama. ‘It’s a story about someone who…’ isn’t a substitute for a great logline, but it’s your jumping-off point to knowing you have a characterful story, that your story is about someone doing something and actively pursuing a goal.

      If you don’t know what a logline is, one of the many definitions is: A one or two sentence summary of a story that includes key elements:

      1. Who is your main character?

      2. What do they want?

      3. Who/ what is in their way?

      4. How do they overcome it?

      5. Why does the protagonist (your hero) need to accomplish their goal?

      Ultimately, a logline should give a quick sense of who the main character is and show them as relatable in some way. It should also highlight the event that changes the character’s world and thrusts them into a story. This moment is often called the catalyst, inciting incident, or stranger comes to town, as it illustrates your character’s everyday life being disturbed by something, be that an actual stranger, a letter or anything else out of the ordinary. The logline should also show us that your character faces difficult and important challenges.

      Knowing the ‘It’s a story about someone who…’ helps you to see your character’s motivation. By knowing that the story is about a character who wants to provide for his family in desperate circumstances, we understand the reasons why Walt will do dark things, and we’ll be engaged with him on this journey for that reason. The survival of loved ones and the need for money are strong motivators. They are needs many of the audience will have felt or at least will understand. Thankfully, most of us would not go to the extreme lengths Walter White does (I hope), nor do we have the skills to make the finest crystal meth in the land, but that’s what makes his character stand out. We also recognise that Walt will face tough challenges as he enters a world outside of the society he has functioned within.

      As the series progresses we learn that it becomes about Walt being good at this and being a winner, made clearer when we see that his former business partners are rich and that Walt is a bit of a loser. Now he’s feeding his ego, and it has a big appetite. He also has felt the reality of his own mortality by being diagnosed with inoperable cancer, and with that comes a change of perspective that informs Walt’s decisions. Think about it, if you were told you were going to die, how would that change your outlook on the world? Walt had no love for the world and a society that had clipped his wings. He was stuck, drowning in the mundane due to fear, so with a death sentence over his head he gained a sense of freedom and decided to finally fly, albeit into the darkest place possible. By knowing ‘It’s a story about someone who…’ the character can then develop further and you can add those extra layers.

      
      What about ensemble shows and sitcoms?

      They make it trickier to define an ‘It’s a story about someone who…’, but it can become ‘…a story about a group of friends who…’ or ‘…a story about a family that…’ or in the case of Game of Thrones:
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        * * *

      

      
        
        A story about the realm’s noble families, battling for the Iron Throne
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        * * *

      

      That runs over the entire span of the show, while within each episode there is a focus on specific characters driving their strand of a story, their own ‘It’s a story about someone who…’.

      For example, in the first episode of Game of Thrones, one of the strands is:
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        * * *

      

      
        
        A story about Ned Stark, who is asked to leave his home to rule alongside his friend, and king, Robert Baratheon, and for his daughter, Sansa, to marry the king’s first son, Joffrey
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        * * *

      

      The show is about multiple characters, all of whom want something and are on journeys of their own. Therefore the episodes will explore those characters and their motivations. They will all have an ‘It’s a story about someone who…’ within the show’s construction.

      Another example of an episodic, ensemble story would be Friends:
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        * * *

      

      
        
        A story about a group of twenty to thirty-something-year-old friends who live in Manhattan and help each other to navigate the pitfalls of love, family, work and friendship
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        * * *

      

      Much like Game of Thrones, the ‘It’s a story about someone who…’ sentence doesn’t reveal much about one character nor is it that exciting, but we understand
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