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Nail Your
Novel

What makes a
reader fall in love with your book? Whether you write a story-based
genre or literary fiction, it’s the characters. So how do you
create fictional people who’ll keep readers hooked? How do you make
them plausible, chilling, imperfect, lovable, intriguing, tormented
or misunderstood? What if their lives are totally unlike your own?
How do you write the opposite sex, historical characters, enigmatic
characters who give little away? Villains?

This book is a
super-zipped digest of tips for creating irresistible characters,
extracted from the tutorials in Writing Characters to Keep
Readers Captivated (Nail Your Novel 2). Use them
as a handy checklist to create and deepen your fictional people, a
guide for self-editing, or a prompt for discussion in your writing
group.

101 - Show not
tell

Every writer
struggles to show not tell, especially if they’re working from an
outline. Stick a note on your monitor. ‘Don’t tell us the character
was scared; show us HOW it felt to be frightened. Their quickening
footsteps; their hand tightening around their keys in their pocket;
the sudden noise that made their throat tighten.’

Don’t tell the
reader what to think of your characters. Was the character special?
Show us HOW.

 


Plots happen
because of ... motivation, need and conflict

Individual
nature, need and conflict: these are high-voltage concepts for
novelists. Skimp on them and your characters will look like puppets
for the story. Get them right, and your characters will be lifelike
people.

Consider a
character’s dramatic need. Give them a problem they can’t
ignore.

If a character
has a dramatic need, make us understand why it matters so much.

4 Ds of
conflict: give your characters dilemmas, drive, desire and
desperation.

Conflict is
particular to a person. If you think of an interesting plot
situation, don’t inflict it on an ‘average’ person. Create a
central character who will find it exquisitely difficult.

Like
archaeological relics, conflict is everywhere, waiting to be
discovered. We just have to keep our eyes open and dig.

Make your
fictional people individuals

If you show an
event that establishes a character’s personality or traits, don’t
forget to include their reaction. Were they hurt, traumatised,
amused, irritated, liberated, relieved? Their emotional reaction is
as illuminating as the things they do.

Make sure the
main characters have an internal life, even if you only show it in
glimpses.

Enigmatic
characters can look empty. Show intriguing details that tempt the
reader to speculate about their hidden depths.

If you feel
unconfident writing a character because their background is very
different from yours, examine what they want and what they
fear.

If you’re
worried your characters aren’t authentically masculine or feminine,
google the Gender Genie for tell-tale details. But don’t forget
authenticity also comes from historical and cultural factors.

Give the
characters a life beyond the central problem of the story; a hobby,
a circle of friends, a family, a job will make them look more
rounded.

Use background
detail with care. Too little and the characters float in a void.
Too much, and the reader doesn’t know what to look at. Put some
details in the foreground and some in the background to create a
complex and lifelike effect.

You don’t have
to describe the character top to toe, and especially not on first
meeting. Use short, vivid impressions to convey their presence, and
add to the reader’s mental picture each time we meet them.

If the
character has to think about their appearance and this is used to
describe them to the reader, find a good reason.

Great misfit
characters are not just different on the outside; in fact they may
look average. Find out how they are peculiar in their soul.

Consider the
different faces your main character might present to the world.

In a tight-knit
group of similar people such as a ship’s crew, a political party or
a family, show us how each character is an individual. Don’t make
them clones.

If you change
viewpoint characters late in the book, this may be jarring unless
you tweak the reader’s curiosity beforehand. Then they’ll welcome
the new perspective.

Choose a
viewpoint character who will have an important reaction to the
story or an interesting perspective − even if the biggest dramas
don’t happen to them.

If you have
characters with a symbolic purpose, make sure they work as
plausible people. Indicate their extra significance with the story
structure, language and imagery.

Dystopias
aren’t about worlds. They’re about characters under special
pressure.

If you have
problems making each major character distinctive, should you reduce
your cast?

When writing
comic moments, don’t change your narrative voice. Let the humour
arise from the characters’ personalities, attitudes and
behaviour.

Although your
central character might be unlucky or badly treated, don’t make
them passive. Let them sometimes cause trouble.

First-person
narration doesn’t automatically create a compelling character. Add
attitudes, relationships, history to flesh them out.

Characters
don’t have to be likable. But they must make us curious.

Does your story
have a universal resonance? Keep asking why the story intrigues you
and you might find a deeper dimension.

Look for ways
characters can experience an important transformation. It makes a
story far more satisfying.

Put your
characters in unstable situations that will become increasingly
difficult.

Villains and
antagonists: what goes wrong with wrong ’uns

Antagonists
don’t have to be friendless. Give them allies to develop their life
situations and reveal the depths in their character.

If you’re
signalling which characters will turn nasty, avoid the temptation
to change narrative tone. Don’t try to tell the reader to
disapprove of them.

Give your
antagonists good characteristics too. A fatal flaw is usually a
strength misused.

Don’t skimp on
your villain’s motivation, no matter how extreme they are. If you
delve into what drives them, you can make them more formidable,
believable and memorable.

If your
characters are battling ‘the system’ or ‘society’, create
antagonists who embody this.

Relationships,
romances and significant others: handle with care

If the reader
must care whether a romantic couple are driven apart, make us root
for their relationship first.

When friends or
lovers grow close and you want us to root for them, show how the
special bond develops. Don’t miss these scenes out.

If you’re
inhibited about writing emotional scenes, forget about the readers
and imagine you’re talking only to the page.

If your
character confronts a shocking truth, explore how they might
express their fears in an indirect way. This will make the shock
more profound.

You as a writer
must not hold back. But your characters might bottle up their
reactions, or deny or suppress them.

Unless you’re
writing erotica, seductions and sexual tension are essentially
scenes about control, trust and vulnerability.

If you’re going
to follow your characters to bed, find






Supporting
characters and walk-ons: know their place




Dialogue: more
than a transcript of speech





















Character design:
games to try









Top novice
mistakes with characters













Thanks for
reading! If you liked these tips...
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‘Like having a private session
with a writing coach’






