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Why Do Characters 
Matter?



Characters 
DON’T 
Have To Be:

Likable

An embodiment/standin of the 
author (AKA The Mary Sue 
Syndrome)

Reliable



Characters DO Have To Be:

INTERESTING
This is as true 
in memoir as 

in fiction



There are books that work and break the rules; there always are. The trick is knowing the rules 
inside out, so that when they’re broken, it’s a craft choice beyond “I don’t like this rule.”
Two books that are considered to succeed “without” characters are 

• MULTIPLE CHOICE by Alejandro 
Zambra

• SPEEDBOAT by Renata Adler



I believe they have central
characters, just not in the 
conventional way.

This book is structured as a multiple 
choice quiz.

The central character in MULTIPLE 
CHOICE is the reader. Since most of 
us are fascinated by ourselves, 
many readers will take the journey, 
and some will even enjoy it.



In SPEEDBOAT, the central character is 
a fictionalized version of the author. 
The voice is very much the same voice 
Adler uses in her nonfiction. 



One of the biggest 
challenges I see when I

do script coverage, in 
the books I review, and 
in classes, is that both 

the central protagonist 
and the central 

antagonist are one-
dimensional.

There’s often a bland 
protagonist who is supposed 
to embody “goodness” or 
“sweetness” or 
“compassion” or even 
“hero.” Things happen TO 
the character; the character 
DOES very little.

The antagonist is often 
supposed to represent “evil” 
in whatever form the author 
wants to establish as evil. 
They are the one thing, the 
one thing only. They spout 
the same dialogue of a 
hundred bad TV shows that 
were cancelled after a 
couple of episodes. An 
antagonist has to be a 
worthy opponent for the 
protagonist, so each can 
earn their respective 
endings, and so each poses a 
genuine threat to the other.



• Too often, the central 
character is bland, and the 
supporting characters have all 
the sparkle, the good lines, the 
challenge, and the change. I 
stop caring about the 
protagonist, and I would rather 
follow one of the other 
characters.



If your central protagonist is bland, you have choices:

• Develop your protagonist • Switch your protagonists



Sometimes the character who leads 
us into writing our story is not the 
best character to remain as a 
protagonist. If one of your supporting 
characters is more interesting, you 
can always make the original 
protagonist a supporting character, 
and move your interesting tertiary 
character into the central position. 
Rewrite your previous chapters. Cut 
what doesn’t work (changing 
protagonists mid-story takes a lot of 
solid craft; it can be done, but it’s 
tricky. In most cases, you’re better off 
starting over with your new 
protagonist). Changing protagonists
mid-story is different than writing in 
multiple points of view.



Complexity & Facets

People (I’m making the assumption that the 
majority of characters in your work are human or 
anthropomorphized to some degree) are complex.

They have more than one facet; sometimes they 
show different facets to different people; 
sometimes they show more than one facet at a 
time. 

In the case of the latter, in your work, make sure 
those are carefully crafted, so it’s clear these are 
aspects of the person, and not inconsistencies.



How Do You 
Craft These 
Characters?

You need to know 
something about 
people and what 
makes them tick.

Read a lot. Read as 
much as you can in as 
many genres as you 
can. Read fiction, 
nonfiction, psychology. 
Read great writing. 
Read not-so-great 
writing (you’ll learn 
from that, too).



Most Writers Start From One of Two Places

Character Situation



Character

I tend to start from character. A 
character will start “talking” to me 
and telling me part of a story. My 
job is to listen (same as in real life). 
I will then ponder the situation, and 
then ask, “what if?” and take it 
from there. How is the character 
challenged and changed by their 
experiences?



Situation

Other authors start from situation. A particular type 
of situation or challenge or event intrigues them. 
So they look for characters that will be challenged 
and changed by that situation, place them into it, 
and explore the responses.



Both starting points deal with:

Challenge. Change.

• Characters who are challenged and learn, change, or grow are DYNAMIC 
characters.

• Characters who remain the same throughout a piece are STATIC characters.

• You’re more likely to hold your audience (and sell your book in a traditional 
market) with a central protagonist who is dynamic.

• You can get away with peripheral characters being static, to a degree, especially if 
part of your protagonist’s journey is moving beyond that stagnation.



Character Profiles

• Some authors like to know every detail about their characters before they start writing. They 
write detailed Character Profiles.

• You can get an example here:
https://www.writers-online.co.uk/how-to-write/character-profile-a-guide-and-template/

• The Novel Factory has a 156 Point Questionnaire Here:
https://www.novel-software.com/theultimatecharacterquestionnaire#basic

• Elizabeth George shares how she creates character profiles in her book WRITE AWAY! 
(a book I highly recommend, and which is listed in the handouts)

https://www.writers-online.co.uk/how-to-write/character-profile-a-guide-and-template/
https://www.novel-software.com/theultimatecharacterquestionnaire#basic


Other authors (such as Yasmine Galenorn), 
prefer to learn about their characters as they 
draft the book. They then shape what 
they’ve learned in revisions, so the 
characters best serve the story, yet retain 
their core integrity.

I’m somewhere in the middle. I know a great 
deal about my characters and learn more as 
I draft. If I write too much ABOUT the 
characters before I write the first draft, my 
subconscious believes the book is written 
and moves on to the next book, and I lose 
this book.



Try different things. See what works for you. 
Your process will probably change over time, 
and through experience, as your writing 
grows.

Remember, though: Even if you write detailed 
descriptions of your characters’ appearance, 
backstory, and characteristics, you don’t need 
to put it all into the draft intact. Choose the 
details that best support the scene, which 
then supports the overall pace and narrative 
drive. You, as author, might need pages of 
information, but info dumps in the story derail 
it and will lose readers. Pick and choose 
carefully.



But HOW do you put together interesting, engaging, realistic 
characters?



How, Continued



Character in Memoir

We think of characters as an engine for fiction, but they are also used in memoir.

The central character in a memoir is supposedly the author, but it is the version of the self 
that the author wishes to share, and everything/everyone in the memoir is reflected 
through that character’s lens.

The author creates other characters to embody the anecdotes, lessons, and memories 
shared in the book. Sometimes, the characters are created as a combination of several 
individuals in the memoirist’s life, to help personify a theme better than a single individual 
would or could. Sometimes identities are hidden because of legal complications, or 
because the memoirist does not want to harm or wants to protect other people vital to the 
story. Even when the author uses the real individuals, they are the author’s version of 
them, not their versions of themselves.



If you read memoirs or diaries or letters by different 
individuals in a group of friends (Bloomsbury, The 
Algonquin Round Table, The Inklings, The Factory), the 
portraits and memories of the same events and people 
are very different. Some of the same characters are 
nearly unrecognizable between different individuals’ 
memories.

Memoirists are working from “this is what happened” 
but also have to craft it so it works dramatically, or they 
will lose the reader.

(Illustration by Al Hirschfeld)



Cadence & Dialogue

Cadence is different from voice. Cadence is the speech rhythm of each of your characters. Every character 
must have a unique speech rhythm. If you record your dialogue, without speaking the tags (“he said”, etc.) 
you should be able to know who is speaking at any given moment. If you use dialect, remember to use it 
sparingly, like seasoning, and not in a way that overwhelms the action.

Dialogue’s job is to drive story and reveal character. Not everything the characters need, want, feel has to be 
said. Actions, body position, attitude can underline or contradict the actual words. Subtext is a beautiful 
thing. People don’t always tell each other directly what they want. They talk over or around a subject. Or 
they talk about something entirely different. Make your dialogue work on multiple levels.

In early drafts, don’t worry about overwriting dialogue. You might need to see them spill more of their guts 
than makes sense in the final version of the story. But as you revise, cut back. Take out all the beats that 
don’t work, all the boring bits. Your characters will develop rhythms with each other, the way people talk, 
but you still need to cut out what’s boring and repetitive. The occasional “Um” as a sign of confusion or as a 
delaying tactic has a place, but use it too often in a scene, and you loses the reader.



Reading Suggestions for Dialogue



Voice



You have your CHARACTER VOICE

And, if you write in 
multiple points of view, 

each character must 
have a distinct voice.

You have your AUTHOR VOICE

That which makes your 
writing distinctly YOURS 
and can’t be mistaken 
for anyone else’s work.



How Do You Hear Authorial Voice?

Read authors 
with a substantial 

body of work.

Read authors 
who write more 
than one series. 



Juliet Blackwell  writes two cozy mystery series and standalone books set in France. The character voice 
in each are distinct, but her authorial voice is clear.

Evan Hunter wrote under multiple pen names, with Ed McBain being the most famous. The protagonists 
within each series had distinct voices; each pseudonym had a distinct voice. And Hunter’s unique 
authorial voice blanketed all of it.

Jenn McKinlay is a good example. She writes multiple series: cozy mystery, romance, and stand-alone. 
Her characters are differentiated, but her author’s voice is consistent. Pull a page from any of her 
books, and, after reading a few of those books, you’ll recognize her voice.



How Do You Develop Your Authorial Voice?

• Write. 

• A lot.

• More than you think you can stand. 

• Read what you write out loud. Tape yourself and listen to it (even if you don’t like 
the sound of your own voice). 

• Listen to your inner monologue as you write, and as you go about your day. That 
inner monologue is the basis of your unique voice. You can shape it through 
reading, writing, and teaching yourself not to self-sabotage by constantly putting 
yourself down.



Beginnings

• Where do you begin? You have choices:

• At the point just before the catalyst of the story that forces your character into 
conflict.

• If you take too long in your setup, you risk losing the audience, unless your 
language is captivatingly beautiful.

• You can start in the middle (“in medias res”) of action, or at the moment of 
conflict. If you do that, you have to decide if and where to craft active, clearly 
defined flashbacks, how reveal necessary information through action and 
dialogue as the story moves forward, and whether it serves your story to use a 
mix of the two.



What 
About 
Prologues?

There are a lot of arguments about prologues. Some readers, 
agents, editors love them. Others hate them.

If you choose to use a prologue, does it drive the narrative, is it 
repetitive, or is it a tangent? If it doesn’t drive the narrative or 
reveal something new, cut it. If the characters in the prologue 
never appear again, there better be a good reason for it.

Genres use prologues differently. A prologue in a thriller is 
different than a prologue in literary fiction. Understand your 
genre.

Prologues in film and television work differently than in prose. 
Make use of your medium.



Endings

Your character has to earn the ending.

Your character needs to be in a different place (physically, emotionally, or a combination) that they were at 
the beginning, even if the story circles back.

If it’s too easy, it’s unsatisfying. Your audience made a commitment to take a journey with the character. The 
ending needs to fulfill the promise made at the beginning of the book, even if the ending isn’t what the 
reader wants (i.e., the reader wants a happy ending, but it’s not appropriate to the book).

If the protagonist fails, again, it needs to be appropriate to the promises made at the beginning of the book. 
And the consequences of that failure need to fit the stakes.

In most memoirs, the point of the book is the author sharing their journey, what they’ve learned, how 
they’ve grown, in the hopes it will help or inspire someone else.



Caveat
Not everything has to be noisy drama and explosive action. There’s 
room for quiet books, such as WHISKEY AND RIBBONS by Leesa 
Cross-Smith or A PARCHMENT OF LEAVES by Silas House or CIRCLE 
OF FRIENDS by Maeve Binchy or THE BLUE HOUR by Laura Pritchett 
or Anita Brookner’s bleak, lean fiction, or Natalie Goldberg’s 
memoir, LONG QUIET HIGHWAY.  But all of these books have 
characters who draw in the reader, who invite intimacy between 
character and reader.



To Sum Up:

• Build characters with multiple facets
• Choose which facets will best support the story you want to 
tell
• Allow yourself tangents in early drafts and then cut back in 
revisions
• Challenge the character with internal and external conflicts 
that have actual consequences
• Make sure your antagonist is a worthy opponent, as 
faceted, challenged, and challenging as your protagonist. 



Every character is the 
protagonist of their own life. 
As the author, you choose 
which facets to reveal to 
enrich your story.



• Download a PDF of this presentation:

• https://www.devonellingtonwork.com/cape-cod-writers-
center-conference-download-page/

• There are also downloadable Tip Sheets on Character 
(short version of presentation), Dialogue, POV, and a list of 
some of my favorite writing books.

• The page will only be live for one week, until Aug. 15.

• Find Devon Ellington:

• Main website: www.devonellingtonwork.com

• Ink In My Coffee Blog: 
https://devonellington.wordpress.com

• On Twitter: @DevonEllington

• On Facebook: Devon Ellington

• On Instagram: devonellingtonwork (Note: Instagram is my 
“fun” account for cooking, cats, gardens, etc.)

https://www.devonellingtonwork.com/cape-cod-writers-center-conference-download-page/
http://www.devonellingtonwork.com/
https://devonellington.wordpress.com/

