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Narrative Development: Nurturing 
Characters  

 
Alexis Marie  

 
“When you read fiction, you are, first and foremost, meeting people.” 

—Brandi Reissenweber, “Character: Casting Shadows”  
Gotham Writers’ Workshop: Writing Fiction  

 
 

 
W H Y  Y O U  S H O U L D  C A R E  A B O U T  C H A R A C T E R S  

 
Characters are people, and, just like with people, your meeting with one can make or break  
a relationship. If the reader is interested in a character, they’ll likely become more engaged with the 
story, even introducing it to others. If they aren’t interested in the characters, the text will likely sit, 
gathering dust. 
 
Some people say if the plot is interesting enough, the characters won’t matter. However, to craft 
your narrative around the binary of plot-driven versus character-driven would be a huge disservice 
to your work. Though plot arc and character development are separate elements, the relationship 
between the two isn’t segregated.1 Characters drive the plot, and plot brings reactions out of 
characters. Because of characters’ motivations and feelings, we find the events they go through 
engaging.  
 
As authors, our goal is to create a character that is real to the reader. To do so, we must know our 
character inside and out. We must understand every thought and action our character has.  
 
 

 
 

                                                
1 Michael Meyer, Thinking and Writing About Literature: A Text and Anthology, (Boston, MA: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2001), 
151. 
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B U I L D I N G  B L O C K S  
 

Below is a questionnaire, which may also be referred to as a character sheet. There are many 
questions that you can ask of your character, but these are just beginning questions to interrogate 
them with. You can answer these questions as in-depth as you want, although the more details you 
have the easier it is for writing later on. Note that characters are going to change and adapt 
depending on their circumstances. They may start as one person but end up as someone completely 
different by the end of your narrative, and your character sheet may reflect that. 
 

Physicality: your characterís placement in society/the world,  
origin of being, appearance, and physical well-being 

 
How old are they? When/where were they born?  
What gender were they assigned at birth? What gender do they identify as?  
What is their sexual orientation? 
Are they human? What race/ethnicity are they?  
What is their ancestry? 
Describe their family: Who are their parents? Do they have siblings?  
What is their home life like? Where do they live now?  
Do they work or go to school? 
What is their hairstyle/hair color? What is their eye color?  
What other physical attributes are prominent? 
Do they have any identifying marks (birthmarks, tattoos, scars, etc.)? 
What kind of clothing do they wear? 
What is their height and weight/body shape? 
What is their general health?  
Do they have any unique skills or abilities (like superpowers, genetic mutations, or abilities 

that pertain to certain lifestyles like lip-reading, tracking, pickpocketing, etc.)? What are 
their disabilities, if they have any? 

 
Personality: your characterís mentality and spirit 

 
What is your character’s main (outward) identity? What traits do they have that serve this 

identity? What traits do they have that don’t coincide with this identity? 
How do they talk (fast, repetitive, monotone, wispy, etc.)? 
How do they sleep, eat, walk, write, etc.? 
Do they have any nervous gestures or bad habits? 
What morals do they uphold and why?  
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What makes them happy/sad/mad? Is there anything that consistently triggers changes in 
their emotions? 

What are their hobbies/interests? 
What is their favorite/least favorite food, movie, band, etc.? 
What are their dreams and aspirations? 
What is their greatest fear? 
What’s one thing they want to change about themself? 
What is their fondest/most distressing memory? 
Are they keeping any secrets? 

 
Relativity: the exchange between characters  

and the internal perceptions of their relationships 
 

How did they meet? 
What is their relationship? 
What do they think of each other? 
Do they have specific nicknames, titles, or aliases that they give to one another? What kind 

of vocabulary do they use when in conversation?  
Why are they allied with/opposed to one another? 
What similarities do these characters share? What are their differences? 
What strengths do they derive from one another?  
What weaknesses in each other may they exploit? 

 
From what I’ve read, writers seem to have a grasp on the Physicality of their characters. However, 
they often overlook the Personality which, in turn, can adversely affect the Relativity. Characters can 
suffer from an oversimplification of personality, and while they might fit into one trope or another, 
authors can prevent them being stereotypes. While some qualities may be dominant, they can still 
have other subservient traits that run parallel or perpendicular to them. For example, a hero may 
routinely steal but be charitable. However, if an author goes too far with contradicting traits, they 
may accidentally write a character with inconsistent rationality. While health and abilities determine  
a character’s physical capabilities, morality determines the basis for their decision making and mental 
fortitude. An author could also consider the emotional triggers question in the Personality section, as 
it could be another basis from which decisions are made. 
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G I V I N G  Y O U R  C H A R A C T E R  A  N A M E  
 

Things like your character’s origin and personality traits can determine what name you should give 
them. You may also consider the genre or your character’s role within the story.  
 
You might already have a name in mind, but there are things you may want to consider before you 
use it.  Ultimately, you should do research to determine how your character’s name will be received 
by a reader.2 
 

Questions related to name generation 
 

What genre are you writing in? 
In what setting does the story take place? 
What is your character’s origin/background? 
Who named them? Why did they choose that name? 
What are some symbols that could be related to your character? 
What is your character’s overall role in the story? 

 
Questions to consider once youíve generated a name 

 
Is your character’s name local to the story’s setting? If not, can you explain why it isn’t? (E.g. 

the half-elf Katalina was born on Earth and was transported to her father in the 
Alfeinheim realm when her human mother passed away.) 

What/who could your character’s name be associated with? (Katie could be associated with 
the actress Katie Holmes.) 

How common is your character’s name? Do you want to make an uncommon nickname/full 
name from it? (E.g. Katie becomes Katalina.) 

What is the origin of this name? Or alternatively, what does your character’s name mean in 
the context of other languages? (When I looked up Katalina, I found that is it an 
uncommon variation of the Spanish name Catalina. The lesson here is that misspellings 
can make your name more unique.) 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
2 Jenna Moreci, “How to Name Your Book Character,” (Youtube, 2016) 7 min., 34 sec.; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-RXYx7unhPM&t=1s 
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S T R A T A G I E S  F O R  D E V E L O P M E N T   

 
Freewriting 

 
Try freewriting to a prompt that relates to your character. Don’t stop until you’re done spewing 
everything from your head onto the page. No editing. The point is to let the ideas take you 
wherever, to let the process happen with as little resistance as possible. While it can be quite difficult 
to unlearn self-censorship, it is worthwhile in that freewriting gives your thoughts a place to breathe. 
 

Illustration 
 

Try making fan-art or an illustration for your novel. This can take the form of a visual conception of 
your character, a scene, or your cover art. For me, drawing my character helps to define the features 
of their appearance. Drawing a scene helps flesh out what kind of position the character holds with 
the other people in the scene and how they physically interact with their environment. Cover art 
generally represents the story as a whole and can sometimes give insight into your character. In my 
illustrations, cover art has represented the character’s role, the struggles they face, or even a place or 
item of importance to them.  
 

Referencing/Research 
 

Many a time, we naturally reference preexisting characters from media or people from our lives to 
create our characters. For example, Katalina is loosely based on my friend, “R.”  But sometimes we 
need a bit more information. Katalina is a warrior, but initially I didn’t know what kind of weapon 
or fighting style she would have. This is where research came in. Looking at what weapons exist and 
what fighting styles are used in the world helped me determine what would fit Katalina’s character. 
 

Acting/Pantomiming 
 

Choose a situation your character might find themselves in and embody what they would do or say. 
Depending on what character you play, your body may move differently from how you would 
normally, and your voice may take on other qualities in tone. When I act as my character Katalina,  
I find that I carry better posture and my voice becomes more assertive. 
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Music Magic 
 

Music can help flesh out a character’s unspoken thoughts and help to generate backstories for their 
relationships. I usually write an original song, but I recognize that many may not be musically 
inclined. So, I have a couple of alternatives. The first is the “remix” alternative, where you find  
a series of music samples/effects, maybe lyrical content too, that you then edit into a song. The 
second is the “copyright” alternative, where you pick a pre-existing song or make a playlist that fits 
the tone of your character. Music Magic is a bit eclectic and may not be your thing, but it is silly fun, 
so it’s worth a shot.  
 
 

I N T E G R A T I O N  O F  Y O U R  C H A R A C T E R  S H E E T  
 

Now that you have gathered all this information on your character, we are going to talk about how 
to integrate this knowledge. The one rule to follow is this: show, don’t tell. Many of you are 
probably familiar with this advice, but I still feel that it is important to cover. Showing is generally 
what you want your story to consist of, because it adds variety and room for interpretation, and thus, 
more opportunity for your reader’s engagement. Showing often comes in the form of body language 
and appearance, but also through action. When I say action, I’m talking about action as defined by 
Stephen Koch: “any thought, word, or deed that engages your character with some other character, 
and thereby becomes an event. Action in fiction consists of human interchange.”3 On the flip side, 
telling is expository narrative—the summaries and facts. Telling lacks in energy and momentum, so 
it often reads dry, especially in conjunction with emotional or tense moments.  
  
To demonstrate, below are two versions of a scene from Katalina’s story. We will then examine 
what I did to revise the first scene into the second. 
 

Telling 
 

Walking out of the palace, Katalina was absolutely furious! Her father 
said she wasn’t capable of aiding the guard of the high priestess! 
  
She leans over and looks at her image in the river. Her hair is brown, and 
her skin is olive. She’s a half-elf, a being that gives shame to the Elven 
society. It upsets her to know that her father views her that way. 
  

                                                
3 Koch, 84. 
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There’s a yell, then she gets shoved from behind, and she has some sort 
of vision. She sees a high-elf crying, and then it ends. She remembers that 
her father had talked about her older sister not showing signs of gaining 
the seer ability that ran down the family line. She must have gotten it 
instead! 
 

Showing 
 

The palace doors slam against the stone as Katalina stomps her way 
through the doorway, her umber ponytail flicking about behind her. “Ese 
hombre vil! Mi?! Can’t protect the high priestess?! Who does he think  
I am?!” 
  
She leans atop the bridge’s railing to stare down at her reflection in the 
river waters below. “Just because I’m only half of you, doesn’t mean I’m 
half as good as you, does it?” The half-elf’s reflection,  
 
olive and freckled like her mother’s, just stares back at her from the river 
water, melancholy. 
  
The sound of someone crying gains her attention a little late, as someone 
is shoved into her. As she is jostled along the rail the sight of the river 
begins to fade out. In its place is the image of a high-elf: long angular ears 
pointing out of curling gold locks held in disarray, forest green eyes 
pouring tears. 
  
The scene fades back to the river as quickly as it had come. 

 
Revision 

 
A major change in the second scene was that Katalina was interacting with her environment. In the 
tell version, the palace doors and river didn’t add anything to the narrative. Whereas, in the show 
version they were integral to the scene, as they acted as conduits for Katalina’s emotions. She slams 
open the palace doors, stomps over to lean on the railing, and speaks to her reflection in the river. 
By incorporating an interaction with the environment, both the environment and the character 
become more tangible. 
  
Having Katalina interact with the environment helped me incorporate more verbs in place of 
adjectives. For example, in my first scene I used the word furious, which could be interpreted as  
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a simmering rage, a four-year-old-like tantrum, or a violent outburst. In the second scene I replaced 
frustration with the actions of slamming doors, stomping, and the flicking of Katalina’s ponytail—all 
of which paint a clearer image. 
  
Additionally, I clarified my description of Katalina. With her hair, the shade of brown is now 
described as umber and in the style of a ponytail. I also added in details such as the speaking of 
Spanish and connecting her skin tone to her heritage, which help to inform Katalina’s identity as 
Latina.4 
  
Another difference is the addition of dialogue. Giving voice to a character can be a powerful 
storytelling tool, as long as you keep it within the confines of what a character would realistically say. 
Something to pay attention to is where you direct your character’s dialogue. By having Katalina 
direct her question of worth to her own reflection, it hints at her inner conflict over her identity as 
much as it reveals the strained relationship between her and her father. 
 
You may have noticed that I added and dropped some information between these two versions. 
While it may be important for the reader to know the content of your character sheet, you should 
take a step back and ask if it is necessary for understanding the scene you are writing. If not, ask 
yourself if its presence there is acting as clarification for something later. 
 
Anytime you share your knowledge, you progress the story’s plot. The reason the first version 
doesn’t work is because it essentially summarizes the plot. Giving all the information out from the 
get-go does the work for the reader, leaving no room for them to question or interpret. The second 
version more thoroughly engages the reader because the focus has now shifted to what is going on 
in Katalina’s life, and thus, gives range to the reader’s imagination. 
 
Giving distance between the information you reveal not only provides relief for the reader, by not 
having a tidal wave of info crash over them, but it also provides opportunity to dive deeper into the 
story. Leaving this guess-work means that your readers will be swimming around looking for those 
bits of treasure (the answers to their questions), rather than bored as they wait for the next ship of 
knowledge to sail by. 
 
 

 
 
 

                                                
4 We must consider how we convey a character’s identity. For more on representation of marginalized groups, check 
out Beth Cook’s “Solidarity in Fiction” from Inkwell: A Student Guide to Writing at Evergreen Vol. 11 
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F I N A L E  
 

People often forget the work that goes into making dynamic characters, and their character 
development falls to the wayside in favor of plot. The issue is that as interesting as the plots are, 
they’ve been done before. The characters that drive the plot, however, are unique individuals that no 
one else can create. So, when you don’t take the time to cultivate your character, you’re neglecting 
the full potential of your piece. My hope is that you are able to utilize the advice and outlines within 
this article to help in your own process. Happy writing! 
 


