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        “When writing a novel, a writer should create living people; people not characters. A character is a caricature.”

      

        

      
        Ernest Hemingway

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
1 INTRODUCTION


        

      

    

    
      All stories are about change. The characters, and perhaps even the world they live in, will be different at the story’s end from how they started. Without that change, all we’d have is a “slice of life” or a series of episodes, rather than a cohesive and emotionally fulfilling story.

      The stories that make the most satisfying reads, the ones which move us, usually feature characters undergoing an internal transformation, rather than just a change in their outer circumstances. (And the very best stories, the ones that stay with us long after we’ve turned the final page, are those that change the reader, too!) For your story to feel satisfying to readers, your protagonist must undergo some sort of emotional transformation.

      No matter the genre we write, or whether we write character-driven or plot-driven books, the foundation of our stories are the character arcs, the gradual shift from who they are on the opening page to who they become by the final page.

      The arc is an emotional journey, in which the character triumphs over their own internal conflicts, the things that happen inside them, like their own doubts, fears, and traumas. Sure, you could write a story in which the characters overcome only external conflicts (things that happen to them, like stumbling across a dead body, exposing corruption, or pursuing a work promotion), but the most enjoyable and satisfying reads are those where the characters overcome a deeper emotional conflict. Those internal conflicts stem from the “wounds” in their past.

      Your character’s emotional wound is crucial to both the character’s arc and the entire structure of your story. Without a fully developed wound and its resulting fears and behaviors, and without a clear end point for the character’s transformation, the whole arc (and your novel’s plot) falls flat.

      Beginner writers often neglect to sufficiently develop the characters’ emotional wounds when creating their characters. They focus on things like the characters’ daily routines, their likes and dislikes, their educational backgrounds and family history. However, whether your character is a night owl or early bird, whether they prefer tea or coffee, is not going to have a huge impact on your story or give the characters emotional depth.

      On the other hand, understanding the wound that is at the core of the character’s arc helps us writers determine the characters’ histories, their conflicts, and the plot. Their emotional wounds, and the internal conflicts that arise from them, are integral to your entire story, so it’s crucial that we dig deep into these before we write a single word.

      For those writing plot-driven books, it may be tempting to think “But I don’t need all that emotional angst. My story is all about the action.” My answer to you is: Robert Ludlum’s The Bourne Identity. This story would not have had the same longevity and popularity if it was nothing more than chase sequences and fist fights. What makes the story memorable is Jason Bourne’s character arc. It is his struggle to understand his own identity, to come to grips with the choices he made in the past, and with his own morality, that make this story so memorable. So yes, character arcs are just as important in plot-driven books as they are in character-driven ones.

      In this book, we will explore how to dig deep into a character’s past trauma to create a compelling story and characters that feel like living, breathing people. We’ll also cover some practical techniques for creating an effective character arc, and there are exercises to help you apply these techniques to your own books.

      One final note before we jump into torturing our characters: While I’ve included a few literary examples, most of the examples I cite in this book are from Hollywood movies. I acknowledge that there are substantial differences between writing novels and writing screenplays, and that Hollywood only represents one culture’s storytelling format, but I’ve done this for a purely practical reason: The odds are much higher that most of you reading this book have seen these movies, while the odds are slim that you’ve all read the same books!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 THE INNER JOURNEY


        

      

    

    
      In the character arc, the events of the story’s plot (the external conflicts) cause your characters to face their wounds and transform from the people they are at the start of the book into the people they are at the end.

      Several years ago, I was lucky enough to attend a workshop with screenwriting guru Michael Hauge, which revolutionized how I view character arcs. He calls the character’s transformation arc their Inner Journey, and contrasts it with the Outer Journey, which is the plot.

      The Inner Journey is the shift from the character living in their identity to living in their essence.

      Identity is the fake self we show the world to protect ourselves from hurt. It’s what we believe will keep us safe, or what we believe the world wants us to be. This belief is rooted in our past hurts, our flaws or weaknesses, or our false or limiting beliefs - what Michael Hauge calls the character’s emotional wound, which we’ll explore in greater depth in upcoming chapters.

      Essence is the person we can be if we just let go of our fears and stop hiding behind that fake identity. It’s the fullest realization of ourselves, which we achieve when we are true to ourselves or become the best version of ourselves. In a positive arc, Essence is the character’s end destination.

      Here are a couple of movie examples to show this change from Identity to Essence:

      
        
        Casablanca

        Identity: Rick is a cynical, jaded, self-involved nightclub owner who doesn’t let anyone get too close. His motto is “I stick my neck out for nobody.”

        Character’s wound: Rick hardened his heart after suffering heartbreak, following the loss and betrayal of the great love of his life, Ilsa.

        Essence: Having re-united with his lost love, and learned that she did not intentionally betray him, Rick becomes a self-sacrificing idealist who gives up both Ilsa and his prosperous nightclub to serve a greater cause.

      

      

      
        
        Star Wars: A New Hope

        Identity: Luke Skywalker is a farm boy on a backward planet. His friends have all left to go adventuring among the stars, and Luke too dreams of adventure, but he’s afraid to take that leap.

        Character’s wound: All his life, Luke has been told that his father left to go adventuring and died. As a result, he equates adventure with danger. That’s not exactly a false belief, since the galaxy is a dangerous place, but his fear holds him back from achieving his full potential.

        Essence: Having faced his fear, and begun to learn the ways of The Force, Luke is now a hero, having saved the galaxy from the Death Star, and is on the path to becoming a Jedi knight.

      

      

      

      Before you can plot your characters’ arcs, you’ll first need to determine the following:

      
        	What type of character arc will your story follow? (Chapter 4)

        	What does the character lack at the story’s start or what is holding them back from being the best version of themselves? What Identity are they showing to the world?

        	The wound, fear, or false belief they have from the past that has caused them to adopt this Identity. (Chapter 6)

        	How do these emotional wounds affect their behavior? (Chapter 7)

        	The character’s GMC (Goal, Motivation, Conflict) which we’ll cover in Chapters 8 through 10.

        	What does the character need to learn, how do they need to heal, or how do their beliefs need to be challenged? This will determine what plot events you’re going to have them face.

        	Finally, what is our character’s Essence? What does their ideal life look like at the end of the book? In what way will their behaviors and circumstances have changed? Taking them from the beginning point to this ideal new life is the character’s arc. (Chapter 12)

      

      
        
        EXERCISE 1:

        Look at your favorite movie or book and break down the main character’s Inner Journey in the same way I’ve done with the examples above, identifying the identity, wound, and essence.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
3 THE IMPORTANCE OF THE CHARACTER ARC


        

      

    

    
      Before we delve into how to create a compelling arc for our books, I’d like to discuss the purpose of the character arc. Understanding why we do things helps us know when we should follow the “rules” and when (and how) to break them.

      There are six main reasons why character arcs are crucial to our stories.

      1. RELATABILITY

      Change is the one constant in all our lives. In the same way that we’re affected by the events of our lives, both big and small, our characters need to be changed by the events that happen through the course of their stories in order to be believable, and to feel like real people rather than caricatures.

      Change is also hard. Anyone who has lived through moving house, changing jobs, a relationship break-up, or losing a loved one, understands this. Because the status quo is easier than change, we usually wait until we reach a final tipping point before we’re willing to effect change in our lives. This is why so many people put up with bad situations, with being bullied, with jobs that make them miserable, even with staying in bad relationships long past their sell-by date. It is only when we reach that tipping point that change becomes easier than the status quo. This universal truth is the basis of all character arcs - and because it is so universal it makes our stories immediately relatable for readers.

      2. EMOTION

      Think of your favorite books. What stuck with you long after the final page: the setting, the plot twists, or the characters? Chances are, you answered “characters.” As a reader, you care about what is happening in the story when you care who it’s happening to.

      It is crucial that our characters are well-rounded, relatable, and compelling, in order to resonate with readers. Our protagonists are the vehicles through which readers experience the story, so these main characters, more than any others, need to engage readers’ interest and have the reader rooting for them to succeed.

      One of your most important jobs as a writer is to create characters that resonate with readers. Characters that readers care about.

      Many beginner writers start by creating detailed character sketches, listing everything from their eye color and tattoos, to what they eat for breakfast, to what schools they attended. While that is a valid part of the character creation process, it’s not enough. Readers not only need to find your characters believable and interesting; they need to care about them.

      If you really want to hook your readers, to have them remember the book long after the last page, then they need to become emotionally invested in the character’s story. The character arc is the gateway to that emotional investment, enabling the writer to subtly manipulate the reader’s emotions and make them care.

      3. THE ARC CREATES A SENSE OF JOURNEY

      If your aim is to be published, then you need to write a story that is more than a series of anecdotes or random scenes. The story needs a strong central backbone that makes all those scenes relevant and gives the book a sense of purpose and structure. That backbone is the character arc.

      For me, there is no separation between character and plot. They are deeply intertwined, blending together to create the story. The emotional arc that the character travels is the plot, with each major plot point instrumental in the character’s transformation.

      Whether you’re a Plotter or a Pantser, knowing your character’s arc before you write a word can save hours of effort trying to figure out plot points – or worse, having to throw out thousands of words when you realize those plot events don’t actually fit the core story (I’ve been there and done that!) If you know the character’s arc before you start, the plot will follow, and you’ll have a clear end destination in sight as you write.

      If you’re a Plotter, you can use the arc as the starting point for outlining your story. If you’re a Pantser, then understanding the basic human psychology behind the arc may be all you need to give structure and cohesion to your story.

      4. READER EXPECTATIONS

      We’ve been told stories since our ancestors first sat around their campfires and told tales to while away the time, and the same traditional three-act story structure we use most often today can be traced back to the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle. While it is not the only plot structure available to us, thanks to having been reinforced over and over again by western novels and the Hollywood movie machine, this three-act structure has become almost embedded in our DNA. As a result, readers can feel instinctively when we’re not delivering a story that fits those ingrained expectations.

      In addition, each genre comes with its own set of reader expectations. Romance readers expect an emotional journey with a happy ending in which the main characters are now together as a couple. Thriller readers expect a fast-paced read that causes their hearts to race and they’ll expect the main characters to be victorious over the villains. Mystery readers expect a trail of clues and red herrings which exercise their brains before justice is served to the culprit of the crime. Fantasy readers will expect some sort of battle between good and evil, and they’ll expect good to eventually triumph over evil (even if it isn’t in the first book in a series.)
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