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INTRODUCTION

Thanks to you, the dedicated authors and fans of Crystal Lake Publishing, we are able to continue doing what we love most: guide new and up-and-coming authors, pay our contributing authors what they deserve, and entertain our readers. Every step we take truly is a step forward for everyone involved.

We have big plans for Crystal Lake and authors such as yourself, those willing to keep learning from their peers. I hope you’ll continue on this journey with us. 

Follow us on Twitter, Facebook, Google+, or on our website and newsletter for updates on upcoming projects, open submission periods, non-fiction and fiction books, Kickstarter events, and an Indie Support program we’ll be launching through Patreon later this year. 

The Writers on Writing series embodies everything we stand for: a support system for authors and readers who value fiction as a vital part of their lives. 

This is Writers on Writing!

Joe Mynhardt

Publisher & Editor

Crystal Lake Publishing


CREATING EFFECTIVE CHARACTERS

Hal Bodner

When it comes to creating effective, realistic characters, much of the advice given to new authors winds up being completely useless to them. Whether the technique is one espoused by a New York Times best-selling novelist or by a college professor during a Creative Writing course, the challenges inherent in the advice are often identical. The eager freshman novelist or struggling short story writer is given nothing more than a metaphoric painting of a house which then purports to guide him in constructing the building in real life

There’s no actual blueprint, no primer course in electrical wiring or on how to install the plumbing. Worse, the puzzled author has no clue what the final house is supposed to look like. No one stands by to tell him it might not be a good idea to hang the toilets from the ceiling, or to caution him against building the stair cases upside down. 

It’s no wonder that new authors are frequently puzzled and frustrated. “Listen to your characters,” they’re told. “They’ll speak to you and tell you about themselves.” How on Earth is anyone supposed to work with that? It’s not an example of good literary advice; it’s an invitation to psychosis. Trust me, if you ever hear any of your characters murmuring at you from your keyboard, my suggestion is to increase your dosage immediately.

Joking aside, there actually is something valuable to be learned from this advice, but it doesn’t help at all with the creation of characters; instead, it is a technique for more fully fleshing them out. There’s more to be said about that, and we’ll get to it later. For now, I’ll say merely that my sympathies are with those poor new authors to whom these kinds of non-specific comments must evoke a sort of mysticism that hinders, rather than helps, the creative process. 

They don’t provide the writer with the kind of blueprint for creating a character that many inexperienced authors long to have. And, of course, there’s a reason for this. There is no step-by-step method; creating fictional characters is not like baking a cake where so much sugar and so much flour, if mixed in the right proportions, yields a specific result. Traditional “How To” instruction is rarely helpful. Instead, the teacher needs to provide examples and hope that one or more of them resonates with the student. In the best relationships between literary mentors and hopeful authors, the more experienced writer has the opportunity to use the student’s own work as a foundation for teaching, much in the same way that a master sculptor might physically guide the hands of an apprentice while teaching him how to sculpt clay.

That doesn’t mean that there’s no hope of learning other than by sitting at the feet of a modern day Shakespeare. There are tons of specific techniques and tricks that can help. But creating characters—as I will undoubtedly repeat many times before the end of this essay—is as much of a craft as it is an art. But, we’ll get back to that distinction in a little while.

In the meantime, I’d like to share with you a little anecdote about how I was asked to write the article that you are currently reading. If I may be permitted to digress, I promise it’ll be worthwhile time in the end. 

I was initially shanghaied into writing this essay because of an old friend I’ll call “Sally.”

Sally is a brilliant, multiple award winning author of thrillers. Not too long ago, it seems that someone from the Los Angeles Chapter of the Horror Writers Association (whom I will call “Jason” in order to protect him from Sally’s wrath—which is a volatile and terrible thing!) was volunteering as the Guest Coordinator at a literary convention. As most readers probably know already, this is a thankless job as it mostly involves wrangling all of the invited guests and making sure they get to where they’re supposed to be on time. Sally was one of the guests of honor and due to speak at a panel. Forty-five minutes before the panel was scheduled to begin, Jason went to her hotel room to collect her. But Sally was nowhere to be found.

If any of you have ever been to one of these things, you’ll recall that the most interesting events usually take place in the hotel bar. Fortunately, Jason is a pretty smart cookie, and Sally’s reputation had preceded her. So, with the panel about to shortly convene, he headed immediately to where the spirits were being served and . . . viola! There was Sally, regaling a handsome young bartender with stories of how she won her first two Edgars, the Bram Stoker and, more recently, the Shirley Jackson Award. 

Jason had little problem prying Sally off the bartender. After all, there was a wooden bar separating them . . . or rather, there was a wooden bar protecting him. From what I hear, he was blond and rather beefy, and Sal sometimes finds it difficult to restrain herself when she meets an attractive young man who is her “type” . . . um . . . I meant to say . . . when she meets an attractive young man who is one of her “types” as our Sal is very liberal where her preferred “types” of men are concerned.

Sal had, of course, been drinking. She’s a New Yorker, and though it was only ten in the morning where the convention was being held on the West Coast, the sun was already over the yardarm in New York. In Sally’s mind, that meant it was perfectly fine to have a cocktail or three with lunch. The fact that it was far too early for lunch to be served in California was certainly not Sal’s fault, was it? She’d just have to make do with the cocktails alone.

While my old friend is capable of speaking at great length—and even appearing intelligent about what she’s saying—after downing up to a third of a bottle of vodka, on this particular occasion, she appeared to have been drinking scotch. In fact, she’d been drinking a fair amount of scotch, perhaps enough to suffice for a round at a Glasgow pub. Even so, the speaking part wouldn’t have been a problem. Once Jason had convinced the bartender not to file sexual harassment charges, all he had to do was drag Sally to the panel on time.

Navigating out of the bar and up the stairs to the conference room was, however, beyond Sally’s physical abilities. Worse, the esteemed author had reached a point where her vocal chords were sodden enough such that the volume control seemed not to be working. An argument with a potted plant ensued. The dispute escalated into mild fisticuffs between Sally and the plant and ended only when the flailing of fists and branches was strenuous enough to cause Sal to evacuate some of the scotch. 

There is a lesson to be learned from this. Just as your mother cautioned you against swimming immediately after eating a heavy meal, it is equally as unwise to physically over-exert yourself by trying to murder a ficus so shortly after consuming large quantities of over-priced spirits. Fortunately, Jason reports that he was able to maneuver the remains of the plant’s pot into position in time and avoid the convention promoters being hit with a hefty cleaning bill for the carpets. 
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