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        For every writer ever marginalized for being weird, strange or unusual. You’re not a side character.

        You’re a fucking hero.

        This one’s for you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FUCK THE RULES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Where we pontificate about inevitability, break, burn, and banish the rules to the fuckit bucket, and discover why your imagination should be a rebel.
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      Of all the books I’ve written, this one was perhaps the most inevitable. Once you’ve spent time chiseling out your heroes into sculpted muscle-shaped weapons, and you’ve spent equal time crafting the ultimate villain—and yes, equal is italicized for a reason: bad guys deserve, demand, and require as much time spent on their creation as your heroes do—where else is there to go except your devious little minions?

      Next in line are your friends and allies, mentors and mischief-makers, all the characters that make up supporting roles.

      See, every time I write a book on characters, I impress the importance of developing that particular type of character. Villains are vital to conflict and storytelling but heroes are the lens through which your story is told… but what about side characters? It will come as no surprise to you that side characters are… you guessed it, super important. These pesky players need your attention because they are the pillars that prop up your protagonists.

      Too often, writers slap a few side characters into their novel like they’re nothing more than jam in a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Tut, tut. That’s not how these pillar-pumpkins should be treated. We need to paint them with as much skill and dedication as we’ve sculpted our muscled heroes and deadly demons.

      To be clear, while this book will provide a raft of tips and tricks for helping you improve your characters and characterization overall, I focus predominantly on side characters. For the sake of simplicity, I’ll mostly refer to “side characters” but insert whichever phrase is most relevant, be that supporting roles, minor players, sub characters, or any other name that tickles your nips.

      Let us dwell on rules for a moment…

      Rules are darling little things shaped like teddy bears and treacle and baby bunny rabbits…

      Teddy bears are for kids.

      I don’t like treacle.

      And baby bunny rabbits…?

      Well, my cat eats them for a tasty weekend snack—apologies to the baby bunny conservation society, no offense was meant in the writing of that sentence.

      Why are we talking about treacle and bunnies when we’re learning about characters? Come now, my sinful wordsmiths, you know me well enough by now (and if you don’t you will shortly); we need at least a brief chapter of hyperbole before I give you the good stuff. The tidbits and tactics for delightful character creation are coming, I promise.

      But first, where was I? Ah yes, the rules.

      Rules are shaped like cuteness and fluff, but really, they’re demonic restraints sent from the literary under-gods. They are the enemy of muses, fledgling writers, and seasoned pros. A rule’s sole goal is to thwart your book-writing shenanigans and constrain your imagination. Oh, and I do mean “writing rules.” I’m not talking about the legal ones like “thou shall not murder, thieve or harm.” I happen to agree with those ones. Those ones keep the assholes in line. Don’t be an asshole—they’re full of shit rather than words.

      I like to start my craft books discussing the merits of rules in writing because, well, there are many, and mostly they’re all bullshit. Unfortunately for us creatives, bullshit seems to spread quicker than viruses.

      Here’s the thing, for every teacher who ever told you to “show don’t tell,” I can show you a dozen ways “telling” can be effective and pull out a dozen random books all with moments of telling sprinkled liberally over their pages.

      There are Oxford comma preachers, tutors who hate adverbs, ones who say even purposeful repetition is bad and yet more who will say you can never filter as an author.

      Listen to Sacha.

      It’s all bullshit.

      Prose is art.

      Art is subjective.

      For every reader who adores clean prose, there will be a plethora of others who much prefer indulgent, rich prose. That’s why we have R&B, Dubstep, and acoustic music. Everyone likes their own shade of sound. And readers, the darlings, like their own shade of sentence.

      But… as much as I like to break a lot of rules, it would be remiss of me not to admit that these supposed rules do come from somewhere. Many of them were supposed to be guidelines, suggestions to help you say exactly what you want to say—rather than what you think you said—which actually came out more like the strangled afterbirth of a hangover. Over time, these “supposed” rules became cardinal law. Someone dipped their fingers in the ink well and played God with us lowly wordsmiths. That was a booboo.

      Whatever your word fetishes are, it’s okay. You can rub adverbs over your word-nipples if you like. I mean, I don’t want to, but if that’s your thing, you do you, baby.

      Any rule can be broken if you’re skilled enough. When I say “must this” and “must that,” you don’t have to agree with me. I’m not here to argue with you. Just to present some principles and techniques you could use to help you craft solid side characters and minions for your stories.

      What I do suggest, though, is that you spend some time both reading and researching in your genre. See, while I don’t care much for rules, there are many readers who do appreciate it if you give them the tropes of their genres. A romance reader is gon’ be pissed if you don’t give them a happily ever after. Epic fantasy readers have a penchant for the epic, crime books… well, they need a dead body—some “rules” are rather important.

      I’m not going to detail the construction of supporting roles for specific genre tropes, it would take a book the size of an encyclopedia and it’s your job to know your genre.

      Consider this your first piece of homework, if you can’t reel off at least five tropes or expectations in terms of style, length, tone for your genre without having to scan your bookshelf, you don’t know your genre well enough. Take your word-booty to your local independent bookstore and buy some books. Better still, help your friendly neighborhood indie author and order a couple of their books from your genre too.

      Done that?

      Good.

      Now, I always like to caveat my books. Here’s why you should put this book down:

      
        	
You’ve come for advice about heroes and villains. Erm… I’ve already written those books. If you’re after specifics for improving your protagonists or antagonists, then I have two books that will help you:

      

      13 Steps to Evil: How to Craft Superbad Villains

      10 Steps to Hero: How to Craft a Kickass Protagonist

      You should note though, there will be some deliciously helpful principles in this book for developing any character—heroes and villains included—but we are, in the main, focusing on those devious little side characters.

      
        	
You’re not interested in developing your characters. Did you miss the title of this book? With craft, characters, or writing in general, I do insist you push yourself outside your comfort zone—it’s the only way to develop. If you don’t want to do the dirty and aren’t willing to look at where your writing needs to improve, then you’re wasting your time reading this. Yes, I’m not pulling punches, I’ll always give it to you straight. It’s a theme. You should probably get used to it.

        	
You don’t like dark humor or swear words. I have a hardened potty mouth—her name is Helga, and she’s at least eight hundred and fifty-six (and a half). Which means she’s old, has a twisted sense of humor, and enjoys making shit up. It is what it is. It’s my burden to carry. Helga is a rather delightful shade of marmite—either you love her or hate her—I understand if you fall into the hate camp of marmite fuckery.

      

      
        
        Examples in this Book

      

      

      In this book I’ve used examples from works I’ve written as well as from popular books, TV, and film. Why? Because a significantly larger proportion of the population have watched TV and movies than read books. Which means if I use a movie example, it’s far more likely to resonate with a larger portion of readers. That aside, movies do in ninety minutes what authors do in four hundred pages. Movies are books on steroids—they’re concise and the good ones have cracking story structure. I know it’s controversial, but Disney/Pixar films create an array of excellent examples of different storytelling devices. We can all learn something.

      While I love using quotes and examples from “in real life” books and Hollywood, to deliver this book to you sometime during my lifetime, it’s occasionally quicker to construct an example than it is to trawl through the thousands of books I’ve read looking for something specific. I encourage you to do your own research and find examples from your genre for whatever devilish delight we’re talking about.

      I’ve given spoiler warnings at the top of each “step”; I’ve been as comprehensive as I can be, which means some of the spoiler warnings are for referencing just the first line of the story, others are full breakdowns of the novel.

      Right, then, I think we’ve debated rule bending and individualism enough.

      Are you ready to push up your Shakespearian sleeves and dive into improving your side characters?

      Excellent.

      Let us begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STEP 1 WTF IS A SIDE CHARACTER?

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.0 WTF IS A SIDE CHARACTER?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Where we sprinkle a dash of side and add a dusting of cameos, sniff clarity like it’s a drug, fight combatants, pat our corporately inclined managers on the head, discover a guy with “skillzzz,” and remember Stan Lee.
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        Spoiler warning for books: The Sky Is Everywhere by Jandy Nelson, Peter Pan by J.M Barrie, To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins, The Glamourist Histories by Mary Robinette Kowal, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone by J.K. Rowling, The Eye of the World by Robert Jordan, Hatchet by Gary Paulsen, Nevernight by Jay Kristoff, Roseblood by A.G. Howard.

      

      

      
        
        Spoiler warning for movies: The Trial of the Incredible Hulk, Thor, and Captain America: The First Avenger. The Darkest Minds, Who Framed Roger Rabbit, Bill and Ted or Dumb and Dumber, The Addams Family, Toy Story, Toy Story 2, A Christmas Carol, Pulp Fiction, Star Wars, Mean Girls, Taken, Castaway, The Minority Report and The Matrix.

      

      

      
        
        Spoiler warning for TV shows: Star Trek.
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        What a Side Character Is Not

      

      

      Creating characters can be somewhat of an enigmatic process. For a lot of writers, characters spring forth from that weird well. You know… the intangible, muse-like inspiration that no one can quite put a finger on. I remember the last time it happened to me. I was minding my own business, strolling through the park with my son when I passed a stray lamp post. Such was the strike of breathtaking, limb-shivering, vagina-tingling inspiration, that I promptly halted in the middle of the path and bent double. If you’re anything like me, then these tingly lightning bolts will oscillate between sheer terror—because holy shit, the enormity of the idea you now need to write—and unadulterated pleasure at the magical character/plot/story theme that’s just been bestowed upon you by the muse-Gods.

      But before you howl at the moon and dance beneath the stars showering yourself in celebratory champagne, you have to acknowledge the elephant-sized character problem. While the muses kindly drop the raw carcass of a character in your lap, they are fickle fucks and rarely give you all the finesse and detail you need to flesh out said character into a fully formed plot. Oh no, we have to do the work.

      If we spent our creative careers hanging around waiting for the muses to strike, it would be a very unproductive, quiet career with few books published and fewer fans reading them. Nay, the muse-Gods make us work for it. We must chisel and sculpt until our hands bleed, our characters have individual fine marble lashes, and our stories are filled with heart-wrenching emotions.

      In reality, creating characters is somewhat of a dual process, a strike of inspiration be that from the soul of your story itself, from a mood board, a book or TV show you’ve read or watched, or, lest we forget the pustules masquerading as human coworkers in the office with horrific eating habits—I mean it would be rude not to work them into your story just so you can poison their potato salad.

      Let’s look at the problem the muses leave us with. That initial bolt of lightning is only one tiny morsel of a character. Much as the irritating coworker’s eating habits would be fun to destroy, eating habits do not make a full-bodied character with depth and life. These “slices” of inspiration provide just that—a teeny bite out of the character cake. It’s not enough to sustain an entire novel. Your work is not done. This is only the start of character creation.

      Characters who stay as they were conceptualized are cardboard cutouts. Stories—whether you believe it or not—are kooky sentient magic. They evolve and change and if you don’t take your character deeper than your initial idea, they’ll end up as nothing more than a fleeting and entirely forgettable plot device.

      Why am I saying that? Because characters need depth and they have to change during your story, those that don’t are woefully boring to read—they say the same things, learn nothing, and don’t grow.

      Bleugh.

      Of course, the clever dicks out there will be shouting about those character rebels who are exceptions to that rule.

      Well okay then, let’s ‘ave at ’em…

      Characters in episodic series, where each book contains a single open-and-shut case be it magical or crime; think Patricia Cornwell’s Kay Scarpetta series or Jim Butcher’s Dresden Files tend to have characters that don’t change. But that’s the appeal of those guys. However, you’ll find over the length of the series those characters do change in some way whether it’s growth, decision making, learning something new, or developing a private life. And if they don’t do any of those, well then, my suspicion is they’re changing the environment around them instead.

      No more shall we allow our supporting characters to be mere add-ons. From this day forth, we shall take out our clay cutters, ribs and ribbons, our wire tools and brushes, our keyboards and hacksaws, our drill bits and…

      Ahem.

      That is to say, we’re going to craft characters the right way.

      Right, what, exactly, are side characters?

      Actually, before we cover that, let’s start at the beginning…with story.

      
        
        What Is “Story,” This Strange Thing in Which Our Characters Reside?

      

      

      For anyone who’s read my other books, you’ll know I talk about how story is change. It’s the emotional change one character experiences. But if we put character aside for a second and allow ourselves a little pontification, we can get to the meat of what story is.

      Is story not an idea? Specifically, the idea of how change can play out? How change can affect and impact a character and their relationships? I heard Lisa Cron once say that all stories are really about the cost of human connection. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard a truer truth. Think about it. Let’s take three random stories:

      
        	
Peter Pan — the cost of loving someone you can’t keep

        	
Taken (movie) — the cost of loving your child

        	
The Hunger Games — the cost of wanting to protect your family

      

      Now of course, when you look at each of these stories at the surface level, that’s not at all how they come across. The Hunger Games is a dystopian story about the horrors of the corruption of power and hardcore fighting to the death. Peter Pan is about fairies and pirates, imagination and the embodiment of good and evil. Taken is a thrill ride of action, fighting, and moody phone calls with a guy who has a set of skillzzz.

      And yet, each story is much more than that.

      Taken embodies that deep, desperate love for a child. The idea that you’d go to the ends of the earth to protect your children. Isn’t that the crux of it? Your characters are the embodiment of your book’s soul—the idea buried inside the story… the theme. Your characters are walking metaphors and emotional sucker punches to the gut. All of which embody the intangible idea (theme) buried between the ink in your book’s pages.

      Without character there is no story to tell. Characters are story, they are theme, and action and emotion. They are the mechanism through which your story, your change, and your theme is conveyed.

      That’s real swell and all, Sacha, but could you explain what a side character is already?

      Patience my dear, I’m getting there.

      First, we discuss what they are not.

      
        
        “Out of Scope”

      

      

      If you’ve hung around me for any length of time, you’ll know I’m rather scarred from my time in the corporate hellscape that was working for “The Man.” However, one rather handy spill-over I’ve kept is the notion of defining what’s in and out of scope. When we used to start a new corporate project, we’d define both what we were going to do as well as what we weren’t. In other words, what was out of scope. This was particularly helpful for us lowly minions because every time a senior manager tried to nudge the project in another direction we’d turn around and pat the indecisive munchkin on the head and in our most humble, passive aggressive voice, say, “I don’t think so, boss.”

      It was a handy tool back then, therefore let us use it again now and start with what a side character is not. Obviously, a side character is not the protagonist.

      According to dictionary.com a protagonist is an:

      
        
        “’actor who plays the first part,’ literally, ‘first combatant,’ equivalent to prôt(os) ‘first’ + agōnistḗs ‘one who contends for a prize, combatant, actor’”

        

      

      Which means your average side character—while they could well be combative in nature—is not the sacrificial lamb who flings themselves into battle first. That privilege is reserved for the protagonist. Whatever side characters are, they don’t take center stage, or bellow “CHARGE” from the pit of their lungs, they don’t take the lead, they don’t make the final blow, and they don’t get to shower themselves in golden glory. While they are integral to the story, they are not who the story is about—no matter how hard they tantrum or try to steal the limelight.

      Many writers do class the villain or antagonist as a side character, and I agree, given they’re not the protagonist. However, because I’ve already written a book on villains, I don’t want to dive into any specifics about them here and risk repeating myself. But, yes, I do class villains and antagonists as side characters “of sorts” but I won’t be focusing on them in this book specifically; that said, all the tricks here can be applied to their creation as much as they can to the other types of side character.

      
        
        WTF Are Side Characters?

      

      

      We’ve established what your side characters are not. Let’s try and narrow the definition of what they are.

      We writers like words. They’re our thang. We toss them around until “people” give us that wide-eyed stare and we know without doubt it’s time to step away from the thesaurus before we melt their brain. I suppose it’s no different to an engineer vomiting engineering-geek all over us or a theoretical physicist talking about string theory. When we’re in the throes of “our thang” we go hard and deep… how saucy.

      We authors need to know the difference between heroes, villains, and side characters. Those are our words.

      Here we are…

      Side characters are the arteries in a protagonist-heart, they are new perspectives and viewpoints, conflict generators, and subplot fulfillers. When you get to the sticky innards of a story and its characters, all characters are the embodiment of the idea behind your story. In other words, your theme.

      They manage this by drawing theme into reality through engaging in conversation, action, and obstacles all based on that theme. Characters are a metaphor that make the idea and concept of theme real to us. It is through the detail of character actions, emotions, and interactions that we come to understand what theme really means.

      Look at it like this—if your book and theme were a math equation, the protagonist would be the solution. The antagonist would be the wrong answer and your side characters would be the workings out or alternative solutions you discarded along the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.1 A FEW DEFINING TERMS

          

        

      

    

    
      When it comes to story craft, there is a seething mass of jargon in the world. There are arcs and archetypes and then plain old types and lest we forget themes and plot points and dark nights… the list goes on.

      One area we’re going to rough and tumble in is the terminology around character. Shortly, we’ll cover the difference between the various shades of side character: cameos, minor, and major characters. But before we do that, we should cover a few other angles on characters. Like any word, semantic-arguers will slap each other endlessly with the nuances. We don’t have time for that, I’m just going to give you definitions based on how I personally see them and how I’ll be referring to them in this book.

      
        
        Character versus Characterization

      

      

      A short, but no less important clarification. Character and characterization are often used interchangeably, hell, even I do it. But I probably shouldn’t because while they sound the same, and while they’re part and parcel of a whole, they are not, in fact, the same thing. Clarity is my drug of choice, thus, let us ensure we are crystal about the two:

      
        
        Character is internal. It’s the who of who a character is. It refers to the traits and whatever is at their core. Character is what you don’t see, it’s subtext and shadows, it’s the foundations and pillars laid in a house—you know they’re there supporting the house; you just can’t see them.

      

      

      
        
        Characterization is everything on the surface. It’s the physical appearance of your character. It’s the clothes they wear, the tone of their dialogue, the observable actions in a story. Characterization is the embodiment of character in a scene. It’s what the reader sees and what shows them the “character” they can’t see. Characterization and character affect and influence each other, they are osmotic in nature, they percolate between, through and around each other.

      

      

      Character is focused inward. Characterization is mostly focused outward toward the reader. They are the yin and yang of characters.

      Note: both character and characterization should be shown and not told, it is far more revealing and engaging for a reader to be shown than told these aspects.

      

      
        
          [image: Characterization vs Character in two concentric circles with the reader on the outside. Character arrows point inwards and outwards. Characterization arrows point outwards towards the reader.]
        

      

      
        
        Character Role

      

      

      Character roles are simply the role they play in the book. This “character role” phrase is simple until you bring in character archetypes which sound uncomfortably similar. They’re not, but we’ll cover that later. Think of character role as a job type. I’m sure if you’ve ever been employed by a business of any size, you’ll have had a job role description, perhaps you even saw it as part of the application process. Well, it’s the same thing in fiction with one small difference. There are only so many classic roles in fiction. I say classic because there’s always room for rebels and rule breakers.

      The classic roles are:

      
        	Protagonist

        	Antagonist

        	Love Interest

        	Deuteragonists*

        	Foil

      

      
        
        The Protagonist

      

      

      The protagonist is who the story is about.

      
        
        “In most (although not all) cases, the protagonist is the one who learns and grows and changes the most. They also take the biggest risks against the darkest evils and, despite those risks, they make the greatest sacrifices.” Sacha Black, 10 Steps to Hero: How to Craft a Kickass Protagonist

        

      

      For an in-depth look at crafting a protagonist, I recommend my book 10 Steps to Hero.

      
        
        The Antagonist

      

      

      While I draw a distinction between villain and antagonist, their role in a story is the same—to oppose the protagonist and get in their way. The difference is that:

      An antagonist is a character or thing that opposes the protagonist (or hero). An antagonist does not have to be a villain.

      A villain is an antagonist because they oppose the hero. But a villain also indicates some level of evil while an antagonist does not.

      For an in-depth look at crafting an antagonist or villain, you can read my book 13 Steps to Evil: How to Craft Superbad Villains.

      
        
        Love Interest

      

      

      I won’t lie, this is definitely one of my favorite roles, not that I’m soft and gooey on the inside, obviously… I’m dead on the inside.

      *ahem*

      The love interest does what it says on the tin. It’s the person or object of the protagonist’s desire. I’ve said person or object for a reason. In a buddy love movie like Bill and Ted or Dumb and Dumber, the “buddies” don’t want to poke each other with their genitals, but they do love each other. Therefore, the buddy functions as the love interest in “role” terms.

      
        
        Deuteragonists

      

      

      A deuteragonist is essentially the second protagonist, the next most important character after villain and hero. A deuteragonist can flip flop their allegiances, either supporting or, in some stories, opposing the protagonist. In some stories, like heists or where the “friend” group is of key import, you can have a group of deuteragonists—Ron and Hermione in Harry Potter, for example. Dr. Watson from Sherlock Holmes is another example of a deuteragonist.

      *The classicists among us, will have noticed that I did not include confidant/e. This is because it’s similar to a deuteragonist. A confidant/e is a key character the protagonist confides in. The difference, if we’re being pedantic, is that a confidant/e doesn’t have to be a secondary protagonist in the way a deuteragonist is. Plus, in its pure form it’s lost traction in modern literature in favor of the mentor archetype, and thus, let’s make shit simple and stick with deuteragonist or mentor.

      
        
        Foil

      

      

      A common misunderstanding is that the foil is the villain or antagonist. No, no, of course they can be one and the same. But they don’t have to be. The foil is whichever character is the direct opposite to the protagonist. The character whose differences help to create the sharp clarity and relief of the protagonist’s personality. In Star Trek, Mr. Spock is so wildly different to Captain Kirk that it helps to define both of their personalities better. Draco Malfoy in Harry Potter is another example, although here Malfoy also serves as a minor antagonist.

      
        
        What Is an Archetype?

      

      

      Archetypes are functions that your characters play in your story. I like to separate out the classic definition of “archetype” because archetypal characters are seen as that and that alone, whereas in modern literature, a character might be an archetype but it’s rarely their sole purpose and function. Often these characters have mini subplots and arcs of their own and that is different to their function as an archetype.

      “Think of it [archetypes] as character cosplay for story pace. If you forced a character to act as a mentor to the hero for the entire plot and only that, you’re squeezing your character into such a tiny box you flatten them, literally and figuratively […] Forcing your hero or another character to serve one purpose only is simplistic at best and, at worst, traitorous to your novel’s potential.” Sacha Black, 10 Steps to Hero: How to Craft a Kickass Character.

      
        
        Character Arc Type

      

      

      Some characters have arcs and change dramatically through a story even if they themselves are not the protagonist. Other characters are stoically consistent—these are usually characterization types, more on this later—and others are somewhere in between. While purists may argue that these characters are all separate—and perhaps it’s the rebel in me but—I believe they are often Venn diagrams of each other. Static characters are sometimes also stock characters, symbolic characters are sometimes round characters. What these terms are not for, is making you think you must label each character as one thing and forever hold your peace. Far from it. I’m not going to chase you down the street waving hardbacks and whips because you have a character that’s three of these types. Hell, you don’t even have to use these words to describe your characters. I know words are everything for us bookish types, but also… they’re just words. We can all calm the fuck down and keep our asses on the sofa. These are just helpful nuggets to label and identify the ink and paper creatures you’re creating. Right, what are the main character development types?

      
        	Dynamic

        	Round

        	Static

        	Symbolic

        	Stock

      

      
        
        Dynamic

      

      

      Dynamic characters are those that change dramatically in the story—like the protagonist. Importantly though, these characters don’t change until they have to i.e., they’re forced to change by the events in the story.

      
        
        Round

      

      

      Much like dynamic characters, round characters change during the course of your novel. However, these bad boys are more willing to change without being forced by the plot. They are typically your major side characters who have smaller arcs. Ron and Hermione in Harry Potter, Maui from Moana, and Haymitch from The Hunger Games.

      
        
        Static

      

      

      Static means stationary, doesn’t change. Which is why these puppies are sometimes called flat characters. They’re intentionally flat because they don’t need depth.

      Static characters don’t develop over the course of the book, or if they do, they’re very superficial and shallow. Perhaps instead of a personality change they get something physical they wanted. Usually these are minor or cameo side characters. They can be positive supporting characters or vindictive evil ones.

      Often, they’ll have a small role, won’t reveal much about themselves but serve a minor purpose in the plot. Mr. Filch from Harry Potter is an example of this type of character, or Timon and Pumba in The Lion King.

      There’s one other type of static character that can appear in fiction. Occasionally, a villain will also be a static character, though I personally find these villains to be flat. Examples of these villains include overlord characters—think Sauron in Lord of the Rings.

      
        
        Symbolic

      

      

      A symbolic character is representative of your theme or a variation of your theme or something bigger than the face value of your character. They can be dynamic, round, or static. For example, Boo Radley in To Kill a Mockingbird.

      
        
        The Varying Shades of Stock Characters

      

      

      Contrary to classical explanations, I think there are two shades of stock character. Broadly though, stock characters are those characters that have very distinctive personality traits which are fixed and unchanging.

      There are two key types of stock character:

      
        	Functional Stock (archetypes)

        	Characterization Stock

      

      Functional stock characters are those that act as what’s often known as archetypal characters. For example, Dumbledore from Harry Potter and Gandalf from Lord of the Rings both act as “mentors.” These are functional stock characters—also known as archetypes—because their archetype serves a function in the story but their character as a whole may serve more than just that purpose.

      Characterization stock characters, though, are more likely to be minor or sometimes major characters. However, their personality traits are fixed, they’re created more for the purpose of dramatizing characterization than for their benefit as an archetype. Examples of these characters include Wednesday Addams from The Addams Family, Rex from Toy Story, Regina George from Mean Girls. The distinction is that whatever the trait is, it makes up a significant portion of their character and also why they’re memorable. Wednesday is memorable for never smiling and having a dark and twisted mind. Rex is a giant coward dinosaur and Regina is memorable for being a bitch. It’s both their personality and one of their purposes in their stories to act out these characterization aspects, and while their characterization aspects may create conflict or cause problems, it’s not part of the story structure in the same fundamental way a mentor would be.

      
        
        Clarity, Clarity, Clarity

      

      

      In the film The Minority Report, ol’ Cruisey is addicted to a drug called Clarity. I always loved that detail. While the drug isn’t about getting “mental clarity,” I still find the concept of mental clarity as a drug rather appealing. I’m sure you can recall that moment of solidification of your understanding, when the world slows, your eyes bug wide, and everything gets bright and sparkly. I don’t know about you, but it’s somewhat of a braingasm for me.

      Let’s clarify who we mean when we say “side character” because there’s a big old range of them in a story. There are a few ways to break down the concept of “side character” and not all side characters are born equal.

      The simplest way of cutting the deck is thus: major, minor, and cameo.

      But there are subtle differences between the terms and I want to take a second to explain so you too can experience the braingasming thrill of clarity. If we’re going to make this work between us—and I really hope we are—then this is our “meet cute.” Here endeth my TED talk on clarity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.2 CAMEOS

          

        

      

    

    
      Cameos are sometimes called “extras” or throwaway characters. They are the briefest stars. I like to think of them as premature ejac… STOP, Sacha.

      But…

      NO. Sweet Mother of all things bookish, nooooo.

      Let me start again.

      Cameos fly into a story, burn bright for a second, and wink out in a fit of glorious forgetfulness.

      According to dictionary.com a cameo is:

      
        
        “a minor part played by a prominent performer in a single scene of a motion picture or a television play.”

        

      

      Think Stan Lee, the Marvel comic author. Stan, may he Rest In Peace, starred in almost every Marvel movie ever made. He was only in shot for a few brief seconds and then he was gone. In The Trial of the Incredible Hulk, he played the role of a jury foreman. In Thor, Stan tries to pull the hammer using his truck. In Captain America: The First Avenger, he plays an elderly general.

      YA (Young Adult) author Alexandra Bracken starred as a doctor in a single scene of her Hollywood book to film adaptation of The Darkest Minds. Mary Robinette Kowal slips a cheeky cameo of Doctor Who in her book The Glamourist Histories. Mickey and Minnie Mouse appear briefly in Who Framed Roger Rabbit.

      Cameos are brief, sacrificial little beings. They are born into life to serve a singular function like reporting the status of a character’s health or telling the court the jury’s decision. Cameos are shoved into the story on a gilded platter ready to be whipped out and slaughtered for the story gods after delivering their one* perfunctory line.

      It is what it is. Someone had to take the shitty job, and the cameo got it.

      But herein lies the million-dollar question: how much detail do you need for a cameo character?

      The answer is, not a lot.

      Think about the films you watch. When the hero walks down the street, cameos are the faceless people he walks past. They’re in bland unmemorable clothing, with faces fuzzed out in the background. At most, you might recall a couple of things about a cameo. But I doubt it and that’s kinda the point.

      A great example comes from The Matrix movie. There’s a famous scene with the woman in the red dress. Neo—the protagonist—is in a simulator, he’s walking through the world, the location looks very much like a regular downtown New York street. Busy, and bustling with people. Morpheus (his mentor) is walking slightly ahead of him telling him important information. Everyone in the simulation is in bland black suits, and professional clothes. They’re on phones, and carrying brief cases. Everyone looks the same. Morpheus asks whether he’s paying attention. He was, until a woman in a red dress walked past him—the only human wearing even a hint of color. Of course he was distracted. Morpheus asks him to look back. When he does, the woman is gone and an enemy agent is holding a gun to Neo’s face. The point in the film is that anyone can be an agent. The point it makes about cameos is that they appear one second and are gone the next. Oh, and the only thing you remember in the Matrix—if at all—is that there was some rather attractive lady wearing a bright red dress.

      So yes, you can describe their appearance if you want, but cameos aren’t around long enough for your reader to remember much about them and frankly, they don’t need to. Why fill their brain with useless shit? Stick to giving them the good stuff.

      * “One line” is an arbitrary amount. Don’t get pedantic with me. I needed a small number and I chose one because… well, it’s first. Cameos can, of course, have more than one line. The point is they don’t have many.

      
        
        A Note on Arcs, Subplots, and Labels

      

      

      Cameos don’t need subplots or character arcs. Ever. They don’t even need a name. Most of the time the author creates a label for the character. Like the aforementioned woman in the red dress, or perhaps the barman, or the girl with the teddy. Don’t get worked up about cameos—sprinkle and run…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.3 MINOR (OR SECONDARY) CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Moving right on up from cameos are minor characters. Minor characters are sometimes known as secondary characters, but I think “minor” and “major” is a clearer differentiation than “side” and “secondary” or “supporting.” So, we’re sticking with minor.

      Minor characters are but a wee bit more enduring than cameos. Imagine them as a quickie behind the… Wait, no.

      Get out of the gutter, Sacha.

      Sigh. Fine.

      Let’s say they’re cameo times five. They appear more than once, perhaps a few times maybe a few more than that.

      However, while they may look pretty on camera, they are still just an extra in a film. They appear and do their job much like a perfunctory shag—everyone gets what they want, but no one’s really satisfied. These babies—note this bit is important—tend to leave no meaningful trace on the story. They could be removed from the book and it have very little impact. Occasionally their role might need to be assigned to another character, especially if they harbor useful information or let a protagonist into a building or some such trivial but needed action. Broadly, most—emphasis on most, because rebel writers break the rules all the goddamn time—of these minor characters could be forgotten just like the cameos.

      Minor character roles include bringing information, performing a repetitive role like a barman or receptionist, being a relative that pops up, etc. While their role may be important to the “world” or the magic system or the legal system etc., it has no sway over the story or the protagonist save for a transactional exchange.

      Both cameos and minor characters are unlikely to have character arcs. For more on arcs, read Step 6 on arc weaving.

      Examples of minor characters include Mr. Filch (the janitor) from the Harry Potter series, Wheezy from Toy Story 2, Tiny Tim from A Christmas Carol, Madge from The Hunger Games, Kit Fisto from Star Wars, Zed from Pulp Fiction.

      You’re probably scratching your head trying to remember who these characters are. And that’s the point. These characters are, for the most part, forgettable. They create a familiar itch in the back of a reader’s mind. That sensation of knowing you should remember, but not quite being able to reach the answer. That’s why minor characters aren’t point of view (POV) characters. POV characters require page time, and depth. Minor characters don’t have much of either.

      
        
        How Much Detail Is Needed for a Minor Character, Then?

      

      

      More than a cameo, less than a major character.

      You should probably describe a minor character and ensure they have a defining characteristic that makes them recognizable enough so they’re at least a smidge memorable. After all, your hero and your reader will encounter them more than once and they need enough memorability to create that itch in the reader’s mind. Just because they aren’t in the story very much, doesn’t mean they have to be bland, shapeless, trash bags. Nay, my dear writer, we can do better than that. They can sparkle and shine and glitter like the little desperate-for-attention harlots they are. Which means, unlike cameos, minor characters are more likely to have identified names even if they are as stereotypical as Mike the barman.

      Sadly, for these tyrants, no matter how bright they shine, they still aren’t going to get much deeper than a golf putt. They don’t need to be as fully fleshed out as either your protagonist, antagonist, or your major characters. The chances of needing a backstory are slim to none. You don’t need an origin story either unless one or other of those things is highly relevant to the plot. Last, you don’t need a wound or flaw from their past and they don’t particularly need to have a goal, desire or want either.

      
        
        Do Minor Characters Need a Character Arc and Subplot?

      

      

      No.

      I’m sure some smart aleck will come up with the one exception of a minor character who has an arc because it resolves a key subplot or does something to support the protagonist. But I’d argue that any character with an arc is dangerously close to “major character” territory and if you’re going to get that close then why not do the job properly and make them a major character?

      *Blows raspberries*

      Get back in your box smarty pants.

      Of course, minor characters can be involved in a subplot, they may even have their own, very minor subplot, but broadly speaking… Back. Away. From. The. Subplots. And. Arcs.

      It’s enough that they exist in your world and flit into and out of a protagonist’s story.
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