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            READ ME FIRST

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m a stickler for all things practice. My son is learning to play the piano, he’s a good little demon, I don’t often have to demand he practices. For the most part, he knows if he wants to be able to play the Minecraft “Arch-Illager” theme song, he has to practice his scales and Mary Had a Little Lamb in order to build the muscle memory in his fingers and the skills in his brain to be able to play the harder stuff. So why aren’t we writers the same way?

      I know you’re not like that, you’re already reading a workbook filled with practice questions and examples for you to do intentional practice, but I like to stand on my soapbox for at least a paragraph.

      One of the things I always quote in these workbook introductions is Malcom Gladwell. He’s famed for saying it takes 10,000 hours of practice to master a skill. Except he’s always misquoted. It’s not just 10,000 hours, it’s 10,000 intentional hours of practice. That means taking your weaknesses (or your strengths) and working on them intentionally. Doing exercises and muscular stretches that work different muscle areas and pushing them into fatigue so the muscle regenerates and grows stronger.

      That is the purpose of this workbook for you. We’re taking a specific muscle—our side character creation—and we’re smashing the shit out of it in the writer’s gym. Prepare thy musculature, it’s going to be a ride, a whirl and a twirl. But by the end of it, you will have better, tighter, more depthy—that’s totally a word, ahem—side characters.

      Not to state the obvious, but this is a workbook. Which means, if you haven’t read the companion textbook, I’d recommend you do. As this is a workbook, it deliberately assumes you’ve either read the full textbook or that you already understand the story building and character concepts in here. This workbook gives you the time and space to complete the exercises to help you craft the side characters your story needs. If you want the detail behind the book, then you’ll need to read the 8 Steps to Side Characters: How to Craft Supporting Roles with Intention, Purpose and Power textbook cover to cover. That said, I’ve tried to add enough information to each step that you can understand the concepts and complete the exercises.

      I’ve tried to format the book to leave enough space for you to answer some of the shorter questions inside this book—for those reading the paperback, anyway. Where you’re required to write full scenes, longer answers or undertake explorative exercises you’ll need additional paper. Last, in the vast majority of cases, I’ve asked questions in references to your “five” main side characters. If you have less, that’s fine, if you have more, also fine but you’ll need additional paper.

      Still with me? Then welcome on board.

      Let’s shake up our side characters and shimmy on down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STEP 1 WTF IS A SIDE CHARACTER?

          

        

      

    

    
      Regardless of “what” your story is about, it’s always about change. All stories, regardless of genre, tropes and characters are about change. Your protagonist is the biggest embodiment of this change, but all characters are the embodiment of some aspect of that change or idea inside your story.

      Characters draw the idea into reality. They are a metaphor that makes the idea and concept real to us. Characters show us through the detail of their actions, their emotions and interactions what the idea really means.

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

      Characters 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 this 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 working out and alternative solutions you discarded along the way.

      The three types of side character are: major, minor and cameos.

      
        
        Cameo Characters

      

      

      Cameos are the briefest stars. They play a very short, succinct role, such as a throwaway perfunctory line, opening a door for the protagonist, a throng of faceless beings in a crowd, etc.

      Think Stan Lee, the Marvel comic author. Stan, may he Rest In Peace, starred in 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.

      My favorite example of a cameo is the woman in the red dress from The Matrix movie. 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. 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. So of course, his attention is taken away from Morpheus, who asks him to look back at the woman. 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.

      How much detail do you add for cameos? Well, 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. So why fill their brain with useless shit? Stick to giving them the good stuff.

      Cameos don’t need subplots or character arcs either. They don’t even need a name. Most of the time, the author creates some kind of label for the character. Like the aforementioned “woman in the red dress” or perhaps the barman or the girl with the teddy.

      
        
        Minor Characters

      

      

      Minor side characters are a little bit more enduring than cameos. While they appear on page a few more times than a cameo, they are still just an extra in a film. Minor character roles include bringing information, performing a repetitive role like a barman or receptionist in a location the protagonist frequents on more than one occasion.

      These guys appear, do their dirty business and leave again.

      While their role may be important to the “world”, the magic system, the legal system or even the plot, it has no sway over the protagonist or his story arc, save for transactional exchanges. The exception to this is a minor character who brings information that changes what a protagonist does.

      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, Magda from The Hunger Games, Kit Fisto from Star Wars, Zed from Pulp Fiction.

      You should probably describe a minor character and ensure they have some kind of defining characteristic that makes them recognizable enough they’re at least a smidge memorable. After all, your hero and your reader will encounter them more than once.

      Minor characters don’t need subplots or character arcs either because they only need to create the illusion of “real” character.

      
        
        Major Side Characters

      

      

      Major side characters are one step removed from the protagonist.

      The headlines. Major characters…

      
        
          	
        are three dimensional characters which means they need depth
      

      	
        may have a point of view or narrate parts in the story
      

      	
        likely have subplots dedicated to them
      

      	
        likely have arcs
      

      	
        are usually scarce in numbers, perhaps two to five of them
      

      	
        represent one angle of the theme
      

      

      

      This means they have a meaningful role to play in the story. They shape and sway the protagonist as well as creating conflict and plot problems and equally help to solve them just as frequently. Perhaps your major character is the catalyst that helps the hero to change or maybe they’re one of the obstacles preventing them from changing. Major characters should also be connected to the theme of your story. While the protagonist represents the answer to the story question, your major side characters will likely be some variation on the theme too.

      
        
        Character Quantity

      

      

      The quantity of each type of side character you have is entirely dependent on the type of story you tell. Broadly speaking for the average story, it’s likely you’ll have more cameos than any other type of character. You’ll have fewer minor characters than cameo, but still a good chunk of them. But you’ll only have a handful of major characters because of the page time they require to fulfill their role and create sufficient depth.

      Identify five cameo characters from either your favorite books (preferably from the genre you write) or TV shows and movies.

      
        
        1.

      

        

      
        2.

      

        

      
        3.

      

        

      
        4.

      

        

      
        5.

      

      

      Identify five minor characters from either your favorite books (preferably from the genre you write) or TV shows and movies.

      
        
        1.

      

        

      
        2.

      

        

      
        3.

      

        

      
        4.

      

        

      
        5.

      

      

      Identify five major characters from either your favorite books (preferably from the genre you write) or TV shows and movies.

      
        
        1.

      

        

      
        2.

      

        

      
        3.

      

        

      
        4.

      

        

      
        5.

      

      

      Pick one of the cameos mentioned above, what description is used for them? Note down all the information you know about that character.

      
        
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Pick one of the minor characters mentioned above, what description is used for them? Note down all the information you know about that character.

      
        
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Pick one of the major characters mentioned above, what description is used for them? Note down all the information you know about that character.

      
        
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Reflecting on the last three questions, can you see the difference in volume of information you know as a reader about each of these types of character?

      
        
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Thinking about your story now, what is the main “change” in your novel that your protagonist goes through?

      
        
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Describe your protagonist’s starting status and how that’s different from their status at the end of your book.

      
        
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      How does your protagonist embody your theme?

      
        
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Note down your main major side characters:

      
        
        1.

      

        

      
        2.

      

        

      
        3.

      

        

      
        4.

      

        

      
        5.

      

      

      Now looking at those main side characters. How does each one represent the theme in your novel in a way that’s different to the protagonist?

      
        
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Note down your main minor side characters:

      
        
        1.

      

        

      
        2.

      

        

      
        3.

      

        

      
        4.

      

        

      
        5.

      

        

      
        6.

      

        

      
        7.

      

        

      
        8.

      

        

      
        9.

      

        

      
        10.

      

      

      Note down any cameo side characters you know of:

      
        
        1.

      

        

      
        2.

      

        

      
        3.

      

        

      
        4.

      

        

      
        5.

      

        

      
        6.

      

        

      
        7.

      

        

      
        8.

      

        

      
        9.

      

        

      
        10.

      

      

      
        
        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, 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 effect 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.

      Focusing on your major side characters, note down the following:

      
        
        Side Character 1

      

      

      
        
        Describe their character:

      

      

      
        
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Now note down three things you will use to show their character through characterization:

      
        
        1.

      

        

      
        2.

      

        

      
        3.

      

      

      
        
        Side Character 2

      

      

      
        
        Describe their character:

      

      

      
        
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Now note down three things you will use to show their character through characterization:

      
        
        1.

      

        

      
        2.

      

        

      
        3.

      

      

      
        
        Side Character 3

      

      

      
        
        Describe their character:

      

      

      
        
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Now note down three things you will use to show their character through characterization:

      
        
        1.

      

        

      
        2.

      

        

      
        3.

      

      

      
        
        Side Character 4

      

      

      
        
        Describe their character:

      

      

      
        
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Now note down three things you will use to show their character through characterization:

      
        
        1.

      

        

      
        2.

      

        

      
        3.

      

      

      
        
        Side Character 5

      

      

      
        
        Describe their character:

      

      

      
        
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Now note down three things you will use to show their character through characterization:

      
        
        1.

      

        

      
        2.

      

        

      
        3.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STEP 2 THE WEB OF CONNECTIVITY AND THEME

          

        

      

    

    
      Theme is the what of what your story is about. If your book were a body and the plot was its skin, the theme would be what’s underneath the skin. A simple way to look at this is that the theme is an exploration of the question your book poses, and the moral lesson is the answer the characters find and learn. Ultimately, theme tends to be some exploration of the universal human condition like love, good vs evil or sacrifice.

      The web of connectivity is the concept that each element of a book is threaded together like the threads in a spider’s web. Each part of a novel—the characters, theme, twists, arcs, and subplots—are all seamlessly woven together. I liken the concentric circle in a web to those big plots, theme and twists, etc. and the major structural threads connecting to walls and branches and leaves as support, are your side characters.

      To come up with theme, study your characters, plot and subplots. What aspects of it are universal to all humans? Examine the choice your hero is making in the climax of your novel. Or, decide the message you’d like your readers to go away with. You could also start with your story hook and see if you can work out what question connects to it.

      Characters can represent your book’s theme in a variety of ways:

      
        
          	
        A positive representation of the theme
      

      	
        A negative representation of the theme
      

      	
        A flip flop arc from a negative to positive representation of the theme
      

      	
        A flip flop arc from positive to negative representation of the theme
      

      

      

      In any book, you usually have a character representing the theme in each of the following ways:

      
        
          	
        A character who always sticks to the theme truth or theme message
      

      	
        A character who always sticks to a theme lie i.e. in the above example, love is not enough
      

      	
        A character who moves from believing a truth about the theme to believing a lie
      

      	
        A character who moves from believing a lie about the theme to believing a truth
      

      

      

      Let’s look at this in practice, the below is a worked example from the book I’m currently writing, The Scent of Death:

      Mallory Mortimer, the protagonist, wants to save everyone he loves. The one word theme is “saving” the theme sentence is something along the lines of: if you love someone, you should save them. This is what Mallory embodies. But let’s look at how I’ve represented variations of that theme with the other characters.

      
        
          	
        Frank [surname pending] is gay and in the closet and struggling to come out in order to save himself. Theme representation—A character who moves from believing a lie about the theme to believing a truth.
      

      	
        Pearl Rafferty [the love interest] is strong and independent and doesn’t want saving because she can do it herself thank you very much. Theme representation—A character who always sticks to a theme lie i.e. Pearl doesn’t need saving.
      

      	
        Pearl’s mum wants to save kids by fostering them. Theme representation—A character who always sticks to the theme truth or theme message—Pearl’s mum will stop at nothing to save the kids.
      

      	
        Pearl’s father works for an environmental charity and is trying to save the Earth. Theme representation—much like his wife, Pearl’s father is saving the planet instead of kids and thus is a character who always sticks to the theme truth or theme message.
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