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LESSON 1: Character Back Story – Part 1 
 

The first step in figuring out where your story begins is to look at things that come before that 

point. This in turn will help you pinpoint your story’s starting line. To do that, we’re going to 

look at back story.  

 

You've probably all heard about the evil "back story dump," how you don't want large swaths of 

text in the novel giving your character's history, but that doesn't mean you (the author) don't need 

to know this stuff. You do.  

In fact, you need to know it all, not only so you can write well-rounded, three-dimensional 

characters who have a past, a present and a future, but also so that you can decide which pieces 

of the back story do need to go in the book to explain who your character is, and why they are 

this way or that way. The more you understand your character, the better you'll be at keeping 

their actions consistent with who they are deep down inside. 

Back story also offers valuable clues that help you know when the "present story" (your book) 

should start. Events that happened earlier in the character's life have an effect on the 

character's present life. At the core of your main character is a need that must be filled over the 

course of your novel. That need didn’t come out of the blue. It came from something the 

character experienced before the story starts.  

Looking at back story can also help you brainstorm secondary characters, people from your main 

character’s past, who might make a reappearance in their lives. May even help inspire a new plot 

point you hadn’t thought of before. 

Back Story Exploration Through Journaling 

Back story is everything that happened to your character up to the start of the story (page 1). This 

includes childhood, teen years, early adulthood, etc. The good, the bad, and the ugly.  

 

Because the details of your character's background might be buried deep inside your character's 

psyche, you may need to spend some time with your character to discover all their secrets. 

Sometimes journaling from the perspective of your main character can help. Journaling to 

get these answers, helps you dig deep into the mind of your character, and writing the answers 

in first person helps you discover the character's voice. (Even if you are planning to write 

your story in third person, voice is important). 

 

Journaling to explore a character works like this: 

 

1.) Ask a question of your character that allows for a lengthy answer. This gives you lots of 

information to work with.  
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2.) Write the answer to that question in first person as if you are that character, stream of 

consciousness style, and see what you get. Pretend your character is literally writing in a journal 

(Dear Diary...) or perhaps writing a letter to a friend or relative. 

 

3.) Don't settle for short answers. Ask "Why?" to get the character to continue to explain more.  

 

4.) Continue to write in your character's journal as that character until you feel the question has 

been fully answered. 

Where to Begin with Back Story Exploration 

Start with a picture of your main character’s childhood. Things we experience as children always 

have influence on our lives as adults. What sort of parents did your character have? This often 

influences the emotional well-being (or lack thereof) in your character. Did they have aloof 

parents that left them yearning for more affection? Did they have restrictive or smothering 

parents that had them breaking out of the gate the first chance they got? Did they have a warm 

and loving family that they miss now? 

Back story can also help you find sources of conflict for your novel. Good stories are ripe with 

conflict and there’s no better place to ferret out conflict than in your character’s past.  

Questions to Ask Your Character 

Your heroine (or hero) didn't just hatch from an egg (unless it's a sci-fi story, and that's part of 

the plot.        ). They had a past, and the things that happened to them from the moment they 

were born until now have shaped them. Not only their values and personality, but how they view 

the world and themselves, and most importantly, how they make decisions. Because it's those 

decisions that will propel your story forward.  

 

Think of it this way. Your heroine enters the story and is faced with a situation. This forces her 

to make a choice. What she chooses (her decision) tells you what happens next in the story. It's 

your job as the writer to make sure whatever decision she makes fits with her character (her traits, 

her personality, her hopes and her fears) so that the story is believable. With strong motivation 

and darn good reasons, you can take a reader on a wild, incredible ride and they'll suspend 

disbelief the whole way. Character consistency is the key. 

 

To learn what makes our character tick, let's look at what came "before."  

Exercise 

Journal from the perspective of your main character, writing out the answers to the following 

questions in first person (starting with pronoun "I." I did this, or I feel this... etc.), ...) and keep 

writing until the answer seems complete. Don’t stop to edit, just keep writing. 

Ask each of the following questions, one at a time. Take a break between them to recharge 

(journaling can be mentally exhausting).  
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If the answer seems to be too short, or you feel stuck, review the response you have so far and 

then ask "Why?" to the previous response. Make that character tell you more to explain what 

they mean. 

 

Start with: 

 

1.) Tell me about your family. How do you feel about them? 

2.) "My happiest memory is..." 

3.) "The worst day of my life was when..." 

 

Remember to answer these journal-style, in first person, and always ask "Why?" so you 

understand the underlying reason behind the answer. 

 

 

Do not post your journaling text on the loop (that's for your use only), but do post if you learned 

anything new about your character through this exercise. 

 

 

 

Reading Assignment 

 

If you haven’t already, pick a novel to read and analyze during the workshop.  

 

As you go through the lessons in this workshop, I’ll ask you to look for the different elements 

that we’re discussing in that book. On the last day, we’ll compare notes and see what everyone 

discovered from their reading. 

 

You can choose a book you’ve already started, or a brand new one. If it’s one you’ve already 

started, you’ll be going back to the beginning and re-reading a small portion for analysis since 

we’re focusing on the start of the story in this workshop.  

 

For lesson 1’s reading assignment: read the opening chapter of the book you’ve chosen and 

look at how much back story is revealed about the character in the first chapter. Too much? Too 

little? Just right? Think about how the amount of back story affected your reading enjoyment. 
 

 

Save your thoughts on the reading assignment for the last day, but do share the title of the book 

you’ve chosen for the on-going reading assignment if you haven’t already. 

 


