
 

 

Those Who Forget History 

Using Backstory to Enhance Your Novel 

Cynthia Owens 

Lesson Five –Dialogue 

 

One of the easiest ways to reveal backstory is through dialogue. It’s also one of the most 

difficult. 

You can reveal a lot about your fictionals’ backstory through dialogue, but like most other tools, 

it has to be handled carefully. Too many vague hints will confuse your reader. Too much telling 

can be boring. 

There are two main ways to reveal backstory using dialogue: What the fictional says, and what 

others say about the fictional. 

Let’s start with what the fictional says. This includes not only what she says, but how she says 

it. Is her tone open, or quiet and wary? Is there an undercurrent of anger lurking just beneath her 

words? Does her openness disguise something? Is her anger really pain? 

What about her body language? Is she leaning forward, or nestling into a mountain of pillows on 

the sofa? Is she tense or relaxed? Is she smiling? 

Is her voice calm or shrill? Is she speaking quickly? 

Here’s an example of backstory told through what the fictional says: 

Two girls are about to enter a ballroom. 

“Let’s drop our wraps and go inside. The men will want to sign our dance cards.” 

Lily hung back, her hands gripping the sticks of her fan. “Who’s in there?” 

“It’s such a crush I can hardly tell one man from another.” 

“Is she there?” 

“Probably.” Sarah smiled reassuringly. “You needn’t worry. I’m sure it won’t happen again.” 

See how much we’ve learned about Lily? We’ve learned the two girls are at an important ball, 

and that Lily is trying to avoid someone. We don’t yet know who or why, but we can assume 

something traumatic happened with this person. Not only have we revealed Lily’s backstory, 

we’ve piqued the reader’s interest. 

See how easy that was? 



What other people say about the fictional can be just as revealing, whether they’re talking to the 

fictional or about her. I don’t mean malicious gossip, but rather, when a fictional must explain 

something. 

Let’s get back to Lily and Sarah. 

“You know she only meant to humiliate you because she’s jealous of all your beaux.” 

Lily shook her head. “Sarah, you know I don’t have beaux!” 

“Don’t be silly, Lil! Isn’t your dance card always full?” 

“Yes, because of Aunt Miriam. And she didn’t try to humiliate me, she did. How can I show my 

face in that ballroom tonight?” 

“Your aunt has nothing to do with it. You’re beautiful and charming. Everyone loves you. You 

can’t let her ruin you just because of what happened at Miss Edna’s.” 

See? In a few lines of dialogue we’ve learned that Lily lacks self-confidence, though we don’t 

yet know why. We’ve also learned that her enemy did something to embarrass her because of 

something in their past. And we learn that Lily’s aunt is probably chaperoning her. 

Now let’s look at a different scenario as Sarah discusses Lily’s reticence with her aunt. 

“I can’t seem to convince her that she’s a stunning girl with a sparkling personality that endear 

her to everyone.” 

“I know.” Miriam sighed. “I suppose, growing up the way she did…” 

“Her mother hurt her very deeply.” 

“She was cruel and heartless. And I’m afraid her ghost still haunts Lily to this day.” 

We’re learning a lot about Lily from her Aunt Miriam! We now know she had an unhappy 

childhood, and that her mother treated her badly in some way. All from a few remarks made to 

Lily’s friend. 

When you write backstory through dialogue, remember to drop hints without revealing too much 

until you need to, say, in a big confession scene. It’s important to know your fictional fully—not 

just who he is, but why he’s the way he is. This way, you’ll know when to let your readers know 

too 

Assignment: Write a short dialogue scene that reveals a fictional’s backstory. 

 

 

 


