 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #14 - Backstory, Part II
Continuing from the chapter on backstory from BETWEEN THE LINES - MASTER THE SUBTLE ELEMENTS OF FICTION WRITING, by Jessica Page Morrell:

Creating a Character’s Bio
Morrell tells us that newspaper editors keep a file of biographies, or bios, on hand for thousands of celebrities and politicians [Pat says, I didn’t know that].  This information is used to flesh out news stories or craft a quick obituary.  A bio reflects the most important facts of a person’s life, highlighting achievements and influences.

We all know about crafting a bio or dossier for our main characters, but one of the things Morrell suggests is that we expand upon those bios as our stories progress. This is a great suggestion because no matter how much time we spend thinking about our characters before we begin writing, they change once we actually start the writing process.  As events unfold in the plot, we discover additional facts about our characters.  Be sure to make note of them, even if you have to redo the entire bio to accommodate the newly discovered information.  Morrell tells us to focus on the character’s socio-economic background – if she was raised in a large or small family, in a rural or urban town, in a religious family or among atheists.  Note if her parents were conservative or liberal, politically active or not involved, happily married or divorced.  All these examples have endless permutations and possibilities.

After you’ve established the basics (which I know all of you have), delve into more detail and in addition to your character’s physical characteristics, think about his influences, interests, achievements, and the like.

Backstory Influences
Knowing your protagonist’s or antagonist’s past is the key to creating fiction where his motivation and stakes are credible.  Here are some factors (you may or may not have thought about) to consider:

$ 
What major childhood influences, traumas, events, and emotional wounds have shaped your character?

$ 
Where does he stand in the family birth order?

$ 
What era, historical period, or events influenced him?

$ 
Have any significant people in your character’s circle died?  If so, how did he react?

$ 
Who was the most significant person in his childhood?

$ 
What past relationship most influenced him?

$ 
How did the last relationship end?

$ 
Is his occupation what his parents or family hoped he would pursue?

$ 
What occurrence from his past will affect the plot?

$ 
What regrets does your character have?

$ 
What is his worst fear?

$ 
What is the darkest secret or shame from his past?

$ 
Which events from the past still influence him?

$ 
What emotions will your character feel/display/hide when under fire?

$ 
How is the character’s central strength revealed by the plot?

$ 
What does your character want to change about himself?

$ 
What are your character’s long-range goals?

The Case of Antagonists
Morrell tells us that backstory forms antagonists and villains who scare the bejesus out of the reader and push the conflict.  The antagonist’s main role is to force the protagonist to triumph over his real or perceived flaws to win the prize and accomplish the story goal.  The best antagonists are complex and unforgettable, like Stephen King’s Annie Wilkes in MISERY, who dubs herself Paul Sheldon’s “Number One Fan,” but treats him like a caged pet.  Sheldon slips into her clutches after she rescues him from a car accident during a snowstorm, and because of his injuries and pain medication, he is helpless as she cares for him.  Annie drives him mad with her mood swings from nursery talk to psychotic rage; from coy to cunning; from fawning and star-struck to murderously vengeful.  King fleshes her out with rolls of fat and bad breath, gives her an arsenal of medications and tools of the trade, and settles her in a conveniently remote house that whispers dangerous secrets.

While King has created a powerful and frightful antagonist, it is her backstory that worries the reader.  Wilkes’s mental and emotional states stem from her past and place the crippled, drugged, and terrified Sheldon in a vulnerable position.  Why doesn’t she work?  Why does she have no friends or outlets besides Sheldon’s romance series?

The answers are revealed in a grisly scrapbook of newspaper articles revealing a trail of death that has followed her since she was eleven.  The latest articles are about a trial in which Annie, called the Dragon Lady, was accused of murdering patients at hospitals where she had worked.  The more the reader becomes aware of Annie’s dark past, the more she begins to worry about Paul’s uncertain future.


BACKSTORY VEHICLES
The world of the story and the people who populate it must have connections to the past, or the present-day story will seem undeveloped.  Generally, readers like to get their bearings in a story within the first pages before being hit with backstory, which is most often introduced via summary, dialogue, and flashbacks.  To a lesser degree, it’s also presented through introspection, dreams and nightmares, and prologues.  Morrell has us look more closely at these vehicles and their variations.

Summaries
Summaries are a quick way to explain as much information as possible with as few words as possible.  It’s an indispensable tool in a writer’s repertoire and is especially helpful in creating backstory that doesn’t bog down the forward march of the story.  However, too much summary can weaken the overall level of suspense and make a story read more like a report.  In genre fiction, especially, a writer has to be careful not to overload the story with summary, a great temptation for some of us.

I used this technique of summary to open Part Two of my Special Edition WEDDING BELLS AND MISTLETOE, now titled WHERE THE HEART IS (Book #1 of my Rainbow’s End series).  This is the opening of Chapter Three, which takes place ten years after the ending of Part One.  Our hero is returning to Rainbow’s End after a ten year absence.  
-----------------------------------------------
Almost home.


Keith’s stomach tightened in anticipation as his beat-up Land Rover climbed the last hill before Rainbow’s End would come into view.  He wondered if he would find the town changed.


He sat forward, eager now for that first glimpse.  And then there it was.


Rainbow’s End.


Surprisingly moved, Keith pulled to the side of the road and stopped the truck.  Climbing out, he walked to the crest of the hill and looked at the town below.  It was spread across the valley in a neat mosaic, almost as if its design had been planned by far-seeing city fathers.  Yet Keith knew the town had simply evolved, beginning with the home of his great-great-grandfather Padriac Callahan, who came to Texas in 1852 and planted the first Callahan roots.


Keith had heard the story many times.  How Paddy’s father Kealan and his mother Deirdre packed up their meager belongings and, along with Paddy and his younger sister Allene, left Ireland in 1847, a year after the great potato famine.  Like most immigrants, they traveled steerage and landed in New York, where Kealan managed to find a place for them to live and enough work on the wharves to keep them all fed.


But the family was never happy in New York.  Allene died of pneumonia a year after they arrived, and Deirdre, who was terribly homesick anyway, fell into a deep depression.  Unable to make his wife happy and feeling like a failure, a despondent Kealan started drinking too much.  One day on the job, suffering from a hangover, he was crushed by a falling crate.


By now Paddy was almost twenty years old, a big, strong lad who was fascinated by the lore of the western United States and most especially Texas, where, it was said, a young man who wasn’t afraid of hard work could make his fortune.  So with his mother in tow, Paddy headed west.  He wasn’t sure where he would settle, but figured he would know the place when he saw it.


Keith tried to imagine what his great-great-grandfather felt when he saw the view Keith was seeing now: the green valley surrounded by the low hills, the sparkling river winding its way across the valley floor that, in the spring, was covered with bluebonnets.  The scene must have seemed like paradise after the tenements of New York and the long trek westward.


Family legend said it had been raining that day, a light mist that reminded Paddy and his mother of home, and that just as they crested the hill–the same hill Keith now stood upon–the sun broke through and crowned the valley with a glorious rainbow.


And so Rainbow’s End had been born.

-----------------------------------------------
I’ve used summary many times in books and usually it’s much shorter than what I just excerpted.  But since this particular book was setting up an entire series – which takes place in Rainbow’s End and stars one of the Callahan siblings – the background was important and justified the longer summary.  Also, and this is important, I’d already introduced the important history between Keith and Susan (the heroine) in Part One.  Readers already knew what the conflict was and would be.  The pump was primed, and a bit of history about the family, coming as the prodigal son returns home, was appropriate.

Flashbacks
Flashbacks – brief scenes of events that took place before the main action of the novel – are used to explain motivations, character histories, background influences, or information that cannot be told during the linear sequence of a story.  Backstory delivered via flashbacks will span back in time at varying intervals so that readers meet characters at various ages under varying circumstances.  The best flashbacks are small scenes, whole and sensory.  Writers always love flashbacks.  It’s that whole thing about the backstory being more interesting to the writer than the front story.  Reason?  We know the outcome of backstory.  Front story is more challenging.  However, flashbacks should be used judiciously, because they should and must carry a light of significance onto the front story.  They are a very useful device, but need to be handled with care.

I always advise my students to follow Dwight Swain’s admonishment that flashbacks belong in sequels, not scenes.  And I try to follow it, too.  However, I’ve read books where the author used flashbacks in scenes, and it worked just fine, but that’s because the writer was extremely skillful, the flashback wasn’t long, it was appropriate to what was happening in the scene, it didn’t seem to slow the scene down, and it didn’t annoy me as a reader.   Just be warned.  Putting a flashback into a scene is tricky and I would strongly suggest you not do it.

NOTE: I’ve read quite a few books where front story was alternated with back story, to great effect.  In cases like that, where the two stories are revealed slowly, there’s some secret or incident the author doesn’t want the reader to know until the end.  And to keep this technique from becoming confusing, the author will usually use some kind of device to show she is switching to backstory or switching from backstory to front story.  Different type faces are sometimes used to portray the difference and orient the reader.  Headers containing dates or place names are also used occasionally to differentiate between the two.  Sometimes the story lines are alternated in chapters, with, say, the prologue containing the backstory or front story setup, then Ch. 1 going to the other timeline and Ch. 2 switching again and so on.  However the author manages to make the distinction between the story lines, a distinction MUST be made.  That’s the only rule in this kind of story construction.  You don’t want the reader to be confused, so you must make sure you show the reader how you are going to separate the stories, then you stick to that technique throughout.

Dialogue
Dialogue is a quick means to insert backstory, as when one character tells another character about his past.  However, there are a few caveats to keep in mind.  First, the past must always add or enhance the present action.  Second, in our daily lives we learn about each other’s pasts through conversation, so there is a natural tendency to mimic this method.  Fictional dialogue revealing backstory must be handled with kid gloves because it’s an abbreviated and intensified form of real speech often containing tension and conflict.  It’s difficult to talk about the past and maintain that undertow effect.  Also, with less experienced and skilled writers, there’s a tendency to write what is known as “an information dump.”  Some writers do this with research background, too.  They’re so thrilled with what they’ve learned in doing their research, they want to share it all with their readers, whether it enhances the story and/or moves it forward or not.  Morrell says diction and grammar are a useful tool to reveal a character’s background and education.  Sprinkled in rather than liberally applied, a few colloquialisms and expressions are a quick, yet rich means to create backstory.

Introspection
Backstory can be introduced as introspection, but most stories work best when introspection is proportionate to action.  Thoughts are not as compelling as actions.  If you spend too much time in your character’s thoughts, the story becomes boxed in and static.  Morrell tells us to consider introspection as a tool of last resort to reveal backstory.  Also, keep in mind that the thoughts from the past must always be triggered by something that happens in the present (as in my example of Keith’s return to Rainbow’s End in the summary section).  The natural place for introspection is a sequel, when your character is reacting to something dramatic that just took place, mulling over the problems that have arisen as a result, and making a decision about where to go from there.

Nightmares and Dreams
It’s natural to use dreams and nightmares as a device for revealing characters and their pasts, especially their traumas.  Dreams can also provide a sort of shorthand for events and influences because they are naturally vivid and metaphoric.  Some authors use a recurring dream or nightmare to signify a particularly important event or worry.  If a character has been traumatized by a rape, assault, violence, or death of a loved one, these events can cause nightmares.  When your character wakes up in a cold sweat with his heart racing, this can show the depth of his pain or that he has unresolved issues from his past.

However, like many techniques, dreams must be used carefully.  The first reason for this caution is simply – the dream has been used by too many writers too often and has become rather clichéd.  Also, the actual dream is often much more meaningful and dramatic than its retelling.  Finally, writers have a tendency to depict long, complicated dreams.  If you’re using a dream, use the most arresting images from it, not a complex re-creation of the dream sequence.

Prologues
Backstory is sometimes woven into a prologue, as when the writer needs to convey the history of a character or story world because the historical influences are considerable.  Morrell says using prologues are dangerous because there are facts from the past that are pertinent to understanding the story and then there are facts that exist because the writer is fascinated by them.

The best prologues are depicted as a scene, contain tension, and raise questions.  A big lump of exposition is difficult to digest and can water down the prologue.  We will study prologues in depth in upcoming lessons.

Common Backstory Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

$ 
In your final editing pass, look for places where you’ve dumped backstory.  Suspect any places where backstory runs for several pages and is used strictly to catch up the reader on past events and influence.  Parcel the information into small bits if possible, and weave it into the fabric of the story so that it doesn’t overshadow the front story, particularly the first chapters.
$ 
Look for places where you’re teaching seminars.  These lessons might be about fifteenth-century architecture, judging at dog shows, or the Aborigines of Australia.  Although these are topics about which your reader might not be knowledgeable, pare your lesson down to the most essential information, and stop showing off to prove you’ve done your research. [If you can incorporate details about how a character blows glass or makes jewelry or cleans a gun by actually having him do it within the context of the story, that’s different than teaching a seminar.  Nora Roberts does this beautifully, and it adds to the richness of the reading experience.] Someone who didn’t do it so beautifully was LaVyrle Spencer who was so fascinated with her research and all the facts she’d uncovered, she would indulge herself by dumping everything in, sometimes for pages.  Because she was such a brilliant storyteller, I simply skipped those pages and didn’t hold them against her.  LOL.

$ 
Examine your ms. for places where you’ve gift-wrapped the backstory.  Backstory shouldn’t be calling too much attention to itself.  Sneak it into the story by spreading it around, withholding the most intriguing information until the last possible moment to create suspense.

$ 
Take the long view.  If you’re not a person blessed with patience, writing fiction will teach it to you.  A novel is a complicated and protracted unveiling of character and events, so don’t be in a hurry to explain all you know about a character or situation in the opening chapters.

$ 
Tread carefully when using a viewpoint character to explain how your story world works.  It’s common for writers to use an adult looking back on childhood or some other viewpoint person who now has the benefit of a sort of birds-eye view of the world that he didn’t have previously.  In science fiction, fantasy, or historical fiction, it’s difficult to use a viewpoint character to explain the world he lives in because the character would assume that the society he lives in is normal.  So when you’re using a viewpoint character, always respect his bias and blindness to his everyday reality.  Sometimes you can use a newcomer, time traveler, or child to explain unusual aspects of the story world.

$ 
When introducing backstory, analyze whether you’re simply inserting it into scenes or chapters, or using a trigger.  A trigger can be an event, a memory, or dialogue that reveals previously unknown information.  As in a gun firing, it sets off change and causes ramifications.  After a trigger fires, time slips into the past and the character relives the relevant part of his backstory.  Not every bit of backstory can be instigated by a trigger, but this device is used whenever possible.

HOMEWORK: Using one of the backstory vehicles listed in this lesson, write a scene or section that conveys one or more important elements of your protagonist’s backstory and post it for us to read.  If you have already used one of the vehicles for this purpose, see if you can’t improve upon what you’ve written based on what you learned in this lesson.  Post your final version.

COMING NEXT: Lesson #15 – Prologues I
SOURCE MATERIAL: BETWEEN THE LINES - MASTER THE SUBTLE ELEMENTS OF FICTION WRITING, Jessica Page Morrell, Writers Digest Books, ISBN 13: 978-1-58297-393-7

NOTE:  All of this material is copyright protected.  It is illegal for any student to copy this material to distribute to anyone else.  You are permitted to print it out for your own study, but that is all.  Even if you purchase the book quoted so extensively in this lesson, you may not copy any part of it for any use whatsoever without written permission from the author.  
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