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"It was a blonde. A blonde to
make a bishop kick a hole in a
stained-glass window." Farewell,
My Lovely* (1940)

Create memorable introductions
to characters.

"Dead men are heavier than broken
hearts." The Big Sleep* (1939)

Limit the descriptions to details
that move the story forward.

Introduce new characters
based on the point-of-view
(POV) character’s insights.
"She gave me a smile I could feel
in my hip pocket." Farewell, My
Lovely* (1940)

Make the description align with
how the POV character expresses
thoughts and feelings.
"She looked playful and eager, but
not quite sure of herself, like a new
kitten in a house where they don’t
care much about kittens." The Lady
in the Lake* (1943)

Understand the trajectory of the
character arc in relationship to
the story you want to tell and the
conventions of your genre. 

Write key scenes based on your
character arc design.

Include only thoughts, choices,
words, and actions matching
the character’s backstory.
"I belonged in Idle Valley like a
pearl onion on a banana split."
The Long Good-Bye* (1953)

Character Arc Design Tips

Learn more at TameYourBook.com.

The shape of the positive character arc is based on the protagonist wrestling with
an inner issue, confronting several conflicts, realizing an inner change must take
place, struggling until the recognition of some universal truth, accepting that truth,
making a change, and ultimately, achieving the story’s goal. For example, in the
Hunger Games, Katniss Everdeen travels along a positive character arc.

For the flat character arc design, the protagonist already knows the universal truth
and, despite the conflicts within the story, focuses on guiding those characters who
need to know that truth. For instance, in *Raymond Chandler's books, wisecracking,
whiskey-drinking, iconic gumshoe Philip Marlowe travels along a flat character arc.

In contrast to the positive and flat character arcs, the negative character arc has the
protagonist struggling with an inner issue, realizing the need for an inner change,
refusing to accept some universal truth, failing to change, declining in traits and
behaviors, and not achieving the story’s goal. For example, in The Great Gatsby, Jay
Gatsby’s character travels along a negative character arc.


