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Characters	are	the	flesh,	plot	is	the	bones.		
	
This	is	true	of	all	fiction,	but	it	is	vital	to	screenwriting.	If	your	audience	doesn’t	
connect	with	your	characters	on	some	level,	the	chances	that	they	will	be	able	to	
hold	interest	in	your	story	diminishes,	and	fast.	This	week,	we	are	going	to	focus	
on	how	to	create	complex	characters	to	pilot	your	story	by	establishing	6	key	
factors	about	them:	Appearance,	Personality,	Backstory,	Relationships,	Voice,	and	
Internal	Conflicts.		
	
We	are	also	going	to	establish	the	world	that	they	live	in	and	how	that	impacts	
their	life	(and	your	story),	because	often	times,	the	setting	of	a	screenplay	is	just	
as	much	a	character	as	your	protagonist.	And,	it’s	grossly	undervalued.	Let’s	get	
started!	
	
	

Kate Niemuller 

You take people, you put them on a journey, you give them peril, you find out who they really are. 
 

Joss Whedon 
	



	

CREATING CHARACTERS 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	
	

	
A	screenplay	without	characters	simply	doesn’t	exist.	Flat,	dull	characters	are	
frustrating,	but	the	good	ones	can	make	us	feel.	They	can	cause	a	reaction	in	their	
audience,	be	it	love,	hatred,	sadness	or	hope.	The	good	ones	can	do	that	because	
they	are	more	than	just	characters.	They	are	people	that	we	can	relate	to.	
	
Take	the	above	four	examples:	
	
SAMWISE	GAMGEE:	a	simple,	but	incredibly	loyal	friend	that	will	risk	his	life	for	
those	he	loves.	
	
MIRANDA	PRIESTLY:	a	powerful	magazine	editor	whose	passion	for	her	work	
causes	her	to	suffer	in	her	personal	life.	
	
RED:	a	convict	and	expert	smuggler	who,	against	all	odds,	befriends	an	innocent	
man.		
	
HERMIONE	GRANGER:	a	teacher’s	pet	and	bookworm	whose	bravery	outranks	
her	intelligence.		
	
All	of	these	characters	excel	at	eliciting	emotion	from	the	audience	because	they	
effectively	establish	the	margins	of	what	a	good	character	is.	They	have	unique	
appearances,	complex	personalities	and	voices,	thought	out	backstories,	
established	relationships,	a	healthy	helping	of	inner	conflict	and	strong	stakes	to	
motivate	them.	This	week,	we	are	going	to	apply	all	of	these	elements	to	the	
protagonist	(and	any	other	significant	characters)	of	your	screenplay.		



	

STEP	1:	APPEARANCE	
Let’s	start	easy,	why	don’t	we?	As	you	probably	know,	you	only	have	a	line	or	two	
at	 most	 to	 describe	 the	 appearance	 of	 your	 character	 in	 a	 screenplay.	 As	 a	
screenwriter	you	don’t	have	the	 luxury	that	novelists	have.	Because	of	 that,	 the	
method	in	which	we	determine	the	appearance	of	your	character	is	going	to	be	a	
little	different.	Instead	of	writing	down	every	last	detail	about	your	character,	we	
are	only	going	to	touch	on	aspects	of	their	appearance	that	are	unique	to	them	
given	the	context	of	your	screenplay.		
	
Start	by	filling	out	the	“Character	Appearance	Guide”	below	(as	we	have	done):		
	

Once	 complete,	 choose	 a	 maximum	 of	 5	 elements	 that	 are	 the	 most	 unique	 about	 your	
character.	These	are	the	key	words	you	will	use	to	describe	your	character	 in	their	bio	and	in	
the	screenplay.	Repeat	 this	process	 for	all	 important	characters	within	your	 screenplay	 (even	
secondary	ones!	They	are	important	too!).		



	

STEP	2:	PERSONALITY	
Next,	we	are	going	to	establish	the	personality	of	your	protagonist.	This	is	going	to	
play	a	big	part	in	how	they	act,	react	and	speak.	Keep	in	mind	their	appearance,	
occupation	and	key	attribute	as	you	fill	out	this	section.		
	
Start	by	filling	out	the	“Character	Personality	Guide”	below	(as	we	have	done):		

	
Take	a	moment	to	read	over	your	answers.	By	now,	you	should	be	able	to	see	a	
fuller	picture	of	who	this	character	is	and	what	they	want.	This	is	going	to	serve	as	
your	 guide	 to	 determining	 how	 your	 character	 reacts	 and	 acts	 in	 the	 situations	
they	 will	 be	 presented	 with.	 Repeat	 this	 process	 with	 all	 other	 important	
characters.		
	
	



	

STEP	3:	RELATIONSHIPS	&	BACKSTORY	
Time	 to	establish	 their	backstory	and	 relationships.	 This	 is	 a	big	part	of	 shaping	
who	your	character	is.	Backstory	often	serves	as	the	motivation	for	future	actions	
and	relationships	provide	further	 insight	and	depth.	For	backstory,	we	are	going	
to	go	way,	way	back	for	the	purposes	of	this	exercise.	Most	of	this	content	will	not	
make	 it	verbatim	into	your	screenplay,	but	 it	will	help	you	when	writing	as	your	
character.		
	

If	 you	 are	 struggling,	 I	 like	 to	 use	 a	method	 called	 the	 “what	 if”	method.	 Think	
back	 to	when	 your	 character	was	 born	 and	 let	 your	mind	 ramble	 off	 “what	 if”	
scenarios.		
	



	

Example:	What	if	they	were	born	into	a	poor	family?	What	if	they	flunked	out	of	
school	 because	 of	 it?	 What	 if	 their	 saving	 grace	 was	 a	 generous	 grandfather?	
What	if	that	grandfather	died?		
	
You	now	have	a	backstory	for	your	character…	and	relationships.	That	one	snuck	
in	there,	didn’t	it?	Take	a	look	at	your	backstories.	Chances	are,	you	have	detailed	
several	important	relationships	your	character	has	had	in	the	past.		
	
All	that’s	left	now	is	to	determine	the	ones	that	exist	in	your	current	screenplay.	
Take	a	look	at	your	story	so	far	and	jot	down	any	relationships	your	character	has	
in	the	present	day	(boss,	partner,	parents…etc.).	Next	to	that,	quickly	write	down	
the	nature	of	their	relationship	(positive	or	negative	and	why?).		
	
	

STEP	4:	VOICE	
Now	 that	we	have	 a	 pretty	 good	 sense	 about	who	 your	 protagonist	 (and	other	
leading	characters)	are,	 it’s	 time	 to	determine	 their	 individual	 voice.	Dialogue	 is	
often	the	trickiest	part	of	writing	a	character,	but	it	is	crucial	to	their	identity	and	
the	 overall	 success	 of	 your	 screenplay.	 Too	many	 aspiring	 screenwriters	 spend	
hours	on	screenplays	where	all	the	characters	sound	exactly	the	same.	We’re	not	
going	to	let	that	happen	here.	
	
Start	by	filling	out	the	“Character	Voice	Guide”	below	(as	we	have	done):		



	

Once	 you	 have	 established	 these	 aspects	 of	 your	 character,	 you	 should	 have	 a	
pretty	solid	idea	of	how	they	speak.	Practice	writing	in	their	voice	by	testing	it	out	
on	our	“Character	Interview”	document.		
	
	
STEP	5:	INTERNAL	CONFLICT	
The	last	step	of	this	process	is	figuring	out	the	internal	conflict	of	your	characters.	
This	 is	 different	 from	 the	 story	 conflict	 that	 we	 came	 up	 with	 last	 week.	 This	
conflict	 is	what	will	cause	your	character	to	become	real.	This	 is	going	to	be	the	
obstacle	they	overcome	in	order	to	grow	as	a	character.		
	
In	 order	 to	 determine	 this,	 take	 a	 look	 at	 your	 story	 and	 character	 information	
you	have	thus	far.	By	now,	you	should	have	a	pretty	nice	wealth	of	knowledge	to	
draw	from.	Ideally,	your	protagonist	should	have	a	few	“internal	flaws”	that	they	
will	have	to	defeat.	
	
Example:		

• Fear	of	water	(stems	from:	almost	drowning	as	a	child)	
• Allow	themselves	to	love	again	(stems	from:	nasty	divorce)	
• Stubbornness	 (stems	 from:	 their	need	 to	control	everything	so	 they	don’t	

get	hurt	again)	
	
Chances	 are,	 if	 you	 look	 at	 your	 backstory,	 your	 internal	 conflicts	 are	 already	
there.	 You’ve	 already	written	 them!	 Right	 now,	we	 just	want	 to	 separate	 them	
from	the	pack	so	that	we	are	aware	of	what	they	are.	This	will	allow	you	to	begin	
to	 think	about	how	they	are	going	 to	overcome	these	 issues	over	 the	course	of	
the	screenplay.	
	



	

STEP	6:	CHARACTER	BIOS	
By	now,	you	should	have	a	very	solid	idea	of	who	all	your	main	characters	are.	So,	
give	them	a	name	and	and	write	it	up	into	a	character	bio.	Try	to	limit	yourself	to	
a	paragraph	per	character.	Remember,	we	only	need	to	know	the	important	and	
unique	aspects	of	who	they	are.		
	
Example:	
	
AMY	STANTON	
Amy	is	a	human	razor	burn	with	intelligence	that	could	kill.	All	her	life	she’s	been	
treated	 like	 scum,	 and	 now	 she’s	 ready	 for	 payback.	 Years	 of	 abuse	 from	 her	
adoptive	parents	have	left	her	cold,	calculating	and	manipulative.	She	ran	away	at	
sixteen,	prepared	to	live	the	rest	of	her	life	on	the	run…	until	she	learns	she	has	a	
sister,	and	she’s	in	trouble.	Amy	must	make	a	choice.	Does	she	step	back	into	her	
worst	nightmare	in	search	of	her	sister,	risking	its	all	a	trap?	Or	does	she	run,	just	
like	she	always	has?	
	
This	short	character	bio	hits	all	the	marks.	It	gives	us	a	brief	description	of	Amy’s	
appearance	(a	human	razor	burn	–	not	exactly	pretty	to	look	at),	personality	(cold,	
calculating,	manipulative,	 intelligent),	backstory	(abusive	parents,	ran	away	from	
home),	 important	relationships	 (parents,	sister)	and	her	 internal	conflict	 (fear	of	
parents,	 trust	 issues…etc.).	 Even	 though	 dialogue	 is	 not	 mentioned,	 we	 can	
already	 guess	 how	 she	 talks	 based	 on	 the	 other	 elements	we’ve	 learned	 about	
her.	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

CREATING SETTING 
 

	
	
Part	two	of	this	week	is	establishing	the	setting	of	your	screenplay.	A	good	setting	
can	act	as	a	character	within	a	screenplay.	It	has	a	huge	impact	on	how	your	story	
will	unfold.		
	
Take	 Harry	 Potter	 for	 example.	 The	 fantastical,	 grandiose	 and	 magnificent	
expanse	that	is	Hogwarts	and	the	Wizarding	World	is	something	that	left	children	
and	adults	alike	believing	in	magic	(or	wishing	it	was	real).	Avatar	left	us	with	the	
same	feeling.	Other	films	&	TV	shows,	such	as	True	Detective	and	No	Country	For	
Old	Men	left	us	fearing	rural	communities.	But,	they	worked	within	the	context	of	
the	films.			
	
Essentially,	you	want	a	setting	in	which	your	characters	will	shine.	This	is	going	to	
play	a	big	part	in	establishing	the	tone	of	your	screenplay.	Take	southern	America.	
Depending	on	how	you	paint	it,	it	can	be	a	gorgeous	landscape	of	sprawling	farm	
fields,	colourful	sunrises	and	that	cheerful	southern	drawl	and	“everybody	knows	
everybody”	mentality.	Or,	 it	 could	 be	 depicted	 as	 an	 isolated	wasteland,	 full	 of	
watching	neighbours,	and	rotting	crops,	where	no	action	is	left	unseen.		
Keep	this	in	mind	as	you	work	to	develop	your	setting	this	week.		
	
We	are	going	to	break	this	down	into	a	few	steps	as	well:	

1. Visuals	
2. Culture	&	Politics	
3. Religion	



	

4. People	
	
You	 are	 welcome	 to	 go	 much	 more	 in-depth	 than	 this	 if	 you	 like,	 but	 it’s	 not	
mandatory	by	any	means.		
	
	
STEP	1:	Visuals	
We’re	going	to	start	by	figuring	out	what	is	visually	appealing	about	your	setting.	
You	should	already	have	a	general	idea	of	what	that	setting	is	from	your	work	in	
week	1.	Take	a	look	at	that	now	and	picture	it	on	screen.	Think	about	what	would	
be	visually	interesting	about	that	setting.	
	
Write	 up	 a	 small	 paragraph	 about	 the	 visuals	 of	 your	 setting.	 Get	 descriptive.	
Make	us	 feel	 like	we	 are	 there.	 Pretend,	 for	 a	 brief	moment,	 you	 are	writing	 a	
novel	and	not	a	screenplay.		

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	

STEP	2:	Culture	&	Politics	
	
Next,	 you	are	 going	 to	 establish	 the	 culture	 and	politics	 of	 your	world.	How	do	
they	 play	 into	 the	 story?	 If	 your	 setting	 is	 small	 town	 America,	 who	 has	 the	
power?	The	people	or	the	mayor?	Is	the	culture	main	stream	or	hippie?	Write	up	
another	small	paragraph	explaining	this	to	us.	Once	again,	get	descriptive.	You	are	
beginning	to	flesh	out	the	details	of	your	world.		
	

	

STEP	3:	Religion	
	
Religion	 can	play	a	big	part	 in	 your	 setting,	be	 it	 the	presence	or	 absence	of	 it.	
Perhaps	 there	 are	multiple	 religions	 colliding	here?	Does	 religion	play	 into	 your	
story	in	a	big	way,	small	way,	or	no	way	at	all?	
	
Write	 up	 a	 small	 paragraph	 explaining	 the	 impact	 religion	 has	 on	 your	 setting.	
And,	you	guessed	it,	go	into	detail!	Maybe	your	town	isn’t	religious,	but	a	mayor	
who	is	was	just	elected	into	power	and	now	things	are	starting	to	change.	
	



	

	

STEP	4:	People	
	
The	last	thing	we	need	to	establish	is	the	mindset	and	attitudes	of	the	people	in	
your	 setting.	 For	 example,	 the	 people	 living	 in	 San	 Francisco	 have	 a	 different	
mentality	 than	 those	 living	 in	 New	 York	 City	 (stereotypically).	Write	 up	 a	 small	
paragraph	detailing	the	people	within	your	setting.	

	

STEP	5:	Setting	
	
Look	 over	 everything	 you	 have.	 By	 now,	 you	 should	 have	 a	 pretty	 solid	 idea	 of	
what	 your	 setting	 looks	 like.	 Take	 that	 information	 and	 write	 up	 a	 couple	
paragraphs	of	prose,	detailing	the	most	important	parts	of	the	setting	and	how	it	
will	relate	to	your	story.		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


