Writing Character Histories

by Logan Horsford
I recommend the following: 

1. Have a lot of interesting stuff in your past, a lot of it unresolved. 

2. Don't have really powerful goals unless you are a really powerful character. If you put in that your 3rd level guy is questing for his 5 times a day life item, chances are excellent that you have just wasted your time writing that. By the time you are capable of actually going on that module, a couple years will have passed. By then, you probably have other life items and better goals. By this same reasoning, going after powerful critters (leaders of plane of chaos, dragons, dragon mages, etc) either won't happen (you'd die if it did) or just does you no good. It is far more interesting to go after an interesting critter. I can make a 50 body no combat skills guy interesting - just add personality. If the critter has personality, be sure to detail what your character knows of it. 

3. Put in what your character is after in no uncertain terms. Being after things like 'happiness', 'power' and 'magic goodies' is too vague to be of use. 

4. If you are writing a history and have other characters in it who are PC's, be sure to have a key to let plot know they are PC's. If you say "I met Tempest the Dragon" and Seth has no idea that Tempest is actually a PC and makes an NPC named Tempest it could really throw a wrench into the works. 

5. If your character history is boring ("When I was little bandits/orcs/monsters came and killed my family and took off with our family heirloom/magic doohicky/pet cow and I am now after them.") then chances are excellent that IF anyone from plot bothers to write anything on it, it won't be a memorable adventure. When I wrote Lumsie's history (after playing the character to define him for a year+) it got filled with enough plot hooks that all plot teams found something they wanted to do. You want to have yours interesting. Also, if your history is boring to read, chances really go down that anyone will bother. Lumsie's history is a whopping four pages long but everyone I have sent it to has read it very quickly - you have to catch peoples interest and hold it. If you don't have any writing style, I'd suggest going in bulleted format with extrapolations for detail. It is quick if not particularly interesting. 

6. Remember, character history is just that - history. When I read plot stuff, I am more interested in what characters are GOING to do. What they have done is one for the history books. Write your history with that in mind. If your history says that you stole from an evil noble, for example, then it is not going to be of consequence if that same evil noble is later hung in the background. If that evil noble is still alive and wanting his stuff back/vengeance, THEN it is usable. 

7. If your character history is over one page long, be sure to break it down into major events/times of the characters life. If you submit a fourteen page history to a harried plot member (or me) it will take a lot of boredom for them (or me) to read it. If they can go in and select an event at random and work on that, so much the better. If they can't understand the significance of the event you talk about on page 13 without reading the whole thing, chances are you are SOL and won't be getting any personal plot off of your history. The plot guys are usually busy and up to their eyes in histories.

