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Workshop in your pocket:  

Write 3D Characters 

Introduction 
 

I count myself blessed to work with authors across the nation. Whenever I speak to 

writers, whether at a conference or in a small group library setting, I walk away with a better 

understanding of what they want to achieve. At the top of the list is impact. Writers want to 

create books that speak to readers. That makes sense. After all, that’s the true power of 

literature. No matter if it’s compelling fiction, a self-help title that empowers people to make 

positive change, or a biographical work that’s dedicated to preserving the past, quality literature 

continues to impact lives every day.  

Take a minute and think back to the book that most impacted your life. Forget about the 

genre or why you were reading it. Just think about what book it was and why it was meaningful. 

Odds are, it touched you because you could connect with it on a deep level. It meant something 

to you because the theme, the characters, or the overall strategies presented were relevant to 

your personal story in one way or another.  

There are tons of books that focus on the craft of writing, but this book, Write 3D 

Characters, narrows the focus to how you, as an author, can easily create characters that are 

relevant to your audience’s personal story. Here we identify five strategies that transform 2D 

characters and enable them to metaphorically put on skin, get up, and walk off the page. Or, as I 

like to say, leave a shadow behind them. 

It’s not hard. It doesn’t require advanced writing credentials. But it does require a 

willingness to think beyond yourself, an openness to becoming someone different so that you 

can better tell your story.  

While these lessons are geared to help you grow as a writer, you will find that they can 

also help you better understand human beings as a whole. After all, that’s what good writing 

does. It helps us look at our world through different eyes. So, as you analyze your current or 
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previous works through the lens of the information I present, be open to discovering new ways 

to understand those around you. 

To a certain degree, your individual writing talent will determine how convincingly you 

create 3D characters. But there are five core concepts that any author can develop. Effectively 

applying the five concepts that we will explore, while working through the writing exercises that 

each chapter contains, can develop your potential. 

Are you ready? 

Let’s do this! 

Chapter 1: Get Real! 
“Perception is reality.” —Lee Atwater 

We make it a point to eat together as a family. One night, my daughter mentioned their 

teacher had shown a movie in school. My wife and I are always a bit cautious when it comes to 

movies. Quite naturally, we wanted to know more.  

“Was it an animated movie?” I asked, looping some spaghetti around my fork.  

Her brow crinkled as she thought. And thought . . . and thought some more. “I’m not 

sure,” she said at last. “I couldn’t tell.”  

Exchanging a quick glance with my wife, I asked, “Well, were there bright colors 

everywhere?” 

“No,” our daughter said after a brief pause. “It was that computer stuff.”  

Then I remembered that her generation doesn’t know about the “old-fashioned” 

animation that I grew up with. Technological advances in the entertainment industry have 

created and nurtured a new kind of clientele—one that wants everything to be realistic. Truth be 

told, realism isn’t just for the young. And we don’t just see it in the entertainment industry. 

Satellite technology has enabled us to recreate our planet with incredible detail. As an educator, 

I use technology to make my lessons as engaging and—I’m going to say it again—as realistic as 

possible.  

What effect does this have on our writing craft?  

This means that authors cannot afford to create literature that isn’t based in realism. 

Current and succeeding generations will expect their entertainment, education, and virtual work 
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environments to be fully immersive and true-to-life. Even fantasy has to have a strong layer of 

realistic features behind it in order to get readers to buy in. Remember, they are used to seeing 

movies where the ten moons actually look like they can be touched, and where the dragon’s fire 

can almost be felt.  

Psychotherapist Viktor Frankl was a survivor of Auschwitz. In his best-selling book, 

Man’s Search for Meaning, he makes a statement that encapsulates the mindset of our world. 

“Our generation is realistic, for we have come to know man as he really is. After all, man is that 

being who invented the gas chambers of Auschwitz; however, he is also that being who entered 

those gas chambers upright, with the Lord's Prayer or the Shema Yisrael on his lips.” Frankl 

shows us that humanity no longer wants to pretend because we know the full scope of our 

nature—for better or worse.  

With that in mind, we who weave pictures from words must ensure that our characters 

themselves are real if we want them to leave a shadow, or an impression, in the mind of our 

readers. What do I mean?  Simply this: before your characters can be real to your 

readers, they must first be real to you. 

At first glance you might think that there’s nothing revolutionary about that statement. 

Most authors know that they have to be in touch with their characters. But there is a difference 

between knowing about your character and actually knowing your character. This subtle 

difference is one of the things that distinguishes mediocre characters from powerful ones. 

Between—in my humble opinion—your average Robert Langdon and the immortal Atticus 

Finch.  

 3D Characters are multidimensional because they are as real as anyone who walks the 

street. That starts in the mind of the author. While some might be concerned by the fact that 

your imaginary characters are real people in your mind, this level of internal realism  is what 

allows authors to create 3D characters with which a reader can engage.  

BIG IDEA RECAP: Before your characters can be real to your audience they 

must first be real to you.  

Strategies for success in realism 

While the exercises at the end of this chapter pinpoint specifics, I want to diagram 

holistic strategies that will make your characters real to you. Keep in mind that if you base 

everything off of reality from the onset, then you’re more likely to inject a heavy amount of 

realism into your work as you write. 
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Do your research.  

Research is the heart of realism. It lays the groundwork for the succeeding strategies I 

present on this topic. I can’t stress just how important effective research is to any novel, 

including fantasy. It’s a well-known fact that JRR Tolkien’s fictitious languages follow 

predictable patterns similar to those of contemporary dialects. I have no doubt that he spent 

time analyzing linguistic patterns when creating Quenya or the other languages of the Middle 

Earth. For your part, be sure that your research gives you a thorough understanding of the 

people, environment, and conflicts of the world you are (re)creating. 

Keep it focused. 

Zero in on the time and era you’re writing about. Be sure that your characters reflect the 

social attitudes, the climate and the overall culture of the time, place, ethnicity, race, gender and 

age group you’re targeting. It is extremely easy to inflict our opinions and social views onto our 

characters but, if we do so, we rob them of life. Just like the people around you, the people in 

your mind possess a distinct social footprint. Give them time and space to carve their own mark 

on the tree trunk of society.  

Use realistic language.  

I mentioned language earlier, but I’d like to take a slightly different approach here. When 

writing, be sure to weave in all appropriate accents or snippets of differing languages altogether. 

If you’re writing about a non-English speaking place, take us to that place by slipping in small 

chunks of whatever language is spoken. This allows you to build an exceptional layer of realism 

to a text.  

Think about the last movie you watched that wasn’t based in the United States. If it was 

produced within the last fifteen or twenty years, odds are that it incorporated elements of 

languages other than English. Why? 

Because movie-watchers/readers want an immersive experience.  

If your book centers around an English speaking country, incorporate slang or dialect 

that is unique to that area. Don’t flood the reader with it but integrate it tastefully throughout 

the manuscript. And that’s the perfect segway to my next point.  
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Integrate details.  

The small details contribute to making us who we are. Take a step back and look at the 

people in your life. What makes them unique? Most of us share the same structural features. We 

all speak languages, share loves and dislikes. Yet each of us is different.  

Those differences are the details.  

Our religious beliefs. Whether or not we like calamari. If we prefer the country or cities. 

Which way we like the toilet paper roll to hang. Details are what make each of us unforgettable.  

When weaving a story, integrate personality and plot details into the text. For example, 

instead of telling us that the young, traumatized soldier pointed a gun at the swarming enemy 

troops, tell us what kind of gun he clutched between trembling fingers. Details shouldn’t be 

overdone but, if used smoothly and in moderation, they can add a unique aspect to the plot 

while painting a richer picture in the mind of your readers. 

Expect change.  

3D Characters don’t happen. They’re made—created by a mind higher and infinitely 

wiser than they themselves. And just as the people in your life grow and change, so do your 

characters. But never in a way that is abrupt or inconsistent with their prior behavior.  

Aside from teenagers, most people don’t follow unpredictable behavior patterns. Since 

3D characters are real, they will also grow and change as their story moves along. That’s normal. 

That’s what you, and your readers, want. But their development should be in pace with the 

changing dynamics of the story. 

Share your vision 

Make your characters real for everyone. Men and women think, act, and speak 

differently. Keep an eye out for my upcoming book: Write Men Right. You want to use dialogue 

and action beats that craft a 3D character that is convincing to readers of both genders.  

Again, here you must step past your own perspectives, and do “field research” that 

accurately portrays physical reactions. To enhance your catalogue of action beats that are 

appropriate to the gender of your character, I recommend doing a lot of people watching, 

notating physical reactions in movies in diverse scenarios, and reading books about body 

language. All of the above can help you grow your repertoire in an effective, low-cost way.  


