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The Lit Pen – Richard Van Camp 

 
 

Characterization Tips 
 

Guided Exercise from Richard Van Camp 
 
Jim Northrup, one of my favourite writers, recently gave a great lecture at Michigan State 
University. Jim outlined a “Top 20” list he keeps by his desk that he goes through as he’s 
crafting a story. This list helps him create his characters, and I wanted to share this list 
with all of you. I have since shared this list with several writing groups and they’ve added 
every point after point 20.  
 
These are a few ways we describe our characters so feel free to consider each of these 
points when plotting your characters. Make them compelling. Make them unforgettable. I 
was told a long time ago that all great literature is about a compelling character who has a 
problem. It all starts with character. 
 
I hope these characterization tips help you in writing your stories! 
 
Remember: characterization reveals a character by how they dress, what they say, what 
other characters say about them, what the narrator or author says about them, what they 
look like, etc. Here is Jim’s Top 20 list for your perusal: 
 
 

1. Name? 
2. Age? 
3. Gender? 
4. Skin? 
5. Eyes? 
6. Height? 
7. Weight? 
8. Language? 
9. Education? 
10. Income? 
11. Location? 
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12. Voice? 
13. Moves? 
14. Family? 
15. Friend? 
16. Habits? 
17. Hobbies? 
18. Personality? 
19. Morality? (Honest? Kind hearted?) 
20. Goals? 
_____________________ 
21. Fears? 
22. Secrets? 
23. Things they hate? 
24. Faith? 
25. History? 
26. Anniversaries? 
27. Hopes? 
28. Issues? (trust, forgiveness, etc.) 
29. Regrets? 

 
There are many kinds of wisdom: 
 
From Cree class: 
 
If leaves on black poplars turn upwards it means rain. 
If a small child holds his hands up to the heat it means cold weather. 
If you bury a child's navel and make a wish the child will not be hyperactive. 
If a man drops a cap and leaves it on the floor, and a woman steps over it, the man will 
have a severe headache. 
If the bottom left eyelid is twitching it means bad news. 
If the top right eyelid is twitching it means good luck. 
If you dream of fire, it means death. 
If a bird flies into the house, it's bad news. 
If a dog howls like a human cry, there may be tragedy. 
If a coyote howls near your home, there may be tragedy. 
But if a grey owl circles over your house, good news is coming. 


