How to Write a Children's Fiction Book
By Karen Cioffi

Section Three - Backstory


Backstory



If we didn’t know Batman’s backstory – his parents were both murdered in front him when he was a young boy – would we be sympathetic to his somber personality, or understand his drive to fight evil?

If we didn’t know what happened to Snow White, would we be sympathetic toward her sleeping ‘problem?’
 
If we didn’t know Harry Potter’s parents were both dead, would we have the same vision or interpretation of what was going on in the story?

The trauma, the emotion-wrenching hurt that a character goes through allows for sympathy, understanding, and a connection with the reader. This backstory also provides the ‘motive’ for the character’s actions and goals.

Backstory, though, doesn’t need to be about severe trauma. It could be a set-up of the character’s traits, why he does certain things, the motivation behind his actions.

You do need to be careful when adding backstory – you don’t want to tear the reader from the momentum of your story. Backstory needs to be added in’ bits and pieces.’ And it’s helpful if it’s casually brought up in character conversations, or brief descriptions. 

Using A Single Shard and then Walking Through Walls as examples we’ll look into backstory.

Tree-ear did an honest deed for a farmer and is rewarded for it:

Tree-ear had learned from Crane-man’s example. Foraging in the woods and rubbish heaps, gathering fallen grain-heads in the autumn – these were honorable ways to garner a meal, requiring time and work. But, stealing and begging, Crane-man said, made a man no better than a dog.

“Work gives a man dignity, stealing takes it away,” he said.

This is a great example of backstory. You learn:

· Crane-man is and has always been honest and a hard worker.
· The pair of bridge-dwellers are poor.
· Tree-ear gets his moral substance from Crane-man.
· Crane-man is Tree-ear’s mentor or guardian.
· If the story hadn’t already let you know, you’d surmise that Crane-man and Tree-ear lived together for a long while.

Notice that this backstory isn’t cumbersome. It conveys what it must and that’s it. This story has many such backstory ‘stops’ deepening the reader’s experience and understanding of why some things were as they were, and giving more breadth and depth to the characters.

Now let’s look at a bit of backstory from Walking Through Walls.

Wang finally found the Eternals and became an apprentice. He had a roommate, Chen, and assumed Chen became an apprentice for selfish reasons also. Chen explained that he came to be an apprentice because his village sent him – they were counting on him:

“Counting on you for what?”

Chen lowered his head. “My village is in trouble. Powerful warriors raid our village and other villages whenever they need or want something. They took my sister, Yin, two months ago. She is just ten-years-old.”

“That is horrid,” whispered Wang, “my sister, SuLin, is the same age.”

Now the reader has the backstory on Chen and it wasn’t ‘dumping’ because Wang asked the question, he had no idea what the answer would be.

A character must have a motive for his actions. Otherwise, the character’s actions are pointless and uninteresting. Chen needed to save his sister and the village. Wang desired to be rich and powerful through magic.

The character needs to overcome any obstacles that get in the way of his goals. And overcoming those obstacles will help define his true nature and transform him. 

In children’s writing, this transformation must be a direct result of the trials and tribulations he goes through to overcome those obstacles.

In writing for young children, such as picture books for the younger age group, backstory should be avoided. When writing for the young child the timeframe should be current and the story itself should be told within a short period of time – a few hours, a day, or a couple of days.

Remember, the young child doesn’t have the same reference or understanding of time.

Also, children’s picture books are usually well under 1000 words. This calls for tight writing. There’s NO room for backstory.

