Better Backstories

Just like a character sheet, a backstory should be a
functional document. Players who fall into the trap
of instead writing a short story are wasting their
effort — who needs all this useless information
about the character’s childhood, filmic descriptions
and dense prose? Thankfully there’s a better way.

By following this advice, players will create a
functional document covering key moments from
their character’s history, a document full of ideas
the player would be comfortable exploring in an
eye-level roleplaying environment.

Goals for your backstory

Regardless of whether you follow or deviate
from the advice in this document, your character
backstory should fulfill these four functions:

Explain why your character wants to adventure
with this party in this campaign.

Give the Dungeon Master space to insert their

own campaign-relevant hooks.

Justify your mechanical choices with narrative,

character-building explanations.

Provide a safe space to explore your character’s
voice and personality.
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1. Brainstorm multiple ideas

The first step is to think of at least two character
ideas you would be happy to develop, then pitch
those character ideas to your dungeon master and
party for feedback.

Unfortunately there is no surefire method to force
an idea: it’s spontaneous and personal by nature.
But thankfully the bar for what constitutes an idea
is very low. A good idea only needs to be a single
sentence. You could approach this from either a
mechanical perspective or a narrative perspective.

Mechanical perspective. Look for a class, race
or feature in the rulebooks that combine in an
interesting way.

Narrative perspective. Look for a character
trait, personality or general story beat that catches
your interest. This could be as simple as lifting an
idea from a character in your favourite TV show or
book.

2. Make the character sheet

Once your character idea has been approved by
the party and Dungeon Master, fill out a character
sheet as normal. Don't stress about your character’s
backstory yet; just pick options which seem fun and
interesting to you. You can come back and change
any decisions later.

3. Mine the character sheet

Believe it or not, your character sheet is filled with
Jjuice. Print out a spare copy to mark up, take a red
pen and circle any points of interest.

POINTS OF INTEREST

Does your character have an exotic name?
Does your character have a unique class-race
combination?

Does your character have an substantial strength
or weakness in any ability scores?

Does your character have any skill proficiencies
which stand out?

Does your character have any special or
sentimental equipment or items?

Does your character have any feats?

Does your character have any divine, other-
worldly or otherwise supernatural affiliations
from their class or race?

Does your character have any signature spells?
Does your character have any out-of-place tool
or language proficiencies?

Does your character have vast or limited wealth?

4. Scaffolding

This is the structural component of your character
backstory, just the raw facts without the flair of
fleshed-out prose. After this step, you’ll be have a
completely functional backstory.

SCAFFOLDING FORMAT

The point of scatfolding is to have something
brief and scannable. Look at each point of interest
you highlighted on your character sheet and
assign each point of interest its own header, and
beneath each header should have a list of discrete,
supporting dot points as justification.

CONSIDERATIONS WHEN SCAFFOLDING
When you're reflecting on how effective your
scaffolding is, consider these three goals in mind.

Explain why your character wants to adventure
with this party in this campaign. Whatever reason
you write for your character, be laser focused on
the specific campaign. There is no other thing your
character would rather be doing than pursuing the
goals of this campaign with the party. Regardless
of what other goals you character might have, the
campaign’s story should be the most direct way of
achieving those goals.

Give the Dungeon Master space to insert their
own hooks. There should be gaps in your story
which you're comfortable leaving open for your
Dungeon Master. Perhaps this means the fate of
your character’s parents is unknown, or maybe
the identity of your brother’s killer is a mystery,
or perhaps the exact effects of your character’s
magical shield lay dormant, waiting for the right
conditions to quicken. Send your scaffolding to
your Dungeon Master and let them make additions.

Make at least three NPCs you would be
comfortable meeting in the campaign. That’s
right: resist that instinct to have all the NPCs from
your character’s past die, waiting to be avenged.
Instead, try to include one enemy, one friend and
one rival.




5. Flesh it out

Finally! It’s time to polish your scaffolding and
transform it into something resembling prose. This
last step is mostly cosmetic and totally optional

— its only purpose is to let you explore your
character’s voice.

FINAL FORMAT

& The whole document should be a maximum of
1000 words long.

@ The first segment should be a character
description written in third-person to a
maximum of 100 words.

@ Which the exception of your character
description, the rest of the document should be
written in first-person.

@ The points of interest headers from your
scaffolding should remain unchanged, but each
dot point should be expanded into a sentence
that demonstrates the fact.

@ Your enemy, friend and rival NPCs should each
get 50 words of dedicated space.
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OPEN GAME LICENSE Version 1.0a

The following text is the property of Wizards of the Coast, Inc. and is Copyright 2000
Wizards of the Coast, Inc (“Wizards”). All Rights Reserved.

1. Definitions: (a) “Contributors” means the copyright and/or trademark owners
who have contributed Open Game Content; (b) “Derivative Material” means
copyrighted material including derivative works and translations (including into
other computer languages), potation, modification, correction, addition, extension,
upgrade, improvement, compilation, abridgment or other form in which an existing
work may be recast, transformed or adapted; (c) “Distribute” means to reproduce,
license, rent, lease, sell, broadcast, publicly display, transmit or otherwise distribute;
(d) “Open Game Content” means the game mechanic and includes the methods,
procedures, processes and routines to the extent such content does not embody
the Product Identity and is an enhancement over the prior art and any additional
content clearly identified as Open Game Content by the Contributor, and means
any work covered by this License, including translations and derivative works under
copyright law, but specifically excludes Product Identity. (e) “Product Identity”
means product and product line names, logos and identifying marks including trade
dress; artifacts; creatures characters; stories, storylines, plots, thematic elements,
dialogue, incidents, language, artwork, symbols, designs, depictions, likenesses,
formats, poses, concepts, themes and graphic, photographic and other visual or
audio representations; names and descriptions of characters, spells, enchantments,
personalities, teams, personas, likenesses and special abilities; places, locations,
environments, creatures, equipment, magical or supernatural abilities or effects, lo-
gos, symbols, or graphic designs; and any other trademark or registered trademark
clearly identified as Product identity by the owner of the Product Identity, and which
specifically excludes the Open Game Content; (f) “Trademark” means the logos,
names, mark, sign, motto, designs that are used by a Contributor to identify itself
or its products or the associated products contributed to the Open Game License by
the Contributor (g) “Use”, “Used” or “Using” means to use, Distribute, copy, edit,
format, modify, translate and otherwise create Derivative Material of Open Game
Content. (h) “You” or “Your” means the licensee in terms of this agreement.

2. The License: This License applies to any Open Game Content that contains a notice
indicating that the Open Game Content may only be Used under and in terms of
this License. You must affix such a notice to any Open Game Content that you Use.
No terms may be added to or subtracted from this License except as described by
the License itself. No other terms or conditions may be applied to any Open Game
Content distributed using this License.

3. Offer and Acceptance: By Using the Open Game Content You indicate Your accep-
tance of the terms of this License.

4. Grant and Consideration: In consideration for agreeing to use this License, the
Contributors grant You a perpetual, worldwide, royalty-free, non-exclusive license
with the exact terms of this License to Use, the Open Game Content.

5. Representation of Authority to Contribute: If You are contributing original material
as Open Game Content, You represent that Your Contributions are Your original
creation and/or You have sufficient rights to grant the rights conveyed by this
License.

6. Notice of License Copyright: You must update the COPYRIGHT NOTICE portion
of this License to include the exact text of the COPYRIGHT NOTICE of any Open
Game Content You are copying, modifying or distributing, and You must add the
title, the copyright date, and the copyright holder’s name to the COPYRIGHT
NOTICE of any original Open Game Content you Distribute.

7. Use of Product Identity: You agree not to Use any Product Identity, including as an
indication as to compatibility, except as expressly licensed in another, independent
Agreement with the owner of each element of that Product Identity. You agree not
to indicate compatibility or co-adaptability with any Trademark or Registered Trade-
mark in conjunction with a work containing Open Game Content except as express-
ly licensed in another, independent Agreement with the owner of such Trademark
or Registered Trademark. The use of any Product Identity in Open Game Content
does not constitute a challenge to the ownership of that Product Identity. The owner
of any Product Identity used in Open Game Content shall retain all rights, title and
interest in and to that Product Identity.

8. Identification: If you distribute Open Game Content You must clearly indicate
which portions of the work that you are distributing are Open Game Content.

9. Updating the License: Wizards or its designated Agents may publish updated
versions of this License. You may use any authorized version of this License to copy,
modify and distribute any Open Game Content originally distributed under any
version of this License.

10. Copy of this License: You MUST include a copy of this License with every copy of
the Open Game Content You Distribute.

11. Use of Contributor Credits: You may not market or advertise the Open Game Con-
tent using the name of any Contributor unless You have written permission from the
Contributor to do so.

o

.Inability to Comply: If it is impossible for You to comply with any of the terms of
this License with respect to some or all of the Open Game Content due to statute,
judicial order, or governmental regulation then You may not Use any Open Game
Material so affected.

13. Termination: This License will terminate automatically if You fail to comply with all
terms herein and fail to cure such breach within 30 days of becoming aware of the
breach. All sublicenses shall survive the termination of this License.

14. Reformation: If any provision of this License is held to be unenforceable, such
provision shall be reformed only to the extent necessary to make it enforceable.

15. COPYRIGHT NOTICE.
Open Game License v 1.0a Copyright 2000, Wizards of the Coast, Inc.

System Reference Document 5.0 Copyright 2016, Wizards of the Coast, Inc.; Authors Mike
Mearls, Jeremy Crawford, Chris Perkins, Rodney Thompson, Peter Lee, James Wyatt,
Robert J. Schwalb, Bruce R. Cordell, Chris Sims, and Steve Townshend, based on original
material by E. Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson.
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