
1. COMPLEXITY BREEDS CONNECTION

One-dimensional characters are like cardboard cutouts—flat, forgettable, 

and unlikely to resonate with your audience. Memorable protagonists, on 

the other hand, are onions. They are complex beings with layers that need 

to be peeled, with contradictions, and with inner conflicts. Think about your 

favorite characters from literature or film—they likely have qualities that both 

endear and challenge them. Ender Wiggin doesn’t want to be the chosen 

one, but he’s the only one who can save Earth from the Buggers (Ender’s 

Game). Scarlett O’Hara doesn’t want to change with the world or fend for 

herself, but circumstances prevail and she has no choice (Gone With the 

Wind). These are people we remember because they grow and change, 

coming into their heroism by the end of their respective stories.

CRAFTING  
MEMORABLE CHARACTERS  
IN YOUR FICTION

Fiction is folks. So says Robert Newton Peck 

in his book on creating memorable characters. 

We believe it, too. 

Why? Because in the vast landscape of 

storytelling, where tales unfold and worlds are 

born, the heartbeat of every narrative is found 

in its people, particularly in the protagonists. 

These are the characters that readers invest 

in, root for, and remember long after the final 

page is turned. These are the characters that 

are the driving force behind book series. Jack 

Reacher. Stephanie Plum. Kinsey Milhone. Jack 

Ryan. Easy Rawlins. These are just a few of the 

characters who have 

become iconic and 

live in our world. 

It’s all about the 

people, people.

So, how do you 

go about creating 

protagonists that 

linger in the minds and 

hearts of your audience? Let’s dive into the art 

of crafting memorable protagonists with tips 

that can take your heroes to legendary status.



Give your protagonists a mix of strengths and weaknesses, virtues and 

flaws. Maybe your hero is courageous but struggles with self-doubt, or 

perhaps they are witty and charming but harbor a deep-seated fear. By 

infusing complexity, you create characters that feel real. This allows readers 

to connect with them on a deeper, more profound level.

2. GOALS THAT SPARK INTRIGUE 

A memorable protagonist is often defined by their goals—what they strive 

for, what keeps them awake at night, and what propels them forward in the 

face of adversity. It is what their entire journey is about. These goals should 

be specific, compelling, and wrought with conflict. Whether it’s the pursuit 

of justice, the quest for self-discovery, or the battle against a formidable foe, 

make sure your hero’s goals spark intrigue. Harry Potter needs to defeat 

Lord Voldemort. Bilbo Baggins needs to help the dwarves reclaim their 

home. Dorothy must get back to Kansas. These goals aren’t just objectives; 

they are epic odysseys that captivate readers. The stakes are high.

Bonus tip: The more your protagonists’ goals resonate with universal 

themes of triumph, love, or self-discovery, the more memorable they 

become.

3. FLAWS THAT HUMANIZE

Flawless heroes are forgettable heroes. Who wants to read about someone 

perfect? Not us!

Embrace imperfections in your protagonists; it’s these flaws that humanize 

them and make their journey relatable. Think of Sherlock Holmes’s social 

ineptitude, Katniss Everdeen’s occasional harshness, or Jay Gatsby’s blind 

obsession. These flaws add depth, inviting readers to see themselves in the 

vulnerabilities of your characters. 



Consider what makes your protagonist stumble. What fears do they grapple 

with? What mistakes they are prone to make? Flaws not only create tension 

within the narrative but also serve as a mirror for readers to reflect on their 

own imperfections, fostering a stronger connection with the character.

Bonus tip: Even your supporting characters should be flawed. In Harry 

Potter, each of the three main characters (Harry, Ron, Hermione) possesses 

a quality the others lack, helping Harry with book-specific goals, and 

ultimately aiding him in the achievement of his ultimate goal.

4. DISTINCTIVE VOICE AND PERSONALITY

Memorable protagonists have voices that echo in readers’ minds. Whether 

it’s the sharp wit of a detective, the earnestness of an adventurer, or the 

quiet strength of a survivor, a distinctive voice sets your hero apart. Pay 

attention to the way they speak, the phrases they use, and the tone that 

colors their interactions.

Consider the sarcastic banter of Tony Stark in the Marvel Cinematic 

Universe, the intellectual and poetic musings of Atticus Finch in To Kill 

a Mockingbird, the heavy pauses of Captain Kirk in Star Trek, or Scarlett 

O’Hara’s, “Fiddle dee dees”. A character’s voice should be as distinctive as 

their fingerprints, leaving an indelible mark on the narrative.

5. ARCS THAT RESONATE

A memorable protagonist isn’t static or flat; they evolve, grow, and undergo 

transformative arcs. The hero’s journey isn’t just a plot device; it’s the 

path that mirrors our own. Whether it’s overcoming personal demons, 

embracing newfound strengths, or experiencing profound change, an 

impactful character arc resonates with readers.



Look at the evolution of Walter White in Breaking Bad or of Elizabeth Bennet 

in Pride and Prejudice. Neither are stagnant; they navigate through change, 

facing and conquering obstacles along the way and resurrecting as a hero. 

This leaves readers fulfilled in the end.

6. RELATABLE MOTIVATIONS

The motivations driving your protagonist should be relatable and grounded 

in universal themes (Link to Life Lessons and Theme resource). Whether 

it’s the desire for love, the pursuit of justice, or the quest for identity, tap 

into emotions that are part of our collective unconscious. When readers can 

empathize with your hero’s motivations, they become emotionally invested 

in the narrative.

Think about the motivations of characters like Huckleberry Finn, who  

seeks freedom and autonomy, or Jane Eyre, who yearns for love and  

self-respect. Katniss Everdeen (The Hunger Games) wants to protect her 

sister. Ender Wiggin (Ender’s Game) wants to be accepted. These are  

themes we’ve all had in our own lives. By anchoring your protagonist’s 

motivations in fundamental human desires, you ensure that they can relate 

to your characters.

7. SURPRISING VULNERABILITIES

Vulnerability goes a long way in a character being memorable. Whether it’s 

a hidden fear, a painful memory, or an unexpected source of insecurity, these 

vulnerabilities add a layer of authenticity to your characters. Vulnerabilities 

make heroes relatable and evoke empathy from your audience.

Think about the vulnerability of Daenerys Targaryen in her moments of 

doubt (Game of Thrones) or the inner turmoil of Holden Caulfield in The 

Catcher in the Rye. These glimpses into a character’s vulnerability humanize 

them, forging a stronger connection with readers.



8. DYNAMIC RELATIONSHIPS

The relationships your protagonist forms can elevate their memorability. 

Meaningful connections with other characters, whether allies, mentors,  

or adversaries, contribute to the richness of your hero’s journey. Take  

the time to explore how these relationships shape, challenge, or support 

your protagonist.

Think about the friendship between Samwise Gamgee and Frodo in The 

Lord of the Rings, the layered dynamics between Sherlock Holmes and 

Dr. Watson, the mentorship between Dumbledore and Harry Potter, or 

the complicated bond between Thelma and Louise. These relationships 

showcase different facets of the characters while creating a tapestry of 

connections that enriches the overall narrative.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, creating 
memorable protagonists requires 
a delicate balance of complexity, 
relatability, and authenticity.  
By infusing your characters  
with flaws, goals, relationships, 
and relatability, you ensure that 

they will linger in the minds of 
your readers long after your story 
concludes. Remember that the 
most enduring tales are usually 
populated by characters whose 
essence is impossible to forget.


