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What To Name Your Character 

One of the hardest things a writer must do is to name his or her 
characters. I know many authors, including myself, who agonize over their 

characters' names. Whatever system they use, most authors agree on one 
thing. At the very least, you should try to debut your character with a 

memorable, or at least an interesting name, albeit a pronounceable one. 

Most authors have their own individual processes, systems, or 

techniques for selecting a character's name. I tend to read the credits at the 
end of a movie. Most of them are "Stage Names" and have the attributes for 

a good character name. I write them down, then move the first or last 

names around to make an original list of names. 

An author's practices may vary from story to story and book to book to 
fit the characters' personality or role in the story. Some novelists will just 

use a name that gives a clue to the character's nationality. Others will 

impart the character's name with symbolic meaning. 

I know of no fixed formula for giving your characters a good or great 

name. Therein lies the crux of the matter and the reason for this article. 

At the very least, your characters names should be: 

1. Unique as you can make them and easy to pronounce. You don't want 
your readers to stop reading while figuring out how to pronounce the 

character's name. For example, Droitwich Braithwaite is unique—
however, your readers will probably stop reading after the first 

chapter. 

2. Appropriate for the story location and time period. For example, in a 

story that takes place in the 1930s or 19450s, a young character 
named Bertha would fit. Use that same name in a contemporary novel, 

and readers will assume she's an older woman. 

3. Corresponds with the genre of your piece. If you are writing about a 

hard-hitting detective, think Mike Hammer, not Bilbo Baggins. 

4. Appropriate for a character's role in the story. So don't name your 

hero Doctor Demento. 

5. Is memorable. Sherlock Holmes is memorable; Humbert Humbert 

(from Lolita) is not. 

mailto:Abooks151@gmail.com


Name Your Character / Balevre / Page 2 

Here is an exercise. Replace Sherlock Holmes' name with Humbert 
Humbert's in the following statement and say them both out loud. "My 

name is Sherlock Holmes. It is my business to know what other people 

don't know." 

Say your character's name out loud. Have others say it out loud. How 

does it sound? If it sounds good, does it fit the other criteria? 

Personality 

Try to pick a name that fits your character's personality. Readers 

associate certain personality traits with names. For example, the name 
Enrico evokes different associations than Tony, while Sonia implies a 

different personality than Mary. Also, names that have hard consonants like 
"K" or "C" (Kirk or Conrad) are associated with strong personalities. Soft 

consonants such as "S" or "E" (Sophia or Emma) and vowels such as "A" 

(Ashley) convey a more pleasant, warmer personality. 

Avoid giving several characters in your story, similar names. 

Characters who have names that look or sound too similar confuse readers. 
Sometimes to the point where they are unable to tell the characters apart. 

For example, Jeanie, Janine, and Jonnie end with the same letter or sound. 
Brandie, Candy, Mandy, Jim, and Tim all rhyme. Ben, Tom, Jill, and Ann all 

have the same number of syllables. 

Try to ensure that your character's first name and last name go well 

together. e.g., a short first name goes well with a longer last name such as 
Rocco Marchegiano and vice versa. A typical first name is better with an 

unusual last name, such as Olivia Cockburn, and vice versa.  

Nicknames 

Decide early on if your character will be called by his first name, last 
name, nickname, or initials. For example, in my book "The Fix-It Man," the 

main character's name is John Thomas. The character chose that name 
because it's direct, unassuming, and easy to forget—just the opposite of his 

personality. Throughout the book, I refer to him as JT. Can you guess why? 

Perhaps you'll know after you read the entire article. 

A nickname can tell you a lot about the character. Sometimes, authors 

choose to shorten their characters' names or give them a nickname. For 
example, "KC" because the character is from Kansas City, or "Bull" because 

the character is built like one. Give it some thought. Is your character a 
Michael or a Mike, a Meg, or Meghan? Does your perception change with the 

name? 

If you are going to refer to your character by a shortened version of 

their name, make sure the shorter name also goes well with the last name. 

For example, Jennifer Perry might flow well, but Jenny Perry might not. 
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Avoid names ending in "S" for your protagonist—for example, Nicholas 
or Alexis. You'll be using his or her name a lot in the book or story. Names 

ending in "S" lead to awkward possessive forms such as Nicholas's sister or 

Alexis's brother. 

Too many characters 

Don't fill your book with too many character names. At least not 

characters that will be heard from sporadically throughout your story. Too 
many characters tend to confuse the reader. Especially if they are mentioned 

in chapter two and not again until chapter ten. If you must do that, at least 

give the reader a reminder of what his/her role was in chapter two. 

Here is an example. I was at a friend's house one evening for supper. 
During the meal, his wife asked me why writers have to put so many 

characters in a story. I replied that I didn't know what she meant, and could 

she give me an example. 

The woman left the table and came back with a notebook. In the 

notebook were three pages of names with notes next to each. "This is what I 
mean," she said. "I have to make notes on the characters, or I get 

confused." 

I asked her why she continued reading the book. Her reply was that 

she started it and was going to finish it no matter what. "Will you 

recommend the book?" I asked. Her answer was, "Definitely not!" 

Using Real Names 

Although you may be tempted to do so, avoid using the name of a 

real, famous, or fictional person. Better yet, once you've decided on your 
character's name, make sure it's not the name of a celebrity or a character 

from a popular book. To be sure, look up the name on Wikipedia. 

Speaking of famous names, the following are a few character names 

people remember. Think of them while trying to come up with your own. 

• Oliver Twist (Oliver Twist, Charles Dickens) 

• Scarlett O'Hara (Gone with the wind, Margaret Mitchell) 

• Rhett Butler (Gone with the wind, Margaret Mitchell) 

• Lolita (Lolita, Vladimir Nabokov) 

• Ebenezer Scrooge (A Christmas Carol, Charles Dickens) 

• Harry Potter, Severus Snape, Albus Dumbledore, Hemione 

Granger, Ron Weasley, Dobby. And don't forget things like 
Hogwarts Express, and muggles (Harry Potter series, J.K. 

Rowling) 

In conclusion, whatever you do, don't get so hung up on trying to 

find the perfect name that you put off writing your story. Ultimately, your 
readers care more about the character's arc, your character's inner journey 
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throughout a story, than their specific name. Just insert a placeholder and 
keep writing. I start off with AAAAAA and go through the alphabet. When I 

find the name that fits that character, I do a find and replace. It only takes a 

couple of seconds. 

At the end of the day, the name you choose to give your characters' 
will not save a bad manuscript. However, it may make a mediocre one 

memorable. Like the picture that adorns the cover, or the rhythm and pace 

of the story, it will be a small part of a cohesive creation. 

Here are some places to look for names: 

1. Consult the phone book  

2. Grab a baby name book  

3. Use a random name generator like: 

https://www.name-generator.org.uk/character/ 

https://blog.reedsy.com/character-name-generator/ 

http://www.starmanseries.com/toolkit/names.html  

https://www.randomlists.com/last-names 

https://www.behindthename.com/random/ 
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