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INTRODUCTION

 

This book is for fiction writers who love physical descriptions of characters. 

Here, you get an abundance of descriptive terms for hair and skin. Each section centers on a type of description, such as Hair Color (for example, "Bleached blond hair") or Hair Type (for example, straight, wavy, curly, and kinked). Each section lists its descriptive terms alphabetically with full explanations. You can read the lists to learn new terms, or you can look up a specific term.

The hair section starts with hair type and hairstyle. It details how the appearance of one's hair can shape one's gender identity and ethnic identity. The next sections show how your fictional character's hair might move, feel (for example, brittle, greasy, silky, or springy) and smell (for example, like cigarettes, deep fryer oil, perfume, or wood smoke). All this leads to more than 2,000 words explaining 72 different color names to assign to hair that is black, blond, brown, gray, red, or white. There is also a section on highlights and lowlights.

The skin section continues the emphasis on sensory description with sections on what your fictional character's skin might feel like, smell like, and taste like. Learn how the placement of wrinkles can show whether your character has spent a lifetime smiling or frowning. 

There is a section on the erotic aspects of skin. Other sections list ways in which your fictional character might modify his or her skin, including tattoos, piercing, and cosmetic surgery. All this leads to more than 2,000 words explaining 43 different color names to assign to skin that is dark, medium tone, or pale.

Who may benefit from this book? Anyone who wants a quick prompt or idea so as not to lose his writing momentum. Readers for whom English is a second language may enjoy the in-depth explanations of American English terms. Authors writing in genres that demand much physical description (for example, fantasy fiction and romance fiction) may also find this book useful.





BOOK BACKGROUND

 

A few years ago, I created a website, Obsidianbookshelf.com, where I posted book reviews and articles. (Since then, I have turned it into an author website and moved most of my articles and all of my reviews to my blog, http://obsidianbookshelf.blogspot.com/.) My how-to-write articles became the most popular content by far, especially the lists of descriptive words. 

Since the blog traffic on the how-to write articles was going through the roof, I realized I'm not the only one who finds this sort of information useful. I decided to expand and organize the information presented in my articles, and make them available as low-priced Kindle documents in a how-to write series. Nowadays, more people than ever before read fiction and want to write fiction. I hope you find this series useful.





QUESTIONS

 

Q: How is this book different from a dictionary? 

A: To use a dictionary, you have to know the words first to look them up. This book provides you with words already grouped within a descriptive context so that you can find what you might need and evaluate it further by reading its definition in the dictionary. My dictionary of choice is The American Heritage Dictionary for its synonyms listings that distinguish between subtleties in meaning. See References.

Q: How is this book different from a thesaurus? 

A: Thesauri tend to have fewer synonyms than I offer here, especially words for specific colors. They also do not explain the words or analyze connotations.

Q: How much physical description is needed for fictional characters?

A: That depends on what you prefer and on the expectations built into the genre for which you write. Many readers prefer minimal physical description because they would rather imagine the characters' appearance for themselves without the distraction of the author's version imposed on them. This preference is typical of readers of literary fiction, mainstream fiction, mysteries, and science fiction. Readers of fantasy fiction will want more description. Romance fiction, which centers on love and sexual attraction, typically requires the most extensive physical description to celebrate how beautiful the main characters are. 

Q: Why are some descriptive terms marked as clichés?

A: Unfortunately, some descriptive phrases such as "raven hair" are so popular they get overused. Soon they are words with a dull, worn-out feel. I mark terms that seem cliché to me, and you can decide if you want to use them as they are, avoid them, or improve the terms with additional description. For example, to improve the cliché "nut brown eyes," you could expand the description to something more specific and vivid. One possible example is "Eyes the black-flecked deep brown of pecan shells."

Q: Why are there no color photos? 

A: People see colors differently depending upon their eyesight and perception, their computer monitor setting, the light in the room, and other influences. The important thing is for you to have the various words themselves. Then you can do internet image searches and color comparisons.

Q: Why is there repetition of some material? 

A: Certain passages I may repeat in this how-to-write series. That way, readers can buy only the individual books that interest them, while still having access to material that pertains to all of the books. You may notice certain passages repeated book to book, including the introduction and questions sections, and some of the color definitions, though I have made them specific, where applicable, to hair, eyes, and skin. However, you are guaranteed at least ten thousand words of unique, topic-specific content per book.

You may also notice color definitions repeated between color categories that can overlap within a single book, such as blond hair and brown hair or blue eyes and green eyes. This is for your convenience so you can read the definition wherever you happen to be in the text and not have to refer back to earlier sections. 





GLOSSARY

 

I define the terms bright, cliché, connotation, subdued, and undertone as follows:

Bright is the opposite of subdued. These vivid colors reflect light rather than absorb it.

Cliché is an overused expression that no longer holds much meaning for the reader. Examples of clichés include golden hair and sky blue eyes. I mark terms that seem cliché to me, and you can decide if you want to use them as they are, avoid them, or improve the terms with additional description.

Connotation is an additional association beyond the literal meaning that a word picks up over time. For example, hair described as "berry-black hair" may make you visualize dark hair with purple or blue highlights like the blackberry. It also carries positive connotations of sweetness, summer, lush ripeness, and a good scent. Many connotations may be irrational, and you will not find them listed in the dictionary, though they do exist.

Subdued is the opposite of bright. These muted colors absorb light rather than reflect it.

Undertone is a color seen through another color. Examples include the pinkish undertone to the warm gold of a peach, or the cool blue undertone to milky white.





PITFALLS

 

The first descriptive pitfall in fiction is info-dump, which is when your character gives the reader an extended list of his or her physical attributes. Info-dump slows the action. It also can compromise the believability of two of the most popular viewpoints in contemporary fiction, first-person and close third-person. 

If you extensively describe your character while in first-person viewpoint, you risk making him sound obnoxiously preoccupied with his own appearance. For example, "I have dark curly hair and sparkling blue eyes." Sometimes, it works, as with the opening pages of fantasy novel Kushiel's Dart by Jacqueline Carey. However, Kushiel's Dart contains elaborate world building that gives us a believable context. The heroine lives in a culture in which physical beauty is taken for granted. She can be forgiven for describing herself in detail [Carey 2001].

If you extensively describe your character while in close third-person viewpoint, it can create a distancing effect. For example, "He had dark curly hair and sparkling blue eyes." Why would a character struggling through his day-to-day life suddenly think of himself like that? He would not, and such a sentence destroys the realism of his situation. 

Close third-person viewpoint means you present your character's thoughts and feelings in his own voice as if you were inside his head, locked into his limited viewpoint. It is different from omniscient third-person viewpoint, which presents insights from a godlike perspective that your character would not know, or (in the case of physical description) would not realistically be thinking about. 

Whether you are writing in first-person viewpoint or third-person viewpoint, you need a reason for your character to think about his or her appearance. Do it through everyday action. Show that he is a tall man as he struggles to wedge himself into a tiny sports car. Have her wrestle to tame her long curly hair right after she is caught in a rainstorm. 

One scenario that has become a cliché is when the character evaluates his appearance in detail in the mirror, such as before going on a date. He may be comically anxious or obnoxiously pleased with himself, and you may convey all this beautifully with his thoughts and emotions. However, as with most once-great ideas, it has been imitated to the point of no return, and is now a painfully overused situation. 

An effective way to reveal the characters' description, especially in romance fiction, is to describe one character from the other character's viewpoint. If you are alternating third-person viewpoints scene-by-scene or chapter-by-chapter, you can create sexual tension and describe your characters' physical attributes by having the two characters be hyper-aware of each other's beauty. 

The second descriptive pitfall is the epithet habit, which can give fiction a contrived, amateur quality. I first learned about it when my beta readers and editors told me to stop doing it. This is when you use a physical trait to label the characters extensively through the story rather than using proper names. Some writers do this because they feel uncomfortable with repeating names too often – for example, in a sex scene. So they use epithets for a sentence such as, "The blond smirked," or even worse, "The little blond smirked, the leggy brunette raised an eyebrow, and the dark-eyed pilot turned away." 

If you are writing a scene in which something chaotic is happening, such as an urban riot, then your viewpoint character might only have enough attention to spare to see others in terms of their most obvious physical trait. For example, "Sam watched, frozen in place, as the blonde dodged a falling chunk of concrete and the brunet radioed for help while the insurgents opened fire on the civic plaza." However, once the characters know each other by name, it can seem contrived to write from the viewpoint of one character and continue to refer to the others by physical labels as a lazy shorthand way to distinguish them.





1.0 DESCRIBE HAIR

 

It is said that one's hair is one's crowning glory. No matter how parsimonious many authors may be with physical description of their characters, most give us readers at least a passing hint as to the appearance of a character's hair. Here is one of my descriptions: "He wore his dark hair combed straight back. A wavy strand fell forward, gleaming walnut-brown, but without the red tinge found in the hardwood." [Kovalin 2011] from Ink Illusions, page 20.





1.1 Hair Type

 

According to hairdresser Andre Walker, hair comes in four basic types that occur across all racial and ethnic groups. Hair can be straight, wavy with S-shaped strands, curly like a corkscrew, or kinked like a zigzag. Also according to Walker, hair can be classified by volume, either thin (few hair shafts) or thick (many hair shafts), and texture of the individual hair strand, which is fine, medium, or coarse [Walker 1998]. 

Straight hair has no real curve, even when cut short. Take it from me. I have straight hair whether it is short or long. However, many who think they have straight hair get a surprise when they cut their long locks. The weight of long hair can pull the hair straight, but it reverts to its natural wavy shape when cut. 

What are the disadvantages of straight hair? It can look limp and flat, especially if you have the triple whammy bad luck of also having a thin volume of hair and fine hair shafts. You may get frustrated as you use chemicals or a curling iron to try to make straight hair take a curl. Rest easy, though. Your curly-haired comrades are experiencing the same frustration as they fight to straighten their hair with chemicals or an iron. 

What are the advantages of straight hair? I've had two curly-haired hairdressers whom I thought to ask if they liked having curly hair. The first said, "No, but what are you going to do?" The second said, "It's okay, but I could never try a short hairstyle because I'd look like I had a weird little afro." 

Their reactions to their curly hair imply that straight hair has more versatility, especially in that it looks good in long and short cuts. The other advantage to straight hair is its natural shine. Think about it. A sheet of glass reflects light beautifully. To use a comparison closer to hair, a flat surface such as a tightly woven, stretched sheet reflects light better than a bumpy surface like a nubby, crocheted blanket even if both are made from the same pale cotton strands. The bumpier the surface, the more it breaks up the reflection of light.

Wavy hair has the loose S-shape that Walker mentioned, which gives it the glossiness of straight hair with the body and shape of curly hair. In my opinion, if you have wavy hair, you have the best of both hair types. 

Comparison words that apply to straight or wavy hair, and sometimes to both, include bristles (short straight hair), a fall, a mane, a mass or masses of tresses, a river, a sheet, a spill, spikes (short straight hair), stubble (short straight hair), a torrent, and a waterfall. 

Curly hair has distinctive ringlets in a corkscrew shape, as Walker mentioned. It is not going to look as shiny as straight hair because all those curvy surfaces break up light reflection. However, curly hair has a buoyant shape and volume. Curly-haired people might need to tame it first with the right cut or style. After that, it will bounce, puff, and look vibrant. 

Kinked hair has a very tight, frizzy bend to it. Even more than curly hair, it will tend to absorb light rather than reflect it, so it will not look as glossy as straight hair. According to Naturallycurly.com, kinked hair is also the most delicate type of hair that needs the most coddling to preserve the structural integrity of the hair-shafts [Anon., Naturallycurly.com 2011]. 

Comparison words for curly hair or kinked hair, and sometimes both, include a cloud, a corona, corkscrew curls, frizzy, fuzzy, a halo, a mass or masses of curls, nappy, nubby, a puffball, puffy, ringlets, spirals, and tufts. 





1.2 Hairstyle

 

I can tell you from personal experience of having long hair and a buzz cut that the shorter you go with a haircut, the more the light hits your face and illuminates with merciless precision your skin and facial features. Does your fictional character's short haircut reveal flawless skin and striking features or problem skin and unattractive features? How short or long does your character want to go? 

A fictional character's choice of hairstyle can reveal much about his or her personality, disposable income, and way of life. Anyone who keeps his or her hair trimmed short will have to pay for frequent trims. Your character might place a high priority upon looking sharp, wealthy, attractive, and professional. He or she might enjoy being pampered and fussed over at the salon. He or she might be an optimist or a dreamer who is always looking to be dazzled by a new makeover.

Or maybe your character hates the salon, doesn't have the money, and gets regular trims because having long hair is such a bother. Or perhaps short hair is mandatory in his or her profession. (The only profession I can think of with mandatory short hair for women is if she is a Buddhist or Catholic nun.) Maybe your character hacks off his own hair to keep it from straggling down his neck.

Long hair can reveal thriftiness or a religious rejection of vanity if a person keeps it untrimmed, perhaps braided or tied back. Long hair can reveal wealth and preoccupation with appearance if your fictional character buys many hair products and hair ornaments to lavish upon his or her hair. An adult character who has long hair might want to reclaim the youth and innocence of childhood, or at least look young and sexy like a twenty year-old.

If your character dyes his or her hair, it can reveal much about desires and beliefs. Someone might believe that blonds have more fun, and redheads are the spice of life. Or someone might want to go brunet so as not to be treated like a "dumb" blond, or not to receive all the annoying nicknames with which redheads are singled out. Brunets can be seen as smoldering, sophisticated, and powerful, or as common and drab. 

How does your fictional character feel about going gray or getting bald? In general, men tend to be perceived as mature, powerful, and stately when they have gray hair, whereas women are seen as dowdy and old. If your female character dyes her gray hair, why does she do it? Is she bowing to society's pressure? Is she doing it to compete in the job market? Maybe she is attached to her identity as a blond or a youthful person or an attractive person.

If she lets the gray hair grow in, is she making a feminist statement? Does she just like the color? What about the balding male who gets a toupee, otherwise known as a rug? How about the character who wears a cheap toupee? Maybe your older fictional characters are expressing a pathetic, self-delusional side when they cling to hairstyles that look too young for them. Maybe your very young fictional characters want to adopt severe hairstyles to look more mature and competent on the job.





1.3 Hair and Ethnicity

 

Is your character multi-racial? Is he or she hassled for having a certain type of hair that is erroneously associated only with certain racial or ethnic groups? Maybe his or her hair looks typical of the ethnic group that holds the power. Maybe his or her hair looks typical of the underclass. How would either situation shape the everyday life of your character? In the memoir Angela's Ashes by Frank McCourt, he describes growing up in Catholic Ireland and having Presbyterian hair [McCourt 1999]. I'm not sure what Presbyterian hair looks like, but it made me laugh. No child wants to be teased by his peers for looking different. 





1.4 Hair and Gender

 

I remember a column by humor writer Erma Bombeck in which she described the completely different agendas of her daughters and her sons regarding their hair. The girls wanted the wild untamed look, and the boys wanted to look cool and in control. Things may have changed since then, but hair is always going to be an important part of your fictional character's appearance. 

The approved, conformist look for males is short hair above the collar. Hair trimmed shorter than maybe 1/4-inch has a paramilitary look and can have some unusual connotations such as skinhead extremist, special ops soldier, or punk rocker. 

If your character is male, does he fuss with his hair or does he ignore it? If he spends too much time primping, his family and friends may tease him because traditionally only girls are preoccupied with their hair. Does he dye his hair? If so, why? One type of guy might regard his natural blond hair as too "angelic" and want to be a brunet for a tougher look. Another might see his natural brown hair as too "common" and want to go blond to look like a rock star. Does your male character do a perfect dye job so that he'll look natural, or does he do a punk job with dark roots showing? 

Why does your male character keep his hair short? Does he worry that his hair is too pretty and makes him look effeminate? Maybe he wants to look tough. Maybe he gets into fights and wants to prevent someone from grabbing his hair. Does he wear his hair long to make a statement? Possible reasons for long hair on a male could include expressing gay pride, embracing a back-to-nature lifestyle, or wanting to be seen as a creative artistic type. 

Maybe he intends to show solidarity with a certain group like the hippies or the rockers, or to reject a group like the military with its regulation haircut. What harassment is he risking by having long hair? Perhaps the males in his family ridicule him and his schoolmates threaten to beat him up. Or maybe, especially nowadays, no one cares.

The approved, conformist look for females can be almost anything. However, the exception for females is extremely short hair. Take it from me. When I had a buzz-cut, I experienced harassment from males, who probably felt uncomfortable seeing a female with a traditionally male hairstyle. I had hair that short because I liked the convenience. Other women use extremely short haircuts to convey either their identity as a lesbian or their rejection of traditional standards of beauty for women.

If your character is female, does she want the exact opposite type of hair than what she has? She might pour her energy and money into making her hair look curly or straight. Perhaps she expresses her envy of her best friend's hair every time she sees her. Does she worry about humidity and styling issues? Maybe she carries a purse full of product and grooming tools for hair emergencies caused by the weather. 

Does she dye her hair? If so, why? Maybe she believes that blondes really do have more fun. Maybe her favorite movie star is a brunette. Does she do a perfect dye job so that she'll look natural, or does she do a "punk" job with dark roots showing? Does she dislike the pressure put on women to have perfect hair? Many women resent mainstream society's stringent standards of beauty. Some may complain while conforming, some may rebel, and others may say judgmental things about the ones who rebel. 

Does your female character cut her hair extremely short to make a statement, and what is she communicating? Possible reasons for extremely short hair on a woman could include expressing gay pride, cultivating a tough-as-nails image, or protesting against an appearance-obsessed culture. What harassment is she risking by having extremely short hair? Perhaps her peers start rumors that she is a lesbian, or maybe men refuse to date her. Or possibly, it is not of concern to her or her peers how short she keeps her hair. 





1.5 Hair and Weather

 

Sunlight heats the hair and can leave pale streaks in blond hair and reddish streaks in dark hair. Humidity can exaggerate the frizz of curly or kinked hair, and it can draw the curl out of straight hair and leave it limp. Hot, humid weather can curl little tendrils of hair in an enticing way around one's ears and face. Snowflakes or raindrops can glitter in dark hair like diamonds. A pouring rain can turn hair into sopping ribbons or a sodden mass, and can paste sections of hair to one's face like clumps of seaweed.





1.6 Problem Hair

 

Hair can be greasy, limp, ragged with split-ends, and covered with dandruff. It can be stripped to a dry-straw consistency with dyes and chemicals to relax it or curl it. A character's dye-job can clash with his or her natural skin tone. He or she might let the dark roots grow in without a touch-up, which can be a deliberate edgy look, or the slovenly result of letting one's appearance slide for whatever reason. 

Hair can be thin and breaking off due to harsh treatment or illness. Men have to worry about the dreaded receding hairline, which means that the hairline at the forehead thins and recedes back towards the crown of the head. Eventually, a male may experience male-pattern baldness, which leaves the head bare on the top with unattractive wisps of hair around the sides. What he chooses to do about hair thinning or balding reveals much about his personality. Does he try much-ridiculed comb-over, which is when one arranges hair strands from either side of one's head to lie across the bald spot? If so, he is probably not fooling anyone. 

Will he get a toupee or a hair transplant? Will he shave his head completely for a badass image? That can work, depending upon the man. Will he just leave his hair as is? That can indicate many things such as a spiritual tendency to devalue appearance, unshakable self-confidence, or low self-esteem.





1.7 How Hair Moves

 

First, consider what hair looks like. Straighter hair falls vertically and invites comparison to water or cloth, as in cascades of hair, a waterfall of hair, a thick rope of hair, and a skein of hair. Straight or wavy hair gleams, shines, and shimmers when clean. Straight hair can look sleek or polished like burnished gold, copper, silver, or platinum. I have noticed that straight hair is the type you usually see in television commercials for shampoo because it looks so shiny and clean. 

Short straight hair draws attention to its lines. It can be described by its angle or bristle or the way it frames the face. Short curly hair often is described as a mop or a cap of hair.

Curly or kinked hair puffs, bounces, drifts around one's face, and invites comparison to a halo or a cloud. It coils and winds around one's fingers and earlobes. It curves sinuously. Especially in romance fiction, curly or kinked hair can symbolize sex appeal and sexual energy as it escapes hairpins and hats (for women) or water combing or gel (for men) to spring up and take its natural buoyant shape. I have noticed that curly or kinked hair is most often featured in television commercials about conditioner or hair styling product because of its bounciness and volume. 

Action words for how hair moves include the following: hair bounces, cascades, coils, curls, drapes, drips (if wet), dangles, drifts, droops, flaps, flows, fluffs, frizzes, flutters, glides, hangs, knots, pours, puffs, ripples, ruffles, slaps (especially if wet), smothers, snags, snarls, spikes, spills, spirals, sticks to one's skin (if wet), straggles, streams, swings, tickles, tangles, trails, unravels, waves, and wiggles.

Action words for what can be done to hair include the following: you can bleach, braid, brush, caress, clip, coil, comb, condition, curl, cut, dress, dye, fondle, fluff, groom, gel, highlight, iron, lowlight, perm, pet, pin up, plait, pull, ruffle, scorch, shake down, shape, shampoo, slick back, streak (with dye), straighten, stroke, style, tame (with a cut or chemicals), tease (with a comb), touch, trim, twist, wet, wash, water comb, wind, wrap (around something) wring (out), and yank hair. 

The way in which your fictional characters play with their hair can reveal much about their emotions and state of mind. Guilty or frightened characters might lower their heads to hide behind a curtain of hair. Nervous characters might twirl their fingers in their hair, nibble on their split ends, tug at their braids, twist locks of hair around their fingers, fuss with their hair, and fidget with their hair. Angry or impassioned characters might toss their hair over their shoulder or rake their fingers through their hair. Seductive characters might toy with their hair, stroke their hair, preen, play with their hair, or fluff their hair. 





1.8 Hair Feels Like...

 

To say only that hair is soft or silky is to stop short with a cliché. If you must compare hair to silk, go further in your imagination. In a love scene, does one character bury his hand to the wrist in his lover's silken mass of hair? This brings more sensory detail to the comparison. Long hair can feel coarse like a horse's mane. A braid can feel like a loose or tight rope as it touches one's face or back. Hair cut into layers can feel fluffy like feathers. 

Curly or kinked hair can feel springy under the hand. Very short hair-stubble can feel velvety soft like suede. Thick hair is the most pleasurable to touch. Even when straight, it will have a springiness and plush feel. As with curly hair in romance fiction, thick hair can symbolize hidden sex appeal that contrasts with a repressed, buttoned-down surface. A woman might have thick hair pinned into a severe style. A man might have thick hair buzzed into a military induction cut. When his or her lover finally gets to touch the hair, it is an unexpected pleasure.

Damaged or dirty hair is unpleasant to the touch. It may feel brittle like dry straw or greasy and heavy, as if coated with soap scum





1.9 Hair Smells Like...

 

One type of shampoo can make hair smell fresh and simple like apples or lavender. Another type can make hair smell luxurious like sandalwood or decadent like patchouli. What kind of scent does your male character want in his shampoo? Perhaps he prefers something clean and masculine like pine needles, or even an unscented shampoo. What about the poor guy who runs out of shampoo and must use his girlfriend's floral brand? Does he feel self-conscious about the flowery smell permeating his hair? 

What are attractive and romantic scents for your character's hair? Possibilities include apples, blackberries, citrus, frankincense, gardenia, honeydew melons, honeysuckle, jasmine, lavender, lilac, magnolia, mint leaves, myrrh, patchouli, peach, pine needles, raspberries, rose geranium, rosemary leaves, roses, sandalwood, tomato leaves and tomatoes, and ylang-ylang.

Maybe your character singed his or her hair in a fire, or while ironing it straight. Once I had a couple of hair strands catch fire in a candle and burn right to the hairline. Believe me, burning hair has an unpleasant, organic scent. If you are curious, try burning some fingernail clippings for an approximate smell. 

Maybe your character sustained hair damage from chemicals in a bad perm or dye job. The two most common chemicals in hair dye are hydrogen peroxide and ammonia [Brain 2001]. Hydrogen peroxide is that stuff you get in a bottle from the pharmacy to disinfect cuts and scrapes. Like water, it doesn't smell like anything. Ammonia, on the other hand, is a common household cleaning product that has an eye-watering, sharp stench. 

Like cloth, hair can absorb odors from its surroundings, which can reveal where your character has been spending time. Maybe he is a high-school kid who sneaked out after curfew to a nightclub and now has hair that smells of cigarette smoke. Maybe she is a truck stop waitress who leaves work every afternoon with hair that reeks of deep-fryer cooking oil. 

Depending upon recent surroundings, your character's hair could smell like fresh-cut grass, beer, wood-smoke, cheap perfume, paint, dirt, formaldehyde, apple pie spices, gunpowder, cotton candy, swamp water, car exhaust, horse manure, burning sugar cane, or coffee. 





2.0 HAIR COLOR LIST

 

The following alphabetical list should give you some ideas for your character's hair color. Natural human hair color comes in black, blond, brown, gray, red, and white. What are the nouns that apply to people with certain hair colors? A male is a blond, brunet, or redhead. A female is a blonde, brunette, or redhead. If your character is supernatural or has access to hair-dye, he can have any exotic color he wants. However, unusual hair-colors for supernatural characters are becoming cliché in fantasy fiction. 





2.1 Black Hair

 

Black hair is a distinctly different color from dark brown, which may appear black from a distance. Often, very dark brown hair will have a reddish undertone or red highlights whereas true black hair has blue highlights. Black hair can appear shiny black with blue highlights or a deep, soft black that absorbs the light.

ANTHRACITE hair absorbs light and is a more original way to say coal black. 

BLACKBERRY colored hair is a shiny black with blue or purple highlights. It has a secondary connotation of ripeness, lushness, summer, youth, and a pleasing scent. Your color comparison might be written as, "Hair (eyes, or skin) the color of a ripe blackberry."

CHARCOAL black hair has a cool blue undertone and seems to absorb light.

COAL black hair (cliché) absorbs light. See Anthracite. 

CROW black hair (cliché) is shiny with blue highlights. Because of the ubiquitous bird, the word has a secondary connotation of coarseness and commonness. 

EBONY hair (cliché) is a rich dark brown, verging on black. The black keys on a piano are made from ebony hardwood. Picture those black piano-keys with their smooth, satiny wood grain and you get an idea of the beauty of ebony as a color comparison. The word ebony itself has a pleasing, melodic sound. 

INK black hair (cliché) is shiny. 

JET black hair (cliché) is shiny like coal or anthracite. Jet is an organic substance (fossilized tree wood) that can be carved into highly polished jewelry [Coles and Budwig 1997]. 

MIDNIGHT black hair and night black hair (both clichés) absorb light.

OBSIDIAN black hair is shiny. It has a secondary connotation of harshness, perhaps from Aztec sacrificial practices that used knives made of obsidian. 

PITCH black hair (cliché) refers to a deep, light-absorbing, almost liquid black. It has a neutral connotation unlike tar black. Pitch is a thick, sticky resin or tar [Kaye 1997].

RAVEN hair (cliché) is a shiny black with blue highlights.

SOOT black hair (cliché) absorbs light. It has a connotation of a soft, smudged darkness.

TAR black hair absorbs light. It is the same as pitch black, but has a cheap and ugly connotation of asphalt and tarpaper shacks. 





2.2 Blond Hair

 

Depending upon other colors present, blond hair can encompass a range of shades such as ash blond, bleached blond, brownish blond, and reddish blond. For quick reference, here is an alphabetical list of descriptive terms for blond hair. 

AMBER colored hair is a luminous, semi-translucent organic substance formed from the fossilized resin of pine trees, predominantly in northern Europe [Coles and Budwig 1997]. It ranges from pale yellow to honey-gold with a warm brown undertone. 

ASH blond hair has a cool silvery undertone with no hint of red. People of all ages have ash blond or ash brown hair. It does not necessarily refer to an older person with age-related gray strands. 

BLEACHED blond hair implies a cheap and unnatural platinum blond. Artificial blond hair can look too harshly pale and devoid of natural highlights and lowlights. It can clash with one's natural darker skin tone. At its worst, it is stripped of its soft texture by chemicals and reduced to a whitish, cotton-candy fluff. A "bleached blond" is the noun.

BOTTLE blond hair implies a cheap and unnatural platinum blond hue that one gets from a bottle of hair dye at the discount store. A "bottle blond" is the noun.

BRASSY hair or brassy blond hair implies a cheap and unnatural dark blond, perhaps with hints of copper. It has a secondary connotation of cheapness, due to the commonplace nature of brass, and even vulgarity, due to the slang term "brassy," which refers to impudence. 

BRONZE blond hair is a subdued yellowish brown. Because bronze is a metal, the word has secondary connotations of hardness and metallic gleam. It is an unusual color comparison for hair or eyes, but often refers to fair skin that has been darkened by the sun. When describing skin, bronze is a cliché. 

CHAMPAGNE blond hair is a very pale, translucent golden that sparkles, catches the light, and perhaps has a warm, subtle orange tinge. Champagne has secondary connotations of wealth, beauty, and decadence. 

GINGER hair comes from the ginger root used in cooking. It refers to the pale tan or pale orange-tan of the unpeeled ginger root, and not to its white inner flesh. Ginger has secondary connotations of spiciness and liveliness. Oddly enough, its precise color is often open to interpretation. Many use "ginger," especially when describing hair, to mean reddish-blond or reddish-brown, so the writer may want to specify what he means. When describing skin, it usually refers to freckles, which are the color of the unpeeled ginger root.

DIRTY blond hair, DISHWATER blond hair. These terms refer to hair that contains more brown strands than blond, which reduces the brightness of the blond color. Both terms have an unattractive connotation of dinginess or dullness. 

FAWN colored hair is a smooth, pale tan with a creamy yellowish-pink undertone. Think of the dappled, soft fur of newborn deer. Fawn has secondary connotations of youth, innocence, and forestlands. 

FLAXEN hair (cliché) is a very pale silvery-yellow that has a cool undertone. Flaxen has a secondary connotation of a rustic, unsophisticated, innocent look, perhaps because flax used to be cultivated and spun into fiber in rural communities in the past. 

GILDED blond hair and GILT blond hair have a secondary connotation of a superficial top layer of gold. Often, light is depicted as gilding strands of hair. 

GOLDEN hair is a rich, dark yellow suggestive of the precious metal. Think of the luxury, beauty, and refinement of gold jewelry gleaming in candlelight. When golden refers to hair, it is a cliché. As a color comparison to eyes and skin, it is less common. 

HONEY blond hair or honey hair (cliché) is yellow with some darker gold or brown lowlights. It has secondary connotations of sweetness, summertime, mildness in taste, and a pleasing scent. It has an additional connotation of love in that "honey" is a term of endearment. 

PEROXIDE blond implies a cheap and artificial platinum-blond dye. A "peroxide blond" is the noun.

PLATINUM hair is a bright, metallic silvery-white like the precious metal. It has a secondary connotation of glamor and wealth. 

SAND blond hair or sandy hair (cliché) is a pale yellowish-brown with a reddish tint, as in the color of sand. This color term is open to interpretation with some seeing it as predominantly yellow, or more brown, or red. 

STRAW blond hair is a subdued pale yellow. It has secondary connotations of dryness and having a rustic unsophisticated appearance.

STRAWBERRY blond hair is open to interpretation. Some classify it as red hair and some as blond. I see it as a hair color that contains more gold or blond strands than red for a very pale orange appearance. I have heard that people consider it an attractive color in females but not so much in males.

TAFFY blond hair is a smooth yellowish brown, which resembles the soft candy.

TAWNY hair is a dark blond or light brown with an orange undertone. 

TOWHEAD blond hair is silvery-white to white-blond, and the noun towhead usually refers to children. This could be because most natural towheads are children whose hair darkens as they mature. 

WHEAT blond hair or wheaten hair (all are clichés) can range from flaxen at its palest to dark ash blond to a light ash brown.





2.3 Brown Hair

 

Depending upon other colors present, brown hair can encompass shades such as ash-brown, blond-brown, and reddish-brown. For quick reference, here is an alphabetical list of descriptive terms for brown hair. 

ASH brown hair has a cool silvery undertone with no hint of red. People of all ages have ash blond or ash brown hair. It does not necessarily refer to an older person with age-related gray strands. 

CARAMEL colored hair is a smooth blend of light brown and light orange, which resembles the soft candy.

CHOCOLATE brown hair (cliché) usually refers to milk chocolate, which is a warm, medium brown with a red tone. However, if you specify dark chocolate, also known as bitter chocolate, you refer to a deep brown-black with a grayish tint. Chocolate has a sexy, decadent connotation.

DUN hair is a soft grayish brown. It has rustic connotations of horses and cows. 

ESPRESSO brown hair is a rich dark brown shade verging on black. Espresso is the beverage made from dark roasted coffee beans, which is served on its own or used as the primary ingredient in the other coffee drinks, each with its own name, involving steamed milk. Take it from someone who worked in a coffee bar. Therefore, to use espresso as a color comparison is to refer to a very dark "black coffee" brown. Espresso has a warm, delicious connotation.

MOUSE brown hair or mousy hair (both are clichés) is a soft grayish brown. It has secondary connotations of being drab and shy. 

NUT brown hair (cliché) is medium brown, usually without reddish tones. One way to lift this color comparison out of its cliché status is to sharpen the description, adding details to specify a particular nut. For example, you could expand the description to "eyes the black-flecked deep brown of pecan shells." 

SABLE hair is a rich, dark brown that looks almost black. The word itself, which refers to type of mink, has a pleasing, melodic vowel sound. It has a secondary connotation of rich, luxurious, softness from the pelt of the sable, which used to command high prices in the fur trade. 

SIENNA colored hair is dark brown with a strong reddish-orange undertone. Among my art supplies, I have a tube of burnt sienna paint and a tube of raw sienna paint. Burnt sienna, darker than raw sienna, is a strong, medium orange-brown. Raw sienna starts with a lighter shade of brown, appearing an orange-yellowish-brown. 

UMBER colored hair is a very dark brown with a rich, reddish, wet-clay undertone. It is another pigment among my art supplies, and makes me think of smooth, moist clay dug from the earth. 





2.4 Gray Hair

 

For quick reference, here is an alphabetical list of descriptive terms for gray hair. 

CHARCOAL gray hair is a very dark gray that absorbs light and may look black from a distance.

DOVE gray hair is a pale, subdued gray that may have soft, blue, shimmering highlights. It has a secondary connotation of beauty, softness, and refinement.

GRAPHITE colored hair is a medium, subdued gray.

GUNMETAL gray hair is a cold, hard looking gray with glints of blue. Guns are usually made of steel and when polished and oiled, they pick up blue highlights. It has a secondary connotation of strength, masculinity, and harshness.

IRON gray hair is a subdued, medium gray. It resembles the strong gray of a graphite pencil. 

PEWTER colored hair is a subdued, luminous, cool, light gray.

SALT AND PEPPER hair refers to an even mix of silver gray and dark hair. It looks very attractive. 

SILVER hair is a clear gray a shade deeper than pure white is, but too bright to be steel gray. It looks like silver wire. Many dark-haired people age into this type of gray.

SLATE gray hair is a dark, subdued gray with a deep blue undertone. It has secondary connotations of coolness like the stone. 

STEEL gray hair is a subdued, medium gray with a blue undertone. Like gunmetal gray, it has a secondary connotation of strength, masculinity, and harshness. 





2.5 Red Hair

 

Depending upon other colors present, red hair can encompass a range of hues such as brownish red, orange, and yellowish red. For quick reference, here is an alphabetical list of descriptive terms for red hair.

AUBURN hair is a dark brown with a strong reddish undertone. It is the darkest shade of red hair. 

BRICK red hair (cliché) is a dark, subdued red that may contain orange highlights and brown lowlights.

BURGUNDY hair is a very dark red with a purplish undertone or purple highlights and has a slightly artificial look usually achieved with hair dye. 

CHESTNUT hair (cliché) is a shiny brown with a warm, strong orange undertone like the roasted chestnut, or the sleek, glossy orange-brown of a chestnut horse.

CINNAMON colored hair is a rich, dark brown with a reddish undertone. Cinnamon has secondary connotations of deliciousness and spiciness.

COPPER hair (cliché) refers to the bright, pure, pale orange of the polished metal. 

FLAMING red hair (cliché) is a very beautiful dark red, resembling flames, and can occur with milky pale skin.

ROAN red hair is medium orange to reddish brown. Roan is an unusual way to describe hair color and is usually applied to horses rather than people. 

RUSSET hair is a medium to dark reddish brown. Think of an Irish setter dog, or of cinnamon darkened one more shade into brown. Russet has a rustic, unsophisticated, but attractive connotation. 

RUSTY hair or rusty colored hair (cliché) is a light to medium reddish brown. 

SORREL red hair is reddish orange-brown. Sorrel is an unusual way to describe hair color and is usually applied to horses rather than people.

STRAWBERRY blond hair is open to interpretation. Some classify it as red hair and some as blond. I see it as a hair color that contains more gold or blond strands than red for a very pale orange appearance. I have heard that people consider it an attractive color in females but not so much in males. 

TITIAN hair is a brownish orange, and is named after the artist Titian, who used the color frequently in his portraits [Houghton Mifflin Company 1991]. It is not an interchangeable term for brown hair and red hair, but refers exclusively to red hair.





2.6 White Hair

 

Typically, when blonds and redheads age into white hair, it will have a warm yellowish undertone. Brunets tend to age into white hair with a cool silvery undertone. The cool undertone is considered more attractive, and the warm yellowish tone can look dingy. You may have heard of the term "blue-haired old lady." The faint blue tinge to white hair can occur when women get a blue rinse to cover the yellowish gray cast to their hair.

BONE white hair is off-white with a warm, yellowish undertone similar to ivory and parchment. 

CHALK white hair is stark white with perhaps a cool gray undertone.

FROST white, hoarfrost white, and hoary hair (all are clichés) are a bright, cool white, which may have glittery highlights of silver that resemble ice crystals.

PLATINUM hair is a bright, metallic silvery-white like the precious metal. It has a secondary connotation of glamor and wealth. 

SNOW white or snowy hair (cliché) is a bright, cool white.





2.7 Highlights and Lowlights

 

According to Wikipedia, highlights are strands of hair that are lighter than the predominant hair color, and lowlights are strands of hair that are darker than the predominant color [Anon., Wikipedia 2011]. Hair of any natural color can contain paler strands and darker strands, especially apparent when light shines on the hair. These highlights and lowlights can be enhanced or added with hair dye, and the mark of a bad dye job is often a solid hair color like a helmet with no highlights or lowlights.

Possible highlights for black hair includes blue, indigo, purple, and violet. There are no lowlights for black hair since black is the darkest possible color.

Possible highlights for both pale and dark blond hair include cool tones such as flaxen, platinum, silver, wheat, and white; or warm tones such as champagne, ginger, and gold. For dark blond hair, highlights can also include cool tones such as ash; or warm tones such as amber, bronze, caramel, copper, fawn, flame, honey, sandy, taffy, and tawny. 

Possible lowlights for dark blond hair include cool tones such as ash; or warm tones such as bronze, brown, flame, honey, red, and tawny. Pale blond hair can have cool tones such as ash and wheat; or warm tones such as amber, caramel, copper, ginger, honey, sandy, taffy, and tawny.

Possible highlights for pale and medium brown hair include cool tones such as ash, dun, and mouse-brown; or warm tones such as bronze, caramel, copper, fawn, ginger, honey, sandy, taffy, and tawny. For medium brown hair, highlights can also include warm tones such as auburn, chestnut, cinnamon, russet, rust, sienna, and sorrel. Very dark brown hair such as sable can have deep red or cool burgundy highlights.

Possible lowlights for medium brown hair include sable brown, umber, and walnut. Dark brown hair may appear to be black and have no lowlights. Pale brown hair tends toward lowlights such as cool ash, dun, or nut brown; or warm chestnut, cinnamon, russet, rust, sienna, and sorrel.

Possible highlights for red hair include only warm tones such as caramel, copper, ginger, gold, orange, taffy, and tawny. 

Possible lowlights for red hair include only warm tones such as auburn, chestnut, cinnamon, brown, russet, rusty, sienna, and sorrel. Pale red hair may have lowlights such as copper and ginger.

Possible lowlights for white hair include cool tones such as ash, dove gray, pearl, pewter, and silver; or warm tones such as bone, ivory, and parchment. There are no highlights for white hair since white is the palest possible color. 





3.0 DESCRIBE SKIN

 

Aside from your fictional character's gender, his skin is probably the most visible and noticeable thing about him. A person's skin can reveal much about his age, occupation, health, and emotional state. 





3.1 Skin Feels Like...

 

Clean skin can feel scrubbed, tight, and tingling to the individual with the clean skin. To someone else touching the clean skin, it may feel cool or warm (depending upon the temperature of the wash water), smooth, and soft.

Cold skin can feel chilled, chilly, clammy, cool, frigid, frostbitten, frozen, and icy. It can ripple with shivers and break into gooseflesh, also known as goose bumps or goose pimples. This is when one's skin rises into numerous tiny bumps. Each bump centers on each fine hair shaft that has lifted due to cold or fear.

Dirty skin can feel greasy, sticky, and sweaty. Sometimes dirty skin feels caked with layers of grime. It can have a dull, soap-scum texture from a top layer of sloughed-off dead skin cells.

Dry skin can feel abrasive, desiccated, dull (from dead skin cells), chapped, flakey, leathery, papery, reptilian, rough, sandpapery, scabrous, scaly, textured, uneven, and weathered. Dry skin can occur due to aging, allergies, illness, and stress. It can be caused by climate extremes and exposure to sun and weather. Dry skin also can result from too much use of cleansing products. 

Hot skin that results from a naturally high metabolism can be described positively as toasty or warm. Skin that is temporarily hotter than usual can feel either radiant with dry heat or moist with wet heat. Depending upon the type of heat, hot skin can be dry, feverish, flushed, inflamed, overheated, sweaty, and warm. Hot skin can result from high metabolism, illness, physical exertion, and hot climates.

Moist skin that is healthy and in balance can feel refreshingly cool, smooth, soft, and plump with moisture. Overly moist skin can feel bloated, clammy, greasy, oily, slick, slimy, sticky, sweaty, or wet. Too much moisture can be caused by wet surroundings or sweating due to emotional or physical stress.

Rough skin can be described by all the terms that describe dry skin. In addition, rough skin can be callused, coarse, marred, roughened, and scarred.

Smooth skin can feel glossy, pillowy, satiny, and silky.





3.2 Skin Smells Like...

 

Describing skin odors can be risky, especially when trying to lure readers under the spell of erotic or romantic fiction. Some readers may enjoy imagining certain scents, whereas others may burst out laughing or put the book down in disgust. This can lead cautious writers to come up with lines such as, "A scent rose from his skin that was undeniably… male." What exactly does that mean? Is that an insult, a compliment, or what?

There are two ways of looking at such an open-ended description. Some authors may hope to encourage readers to imagine their own ideal versions of an attractively masculine scent. This could be anything from sweat, motor oil, and beer to a subtle whiff of bay rum aftershave. Other authors may regard any imprecise description as lazy writing. You decide what is right for you. 

Your fictional character's skin could smell like numerous substances that come into contact with it such as baking spices, beer, brine, bubblegum, burning sugarcane, cigarette smoke, cocoa butter, cologne, deep-fryer oil, gunpowder, incense, oil paint, perfume, petroleum, semen, soap, sweat, tomato leaves, turpentine, urine, vinegar, and vomit. Describing smells can help you fill in your character's surroundings and activities as well as how the other characters perceive his scent and treat him accordingly. 

A character might enjoy wearing cologne or perfume, which can reveal much about his or her vanity, hedonism, or desire to attract a romantic partner. A traditional male or a sporty female might choose a clean, simple scent such as citrus or pine needles. The more sophisticated individual may choose a perfume fashioned from a complicated mix of floral notes, wood extracts, and animal musk. 

Where does your character apply the scent? Some may put a discreet dab on the pulse point of each wrist. Others may comb it through their hair and smear it on their throats in preparation for a romantic evening. Those with no restraint may blast it all over themselves and trigger the allergies of everyone else nearby. 





3.3 Skin Tastes Like...

 

If you are not writing about cannibals, you may wonder why the taste of your character's skin would matter in fiction. However, the taste of someone's skin can add an additional sensory dimension to fiction whether your character is planting a chaste kiss on someone's cheek or running his or her tongue all over a lover. 

The four main taste sensations that the human tongue can discern are bitterness, saltiness, sourness, and sweetness [Chiras 2005]. Human skin may have a faint, natural taste of salt due to sweat or tears. It also may pick up the taste of any substance that falls upon it, which can reveal much about your character's surroundings and activities. Here are some possible substances, categorized by taste sensation:

Bitterness involves a sharp taste, such as quinine. Bitter-tasting substances that may end up on the skin include ashes, gasoline, medicine, perfume, soap, and sunblock. 

Saltiness involves a sodium chloride taste, such as table salt or salted anchovies. Salty-tasting substances that may end up on the skin include blood, brine, popcorn grease, semen, sweat, seawater, and tears. 

Sourness involves an acidic taste, such as lemon juice. Sour-tasting substances that may end up on the skin include alcohol, citrus, salad dressing, wallpaper paste, and yogurt.

Sweetness involves a sugary taste such as honey. Sweet-tasting substances that may end up on the skin include barbecue sauce, ice cream, soft drinks, and syrup.





3.4 Skin Appearance

 

There are several words unrelated to color names with which to describe the physical appearance of skin. Consider the following terms.

Dry skin can look dull, tight, and lacking in elasticity. Excessive dryness may cause the top layer of skin to tighten and eventually to slough off in white flakes. 

Freckles are spots of darker pigment on the skin, which mostly occur in pale individuals due to sun exposure and can fade away [Alai 2011]. Depending on whether one's skin has a cool undertone or a warm undertone, freckles can manifest very attractively in a cool color like ash gray or a warm color like ginger. Freckles often appear on the arms and neck and on the face over the cheekbones and nose.

Injured skin may be raw and abraded due to friction caused by the elements, such as an arctic wind, or by bindings, such as handcuffs, or by exposure to too much soap and water. Injured skin can swell around the site of the injury, and look red and inflamed. 

Oily skin may have the pimples and blackheads typical of acne. Excessive oiliness may make the skin shiny, especially on the forehead and nose. 

Scarred skin will typically develop raised reddish scar tissue from new injuries, which flattens and turns a dull silvery white in pale individuals over time. Dark-skinned individuals are more vulnerable to keloids, which are itchy, raised areas of skin tissue that may spread beyond the original injury.

Troubled skin may develop temporary rashes, inflamed areas caused by anything from allergies, to heat, to stress. They can manifest as clouds of tiny red spots dotting the skin or large, irregular, raised splotches. 





3.5 Skin Reveals Age

 

Young skin characteristic of infants and pre-pubescent children is firm, blemish-free, plump with moisture, and has a springy elasticity. It could be described as baby-soft, creamy, dewy, downy, flawless, firm, fresh, like a flower, like a petal, moist, peachy, pearly, satiny, smooth, and youthful. 

Teenage skin is also youthful-looking, but often it is blemished because of the hormones of puberty. Areas of the face may be shiny with excess skin oils and bumpy with blackheads and pimples. Other areas can look flakey and dry from overuse of soap and water, and can have a soap-scum feel as if coated with dead skin cells. Poor nutrition and stress can worsen teenagers' acne, but their skin tends to clear up by their early twenties. People of any age can suffer from acne. However, in fiction, to describe a character as pimply carries the worst connotations of adolescence such as immaturity, inexperience, and awkwardness.

Adult skin develops various irregular textures, scarring, and discolorations due to aging and normal skin trauma over the course of a lifetime. Starting in their late thirties and early forties, older characters lose skin elasticity, resulting in a crepe paper look to their skin, especially in delicate areas that start to sag around the eyes, neck, and backs of the hands. The affected skin literally has the delicate, gauzy, crinkled look of crepe paper. It may feel dry, papery, and gently ridged. 

In addition, your older fictional characters will see their veins become more prominent on the backs of the hands. Those with pale skin may get liver spots, which result from long-term sun exposure, and look like big freckles, dotting their hands and faces. 





3.6 Skin Reveals Emotion

 

Eyes are often described as the windows to the soul, but one's skin has a more accurate claim to that label. Skin, especially facial skin, is always on view. Skin is a sensitive organ that is easily affected by stress, and which eloquently expresses emotional arousal. The writer needs to clarify which emotions cause the arousal, but often it is obvious in the context of the fiction.

Blanching happens when the blood recedes from the face, leaving it paler than normal. The face and sometimes the hands will feel cold when one blanches. Blanching can occur due to any strong emotion, but most commonly dread, fear, or shock.

Blushing occurs when blood rises beneath the surface of the skin. In a pale individual, a blush may be a full-body phenomenon that floods up his neck and face from beneath his shirt until it reaches his hairline. A fair-skinned person might show a faint pink blush or a deep red blush, and a faint blush can deepen into a stronger color. Meanwhile, a dark individual may not show a blush beneath his complexion, but his skin will heat up. Your fictional character might blush due to embarrassment, mild pleasure, modesty, or excitement over interaction with someone attractive. 

Flushing is similar to blushing, except that a flush might be hotter and darker than a blush. Flushing carries a connotation of stronger emotion than blushing. Your fictional character might flush with barely controlled rage or passion. 

Hair rising occurs when the fine hairs on one's body stand erect due to fear, excitement, or cold temperature. It can happen on the back of the neck or the forearms, and results in gooseflesh, goose bumps, or goose pimples. It can also give the feeling of one's skin creeping or crawling, as in "His skin crawled," which has become a clichéd phrase in fiction. 

Itching, hives, and rashes that manifest as clouds of red pinpoints or big red splotches can occur due to stress. Best-selling author Lisa Scottoline writes legal thrillers in which her heroine Mary DiNunzio will sometimes break out in hives before she has to argue a case in court [Scottoline 2001].

Sweating can occur due to hot surroundings, illness, or strong emotion such as anger, excitement, or fear. Sweat breaks out on the portions of the skin containing body hair and can glisten, gleam, or trickle down a person's skin. Your character's face may shine with sweat and his hair and clothes grow damp with sweat. Often in fiction, characters will break into a sweat to indicate fear or guilt or desire.





3.7 Skin Reveals Occupation

 

It makes sense that wealthier characters may tend to have soft skin on their hands and faces because they spend their time in luxurious surroundings, protected from the elements and effects of hard physical labor. In addition, they will have the disposable income to lavish their skin with expensive and exotic caretaking regimes. Meanwhile, the poorer characters may be laboring in the fields with sun, weather, and hardship etching lines in their faces and roughening their skin, aging them before their time. 

There is no question that ultraviolet radiation from sunlight can age a character's skin [Brannon 2007]. However, a suntan alone will not provide accurate clues as to a person's social class and income level. Is your character suntanned because he picks crops in the sun all day, or because he has time and money to lounge around in the tanning bed? Some further description will be necessary.

Some types of suntan can provide obvious clues as to person's activities such as the "farmer's tan," which darkens the forearms and neck while leaving the torso (presumably under a t-shirt) and the face (presumably under a hat) pale. A darker suntan on one arm than the other can indicate a trucker who drives with one arm resting on the open window in the sun.

Certain occupations and hobbies can leave their subtle marks on your fictional character's skin. Mechanics and housepainters may have oil and paint crusted under their fingernails. Pet groomers may have scratches on their forearms. Musicians who play stringed instruments develop calluses on their fingertips. Artists and authors who write longhand can build up calluses on the side of their fingers where they hold brush or pen. Agricultural workers and laborers may have work-roughened hands, especially along the palm at the base of the fingers where one might grip the handle of a shovel or rake. 





3.8 Erotic Aspects of Skin

 

Sensory descriptions of your characters' skin can enhance the erotic passages in your fiction. For example, take the contrast between the roughened, weathered skin on one's hands and the smooth skin beneath one's clothes. As the clothes come off, the softer skin can have connotations of innocence or vulnerability. Your character is letting down his guard for a lover. The act of doing this and the visual contrast can be highly erotic.

The tactile contrast also can serve to heighten the reader's excitement. Describe what it feels like to have the smooth skin of one's chest, legs, or genitals stroked by a lover's callused hands. When he strokes his lover's hair, do the silken strands of hair catch on the rugged skin of his palms? Is the tactile contrast startling or arousing? Does it make the lover shiver? 

Contrasting color on an individual's skin can be highly erotic. Dark-skinned individuals often have a beautiful contrasting color of deep rose or pink upon their palms and the soles of their feet. Pale-skinned individual may have tan lines that closely outline the pale erogenous zones hidden beneath a scrap of swimsuit when they sunbathe. 





3.9 Body Art

 

Body art can be temporary. For example, face painting with water-soluble inks is temporary body art, and so is decorating one's nails with colored polish or acrylic extensions. So-called permanent body art that can still be reversed with effort include tattoos and piercing. Truly permanent body art might include cosmetic surgery. The following list should give you some ideas of types of body art in which your fictional character might indulge.

Bodybuilding involves increasing the mass of one's muscles through repetitive exertion involving muscle resistance. That is, you lift weights. Bodybuilding is seldom included in the category of body art or body modification – possibly, because, unlike when one gets a tattoo, the changes that take place during bodybuilding are gradual over time. However, it could be considered body art in that your fictional character is completely changing the look of his or her body by sculpting it with increased muscle. 

Cosmetics are make-up. Many females use foundation and powder to even out their complexion, and lipstick and eye shadow to enhance their features. Does your female fictional character enjoy using make-up, or does she spend money and time on it only reluctantly. Maybe she skips it altogether. How might her peers react? Does your male fictional character like to wear eyeliner when he goes out night clubbing? Many guys do, and it has nothing to do with sexual orientation. How do his peers react to this relatively nonconformist practice? 

Cosmetic surgery used to be known as plastic surgery, a branch of medicine focusing on repairing injured body parts and skin. Of course, many individuals seek out non-essential cosmetic surgery to enhance their appearance. Popular procedures include facelifts, tummy tucks, eyelid shaping, nose jobs, and liposuction. Surgeries that are more unusual may involve getting one's teeth filed to look like a vampire and getting one's ears pointed to look elven. You could explore many complicated, fascinating motives behind your fictional character's desire to seek out cosmetic surgery.

Nail art could be anything from a discreet manicure to long acrylic extensions painted with the flag of one's country. Does your male fictional character work in a profession like law, medicine, or sales in which he feels a need to have immaculate-looking hands? Maybe he gets regular manicures (buffing only with no nail polish) but self-consciously keeps it a secret. Is he embarrassed when his peers find out anyway, or does he laugh it off? Does your female fictional character bond with her friends over mutual toenail-painting sessions? Maybe she loves sports and is far too active to grow her nails long. Does your male or female character bite his or her nails? If so, why? If your character gets long, acrylic extensions, how does she decorate them? Perhaps with peace symbols, rainbows, or smiley faces. Perhaps with a skull and crossbones or an imp. What statement is she making, and why?

Piercing can range from the modest single piercing of each ear to dramatic piercings of the genitals and face. Odds are that your fictional character has the minimum one discreet piercing in one ear (if male) or both ears (if female) to wear a small hoop or stud earring, or pair. Is your male character in a very conservative field such as the military, finance, or law? If so, how does he reconcile his desire to wear an earring (or other piercing) with the constraints of his profession? Is your female character the demure type who wears post earrings with girlish images like teddy bears and flowers? Maybe she has decided to get her navel pierced. What about the daring individuals that get more risqué body parts pierced? Perhaps they do it as a rite of passage, or they intend it to enhance their sexual pleasure, or they like feeling like nonconformists. The more unusual the piercing on your character, the more you can explore their motives and their peers' reactions within your fiction.

Tanning is not one of the extreme forms of body art. However, unless it is an automatic byproduct of one's profession, it can involve deliberate cultivation of a process designed to alter one's appearance. Your fictional character may spend much time applying suntan lotion and lying in the sun (or in the tanning bed), turning occasionally to get the color evenly across his or her body. Why would your character do this? Possibly to fit in with a group such as surfers or socialites. Or maybe your character enjoys the carefree, outdoorsy look. 

Tattooing, a permanent application of inked designs to skin, used to be an outlaw practice indulged in mostly by sailors, bikers, and prison inmates. Today it has become completely widespread in western countries. In the Far East, tattooing still has more of a negative connotation, especially in Japan, where it is associated with criminals, though that perception is starting to change [Hearon 2010]. Your fictional character might choose to get any type of tattoo under the sun, on any body part, and for any reason. With tattooing, you can explore an infinite amount of symbolism and character motives. 





3.10 Body Hair

 

Your adult fictional character may have sparse body hair, copious body hair, or anything in between. In western cultures, particularly in the United States, the presence or absence of body hair is seen as an indicator of one's masculinity or femininity [Rigakos 2010]. Imagine the conflict in the hearts of your male or female fictional characters if their genetic predisposition curses them with too much body hair or too little. This seemingly trivial issue can get extremely important during one's teen years when it seems that appearance really is everything. 

Maybe your female character wants to shave her legs so her peers will refrain from teasing her when she wears shorts in gym class, but her overly strict parents regard it as a forbidden grown-up practice. What is she going to do? Perhaps your male character agonizes over his inability to produce a chest-hair or even a couple of hairs over his lip for a quasi-mustache. Does he compensate with overly macho behavior? A writer can find much conflict, and even humor, to explore in such situations. 





4.0 SKIN COLORS LIST

 

The following alphabetical list should give you some ideas for your fictional character's skin color. Natural human skin color falls within a range from dark to pale, depending upon factors such as genes, melanin, sun exposure, and race. According to fashion consultant Carole Jackson, humans across all races have either a cool blue undertone or a warm golden undertone to their skin [Jackson 1980]. 





4.1 Dark Skin

 

Dark skin encompasses a range of hues, including black, dark brown, and dark reddish brown. For quick reference, here is an alphabetical list of descriptive terms for dark skin. 

BLACK skin (of African descent) can range from charcoal or ebony, through various browns, to pale tones such as café au lait. Check all three categories of Dark Skin, Medium Skin, and Pale Skin to find a color description for your fictional character. 

CHARCOAL black skin is very dark with a cool blue undertone and seems to absorb light.

CHOCOLATE brown skin (cliché) usually refers to milk chocolate, which is a warm, medium brown with a red tone. However, if you specify dark chocolate, also known as bitter chocolate, you refer to a deep brown-black with a grayish tint. Chocolate has a sexy, decadent connotation. 

EBONY skin (cliché) is a rich dark brown, verging on black. The black keys on a piano are made from ebony hardwood. Picture the black piano-keys with their smooth, satiny wood grain and you get an idea of the beauty of ebony as a color comparison. The word ebony itself has a pleasing, melodic sound. 

ESPRESSO brown skin is a rich dark brown, verging on black. Espresso is the beverage made from dark roasted coffee beans, which is served on its own or used as the primary ingredient in the other coffee drinks, each with its own name, involving steamed milk. Take it from someone who worked in a coffee bar. Therefore, to use espresso as a color comparison is to refer to a very dark "black coffee" brown. Espresso has a warm, delicious connotation. 

MAHOGANY skin refers to a deep, warm reddish-brown color. Mahogany is a dark brown wood used in furniture making that seems to glow with an inner fire. The word mahogany has a pleasing, melodic sound. 

SEPIA toned skin refers to a deep brown with a grayish-gold undertone. Think of sepia photographs with their old-fashioned tint. Sepia is similar to olive but darker.

SIENNA colored skin is a dark brown with a strong reddish-orange undertone. Among my art supplies, I have a tube of burnt sienna paint and a tube of raw sienna paint. Burnt sienna, darker than raw sienna, is a strong, medium orange-brown. Raw sienna starts with a lighter shade of brown, appearing an orange-yellowish-brown. 

UMBER skin is a very dark brown with a rich, reddish, wet-clay undertone. It is another pigment among my art supplies, and makes me think of smooth, moist clay dug from the earth. 

Here is a summary of the colors from darkest to palest. CHARCOAL black is darkest. Next, are the roughly equivalent Bitter CHOCOLATE, EBONY, and ESPRESSO. UMBER is next, followed by the grouping of Burnt SIENNA and SEPIA. Paler still is MAHOGANY and Raw SIENNA. 





4.2 Medium Skin

 

Medium colored skin between dark and pale encompasses a range of browns, reddish-browns, golden-browns, and paler hues. For quick reference, here is an alphabetical list of descriptive terms for medium skin colors. 

ASIAN skin could be could be any of various browns or pale tones. Check all three categories of Dark Skin, Medium Skin, and Pale Skin to find a color description for your fictional character.

BRICK colored skin (cliché) is a dark, subdued reddish brown, perhaps with an orange undertone. Think of bricks stacked in a brickyard, the sun illuminating their reddish-orange tones and bringing out a hint of pink. When old bricks crumble along their corners, the brick dust that results can look reddish brown.

BRONZE skin (cliché) is a subdued yellowish brown. Because bronze is a metal, the word has secondary connotations of hardness and metallic gleam. It is an unusual color comparison for hair or eyes, but often refers to fair skin that has been darkened by the sun. 

CEDAR colored skin is the medium bright orange-brown of the cedar wood. Picture a cedar fence, the color of which has been deepened by rain. Or think of the ubiquitous cedar chest, which used to be found at the foot of the bed in most farmhouses as a fragrant hiding place for quilts to keep them safe from moths. The word cedar has a pleasing, melodic sound and a secondary connotation of a clean, sweet scent. 

CHESTNUT brown skin is a is a shiny brown with a warm, strong orange undertone like the roasted chestnut, or the sleek, glossy orange-brown of a chestnut horse. Chestnut is a vivid color comparison for skin or eyes, but a cliché when it refers to hair. 

CINNAMON skin is a rich, dark brown with a reddish undertone. Cinnamon has secondary connotations of deliciousness and spiciness.

COPPER skin is a pale brown lit from within by a vivid, warm orange undertone.

FAWN colored skin is a smooth, pale tan with a creamy yellowish-pink undertone. Think of the dappled, soft fur of newborn deer. Fawn has secondary connotations of youth, innocence, and forestlands. 

GOLDEN skin is a rich, polished dark yellow suggestive of the precious metal. Think of the luxury, beauty, and refinement of gold jewelry gleaming in candlelight. When golden refers to hair, it is a cliché. 

HISPANIC / LATINO skin could be any of various browns or pale tones. Check all three categories of Dark Skin, Medium Skin, and Pale Skin to find a color description for your fictional character.

KHAKI colored skin can range from a smooth tan with a creamy white undertone (light khaki) to a pale brown with a yellowish undertone (dark khaki). Think of a crisp, cool uniform worn by soldiers in the tropics. Khaki has secondary connotations of neatness and coolness, as in military garb for hot weather, and rugged strength, as in camping equipment such as tents and rucksacks. 

MANGO colored skin is the vivid orange-yellow of a peeled mango. Think of deep saffron yellow.

MIDDLE EASTERN / ARAB skin could be could be any of various browns or pale tones. Check all three categories of Dark Skin, Medium Skin, and Pale Skin to find a color description for your fictional character.

NATIVE AMERICAN / American Indian / First Nations skin could be any of various browns or pale tones. Check all three categories of Dark Skin, Medium Skin, and Pale Skin to find a color description for your fictional character.

NUT brown skin (cliché) is medium brown, usually without reddish tones. 

OCHRE skin has the strong orange-yellow of a peeled mango, but with a muddied khaki undertone. It is another one of the pigments among my art supplies. The word ochre has an odd sound reminiscent of ogre. 

OLIVE is a pale yellow with a delicate, crisp green-gray undertone. Picture the subtle brightness of a male goldfinch's plumage in spring. Olive skinned individuals occur across a wide range of ethnicities and tend to pick up a suntan beautifully and easily. 

ROSE-BROWN skin is a pale to medium brown with a vivid blushing pink undertone. Both colors complement each other beautifully. 

RUSSET brown skin is a medium to dark reddish brown. Think of an Irish setter dog, or of cinnamon darkened one more shade into brown. Russet has a rustic, unsophisticated, but attractive connotation. When describing hair, russet has become cliché. It is less common when describing eyes or skin. 

SAND colored skin is a pale yellowish-brown with a reddish tint, as in the color of sand. This is another color term open to interpretation with some seeing it as predominantly yellow, or more brown, or red. It is a less common comparison to use with skin or eyes (for example, "skin the color of sand). When used to describe hair (for example, "sandy blond hair" or "sandy brown hair"), it is a cliché. 

TEAK colored skin is a yellowish brown with hints of creamy grays such as the range of colors displayed in the polished hardwood. Think of a beautiful teak chest or jewelry box that has a satiny wood grain and looks brown at first, but contains undertones of complementary yellows and grays. 

TERRA COTTA skin is a smooth vivid orange with a subtle brown undertone. Think of the clay pot typically used in gardening. A very attractive orange, it contains no hints of pink or red.

Here is a summary of the colors from darkest to palest. NUT brown and RUSSET are the darkest. Next, BRICK red and CHESTNUT. Paler still are the roughly equivalent CEDAR brown, CINNAMON, and TEAK brown. Next is the group featuring BRONZE, ROSE-BROWN, and TERRA COTTA. Next, GOLDEN, MANGO, and OCHRE. The palest group in the Medium Skin category includes COPPER, FAWN, KHAKI, OLIVE, and SAND.





4.3 Pale Skin

 

Pale skin encompasses a range of white, pale pink, pale golden, and pale brown hues. For quick reference, here is an alphabetical list of descriptive terms for pale skin. 

ALABASTER skin refers to white marble. It is very pale and has a semi-translucent appearance like cloudy ice or frozen snow. It also has secondary connotations of beauty, refinement, and purity. Think of fairytale princesses from Northern European folklore. Alabaster also brings to mind statues carved of saints and angels.

APRICOT skin is a warm, smooth yellow-orange with a creamy pink undertone. It is paler than a peeled mango, and not as pink as a peach.

BEIGE skin is within the off-white spectrum of pale colors that have a touch of yellow or gray to deepen them from pure white. Beige is white with a yellowish tan undertone. A pretty, soothing color, it can have a secondary connotation of primness (as in a beige blouse to wear to church) and blandness (as in beige carpet or curtains being the least daring choice when decorating one's home). 

CAFÉ AU LAIT skin (cliché) refers to a coffee drink made with steamed milk, which has so high a proportion of milk to black coffee that the result is a creamy tan, slightly darker than milk-white. The metaphor of black coffee diluted almost white with the addition of milk is so irresistible that writers have turned the term into a cliché, describing individuals of African descent whose white ancestry has given them a pale complexion. Even though it is a cliché, it is a beautiful description with connotations of elegance and deliciousness. The French words "café au lait" have a pleasing, melodic rhyme.

CORAL pink skin is a vivid, deep rose pink with a slight hint of orange. Think of pale-golden sand dunes washed with the vivid translucent scarlet of sunset rays in the summertime. 

CREAM colored skin is white with a beautiful pale golden undertone. It has secondary connotations of deliciousness, sex, beauty, smoothness, and luxury. 

GINGER colored skin comes from the ginger root used in cooking as grated or powdered ginger, and refers to the pale tan to pale orange-tan of the unpeeled ginger root, and not its white inner flesh. Ginger has secondary connotations of spiciness and liveliness. When describing skin, it usually refers to freckles.

IVORY skin is white with a delicate, grayish-yellow tint. Think of the white keys on the piano. The word ivory has a pleasing, melodic sound. It also has secondary connotations of wealth, luxury, and refinement. 

MILK-WHITE or MILKY skin (cliché) is a cool white with perhaps a faint bluish undertone. 

PARCHMENT colored skin refers to white with a delicate, translucent yellowish undertone. Think of the velvety thin, hairless skin of a sheep or goat from which parchment used to be made. Parchment has a secondary connotation of delicacy, old-fashioned ways, and scholarship. 

PEACH colored skin is a delicate pink with a subtle undertone of gold. It has connotations of deliciousness, summertime, innocence and youth, softness, beauty, ripeness, and a sweet scent. 

PEACHES-AND-CREAM skin (cliché) refers to a gorgeous complexion that is creamy pale with a golden undertone all over and a subtle pink flush along the cheekbones. It has all the delicious connotations of beauty, ripeness, and innocence that pertain to peach, and the sexuality, smoothness, and luxury associated with cream.

PORCELAIN skin is a clear, luminous white with a cool grayish undertone. Think of porcelain-head dolls or fine porcelain teacups. It has secondary connotations of elegance, luxury, flawlessness, hardness yet delicacy, and purity. 

ROSY skin refers to a faint, pinkish tone that can accompany a pale complexion, usually along the cheekbones. Picture the subtle glow of a pale pink rose. It can be a permanent color or refer to a heightened color that occurs when the blood rises beneath the skin due to blushing or hot temperature. It has connotations of youth, innocence, and good health. 

RUDDY skin is a deep, permanent red that can occur in the facial complexion otherwise pale individuals. It resembles wind-reddened or cold-reddened skin. It also can refer to a temporary, shiny red undertone that sun exposure can create in individuals with darker skin. Ruddy has secondary connotations of robust health, coarseness, strength, and rustic simplicity. 

SALLOW skin refers to pale skin with a faint yellow cast. It has connotations of the unattractively pale skin typical of individuals who stay indoors too much without the benefit of sunshine and fresh air. 

TAUPE skin is strong beige with a subtle, cool gray undertone. The word taupe has a pleasing vowel sound. Picture a smooth, rich, pale skin tone with a touch of velvety gray shadow. 

WHITE skin (European descent or Caucasian) ranges from milky, through various pinks and golds, to darker shades of olive and bronze. Check the Medium Skin and Pale Skin categories to find a color description for your fictional character.

Here is a summary of the colors from darkest to palest. The darkest grouping of colors in the Pale Skin category is CORAL pink and RUDDY. The next darkest group features APRICOT, GINGER, PEACH, PEACHES-AND-CREAM, and ROSY skin tones. Paler still is the grouping of BEIGE, CAFÉ AU LAIT, SALLOW, and TAUPE colored skin. One shade lighter is the roughly equivalent CREAM, IVORY, and PARCHMENT. The palest skin could be described with the terms ALABASTER, MILK-WHITE, or PORCELAIN.
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