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Introduction

At the first meeting of every fiction writing course I teach – from absolute beginners to published writers or postgraduates – I say the same thing: ‘This is my short lecture on how to write and how not to write. It’s my best lecture.’

Then I say, ‘This is the first part of the lecture – how to write.’ I take a pen and for a few seconds I write on a piece of paper. Then I pick up the piece of paper and say, ‘It says, “This is how to write.”’

After a pause (I’m hamming it up, I know), I say, ‘This is the second part of the lecture – how not to write.’ I pick up my pen, take a fresh sheet of paper, look down at it, scratch my head and look away from the paper. I look up at the ceiling. I purse my lips and furrow my forehead. I tilt back my head and narrow my eyes, looking straight up at the ceiling. I make noises, ums and aahs of effort. Again, I scratch my head. Then I hold up the still-blank piece of paper to the group and say, ‘This is how not to write.’ I add something about inspiration or the muse not coming at my command, coming only, if at all, when I’m actually writing.

‘That’s it,’ I say, ‘end of lecture.’

The entire performance has taken about four or five minutes. Then I add, ‘Whatever else happens in this course, this is the best advice you’ll get from me.’

It’s true. You learn to write by writing. You learn to write fiction by writing. And you learn to write and develop characters by writing. Yes, I certainly want you to read the rest of this book, but this is the single most important piece of advice that I can give you.

The masterclass concept

This book follows as closely as possible the format of a live creative writing masterclass. There, students read out a piece of work, having distributed copies to everyone else, including the writer giving the masterclass who hasn’t seen this work before. Following this, the writer gives her/his response, explaining what is good and what could usefully be worked on. Though a bit of time is given to the response of other students, most of the comment is the writer–leader’s response. In this book, the ‘pieces of work’ are extracts from published fiction I’ve chosen to illustrate important concepts in the development of character. The examples are necessarily of good writing, that is, writing that achieves good character development.

Various short and mid-length writing exercises focus the reader on practical writing work related to each chapter’s topic. These are as follows.
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Snapshot is a short exercise of about 250 words.
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Write is an exercise of about 750 words.
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Edit is a reworking of a previous piece or exercise.

There are two other features within each chapter:
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Key ideas distil the most important points and ideas.
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Focus points at the end of each chapter will help you hone in that chapter’s core messages.

THE WORKSHOP

Each of the book’s main chapters ends with a workshop. The workshop is an important series of questions about your own fiction writing linked to the topic(s) of that chapter. The idea is to have you think about your writing as if these were questions raised by your fellow students and/or workshop leader in an actual group setting. Sometimes the workshop will include editing a piece of your fiction arising from the questions, as would be the case after a group workshop session.

Who this book is for

Books on creative writing are aimed either at a general or specific audience. The general audience is anyone interested, from beginners to more advanced writers, those with a substantial practice of creative writing. This book is for more advanced writers of fiction.

The basic assumption of this book is that you are someone with a substantial portfolio of fiction. This could be a number of short stories, a novel or a major part of a novel, or a number of works of fiction in progress. Behind this assumption are two others: that you really like fiction and have read a good amount of it.

Since, among other writing exercises, you’ll be working with your own existing fiction, the assumption of your fiction portfolio – your body of existing work – is of practical importance. Another important assumption of your experience with writing fiction is that you have an understanding of the basic terms related to working with fiction. This includes structural terms relating to plot as well as terms of presentation relating to narration. It also includes an understanding of terms relating to language and grammar. Because of these assumptions, this book doesn’t define these terms; nor is there a glossary. If you’re unsure about any of the terms, it’s easy to find them explained in books or on the Internet.
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Sources of character
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What is character in fiction? The short answer: everything. The fiction we read is presented by and through its characters. Even a story without people, say about elephants or extraterrestrials, is still about characters because fiction is written by people for other people to read. Fiction happens by and through beings to whom human readers respond with human understanding and human emotions. Character is so deeply integral to fiction that it’s often assumed in discussions of fiction rather than explicitly presented.

Character is at the heart of fiction. This means:

  •  The reader connects with fiction through its characters.

  •  What happens in fiction – the story and plot – is presented through characters.

  •  What a work of fiction means – the theme – is revealed by what happens to the characters.
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Write for ten minutes






Write a one- or two-page start of a piece of fiction (300–500 words) in which no character is present. You can describe a scene, a place, or setting. Write in the third person. Take no more than ten minutes to write this. Then leave it for ten minutes and read it over. Explain to yourself what is has to do with character.
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What is character?

Look at the opening chapter of Thomas Hardy’s novel The Return of the Native (1878). Hardy labels all the chapter headings. The second chapter is labelled, ‘Humanity appears on the scene.’ In other words, only in the second chapter does a character appear; the first chapter, it would seem, is devoid of character. Here is its opening:

Chapter 1

A face on which time makes but little impression

A Saturday afternoon in November was approaching the time of twilight, and the vast tract of unenclosed wild known as Egdon Heath embrowned itself moment by moment. Overhead the hollow stretch of whitish cloud shutting out the sky was as a tent which had the whole heath for its floor.

[image: image]

From the very start, the chapter label in referring to the landscape as ‘A face’ brings in a human characteristic. Naming the day, the time of day, and the month refers to human culture. And the simile ending the second sentence brings human scale to the otherwise impersonal scene by comparing it to ‘a tent which had the whole heath for its floor’.

This is the next paragraph:

The heaven being spread with this pallid screen and the earth with the darkest vegetation, their meeting-line at the horizon was clearly marked. In such contrast the heath wore the appearance of an instalment of night which had taken up its place before its astronomical hour was come: darkness had to a great extent arrived hereon, while the day stood distinct in the sky. Looking upwards, a furze-cutter would have been inclined to continue work; looking down, he would have decided to finish his faggot and go home. The distant rims of the world and of the firmament seemed to be a division in time no less than a division in matter. The face of the heath by its mere complexion added half an hour to evening; it could in like manner retard the dawn, sadden noon, anticipate the frowning of storms scarcely generated, and intensify the opacity of a moonless midnight to a cause of shaking and dread.
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The first two sentences above are descriptive narrative devoid of human reference: ‘pallid screen’ and ‘darkest vegetation’ are largely generalizations without colour or form. The paragraph continues with even more abstract language: ‘an instalment of night’, ‘astronomical hour’, and ‘day stood distinct in the sky’. But then a hypothetical person appears, ‘a furze-cutter’, who brings life to the otherwise unmoving scene. If he looks up, he’ll continue cutting the fodder; if he looks down into the dark, he’ll finish his bundle and go home. Hardy not only creates life and movement with this ‘character’, he creates a sense of scale – the lone human figure in the midst of this vast open space.

The sentence that ends the paragraph doesn’t refer to a particular person, but it does express a range of human emotions in describing the effects of this strange darkening: the ‘face’ of the heath has this ‘complexion’; it can ‘sadden noon’, ‘anticipate the frowning of storms’, and turn ‘moonless midnight to a cause of shaking and dread’ (my emphases). In this way, sadness, anger and fear are evoked by the premature dark of the landscape, and the reader relates the landscape to human emotion.

Writing can therefore be said to have ‘character’ without having any characters, but by making a variety of references to human physical, psychological and emotional traits.

Finding sources of character

The most basic source of writers’ characters is the actual writer. This doesn’t mean that writers, especially experienced writers, are essentially just writing about themselves. But most people tend to project themselves into imagining other people. Their ideas about others also involve ideas about themselves. This is also true of writers.
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Key idea






The writer’s life is the ultimate source of fictional characters.
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In addition to themselves, writers also model characters and aspects of characters on their immediate families. Parents and siblings and spouses and partners and children serve in whole or part as models for characters and for relationships between characters. Writers use immediate and extended family memories to model characters of and at different ages. Friends and acquaintances can also be used in these ways. This means that the fictional character can be built from a number of ‘real’ traits in different people observed and recalled by the writer. This composite character becomes a whole character – someone else – in the creation of the work of fiction.

ASPECTS OF CHARACTER: HUMBOLDT’S GIFT

Many readers of Saul Bellow’s 1975 novel Humboldt’s Gift know that the title character, Von Humboldt Fleisher, is closely modelled on Bellow’s friend and one-time mentor Delmore Schwartz, talented poet and prose writer, New York intellectual par excellence, and alcoholic manic-depressive.

Bellow even names the character as an exaggerated, comic rendition of Delmore Schwartz, with his unusual first name and common, often Jewish, surname Schwartz meaning ‘black’. The ‘Del’ morphs into the German ‘von’ and the ‘more’ into ‘Humboldt’, so that his first name suggests great intellect and achievement – the von Humboldt brothers Wilhelm and Alexander being between them philosopher, diplomat, linguist, educational theorist, scientific geographer and explorer. The surname ‘Fleisher’ is a variant spelling of the German or Yiddish for ‘butcher’, suggesting the cruder part of Fleisher/Schwartz’s nature as paranoid alcoholic manic-depressive.

Nor does Bellow limit the modelling to the name and mental and psychological traits. He describes Humboldt physically as ‘…with his wide-set gray eyes. He was fine as well as thick, heavy but also light.’ ‘Later he got a prominent belly, like Babe Ruth. His legs were restless and his feet made nervous movements. Below, shuffling comedy; above, princeliness and dignity, a certain nutty charm.’ These could be descriptions of Delmore Schwartz.

What’s more, the narrator and central character of the novel, Charlie Citrine, is a barely disguised version of Saul Bellow. Citrine is a famous prize-winning, wealthy writer. Films have been made of his books. He’s divorced and has girlfriends and an ambivalent attitude to both Humboldt and to himself. At one point, Citrine thinks of himself as ‘a higher-thought clown’. Much of the novel’s plot and tension comes from Humboldt putting Charlie down for selling out while involving Charlie in plans and plots as Humboldt’s own life spins ever faster out of control.

Just as Humboldt’s name represents his split character, ‘Charlie Citrine’ suggests something less than he might appear. A citrine is only a semi-precious stone, and the colour citrine is lemon yellow. And ‘Charlie isn’t only short for ‘Charles’; it also means ‘a charlie’, someone who’s a credulous fool.

Bellow has more fun with names. He calls a wannabe hoodlum Rinaldo Cantabile. Cantabile is a wonderfully idiotic character, forever filled with screaming, apoplectic rage for not being taken seriously: ‘cantabile’ is the musical term for ‘easy and flowing’.

Bellow doesn’t always use names with such literal or ironic undertones, but they fit this high-spirited, flamboyant novel. Humboldt’s Gift has an almost Dickensian zest to its characterization, and Dickens, of course, was the master of suggestive names, whether light-hearted and ironic or bitterly descriptive, such as the name of David Copperfield’s cold, cruel and hard stepfather, Mr Murdstone.

Of course, characters’ names don’t have to indicate characters’ traits, but writers have to name their characters and they have to feel comfortable with these names, that these names are right, that they somehow fit the conception of these characters. To this extent, naming characters is often closely related to the earliest stages of thinking about and creating characters – in other words, to the source of characters in the writing process.

There certainly is fiction, especially shorter fiction, in which a central character is unnamed – this is often the first-person narrator (as in Pushkin’s short story ‘The Shot’). You can never or almost never say ‘never’ about fiction, but for the most part writers work better naming characters at the start of the writing process, even though they may change a name later on.

Sometimes, writers, and I’m one of them, take care to name a central character something unlike their own names if the material is very autobiographical as a way of creating the relative objectivity needed to shape character and plot most effectively.
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Key idea






Naming characters can be part of creating characters.
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Returning to Humboldt’s Gift, Bellow’s sources for the two main male characters were in a way available as general knowledge to his literate readers, but chance put me in the way of understanding another of Bellow’s sources, this time not for a whole character but for aspects of a character.

A few years before the publication of Humboldt’s Gift, I was visiting New York, staying at a friend’s apartment. At the time, my friend was seeing a woman I’ll call Clara (not her real name). My friend told me that Clara had been a girlfriend of Saul Bellow. When she and I met, we asked the usual questions – where were we from? what did we do? She told me she was born and raised in a strict Pennsylvania Dutch Amish community, adding that she was no longer a believer. I could see that. This was at the height of the miniskirt era, and she wore hers very high. As well as her background, what was memorable were Clara’s knees. She was genuinely knock-kneed, and pretty with it.

When I read the novel, I came across the character Anna Dempster Vonghel, called Demmie, a girlfriend of Citrine. Bellow wrote: ‘“There’s a Dutch corner in Delaware,” said Demmie. “And that’s where the Vonghels came from.”’ She goes on to describe her young life of delinquency, and then adds, ‘“But I also know about three thousand Bible verses. Brought up on hellfire and damnation.”’ At this point I wondered if this might have been taken from Clara’s background.

Then, after describing Demmie’s eyes and face – which didn’t particularly strike me as very like Clara’s – Citrine says, ‘But I fell first for her legs. They were extraordinary. And these beautiful legs had an exciting defect – her knees touched and her feet were turned outward so that when she walked fast the taut silk of her stockings made a slight sound of friction.’

Pennsylvania might have shifted into Delaware, but that was Clara’s background and those were Clara’s knees. What I saw then was how a writer can compose a character, making what’s literally a composite into what in the writing becomes a unified person. The knees and the strict Dutch background now belong to Demmie. The writer’s use of such selected details helps give the character living particularity.
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Create a character






Take a minor character from one of your pieces of fiction and, without considering the original context, change her/him by adding two new, specific details. One should be physical – face or body – and the other should be a detail of the character’s background. One of these details should be your own; the other should be from someone you know. Then, in first-person narration, introduce the character and these details in the opening of a piece of fiction of about 750 words (about two or three pages). The idea is to begin to create a character who interests you.
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Now imagine a novel whose two main characters are both male writers. They’re old friends. But one of them is rich and famous from his writing and the other is a critical and financial failure. The failure, jealous of his friend’s success, thinks of ways to foil and humiliate him and these ways provide the novel’s plot. But we’ve just done that novel in the case study of Humboldt’s Gift, right? No, this is another, later novel. This is the outline story of Martin Amis’s novel The Information, published in 1995.
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Key idea






Characters can come from what you know professionally, from what you’ve read (or watched or heard) or from a setting you want to write about.
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ASPECTS OF CHARACTER: THE INFORMATION

The Information is a good example of all three of these source areas. Both main characters are writers, and as someone who has spent his professional life as a writer, Amis is obviously knowledgeable about all sorts of details of the profession. He knows not only the act of writing but all the business of placing the writing through an agent, of dealing with editors and editors’ assistants, and publicity departments, and sales strategies, and going on tours and giving readings and signings, and going to festivals, and doing research and jotting down ideas, and feeling pleased or unhappy with what he writes on any day.

The Information also comes from reading and admiring Bellow’s writing, especially Humboldt’s Gift. Though I’m exaggerating, Amis’s novel could be thought of as Humboldt’s Gift told from Humboldt’s point of view.

The Information is filled with characters who, to various extents, arise out of the same West London setting Amis has used before. This is, or was, an area where seedy streets can be only a few blocks away from elegant streets, and where low life and high life can be observed by middle-class writers or writers of no known class at all. All sorts of shoulders can be rubbed or shoved or fondled here.

Unlike Humboldt’s Gift, in which both Humboldt and Citrine are good writers, the two novelists in The Information are truly terrible writers, but terrible writers of two different kinds. Richard Tull is so aware of every nuance of literary possiblity that his writing is complex and impacted to the point of being unreadable. Richard’s literary career is summarized by the narrator:

… Richard Tull published his first novel, Aforethought, in Britain and America. If you homogenized all the reviews… allowing for many grades of generosity and IQ, then the verdict on Aforethought was as follows: nobody understood it, or even finished it, but, equally, nobody was sure it was shit. Richard flourished. … Three years later, by which time he had become Books and Arts Editor of a little magazine called The Little Magazine (little then, and littler now), Richard published his second novel, Dreams Don’t Mean Anything [an allusion to Delmore Schwartz’s famous story ‘In Dreams Begin Responsibilities’] in Britain but not in America. His third novel wasn’t published anywhere. Neither was his fourth. Neither was his fifth. … He had plenty of offers for his sixth because, by that time, during a period of cretinous urges and lurches, he had started responding to the kind of advertisements that plainly came out with it and said, WE WILL PUBLISH YOUR BOOK and AUTHORS WANTED (or was it NEEDED?) BY LONDON PUBLISHER. Of course, these publishers, crying out for words on paper like pining dogs under a plangent moon, weren’t regular publishers. You paid them, for example. And, perhaps more importantly, no one ever read you.
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Richard’s old friend and college roommate, Gwyn Barry, is a very different kind of very bad writer. Here is the narrator, describing Gwyn’s kind of very bad from Richard’s point of view:

[of Gwyn’s first novel, Summertown] The Gwyn figure, who narrated, was wan and Welsh, the sort of character who, according to novelistic convention, quietly does all the noticing – whereas reality usually sees to it that the perspiring mute is just a perspiring mute, with nothing to contribute. Still, the Gwyn figure, Richard conceded, was the book’s only strength: an authentic dud, a dud insider, who brought back hard news from the dud world. … It tried to be ‘touching’; but the only touching thing about Summertown was that it thought it was a novel. On publication it met with modest sales and (Richard again) disgracefully unmalicious reviews.
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This second book is the one that becomes super famous and makes Gwyn super famous and super rich. By this time, Richard has suffered 12 years of failure and he ‘had to see whether the experience of disappointment was going to make him bitter or better. And it made him bitter. He was sorry: there was nothing he could do about it, he wasn’t up to better.’

As these extracts indicate, The Information is social satire as well as a particular satire on the literary life. What links these two satires is what can be thought of as a third level of satire – that on male aggression and competitiveness – between writers, between criminals, between races and classes.
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To name or not to name?






Write a 150–250-word opening to a piece of fiction in the third person, past tense, in which you introduce a character without naming her/him or even particularly thinking of a name. Then write this opening again, naming this character in your first sentence. Does naming the character make a difference to the writing that follows?
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Settings as sources of character

Settings as sources of character become particularly significant when the setting is historical. One way of understanding what’s involved is to think of the fiction that actually comes from the past. Jane Austen’s settings, for instance, determine her heroines’ chances of happiness and success within the particular early nineteenth-century English, semi-rural middle- and upper-middle-class families that can provide wives for local grandees – the squires and minor aristocrats who will settle down in marriage on their comfortable estates.

The heroines’ chances for such happy endings occur within a convention of visits, teas, dinners and dances, with the occasional unplanned encounter while walking or riding in town or country to enliven and complicate plot. Even when money is short and the heroines’ villa, grange or large farmhouse must be left for a fairly, but not very, humble cottage, these young women’s good sense and good taste will lend the dwelling enough charm so that the convention of visiting will continue to bring them into contact with potential life partners.

While the Austen heroine is typically part of these social conventions by birth and upbringing (‘breeding’), she can also see through their superficiality. Her intelligence and sensitivity can make her uncomfortably out of place, and her hatred of unkindness can lead her to the wrong conclusions about people, men in particular, the path out from confusion becoming the plotline of the novel.

This influence of particular social setting as a character ‘source’ is really another way of thinking about the character as influenced and developed, but not entirely determined, by the time and place of the setting.

An even more stringent historical determinant is fiction centred on real people. Hilary Mantel’s novels about Thomas Cromwell are clear examples. The problem is obvious: how does the writer stick with the historical reality and yet create a character? First, she must not contradict the known facts of the character, including his physical appearance, while creating his thoughts, reflections, hopes, dreams – his inner life, a life which is not known – and while creating his particular actions and reactions, dialogue and his accompanying emotions – his outer life. Second, such facts and acts of his life that are known and that she chooses to include must be accurate enough to the historical record to appear plausible and, even if given a non-standard emphasis, must be read as representing a version of the historical record. Finally, she must make the character interesting, and even if he is monstrous – and Cromwell was – his courage and craft, his sense of humour and genuine love of scholarship, his hard work, his generosity and his warmth within his family must also hold the stage to develop this most complex yes-man and hatchet man.

The writer doesn’t have to go back to Tudor or Regency England for historical sources of character. Even a book so seemingly timeless as Cormac McCarthy’s All the Pretty Horses, a rite-of-passage or coming-of-age novel, is very time-specific. Set in 1949, John Grady Cole is the 16-year-old, last-of-the-line descendant of Texas ranchers whose values are alien to the changing America around him. So he rides out over the border, in search of the simpler, more natural land and lifestyle he imagines in Mexico. But the Mexico he finds also has telephones and cars and trucks and wealthy landowners who won’t have a Yanqui nobody courting their beloved daughter. The historical setting turns out to mark a final disappearance of the dream of open land and life yearned for by the boy-man. Set half a generation later, the story would be impossible. It is, as much as anything, a novel of disappearances.

People as sources of character

The variety of sources for character is as varied as the lives – the experiences, the memories and the imaginations – of writers. Here are some sources of fictional characters in my own writing:

   •   me

   •   my father

   •   my mother

   •   my uncle

   •   a woman who lived in a house in the dunes by the ocean in Long Island

   •   a very well-dressed man I once saw walking in a rough neighbourhood of Brooklyn

   •   someone I knew in high school who became very arrogant

   •   a publisher I knew who was very arrogant

   •   someone I heard about who was rumoured to have an ancestor who found Captain Kidd’s treasure

   •   a Navaho man I spoke with outside a store in the Four Corners area of Arizona

   •   Hamlet

   •   Sam Spade

   •   Raskolnikov and Svidrigailov

   •   Kurosawa’s film of The Idiot

   •   some irritatingly over-friendly waiting staff at a popular outdoor restaurant in Key West.

All the fictional characters derived from these sources had traits from other people and from my imagination.
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Key idea






A partial or major source for an aspect of one character in a work of fiction can be another character in that work. Aspects of character are changed and developed in the writing (and rewriting) of the work; sometimes the work demands the omission of a character and/or the inclusion of a new character.
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Workshop



	
Select a piece of writing from your portfolio that has two characters that you consider well achieved and interesting. The piece can be anything from a very short story to the draft of a complete novel. Then answer the following questions about the source or sources of these characters.


	
   •   Were any of their traits consciously drawn from your own traits?


	
   •   If not consciously drawn, do you now see any of your own traits in these characters?


	
   •   Were any of their traits drawn from family, friends or acquaintances?


	
   •   If so, were either of these characters substantially modelled on a family member, friend or acquaintance?


	
   •   Was any real character a significant source for either of these characters?


	
   •   Was any fictional character a partial source for these characters?


	
   •   If not, do you think you might ever be able to use a book or books you admire to give you an idea for a character?


	
Choosing either of these characters, what particular combination of traits do you think makes her/him interesting to write about and to read about?


	
Finally, after considering these questions, do you think you followed your sources too closely, not closely enough or just about right?
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Focus points






   •   When writing is said to have ‘character’ without having any characters, it often means it’s lively and distinctive through a variety of references to human physical, psychological and emotional traits.

   •   The most basic source of writers’ characters is the actual writer. Writers also model characters and aspects of characters on their family and friends.

   •   Characters can also come from what we know professionally and socially, and from real events and settings.
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Next step




The next chapter moves from sources of character to an initial consideration of general character types.
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