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THE FLESH MADE WORD

Characterization, Part 11

» The Direct Methods of Character Presentation (Cont’d)

* Character: A Summary

Appearance and action reveal, which is one thing meant by showing rather than
telling in fiction. But characters also reveal themselves in the way they speak
and think, and the revelation is more profound when they are also shown in
these ways.

Note that sense impressions other than sight are still a part of the way a charac-
ter “appears.” A limp handshake or a soft cheek; an odor of Chanel, oregano, or
decay—if we are allowed to taste, smell, or touch a character through the narra-
tive, then these sense impressions characterize much the way looks do.

The sound and associations of a character’s name, too, can give a clue to per-
sonality: The affluent Mr. Chiddister in chapter 3 is automatically a more elegant
sort than the affluent Mr. Strum; Huck Finn must have a different life from that of
the Marquis of Lumbria. Although names with a blarant meaning—Joseph Surface,
Billy Pilgrim, Martha Quest—tend to stylize a character and should be used spar-
ingly, if at all, ordinary names can hint at traits you mean to heighten, and it is
worth combing any list of names, including the telephone book, to find suggestive
sounds. My own telephone book yields, at a glance this morning, Linda Holladay,
Marvin Entzminger, and Melba Peebles, any one of which might set me to specu-
lating on a character.

Sound also characterizes as a part of “appearance” insofar as sound represents
timbre, tenor, or quality of noise and speech, the characterizing reediness or gruff-
ness of a voice, the lift of laughter or stiffness of delivery.
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SPEECH

Speech, however, characterizes in a way that is different from appearance, because
speech represents an effort, mainly voluntary, to externalize the internal and to
manifest not merely taste or preference but also deliberated thought. Like fiction
itself, human dialogue attempts to marry logic to emotion.

We have many means of communicating that are direct expressions of emotion:
laughing, leering, shaking hands, screaming, shouting, shooting, making love. We
have many means of communicating that are symbolic and emotionless: mathe-
matical equations, maps, checkbooks, credit cards, and chemical formulas.
Between body language and pure math lies language, in which judgments and feel-
ings take the form of structured logic: in vows, laws, news, notes, essays, letters,
and talk; and the greatest of these is talk.

Speech can be conveyed in fiction with varying degrees of directness. It can be
summarized as part of the narrative so that a good deal of conversation is condensed:

At home in the first few months, he and Maizie had talked brightly about
changes that would make the company more profitable and more attractive
to a prospective buyer: new cuts, new packaging, new advertising, new
incentives to make supermarkets carry the brand.

Joan Wickersham, “The Commuter Marriage”

It can be reported in the third person as indirect speech so that it carries, with-
out actual quotation, the feel of the exchange:

Had he brought the coffee? She had been waiting all day long for coffee.
They had forgot it when they ordered at the store the first day.
Gosh, no, he hadn’t. Lord, now he’d have to go back. Yes, he would if it
- killed him. He thought, though, he had everything else. She reminded him it
was only because he didn’t drink coffee himself. If he did he would remember
it quick enough.

Katherine Anne Porter, “Rope”

But usually when the exchange is vital and represents dramatic action, it will be
presented in direct quotation:

“But 1 thought you hardly knew her, Mr. Morning.”

He picked up a pencil and began to doodle on a notebook page. “Did I tell
you that?”

“Yes, you did.”

“It’s true. I didn’t know her well.”

“What is it you're after, then? Who was this person you're investigating?”

“I would like to know that too.”

Siri Hustvedt, “Mr. Morning”
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These three methods of presenting speech can be used in combination to take
advantage of the virtues of each:

They differed on the issue of the holiday, and couldn’t seem to find a
common ground. (Summary.) She had an idea: why not some Caribbean
island over Christmas? Well, but his mother expected them for turkey.
(Indirect.)

“QOh, lord, yes, [ wouldn’t want to go without a yuletide gizzard.” (Direct.)

Summary and indirect speech are often useful, to get us quickly to the core of
the scene; or when, for example, one character has to inform another of evénts
that we already know, or when the emotional point of a conversation is that it has
become tedious.

Carefully, playing down the danger, Len filled her in on the events of the
long night.

Samantha claimed to be devastated. It was all very well if the Seversons
wanted to let their cats run loose, but she certainly wasn’t responsible for
Lisbeth’s parakeets, now was she?

But nothing is more frustrating to a reader than to be told that significant events
are taking place in talk and to be denied the drama of the dialogue.

They whispered to each other all night long, and as he rold her all about
his past, she began to realize that she was falling in love with him.

Such a summary—it’s telling—is a stingy way of treating the reader, who wants
the chance to fall in love, too: Give me me!

Because direct dialogue has a dual nature—emotion within a logical structure—
its purpose in fiction is never merely to convey information. Dialogue may do that,
but it needs simultaneously to characterize, provide exposition, set the scene,
advance the action, foreshadow, and/or remind. William Sloane, in The Craft of
Writing, says: ' '

Thete is a tentative rule that pertains to all fiction dialogue. It must do more
than one thing at a time or it is too inert for the purposes of fiction. This
may sound harsh, but I consider it an essential discipline.

3,

In considering Sloane’s “tentative rule,” I place the emphasis on rule. With dia-
logue as with significant detail, when you write you are constantly at pains to mean
more than you say. If a significant detail must both call up a sense image and mean,
then the character’s words, which presumably mean something, should simultane-
ously suggest image, personality, or emotion. Even rote exchanges can call up
images. A character who says, “It is indeed a pleasure to meet you,” carries his back
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at a different angle, dresses differently, from a character who says, “Hey, man, what
it is?”

In the three very brief speeches that follow are three fictional men, sharply dif-
ferentiated from each other not only by what they say, but also by how they say it.
How much do you know about each? How does each look?

“l had a female cousin one time—a Rockefeller, as it happened—-" said
the Senator, “and she confessed to me that she spent the fifteenth, sixteenth
and seventeenth years of her life saying nothing but, No, thank you. Which
is all very well for a girl of that age and station. But it would have been a
damned unattractive trait in a male Rockefeller.”

Kurt Vonnegut, God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater

“Hey, that’s nice, Grandma,” says Phantom as he motions me to come in
the circle with him. “I'll tell you what. You can have a contest too. Sure. I got
a special one for you. A sweater contest. You get all the grannies out on the
porch some night when you could catch a death a chill, and see which one can
wear the most sweaters. | got an aunt who can wear fourteen, You top that?”

Robert Ward, Shedding Skin

The Knight looked surprised at the question. “What does it matter where
my body happens to be?” he said. “My mind goes on working all the same. In
fact, the more head downward I am, the more I keep inventing new things.

“Now, the cleverest thing of the sort that I ever did,” he went on after a
pause, “was inventing a new pudding during the meat course.”

Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass

There are forms of insanity that condemn people to hear voices against their will,
but as writers we invite ourselves to hear voices without relinquishing our hold on
reality or our right to control. The trick to writing good dialogue is hearing voice.
The question is, What would he ot she say? The answer is entirely in language. The
choice of language reveals content, character, and conflict, as well as type.

It’s logical that if you must develop voices in order to develop dialogue, you'd do
well to start with monologue and develop voices one by one. Use your journal to
experiment with speech patterns that will characterize. Some people speak in tele-
graphically short sentences missing various parts of speech. Some speak in convo-
luted eloquence or in thythms tedious with qualifying phrases. Some rush headlong
without a pause for breath until they’re breathless; others are measured or terse or
begrudge even forming a sentence. Trust your “inner ear” and use your journal to
practice catching voices. Freewriting is invaluable to dialogue writing because it is
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the manner of composition closest to speech. There is no time to mull or edit. Any
qualifications, corrections, and disavowals must be made part of the process and
the text.

When you hear a passage of speech that interests you, next time you sit down at
your journal freedraft a monologue passage of that speech. Don’t look for words
that seem right; just listen to the voice and let it flow. The principle is the same as
keeping your eye on the ball. If you feel you're going wrong, let yourself go wrong,
and keep going. You're allowed to fail. And the process has two productive out-
comes in any case: You begin to develop your own range of voices whether you
catch a particular voice or not, and you develop your ear by the very process of
“hearing” it go wrong.

You can also limber up in your journal by setting yourself deliberate exercises in
making dialogue—or monologue—do more than one thing at a time. In addition
to revealing character, dialogue can set the scene.

“We didn’t know no one was here. We thought hit a summer camp all
closed up. Curtains all closed up. Nothing here. No cars or gear nor nothing.
Looks closed to me, don’t hit to you, ].J.?”

Joy Williams, “Woods”
Dialogue can set the mood.

“I have a lousy trip to Philadelphia, lousy flight back, I watch my own
plane blow a tire on closed-circuit TV, 1 go to my office, I find Suzy in tears
because Warren’s camped in her one-room apartment. [ come home and 1
find my wife hasn’t gotten dressed in two days.”

Joan Didion, Book of Common Prayer

Dialogue can reveal the theme because, as William Sloane says, the characters talk
about what the story is about.

“You feel trapped, don’t you?”
Jane looks at her.

“Don’t you?”

((NO »

“0.K.—You just have a headache.”
((I do »

Milly waits a moment and then clears her throat and says, “You know, for
a while there after Wally and I were married, [ thought maybe I'd made a
mistake. | remember realizing that I didn’t like the way he laughed. I mean,
let’s face it, Wally laughs like a hyena. . . ”

Richard Bausch, “The Fireman’s Wife”
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Dialogue is also one of the simplest ways to revedl the past (a fundamental play-
wrighting device is to have a character who knows tell a character who doesn’t
know); and it is one of the most effective, because we get both the drama of the
memory and the drama of the telling. Here is a passage from Toni Morrison’s The
Bluest Eye in which the past is evoked, the speaker characterized, the scene and
mood set, and the theme revealed, all at the same time and in less than a dozen lines.

“The onliest time | be happy seem like was when [ was in the picture show.
Every time | got, | went. I’d go early, before the show started. They'd cut off
the lights, and everything be black. Then the screen would light up, and I'd
move right on in them pictures. White men taking such good care of they
women, and they all dressed up in big clean houses with the bathtubs right in
the same room with the toilet. Them pictures gave me a lot of pleasure, but it
made coming home hard, and looking at Cholly hard. I don’t know.”

If the telling of a memory changes the relationship between the teller and the lis-
tener (what is in theater called an emotional recall), then you have a scene of high
drama, and the dialogue can advance the action.

This is an important device, because dialogue is the most valuable to fiction
when it is indivisible from the story itself.

A crucial (and sometimes difficult) distinction to make is between speech that
is mere discussion or debate and speech that is drama or action. If in doubt, ask
yourself: Can this conversation between characters really change anything?
Dialogue is action when it contains the possibility of change. Doubt (internal con-
flict) is more dramatic than certainty; to discuss is not of itself a dramatic action; to
redlize is. If your characters are set in their ideas, more committed to their points of
view than to each other, we're likely to find them wooden and uninteresting, mere
spokespersons, no matter how significant their topic:

“This has been the traditional fishing spot of the river people for a
thousand years, and your rigs will destroy the whole ecology system.”
“Join the real world, Sybil. We're talking a thousand gallons a day here.”

Ho-hum. In order to engage us emotionally in a disagreement, the characters must
have an emotional stake in the outcome; we need to feel that, even if it’s unlikely
they would change their minds, they might change their lives.

“If you sink that drill tomorrow morning, I'll be gone by noon.”
“Sybil, I have no choice.”

Often the most forceful dialogue can be achieved by not having the characters
say what they mean. People in extreme emotional states—whether of fear, pain,
anger, or love—are at their least articulate. There is more narrative tension in a
love scene where the lovers make anxious small talk, terrified of revealing their
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feelings, than in one where they hop into bed. A character who is able to say “I
hate you!” hates less than one who bottles the fury and pretends to submit, unwill-
ing to expose the truth. Dialogue often fails if it is too eloquent. The characters
debate ideas with great accuracy or define their feelings precisely and honestly. But
often the purpose of human exchange is to conceal as well as to reveal; to impress,
hurt, protect, seduce, or reject.

In this rather extreme example from Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day, a
British lord and his butler, early in the Second World War, discuss a staff matter.
How much concealed emotion can you identify? What information is given with-
out being stated? What are the political sympathies of each character? What lies
are told?

‘Pve been doing a great deal of thinking, Stevens. A great deal of
thinking. And I've reached my conclusion. We cannot have Jews on the staff
here at Darlington Hall.’

‘Sir?

‘It’s for the good of this house, Stevens. In the interests of the guests we
have staying here. I've looked into this carefully, Stevens, and 'm letting you
know my conclusion.’

‘Very well, sir.”

‘“Tell me, Stevens, we have a few on the staff at the moment, don’t we?
Jews, I mean. .

‘I believe two of the present staff members would fall into that category,
sir.

‘Ah. His lordship paused for a moment, staring out of his window. Of
course, you'll have to let them go.’

‘I beg your pardon, sir?

‘It’s regrettable, Stevens, but we have no choice. There’s the safety and
well-being of my guests to consider. Let me assure you, 've looked into this
matter and thought it through thoroughly. It’s in all our best interests.’

Listen to the patterns of speech you hear and try to catch differences of charac-
ter through syntax—the arrangement of words within a sentence. Then put two or
more of these characters in a scene; try giving them a strong emotional connection
with strongly different ideas, and see if their speech can amount to dramatic
action.

Here is an exchange among three members of a Chinese-American family in
which the subject is political but much more than politics is conveyed.

In fact, he hardly ever stopped talking, and we kids watched the spit foam at
the corners of his mouth. . . It was more like a lecture than a conversation.
“Actually these aren’t dreams or plans,” Uncle Bun said. “I’'m making
predictions about ineluctabilities. This Beautiful Nation, this Gold
Mountain, this America will end as we know it. There will be one nation,
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and it will be a world nation. A united planet. Not just Russian
Communism. Not just Chinese Communism. World Communism.”

He said, “When we don’t need to break our bodies earning our daily living
any more, and we have time to think, we'll write poems, sing songs, develop
religions, invest customs, build statues, plant gardens and make a perfect
world.” He paused to contemplate the wonders.

“Isn’t that great?” [ said after he left.

“Don’t get brainwashed,” said my mother. “He’s going to get in trouble for
talking like that.”

Maxine Hong Kingston, China Men

Uncle Bun is richly characterized by his idealistic eloquence, but so are the narra-
tor and her mother in their brief reactions. The contrast between Uncle Bun’s
“predictions about ineluctabilities” and the narrator’s “Isn’t that great?” makes her
both a teenager and Americanized, whereas the mother’s hostile practicality comes
out in her blunt imperative.

This passage also illustrates an essential element of conflict in dialogue: tension
and drama are heightened when characters are constantly (in one form or another)
saying no to each other. Here the mother is saying a distinct no to both Uncle Bun
and her daughter. In the following exchange from Ernest Hemingway’s The Old
Man and the Sea, the old man feels only love for his young protégé, and their con-
versation is a pledge of affection. Nevertheless, it is the old man’s steady denial
that lends the scene tension.

“Can | go out and get sardines for you tomorrow?”

“No. Go and play baseball. I can still row and Rogelio will throw the net.”

“I would like to go. If I cannot fish with you, I would like to serve in some way.”

“You brought me a beer,” the old man said. “You are already a man.”

“How old was I when you first took me in a boat?”

“Five and you were nearly killed when I brought the fish in too green and
he nearly tore the boat to pieces. Can you remember?”

“I can remember the tail slapping and banging and the thwart breaking
and the noise of the clubbing. I can remember you throwing me into the bow
where the wet coiled lines were and feeling the whole boat shiver and the
noise of you clubbing him like chopping a tree down and the sweet blood
smell all over me.”

“Can you really remember that or did I just tell it to you?”

“l remember everything from when we first went together.”

The old man looked at him with his sunburned, confident loving eyes.

“If you were my boy I’d take you out and gamble,” he said. “But you are
your father’s and mother’s and you are in a lucky boat.”

Neither of these characters is consciously eloquent, and the dialogue is extremely
simple. But look how much more it does than “one thing at a time”! It provides
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exposition on the beginning of the relationship, and it conveys the mutual affec-
tion of the two and the conflict within the old man between his love for the boy
and his loyalty to the parents. It conveys the boy’s eagerness to persuade and car-
ries him into the emotion he had as a small child while the fish was clubbed. The
dialogue represents a constant shift of power back and forth between the boy and
the old man, as the boy, whatever else he is saying, continues to say please, and the
old man, whatever else he is saying, continues to say no.

The same law of plausibility operates in dialogue as in narrative. We will tend
to believe a character who speaks in concrete details and to be skeptical of one
who generalizes or who delivers judgments unsupported by example. Uncle Bun is
eloquent and attractive, but he hardly convinces us he has the formula for a perfect
world. When the boy in the Hemingway passage protests, “I remember every-
thing,” however, we believe him because of the vivid details in his memory of the
fish. If one character says, “It’s perfectly clear from all his actions that he adores me
and would do anything for me,” and another says, “I had my hands all covered with
the clay slick, and he just reached over to lift a lock of hair out of my eyes and tuck
it behind my ear,” which character do you believe is the more loved?

It’s interesting to observe that, whereas in narrative you will demonstrate control
if you state the facts and let the emotional value rise off of them, in dialogue you will
convey information more naturally if the emphasis is on the speaker’s feelings. “My
brother is due to arrive at midafternoon and is bringing his four children with him”
reads as bald exposition; whereas, “That idiot brother of mine thinks he can walk in
in the middle of the afternoon and plunk his four kids in my lap!” or, “I can’t wait
till my brother gets here at three! You'll see—those are the four sweetest kids this
side of the planet.”—will sound like talk and will slip us the information sideways.

Examine your dialogue to see if it does more than one thing at a time. Do the
sound and syntax characterize by region, education, attitude? Do the choice of
words and their syntax reveal that the character is stiff, outgoing, stifling anger,
ignorant of the facts, perceptive, bigoted, afraid? Is the conflict advanced by “no-
dialogue,” in which the characters say no to each other? Is the drama heightened by
the characters’ inability or unwillingness to tell the whole truth?

Once you are comfortable with the voice of your character, it is well to
acknowledge that everyone has many voices and that what that character says will
be, within his or her verbal range, determined by the character to whom it is said.
All of us have one sort of speech for the vicar and another for the man who pumps
the gas. Huck Finn, whose voice is idiosyncratically his own, says, “Yes, sir,” to the
judge, and “Maybe 1 am, maybe I ain’t,” to his degenerate dad.

Dialect is a tempting, and can be an excellent, means of characterizing, but it is
difficult to do well and easy to overdo. Dialect should always be achieved by word
choice and syntax, and misspellings kept to a minimum. They distract and slow the
reader, and worse, they tend to make the character seem stupid rather than regional.
There is no point in spelling phonetically any word as it is ordinarily pronounced:
almost all of us say things like “fur” for for, “uv” for of, “wuz” for was, “an” for and,
“sez” for says. Nearly everyone drops the g in words ending in ing, at least now and
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then. When you misspell these words in dialogue, you indicate that the speaker is
ignorant enough to spell them that way when writing. Even if you want to indicate
ignorance, you may alienate the reader by the means you choose to do so.

These rules for dialect have changed in the past fifty years or so, largely for
political reasons. Nineteenth-century authors felt free to misspell the dialogue of
foreigners, the lower classes, and racial, regional, and ethnic groups. This literary
habit persisted into the first decades of the twentieth century. But the world is con-
siderably smaller now, and its consciousness has been raised. Dialect, after all, is
entirely relative, and an author who seems unaware of this may sound like a bigot.
The word bath pronounced by an Englishman may sound like “bahth” to an
American, and pronounced by an American may sound like “banth” to an
Englishman, but both know how the word is spelled and resent the implied mock-
ery. Liverpudlians have been knighted; the White House has housed the accents of
the Deep South and the Far West; and we resent the implication that regionality is
ignorance. Ignorance itself is a charged issue. If you misspell a foreign accent or
black English, the reader is likely to have a political rather than a literary reaction.
A line of dialogue that runs “Doan rush me nun, Ah be gwine” reads as caricature,
whereas “Don’t rush me none, 1 be going” makes legitimate use of black English
syntax and lets us concentrate on the meaning and emotion.

It’s tricky catching the voice of a foreigner with imperfect English, and you need
either a sensitive ear and a good deal of experience with the relevant speakers, or
to be an accomplished linguist. This is because everyone has a native language,
and when someone whose native language is French or Ibu starts to learn English,
the grammatical mistakes they make will be based on the grammatical structure of
the native language. Unless you know French or Ibu, you will make mistaken mis-
takes, and your dialogue is likely to sound as if it came from second-rate sitcoms.
We're all tired of German characters who say “Ve vant you should feel goot,” and
Native Americans who—whether Sioux, Crow or Navaho— can't tell the differ-
ence between “I” and “Me”—as in “Me no want paleface wampum.” If you seem to
be indicating ignorance in a character of whose native language you are ignorant,
your reader instinctively mistrusts you.

In dialect or standard English, the bottom-line rule is that dialogue must be
speakable. If it isn’t speakable, it isn’t dialogue.

“Certainly I had had a fright I wouldn’t soon forget,” Reese would say
later, “and as I slipped into bed fully dressed except for my shoes, which I
flung God-knows-where, | wondered why I had subjected myself to a danger
only a fool would fail to foresee for the dubious pleasure of spending one
evening in the company of a somewhat less than brilliant coed.”

Nobody would say this because it can’t be said. It is not only convoluted beyond
reason but it also stumbles over its alliteration, “only a fool would fail to foresee
for,” and takes more breath than the human lungs can hold. Read your dialogue
aloud and make sure it is comfortable to the mouth, the breath, and the ear. If not,
then it won’t ring true as talk.
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Identifying dialogue sometimes presents more of a problem than it needs to.
The purpose of a dialogue tag is to make clear who is speaking, and it usually needs
to do nothing else. Said is quite adequate to the purpose. People also ask and reply
and occasionally add, recall, remember, or remind. But sometimes an unsure writer
will strain for emphatic synonyms: She gasped, he whined, they chorused, John
snarled, Mary spat. This is unnecessary and obtrusive, because although uninten-
tional repetition usually makes for awkward style, the word said is as invisible as
punctuation. When reading we’re scarcely aware of it, whereas we are forced to be
aware of she wailed. If it’s clear who is speaking without any dialogue tag at all,
don’t use one. Usually an identification at the beginning of a dialogue passage and
an occasional reminder are sufficient. If the speaker is inherently identified in the
speech pattern, so much the better.

Similarly, tonal dialogue tags should be used sparingly: he said with relish; she
added limply. Such phrases are blatant “telling,” and the chances are that good dia-
logue will convey its own tone. “Get off my case!” she said angrily. We do not need
to be told that she said this angrily. If she said it sweetly, then we would probably
need to be told. If the dialogue does not give us a clue to the manner in which it is
said, an action will often do so better than an adverb. “I'll have a word with Mr.
Ritter about it,” he said with findlity, is weaker than “I'll have a word with Mr. Ritter
about it,” he said, and picked up his hat.

THOUGHT

Fiction has a flexibility denied to film and drama, where everything the spectator
knows must be externally manifested. In fiction you have the privilege of entering
a character’s mind, sharing at its source internal conflict, reflection, and the crucial
. processes of decision and discovery. Like speech, a character’s thought can be
offered in summary (He hated the way she ate.), or as indirect thought (Why did she
hold her fork straight up like that?) or directly, as if we are overhearing the character’s
own mind (My God, she’s going to drop the yolk!) As with speech, the three methods
can be alternated in the same paragraph to achieve at once immediacy and pace.

Methods of presenting a character’s thought will be more fully discussed in
Chapters 7 and 8 on Point of View. What's most important to characterization is
that thought, like speech, reveals more than information. It can also set mood,
reveal or betray desires, develop theme, and so forth.

The territory of a character’s mind is above all likely to be the center of the
action. Aristotle says, as we have seen, that a man “is his desire,” that is, his char-
acter is defined by his ultimate purpose, good or bad. Thought, says Aristotle, is the
process by which a person works backward in his mind from his goal to determine
what action he can take toward that goal at a given moment.

It is not, for example, your ultimate desire to read this book. Very likely you
don’t even “want” to read it; you'd rather be asleep or jogging or making love. But
your ultimate goal is, say, to be a rich, respected, and famous writer. In order to
attain this goal, you reason, you must know as much about the craft as you can
learn. To do this, you would like to take a graduate degree at the Writer’s




146 THE FLESH MADE WORD

Workshop in Iowa. To do that, you must take an undergraduate degree in

, whete you now find yourself, and must get an A in Ms. or Mr.
: s credtive writing course. To do that, you must produce a character
sketch from one of the assignments at the end of this chapter by a week from
Tuesday. To do so, you must sit here reading this chapter now instead of sleeping,
jogging, or making love. Your ultimate motive has led you logically backward to a
deliberate “moral” decision on the action you cah take at this minor crossroad. In
fact, it turns out that you want to be reading after all.

The relation that Aristotle perceives among desire, thought, and action seems
to me a very useful one for an author, both in structuring plot and in creating char-
acter. What does this protagonist want to happen in the last paragraph of this
story! What is the particular thought process by which this person works backward
to determine what she or he will do now, in the situation that presents itself in the
first paragraph on page one!

The action, of course, may be the wrong one. Thought thwarts us, because it
leads to a wrong choice (if only you'd gone to sleep, you would now be having a
dream that would give you the most brilliant idea for a short stoty you've ever
had), or because thought is full of conflicting desires and consistent inconsistencies
(actually you are no longer reading this paragraph; someone knocked on your door
and suggested a pizza and you couldn’t resist), or because there is enormous human
tension between suppressed thought and expressed thought (you didn’t want a
pizza, and certainly not in the company of that bore, but you'd turned him down
twice this week already).

In “Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been7" at the end of Chapter 3,
Connie wants to get away every chance she can from a family she despises. She
devises a number of schemes and subterfuges to avoid their company. At the end of
the story her success is probably permanent, at a cost she had not figured irito her
plan. Through the story she is richly characterized, inventing two personalities in
order single-mindedly to pursue her freedom, finally caught between conflicting
and paralyzing desires.

A person, a character, can’t do much about what he or she wants; it just is
(which is another way of saying that character is desire). What we can deliberately
choose is our behavior, the action we take in a given situation. Achievement of
our desire would be easy if the thought process between desire and act were not so
faulty and so wayward, or if there were not such an abyss between the thoughts we
think and those which we are willing and able to express.

CONFLICT BETWEEN METHODS OF PRESENTATION

The conflict that is the essence of character can be effectively (and, if it doesn’t
come automatically, quite consciously) achieved in fiction by producing a conflict
between methods of presentation. A character can be directly revealed to us
through appearance, speech, action, and thought. If you set one of these methods (in
narrative practice most frequeritly thought) at odds with the others, then dramatic
tension will be produced. Imagine, for example, a character who is impeccable and
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expensively dressed, who speaks eloquently, who acts decisively, and whose mind is
revealed to us as full of order and determination. He is inevitably a flat character.
But suppose that he is impeccable, eloquent, decisive, and that his mind is a mess
of wounds and panic. He is at once interesting.

Here is the opening passage of Saul Bellow’s Seize the Day, in which appearance
and action are blatantly at odds with thought. Notice that it is the tension
between suppressed thought and what is expressed through appearance and action
that produces the rich character conflict.

When it came to concealing his troubles, Tommy Wilhelm was not less
capable than the next fellow. So at least he thought, and there was a
certain amount of evidence to back him up. He had once been an actor—
no, not quite, an extra—and he knew what acting should be. Also, he was
smoking a cigar, and when a man is smoking a cigar, wearing a hat, he has
an advantage: it is harder to find out how he feels. He came from the
twenty-third floor down to the lobby on the mezzanine to collect his mail
before breakfast, and he believed—he hoped—he looked passably well:
doing all right.

Tommy Wilhelm is externally composed but mentally anxious, mainly anxious
about looking externally composed. By contrast, in the next passage, from Samuel
Beckett’s Murphy, the landlady, Miss Carridge, who has just discovered a suicide in
one of her rooms, is anxious in speech and action but is mentally composed.

She came speeding down the stairs one step at a time, her feet going so fast
that she seemed on little caterpillar wheels, her forefinger sawing horribly at
her craw for Celia’s benefit. She slithered to a stop on the steps of the house
and screeched for the police. She capered in the street like a consternated
ostrich, with strangled distracted rushes towards the York and Caledonian
Roads in turn, embarrassingly equidistant from the tragedy, tossing up her arms,
undoing the good work of the samples, screeching for police aid. Her mind was
so collected that she saw clearly the impropriety of letting it appear so.

I have said that thought is most frequently at odds with one or more of the
other three methods of direct presentation—reflecting the difficulty we -have
expressing ourselves openly or accurately—but this is by no means always the case.
A character may be successfully, calmly, even eloquently expressing fine opinions
while betraying himself by pulling at his ear, or herself by crushing her skirt.
Captain Queeg of Herman Wouk’s The Caine Mutiny is a memorable example of
this, maniacally clicking the steel balls in his hand as he defends his disciplinary
code. Often we are not privy to the thoughts of a character at all, so that the con-
flicts must be expressed in a contradiction between the external methods of direct
presentation, appearance, speech, and action. Character A may be speaking floods
of friendly welcome, betraying his real feeling by backing steadily away. Character
B, dressed in taffeta ruffles and ostrich plumes, may wail pityingly over the miseries
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of the poor. Notice that the notion of “betraying oneself” is important here: We're
more likely to believe the evidence unintentionally given than deliberate expres-
sion.

A classic example of such self-betrayal is found in Leo Tolstoy’s The Death of
Ivan Ilyich, where the widow confronts her husband’s colleague at the funeral.

... Noticing that the table was endangered by his cigarette ash, she
immediately passed him an ashtray, saying as she did so: “I consider it an
affectation to say that my grief prevents my attending to practical affairs. On
the contrary, if anything can—I won’t say console me, but—distract me, it is
seeing to everything concerning him.” She again took out her handkerchief
as if preparing to cry, but suddenly, as if mastering her feeling, she shook
herself and began to speak calmly. “But there is something I want to talk to
you about.”

It is no surprise either to the colleague or to us that Praskovya Federovna wants to
talk about getting money.

Finally, character conflict can be expressed by creating a tension between the
direct and the indirect methods of presentation, and this is a source of much irony.
The author presents us with a judgment of the character and then lets him or her
speak, appear, act, and/or think in contradiction of this judgment.

Sixty years had not dulled his responses; his physical reactions, like his moral
ones, were guided by his will and strong character, and these could be seen
plainly in his features. He had a long tube-like face with a long rounded open
jaw and a long depressed nose.

Flannery O’Connor, “The Artificial Nigger”

What we see here in the details of Mr. Head’s features are not will and strong
character but grimly unlikable qualities. “Tube-like” is an ugly image; an “open
jaw” suggests stupidity; and “depressed” connotes more than shape, while the
dogged repetition of “long” stretches the face grotesquely.

Jane Austen is a master of this ironic method, the authorial voice often having
a naive goodwill toward the characters while the characters themselves prevent
the reader from sharing it.

Mr. Woodhouse was fond of society in his own way. He liked very much to
have his friends come and see him; and from various united causes, from his
long residence at Hartfield, and his good nature, from his fortune, his house,
and his daughter, he could command the visits of his own little circle in a
great measure as he liked. He had not much intercourse with any families
beyond that circle; his horror of late hours and large dinner parties made him
unfit for any acquaintance but such as would visit him on his own terms.
Upon such occasions poor Mr. Woodhouse’s feelings were in sad warfare. He
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loved to have the cloth laid, because it had been the fashion of his youth;
but his conviction of suppers being very unwholesome made him rather sorry
to see anything put on it; and while his hospitality would have welcomed his
visitors to everything, his care for their health made him grieve that they
would eat.

Emma

Here all the authorial generalizations about Mr. Woodhouse are generous and posi-
tive, whereas his actions and the “sad warfare” of his mind lead us to the convic-
tion that we would just as soon not sup with this good-natured and generous man.

In addition to providing tension between methods of presentation, you can try a
few other ways of making a character fresh and forceful in your mind before you
start writing.

If the character is based on you or on someone you know, drastically alter the
model in some external way: Change blond to dark or thin to thick; imagine the
character as the opposite gender or radically alter the setting in which the charac-
ter must act. Part of the trouble with writing directly from experience is that you
know too much about it—what “they” did, how you felt. Under such circum-
stances it’s hard to know whether everything in your mind is getting onto the page.
An external alteration forces you to re-see, and so to see more clearly, and so to
convey more clearly what you see.

On the other hand, if the character is created primarily out of your observation
or invention and is unlike yourself, try to find an internal area that you have in
common with the character. If you are a blond, slender young woman and the
character is a fat, balding man, do you nevertheless have in common a love of
French haute cuisine? Are you haunted by the same sort of dream? Do you share a
fear of public performance or a susceptibility to fine weather?

[ can illustrate these techniques only from my own writing, because | am the
only author whose self I can identify with any certainty in fictional characters. In a
recent novel, [ wanted to open with a scene in which the heroine buries a dog in
her backyard. I had recently buried a dog in my backyard. I wanted to capture the
look and feel of red Georgia earth at sunrise, the tangle of roots, and the smell of
decay. But I knew that [ was likely to make the experience too much my own, too
little my character’s. I set about to make her not-me. I have long dark hair and an
ordinary figure, and I tend to live in Levi’s. I made Shaara Soole

. . . big boned, lanky, melon-breasted, her best feature was a head of rusty
barbed-wire hair that she tried to control with a wardrobe of scarves and
headband things. Like most costume designers, she dressed with more
originality than taste, usually on the Oriental or Polynesian side, sometimes
with voluminous loops of thong and matte metal over an ordinary shirt. This
was somewhat eccentric in Hubbard, Georgia, but Shaara may have been
oblivious to her eccentricity, being so concerned to keep her essential
foolishness in check.
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Having thus separated Shaara from myself, I was able to bury the dog with her
arms and through her eyes rather than my own. On the other hand, a few pages
later I was faced with the problem of introducing her ex-husband, Boyd Soole. |
had voluminous notes on this character, and I knew that he was almost totally
unlike me. A man, to begin with, and a huge man, a theater director with a natural
air of power and authority and very little interest in domestic affairs. I sat at my
desk for several days, unable to make him move convincingly. My desk oppressed
me, and I felt trapped and uncomfortable, my work thwarted, it seemed, by the
very chair and typewriter. Then it occurred to me that Boyd was also sitting at a
desk trying to work.

The dresser at the Travelodge was some four inches too narrow and three
inches too low. If he set his feet on the floor his knees would sit free of the
drawer but would be awkwardly constricted left and right. If he crossed his
legs, he could hook his right foot comfortably outside the left of the knechole
but would bruise his thigh at the drawer. If he shifted back he was placed at an
awkward distance from his script. And in this position he could not work.

This passage did not instantly allow me to live inside Boyd Soole’s skin, nor did it
solve all my problems with his characterization. But it did let me get on with the
story, and it gave me a flash of sympathy for him that later grew much more pro-
found than I had foreseen.

Often, identifying what you have in common with the feelings of your character
will also clarify what is important about her or him to the story—why, in fact, you
chose to write about such a person at all. Even if the character is presented as a vil-
lain, you have something in common, and I don’t mean something forgivable. If he
or she is intolerably vain, watch your own private gestures in front of the mirror and
borrow them. If he or she is cruel, remember how you enjoyed hooking the worm.

There is no absolute requirement that a writer need behave honestly in life;
there is absolutely no such requirement. Great writers have been public hams,
domestic dictators, emotional con artists, and Nazis. What is required for fine writ-
ing is honesty on the page—not how the characters should react at the funeral, the
surprise party, in bed, but how they would. In order to develop such honesty of
observation on the page, you must begin with a willing honesty of observation
(though mercifully not of behavior) in yourself.

Character: A Summary

It may be helpful to summarize such practical advice on character as this chapter
and the previous chapter contain.

1. Keep a journal and use it to explore and build ideas for characters.

2. Know all the influences that go into the making of your character’s type:
age, gendert, race, nationality, marital status, region, education, religion,
profession.
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11.
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. Know the details of your character’s life: what he or she does during every

part of the day, thinks about, remembers, wants, likes and dislikes, eats,
says, means.

. Identify, heighten, and dramatize consistent inconsistencies. What does

your character want that is at odds with whatever else the character
wants? What patterns of thought and behavior work against the primary
goal?

. Focus sharply on how the character looks, on what she or he wears and

owns, and on how she or he moves. Let us focus on it, too.

. Examine the character’s speech to make sure it does more than convey

information. Does it characterize, accomplish exposition, and reveal
emotion, intent, or change? Does it advance the conflict through “no”-
dialogue? Speak it aloud: Does it “say”?

. Build action by making your characters discover and decide. Make sure

that what happens is action and not mere event or movement, that is,
that it contains the possibility for hurhan change.

. Know what your character wants, both generally out of life, and

specifically in the context of the story. Keeping that desire in mind,
“think backward” with the character to decide what he or she would do
in any situation presented.

. Be aware of the five methods of character presentation: authorial

interpretation, appearance, speech, action, and thought. Reveal the
character’s conflicts by presenting attributes in at least one of these
methods that contrast with attributes you present in the others.

If the character is based on a real model, including yourself, make a
dramatic external alteration.

If the character is imaginary or alien to you, identify a mental or
emotional poirnit of contact.



