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Characters are not human beings. A character is no more human than the Venus de Milo, Whistler’s Mother, and Sweet Georgia Brown are women. A character is a work of art—an emotive, meaningful, memorable metaphor for humanity, born in the mind-womb of an author, held safe in the arms of story, destined to live forever.













INTRODUCTION



For most writers, what’s past is past, and so they focus on future trends, hoping to improve their chances for production or publication by adapting to what’s current. Writers should indeed stay in tune with their times, but while cultural and aesthetic vogues come and go, there are no trends in human nature. As evolutionary science has shown in study after study, humanity has not evolved for eons. The guys and gals who stenciled their handprints on the walls of caves forty thousand years ago were doing then what we do today—making selfies.


For thousands of years, artists and philosophers portrayed and studied human nature, but then, beginning in the late nineteenth century, science focused on the mind behind that nature. Researchers evolved theories of human behavior ranging from psychoanalysis to behaviorism to evolutionism to cognitivism. These analyses labeled and catalogued traits and flaws by the dozens, and without question their perceptions stimulate the writer’s creative thinking about characters and casts. This book, however, does not favor any single school of psychology. It gathers concepts from many disciplines to trigger the imaginings and intuitions that inspire and guide the talented.


Character’s primary purpose is to enrich your insights into the nature of the fictional character and sharpen your creative techniques as you invent a complex, never-seen-before cast of personalities, starting with your protagonist, then moving outward through your first, second, and third circles of supporting roles, ending with the nameless passing at the far edges of episodes. To that end, expect reworkings. Chapter by chapter, refrain by refrain, certain primal principles will echo inside new contexts. I reiterate ideas because each time an artist rethinks the familiar in a new light, her comprehension deepens.


In the chapters that follow, the principle of contradiction underpins virtually every lesson in character design. I play opposites against each other: characters versus human beings, institutions versus individuals, traits versus truths, the outer life versus the inner life, and so on. You and I know, of course, that along any spectrum strung between polar extremes, shades of possibility blur into overlaps and admixtures. But for clear, facile perception of character complexity, a writer needs a sensitivity to contrast and paradox, an eye for contradiction that unearths the full range of creative possibility. This book teaches that skill.


As always, I will call on current examples, both dramatic and comic, taken from award-winning films and screen series, novels and short stories, plays and musicals. To those contemporary works, I will also add characters created by canonical authors from the past forty centuries of literacy—Shakespeare first among them. Some of these titles may be unread or unseen by you, but hopefully you’ll add them to your personal program of study.


Characters taken from all eras serve two purposes: (1) The task of an illustration is to exemplify and clarify the point at hand, and, as it happens, the sharpest example is often history’s first. (2) I want you to take pride in your profession. As you write, you join an ancient, noble, truth-telling tradition. Brilliant casts from the past will set the stage for your future writings.


Character has four parts. Part One: In Praise of Characters (Chapters One through Three) explores sources of inspiration for character invention and lays out the foundational work that shapes your talents toward creating superbly imagined fictional human beings.


Part Two: Building a Character (Chapters Four through Thirteen) pursues the creation of never-met-before characters, beginning with methods from the outside in, followed by the inside out, expanding into dimensionality and complexity, ending with roles at their most radical. As Somerset Maugham expressed it, “The only inexhaustible subject is human nature.”


Part Three: The Character Universe (Chapters Fourteen through Sixteen) contexts character by genre, performance, and reader/audience/character relationships.


Part Four: Character Relationships (Chapter Seventeen) illustrates the principles and techniques of cast design by mapping the dramatis personae of five works taken from prose, cinema, theatre, and longform television.


All told, I will parse the universe of character into its galaxies, galaxies into solar systems, solar systems into planets, planets into ecologies, ecologies into the life force—all in order to help you uncover creative meanings in the human mystery.


No one can teach you how to create story, character, or anything else. Your processes are idiosyncratic, and nothing I teach will do the writing for you. This book is not a how-to but a what-is. All I can do is give you aesthetic principles and examples to illustrate them, laying out parts, wholes, and their relationships. To this course of study, you must add your brains, taste, and long, long months of creative work. I cannot take you by the hand. Instead, I offer knowledge to leverage your talent. To that end, I suggest you read this book slowly, stopping and going to absorb what you’ve learned and give thought to how it applies to your work.


Character strives to deepen your insight into character complexity, sharpen your eye for expressive traits, and in those dark days when inspiration needs a friend, shepherd you through the configuration of an entire cast.


THE PRONOUN PROBLEM


The mind-stubbing word-jams of s/he, he/she, her/him, he-and-she, and her-and-him, along with the mind-numbing pronoun one and the plural pronouns of their, they, and them used to neutralize gender, well intentioned as they may be, slow the read. The singular pronoun he may pretend to be gender neutral, but he is not. So, in odd-numbered chapters, unspecified persons will be female; in even-numbered chapters, they will be male.
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IN PRAISE OF CHARACTERS


Characters shape our lives in ways our fellow human beings do not. Our upbringing sets forces inside us in motion, but once we start to absorb stories, characters become equally important guides and models—far more than our parents and society dare admit. Invented beings enlighten us, help us make precious sense out of ourselves and those around us.


The first three chapters take a deep dive into the elements of human nature, as well as the principles of the storyteller’s art, that form the basis of the fiction writer’s profession. Chapter One opens this study with a look at the differences between imagined and actual human beings.
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CHARACTERS VERSUS PEOPLE


A human being is an evolving work-in-progress; a character is a finished work-in-performance. Real people impact us directly and explicitly; characters slip into our imaginations and touch us implicitly. Human beings have social lives; characters live in the cast their author invented. People represent themselves; characters symbolize the human spirit.


Once in performance on page, stage, or screen, however, these metaphors become person-like, singular and unique. Unlike the opaque natures of people, brilliantly dramatized characters are clearer yet more complex, intriguing yet more accessible, than anyone you may know. What’s more, once fixed within the parentheses of her story, she stays who she becomes and never changes beyond her story’s climax.


When a human being spills out of reality, it’s into a grave, but when a character spills out of a story, it’s into another story. Jimmy McGill, for example, went from Breaking Bad to inspire the prequel Better Call Saul; Jesse Pinkman did the same for the sequel El Camino.


You don’t have to look far to glimpse the divide between characters and people. Just compare actors to their roles. The finest performers rarely inspire the people in their daily lives the way their characters compel the world’s audiences. Why? Because people experience far more than they express, while characters express everything they experience. A character enters a story as a canister of the past and a sponge for the future, written and performed to express her nature in full, to be known to the core and remembered indefinitely. Great characters are therefore more layered, more dimensional, more involving than the human stuff of their making.


Human beings exist twenty-four hours a day; characters exist between curtain up and curtain down, fade-in and fade-out, first page and last. A person has a life yet to live and it finishes when death decides; a character is finished when her author decides. Her life begins and ends when readers open and close a book or audiences enter and exit a theatre.1


If a character had access to our reality, she would walk out of her story and never come back. She would have other, more pleasant things to do than suffer her fictional life.


CHARACTER AND INSIGHT


Compared to those around us, characters, because of their willingness to stand still while we study them, fill us with insight. As a character talks and acts in front of us, a psychic power seems to take us through her words and deeds, down to her unspoken thoughts and desires, then even deeper into the silent currents in the ultimate subtext, her subconscious mind. When we turn our gaze on ourselves, however, our subconscious stays stubbornly sub. For that reason, the truth of who we really are always remains something of a mystery. As Robert Burns put the problem, “Oh, would some power the gift to give us, to see ourselves as others see us.” We baffle ourselves at times, but a cast of characters offers a kind of group therapy.


Characters lean into their futures, focused on personal goals, their awareness narrowed by their pursuit. But when we pick up a book or buy a ticket, we first lean back to survey the 360-degree world that encircles the cast, and then forward to peer into psychological depths. Thanks to these aesthetic angles, we can gain insights into characters and their societies often better than we see into ourselves and our own. I often wish I understood myself and the United States as well as I understand Walter White and Breaking Bad.



CHARACTER LIMITS


Relentless contradictions crosscut human nature—good and evil, love and cruelty, generosity and selfishness, wisdom and stupidity, and so on down an endless list of opposites. But in the everyday world, few explore their inner paradoxes to the breaking point. Who of us has dared pursue our fragmented self into the dark depths suffered by Sethe in Toni Morrison’s Beloved? Who has navigated as many points on the moral compass as Better Call Saul’s two-souls-in-one, Jimmy McGill / Saul Goodman? Did William Randolph Hearst live his everyday life with anything like the fatal passions of his cinematic avatar in Citizen Kane?


Even the renowned—Marcus Aurelius, Abraham Lincoln, Eleanor Roosevelt—are remembered more as characters than people because biographers novelized them, writers dramatized them, and actors gave them life after death.


CHARACTER AND FOCUS


People wear masks; characters invite intrigue. We often meet people either too difficult to understand or too irrelevant to bother with, but an author can turn an annoying persona into a personality puzzle. The finest fictional characters demand rigorous concentration and psychological acumen from the writer. Just as we grapple with the difficult people in our lives, we gravitate toward characters who make our brains work. That’s why, with a delicious twist of irony, characters who demand effort feel so very real. The more specific, dimensional, unpredictable, and difficult to understand, the more fascinating and more real a character seems. The more generalized, more consistent, more predictable, and easy to understand, the less real, less interesting, and more cartoonish she seems.2


CHARACTER AND TIME


From a character’s point of view, a river of time pours out of her half-remembered past and spills into an ocean of unknown futures. But from our point of view, storytelling spatializes time within the parentheses of first and last images. Because an author has frozen time’s flow, the observing mind of the reader/audience skates freely back and forth through days, months, years, tracing story lines to their roots, unearthing causes buried in the past, prophesizing future outcomes before the character’s fate arrives.


A story is a metaphor for life that expresses the nature of being; a character is a metaphor for humanity that expresses the nature of becoming. A story unfolds, event by event, but once told it stands, like a work of temporal sculpture, in a state of permanent being. A multifaceted role, on the other hand, changes and reshapes the character’s inner and outer selves through conflict, until the climax sends her into a future beyond the story’s climax, altered in substance and circumstance—an arc of becoming.


Ideas have a life span, often short. That’s why stories tend to rust, and the more era-bound their meanings, the shorter their existence. For even the greatest of stories to survive, their themes need constant, up-to-the-now reinterpretation.


What lasts is character. Homer’s Odysseus, Shakespeare’s Cleopatra, James Joyce’s Leopold Bloom, Arthur Miller’s Willy Loman, Mario Puzio’s Michael Corleone, Margaret Atwood’s Offred the Handmaid, and the Charles brothers’ Frasier and Niles Crane will live in the world’s imagination long after their stories have faded from memory.3


CHARACTER AND BEAUTY


When a character’s traits and depths align seamlessly, she emanates beauty. Beauty is not prettiness. Pretty is decorative; beautiful is expressive. This quality has been described as harmony (Plato), radiance (Aquinas), sublimity (Elijah Jordan), clarity and repose (John Ruskin), a deedless calm (Hegel)—all attempts to define the feeling that emanates from fine art, no matter how turbulent or dark the work. A character may be villainous, even Horror-film ugly, but when her traits harmonize into a meaningful whole, she radiates a kind of beauty, however grotesque. And as Plato taught, our response to beauty feels much like love, and so the pleasure we take in a superbly crafted character is more than a matter of judgment—it’s a sense of affection. Beauty amplifies our inner life; kitsch deafens it.4



CHARACTER AND EMPATHY


Empathy with a character calls for refined sensitivity. Vicarious identification excites our senses and energizes our minds. Characters empower us to reflect, to know ourselves from within and without. They show who and why we are who we are in all our strangeness, inconsistency, duplicity, and hidden beauty.5


Henry James said the only reason to write fiction is to compete with life. In the same vein, the only reason to create a character is to compete with humanity, to conjure up someone more complex, more revealing, more magnetic than anyone we might meet. If stories and characters didn’t compete with reality, we wouldn’t write them.6


What do we want from a well-told story? To live in a world we could never experience. What do we want from a well-told character? To experience a life we would never live through a person we could never forget.


Memorable characters find a home in our minds by drawing us into a shared humanity. Linked by empathy, a character takes us through the vicarious yet dynamic experiences of someone else’s emotional life. A memorable character can be separated from her story and then held in the imagination, encouraging us to send our thoughts into the spaces between her scenes, into her past and future.


Unlike us, characters get a lot of help. On the page, vivid prose descriptions and dialogue ignite our mirror neurons and give characters their heightened presence. Onstage and on-screen, actors bring the writer’s creations to life. As audience members, we deepen, refine, and seal each performance with our personal perspectives. As a result, every character acquires unique shadings while she works her way into our psyche. Indeed, like images in dreams, well-written characters are more vivid than their real-life counterparts because, no matter how naturalistically they’re portrayed, at heart characters symbolize the human spirit.


CHARACTER AND AUTHOR


Although characters seem to live in fictional worlds the way people exist in reality, a story’s cast is as artificial as a ballet troupe—a society choreographed to meet an author’s purpose.7 And what is that purpose? Why do writers do this? Why create human facsimiles? Why not spend our days with friends and family, content in their company?


Because reality is never enough. The mind wants meaning, but reality offers no clear beginnings, middles, or ends. Stories do. The mind wants unfettered insight into itself and the secret selves of others, but people wear masks, inside and out. Characters do not. They enter barefaced and exit translucent.


Events, in and of themselves, have no meaning. Lightning striking a vacant lot is pointless; lightning striking a vagrant matters. When an event adds a character, suddenly nature’s indifference fills with life.


As you create your characters, you naturally gather pieces of humanity (your sense of self, your sense of people like you yet not like you, personalities around you that are sometimes strange, sometimes trite, attractive one day, repulsive the next) to create fictional creatures. Yet you know full well that the characters you compose are not their real-life inspirations. Although the people in a writer’s life may spark ideas, like a mother who loves her children in ways she never loves her husband, an author knows she loves the characters that grew in her storied garden in ways she never loves their seeds.


And what do characters need from their creator? Here’s a short list of ten faculties that equip the writer.


1. Taste


Learning to discriminate between bad and good in other people’s writing is not difficult, but to see it in your own calls for guts and judgment powered by an intrinsic disgust with banality and an eye for the vital versus the lifeless. An artist, therefore, needs a keen sense of distaste.8


Bad writing festers with flaws more grievous than clichéd roles and on-the-nose dialogue. Hackwork suffers from the moral failings of sentimentality, narcissism, cruelty, self-indulgence, and, above all, lies that originated in the writer. Tough-mindedness not only inspires truthful writing but a truthful life as well. The more you spot these faults in your own pages and trash them with the repugnance they deserve, the more you avoid them in life.


Sharp-eyed fictions express the gap between the fantasies that distract us and the realities they obscure, between illusion and fact.9 Such works render insights into life as if illuminated from a distant, unseen wisdom. So, the more you read superior writers and watch excellent films, screen series, and theatre, the more you widen and deepen your taste.


2. Knowledge


To pen a superior work of fiction, an author must acquire a godlike knowledge of her story’s setting, history, and cast. Character creation, therefore, demands a writer’s constant observations of herself and the humanity around her—all she knows of life. When she senses a lost past, she can access her most vivid memories. To fill in the blanks between, she can research the life sciences of psychology, sociology, anthropology, and politics. When those don’t teach enough, she can buy a ticket to travel, discover, and explore the unknown firsthand.10


3. Originality


Creative originality calls for insight. An observation may inspire an author, but to enrich what’s on the surface, she adds her unique way of seeing what’s not there, what’s beneath, a hidden truth no one else has spotted before.


More often than not, what’s mistaken for originality is simply the recycling of a forgotten influence. The notion “This has never been done before” is rarely true. Rather, it’s a symptom of the writer’s ignorance of everything other writers have done before she decided to try it herself. Too often the urge to do something different results in a difference that’s not only trivial but worsens the telling. Most stabs at innovation fail because they have in fact been tried before and found hackneyed.


Originality and adaptation are not contradictory, although awards for original versus adapted work perpetuate this myth. With the exception of The Tempest, all of Shakespeare’s plays adapt a found story into a new play.


Genuine innovation is a what, not a how—a new thing, not a new way of doing an old thing. In any medium or genre, a story must generate expectation, escalate stakes, and create surprising outcomes. That’s given. Modernism and postmodernism were powerfully original because they exposed previously unseen subject matter, inverted accepted wisdoms, and refocused the way we looked at life. Those days are gone. Despite the stylistic excesses of transformational special effects in film, fragmentation in literature, and audience participation in theatre, recent decades have seen no revolutions. Techniques that savage art forms lost whatever teeth they had long ago. Today, the avant-garde spirit rips into content, not form, using story to expose the lies the world has learned to live with.


4. Showmanship


Storytelling combines a tightrope walker’s daring with a magician’s gift for deft concealment and surprising revelation. An author, therefore, is first and foremost an entertainer. She gives her reader/audience the dual excitement of the true and the new: first, face-to-face encounters with dangerous truths; and second, never-seen-before characters who confront them.


5. Awareness of the Reader/Audience


Fiction and reality cause experiences that differ in quality but not in kind. A reader’s/audience’s response to a character calls on the same attributes of intelligence, logic, and emotional sensibility that people employ in their daily lives. The chief difference is that an aesthetic experience has no purpose beyond itself. Fiction calls for long-term, uninterrupted concentration that ends with meaningful, emotional satisfaction. Therefore, the writer must craft all characters with an eye to their moment-by-moment impact on the reader/audience.


6. Mastery of Form


To want to create a work of art, you have to have seen one. Your original source of inspiration is not the lives of others, not your life, but the art form itself. A story is a metaphor for life, a massive symbol that expresses maximum meaning from minimal material. Your first experience of story form moved you to fill it with character content—the humanity you find in yourself and others, the dynamic values you sense in society and culture.11


The problem is this: Form is the conduit for content, but ultimately they interlock. As we will see in the next chapter, story is character, and character is story. So before you can master either, you must unlock them. Characters can be taken out of a story and examined psychologically and culturally and given a stand-alone meaning. Walter White, for example, symbolizes corrupt entrepreneurship. But once back inside their story, their meaning may change greatly. So to begin writing, it seems to me, story holds the key.


7. Hatred of Clichés


A cliché is an idea or technique that when first invented was so good—so great, in fact—that people have recycled it again and again and again for decades.


Knowledge of your art form’s history is a basic necessity; an eye that spots a cliché when you see one and, more important, when you write one is an artistic imperative.


For example, the idea that beautiful, young jet-setters enjoying unlimited cocaine and sex are in fact depressed and miserable is not a revelation. Thousands of plays, films, novels, and lyrics have sung that tune. The emptiness of indulgence has been a cliché in both high art and pop culture ever since F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Daisy and Gatsby.12


If the rich are your subject matter, investigate the multitude of characters created not only by Fitzgerald but Evelyn Waugh, Noel Coward, Woody Allen, Whit Stillman, and Tina Fey, and all the films, plays, or television dramedies that featured songs by Cole Porter sung by Frank Sinatra, up to and including the HBO series Succession.


8. Moral Imagination


By moral, I mean more than good/evil or right/wrong. I mean all the positive/negative binaries of human experience, from life/death to love/hate to justice/injustice to rich/poor to hope/despair to excitement/boredom and beyond, that sculpt us and our society.


By imagination, I mean more than daydreaming. I mean an author’s full knowledge of time, place, and character powered by her creative vision. When a writer imagines the peoplescape of her story’s world, her vision of values must guide her sense of what is vital, what is trivial.


A writer’s values shape her unique vision of life, of the global landscape of positive versus negative charges that surround her. What is worth living for? What is worth dying for? Her answers express her moral imagination, her ability to mine the binaries of human experience to envision deeper, more nuanced characters.


My concern is not with Sunday school morality but the value-sensitive imaginations of writers who create and hone characters. You will find yours in the core of being that shapes your humanity. What drives you will in turn drive the creatures you create.


9. An Ideal Self


When not writing, an author can be what writers so often are: a flawed, troubled soul that others find annoying and difficult. But when an author sits down to write, a transformation takes place. As she puts her fingers on the keyboard, she becomes her most intelligent, most sensitive. Her talent, concentration, and above all honesty are at their maximum pitch. This best possible self authors her truest insights into character.


10. Self-Knowledge


Here’s how a trio of renowned writers reacted to Sophocles’s dictum “Know thyself”: “‘Know thyself?’ If I knew myself, I’d run away,” Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. “A caterpillar who wanted to know itself would never become a butterfly,” Andre Gide. “Everything I know about human nature I learned from me,” Anton Chekhov. All three, I’m sure, knew themselves in depth, but Chekhov was the least cynical and the most clear-eyed. He knew that we spend our lives essentially alone.


Despite our relationships with the people we love or hate, despite our observations and researches into society, the solitary truth is that we never know anyone the way we know ourselves. Until science invents a technology that lets us live in the consciousness of another human being, we will always spend our days at a distance, reading the signs in other people’s faces, sitting behind our eyes in the company of one, essentially alone.


All fine character creation begins and ends in self-knowledge. No matter how a writer pictures her essential self—as a secret ego lurking behind a gallery of social personae or as a never-changing core at the center of reality’s flux—she is self-contained and unique. From her core of self-awareness, the writer must extrapolate the inner mutability of the characters she creates. In other words, each of us owns the only mind we will ever meet unmasked. Therefore, all fine character creation begins and ends in self-knowledge.


Yet irony smiles on us, for despite the clear differences between people—disparities of age, gender, genes, culture—we are far more alike than different. We all live through the same essential experiences: the joy of love, the dread of death. So you can be certain that whatever thoughts and feelings run through your mind, they run through the minds of everybody else coming down the street toward you, each in their own time, their own way.


The more you penetrate the mysteries of your own humanity, the more you perceive the humanity in your characters, and the more they express your insights into human nature. As a result, your characters echo in the empathetic reader/audience. What’s more, as people read and watch, they make discoveries about themselves because your characters grew out of qualities of you, qualities new to them.


In Chapter Five we’ll explore writing in-character, a technique that turns your inner life into your character’s inner life, so that your character becomes someone you know as well as you know yourself.13


A LAST NOTE


Badly written characters show us who other people are not; clichéd characters show us who other people prefer; unique characters show us who we prefer; empathetic characters show us who we are.


Because our daily lives don’t permit dangerous satisfactions such as revenge, we devour the gratifying satisfactions of story. We call on story to transport us to countless worlds, but the drivers who take us beyond our mortal reach are characters, and the fuel that powers our imagined travels is empathy.


The variety of complex characters that centuries of fiction provide greatly exceeds the range of people we will ever meet and enriches our insights into those we do. And because we know characters better than people, we love them in ways we rarely love people. Of course, we don’t know people, even those closest to us, very well to begin with, so we shouldn’t be surprised. If, on the other hand, you don’t believe what I just said, if you don’t feel that the fictional betters the factual, you may want to reconsider your profession.


13
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THE ARISTOTLE DEBATE


Plot Versus Character


The terms plot-driven and character-driven were invented by film critics in the mid-twentieth century to mark the difference between Hollywood movies and European cinema—or in their view, between mass entertainment and artistic sophistication. Soon after, book reviewers began writing in a similar vein about literary novels versus best sellers. Off-Broadway originally served as a proving ground for Broadway, but in the 1960s the New York theatre world drew the line between art and money along Forty-Second Street. This pattern repeated in the English theatre between tradition-bound stages in the West End of London and the avant-garde on the Fringe. Years later, U.S. television divided into subscription- versus advertisement-funded programming, pitting streaming’s character-driven art for adult audiences against the commercial networks’ plot-driven entertainment for family viewers.


ARISTOTLE’S RANKINGS


This divide has an ancient pedigree. In his Poetics, Aristotle ranked the six components of dramatic art from top to bottom in terms of their creative difficulty and importance to the work as (1) Plot, (2) Character, (3) Meaning, (4) Dialogue, (5) Music, (6) Spectacle.


He believed that events demand greater artistry to create and impact audiences with greater power than do characters. His opinion held sway for two millennia, but beginning with Don Quixote, the novel evolved into the dominant storytelling medium, and by the end of the nineteenth century writers about writing reversed Aristotle’s top two, declaring that what the reader really wants is memorable characters. A plot’s string of events, they claimed, is simply the writer’s clothesline to display his characters.


This theory conceives of plot as actions and reactions on the physical and social planes, while it confines character to thoughts and feelings in the conscious and subconscious spheres. In fact, these four domains are mutually influential.


When a character witnesses an event, his senses convey it to his mind instantly, so that the event happens to him internally at virtually the same moment it happens externally in his world. The reverse is also true: When a character makes a decision, this internal event becomes external as he puts it into action. External and internal events flow fluidly through the senses from level to level, inside to outside and back, each affecting the other. Restricting the definition of plot to external actions misses the vast majority of what happens in a human being’s life. The plot-driven versus character-driven debate is specious and always has been since Aristotle made his list.


Questioning which is creatively more difficult and aesthetically more significant, plot or character, commits a categorical error. It’s illogical to ask which of the two is more than the other because they are, in essence, the same: Plot is character; character is plot. The two are back-to-back sides of the same storied coin.


A role does not become a character until an event brings his actions and reactions to life; an incident does not become a storied event until a character causes and/or experiences its change. A person untouched by events is a stand-alone, unlived, static portrait best hung on a wall. An activity without a character is like a rainy day on an ocean—a repetitious, trivial, uninvolving nonevent. To understand this distinction in depth, we need to define terms.


CHARACTER, PLOT, EVENT


Character names a fictitious being who either causes events to happen or reacts when someone or something else causes them, or both.


Plot names a story’s arrangement of events. A plotless story, therefore, does not exist. If it’s a story, it has a pattern of events, aka a plot; if it’s a plot, it lays out a pattern of events, aka a story. No matter how brief the tale, all storytellers plot what happens to whom and thus design events.


As a work of fiction performs through time, it can be told in countless variations and departures from the classic form: shifts in point of view, events clustered thematically, events progressed causally, stories within stories, flashbacks, repetitions, ellipses, the believable, the fantastic—all depending on what best expresses the writer’s vision. But no matter how a story’s event design entices curiosity, readers and audiences are ultimately anchored to the telling through its characters.


The term shared by both definitions is event, so let’s define it with precision: The dictionary definition of an everyday event is something that happens. In a story, however, if what happens changes nothing of value, the event has no meaning. If, for example, a passing breeze rearranges leaves on a lawn, things change but that event is meaningless because it’s valueless.


For the storyteller, value is defined as a binary of human experience that can change its charge from positive to negative or negative to positive: Life/Death, Justice/Injustice, Pleasure/Pain, Freedom/Slavery, Good/Evil, Intimacy/Indifference, Right/Wrong, Meaningful/Meaningless, Human/Inhuman, Unity/Disunity, Beautiful/Ugly, and on goes the virtually endless list of the polarized changes that charge life with significance. The art of story, therefore, makes an event meaningful by imbuing it with a value.


For example, if something happened that caused one character to change his feelings toward another from love (+) to hate (−), that event becomes meaningful because the value of Love/Hate changed its charge from positive to negative. Or the reverse: If an event caused a character’s finances to pivot from poor (−) to rich (+), that change becomes meaningful because the value of Poverty/Wealth underwent a movement from negative to positive.


A storied event, therefore, is a moment of value-charged change in a character’s life. The cause of this change is either an action taken by a character, or a reaction by a character to an event outside his control. In either case, the event reverses the charge of a value at stake in his life.



TWO SIDES / SAME COIN


An event’s two-sides/same-coin double effect becomes vividly clear when turning points swivel around either revelations or decisions.


By revelation: In the Act Two climax of Chinatown, the protagonist, J. J. Gittes (Jack Nicholson), accuses Evelyn Mulwray (Faye Dunaway) of murdering her husband. In reaction, she confesses, not to committing murder but to incest with her father and giving birth to their daughter. Gittes instantly realizes that her father, Noah Cross (John Huston) killed his son-in-law because he wants illicit possession of his granddaughter/daughter. This revelation of the true killer suddenly reverses the plot from negative to positive. At the same time, we get a rush of insight into Evelyn—all she has suffered and her courage to battle her lunatic father.


By decision: At this point Gittes could call the police, give them his evidence, and stand back while the cops arrest Noah Cross. Instead, he decides to go after the killer on his own. This choice turns the plot dangerously negative for the protagonist and simultaneously spotlights his fatal flaw: blind pride. Gittes is the kind of man who will risk his life rather than ask for help.


The terms event and character simply name two angles on turning points. Looking at story from the outside in, we see them as events; from the inside out we experience them as character. Without events, nothing is done by or happens to the characters; without characters, no one causes or reacts to events.


As Henry James put it, “What is character but the determination of incident? What is incident but the illustration of character? It is an incident for a woman to stand up with her hand resting on a table and look out at you in a certain way. If not an incident, I think it hard to say what it is. Character, in any sense in which we can get at it, is action and action is plot.”1


Suppose you were writing a story that contained a Henry James–ian incident: Your protagonist, in great personal jeopardy, knowing that a lie will save him, stands up, puts his hand on a table, and looks at a woman in a certain way that expresses a dark, painful truth. His decision and action spin his life from positive to negative as he suffers the consequences. At the same time, his choice, his action, and its outcome express his true character: courageously honest man.


Let’s say that this is the best scene in your story, but, powerful as it is, a problem arises downstream. As you finish the telling, you realize that your last act’s climax falls flat, and because your ending fails, all your creative work from the beginning ultimately fails with it. What to do? You will find a saving solution in one of two places: character or event.


Event design: You could reverse the turning point. Instead of having your protagonist tell the truth, he lies to gain power and money. That rewrite may set up a satisfying climax, but at the same time it radically reverses his moral core. He’s now a rich but corrupted man. If you like that character change, problem solved.


Character design: When you step back to study your protagonist’s psychology, you realize that your climax lacks impact because your character is so sweet and innocent your ending is unconvincing. So you darken him morally, and then rewrite him into a tough survivor. How do you express this change of true character? Redesign events to dramatize his new shrewd, duplicitous self. If these new turning points set up a strong payoff at the climax, problem solved.


Once again, for clarity’s sake: A plot event turns a value charge in a character’s life; a character either acts to cause these events or reacts when external forces do the same. So to change a character’s nature, you have to redesign events to express who he has become; to change events, you have to reinvent your character’s psychology so he will make convincing new choices to take new actions. Therefore, neither plot nor character can be more creative or more important.


Why didn’t Aristotle see this? One possible answer may lie in his admiration for Sophocles’s play Oedipus Rex. Oedipus investigates a horrific crime only to discover that he is both its victim and its villain. Events beyond his control, events he does everything to escape but cannot, ruthlessly propel his fate and crush him.


Gripped by the tragic beauty of Oedipus Rex, far and away the finest play of his era, Aristotle implored other playwrights to equal its sublime power. So it’s possible that Sophocles’s portrayal of the irresistible force of fate moved the philosopher to overvalue events and undervalue character.


A second and more likely reason, however, is aesthetic convention: The playwrights of Athens did not write with an awareness of subtext. In fact, actors wore masks to express their character’s essence. If one character lied to another, the audience would of course sense an unspoken subtext, but for the most part, characters said what they meant in full. Aristotle, therefore, gave what happens more weight than to whom it happens.


Today’s authors, guided by centuries of psychological insights, separate true character from Characterization.


CHARACTERIZATION VERSUS TRUE CHARACTER


Characterization: All observable traits and outer behaviors—the composite of age, gender, race, speech and gestures, job and home, dress and fashion, attitudes and personality—in short, the masks or personae a character wears as he carries out his relationships with other people. These details provide clues to a character’s identity, but readers and audiences know that appearance is not reality, that characters are not who they seem to be.


True character: A role’s unseen, inner nature—his deepest motivations and rock-bottom values. When confronted by life’s greatest pressures, this core reveals itself in the choices he makes and the actions he takes in pursuit of his most consuming desires. These decisions and deeds express his core identity.


Outer traits of characterization anchor a character’s credibility, while the inner qualities of the true character shape the character and his future. If the reader/audience does not believe that he would do the things he does, say the things he says, pursue the desires he pursues, the storytelling fails. His essential self makes the choices and takes the actions that act out a story’s happenings and set up its future events. True character and characterization combine to create a believable role in a believable telling—true in ancient times as well as today. But because the Poetics did not separate their functions, the plot versus character debate became an apples/oranges fallacy.


Characters are designed to either solve or fail to solve the problems they face; stories are designed to express the traits and qualities of characters as they struggle with their problems. A plot’s events are what its characters do; characters are the vehicles who cause and/or carry out a plot’s events. When we weigh the two, they balance each other perfectly. For well over a century, author-scholars from Henry James to David Lodge have proclaimed this logical interdependence. So why has the character-driven/plot-driven argument dragged on into the twenty-first century?


Because what looks like an aesthetic debate actually masks the cultural politics of taste, class, and, most of all, money. The phrase character-driven is code for “a superior work of art, made not for profit but love, best interpreted by academic critics, appreciated only by an intellectual elite, and ideally financed by public funds,” versus plot-driven as code for the opposite: “a trivial work, written by hacks, laced with clichés, aimed at the undereducated, too trite to be of critical interest, and made for corporate profit.”


The belief that giving more emphasis to what happens than to whom it happens causes second-rate art is, quite obviously, absurd. Homer’s Odyssey, Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea, Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange, and (if we lower the snobbery volume) Michael Frayn’s farce Noises Off are all plot-driven masterpieces. On the other hand, how many superficial, overwritten, underexpressed, characterization-thick tortures on page, stage, and screen have you suffered through? In truth, neither tack guarantees anything.


Politics aside, the deep difference between these two components lies in the story’s primal source of cause and effect. The terms character-driven and plot-driven make creative sense only when they name a story’s dominant causality, not its aesthetic value. When your work-in-progress stalls, you will find a creative solution by asking the big question: What makes things happen?


Plot-driven stories put major turning points, especially the inciting incident, beyond the characters’ control. More often than not, these happenings deliver a negative impact and come from one of three levels of conflict: (1) natural causes: dire weather, disease, fire, earthquakes, alien invasions, and other “acts of God”; (2) social causes: crime, war, man-made disasters, private and public corruption, acts of racial, gender, or class injustice, and the like; (3) chance: a winning lottery ticket, an automobile accident, the genes one is born with, and, most of all, blind luck—all the coincidences, good or bad, that flow through these levels.


Character-driven stories do the opposite: They put major events in the characters’ hands. In these tellings, the choices and actions the characters make and take cause what happens. Not chance, not overpowering global or natural forces, but personal choices, powered by a free will, drive the telling.


Therefore, the six key differences between plot-driven and character-driven stories are:


1. Causality


In the plot-driven story, the forces that trigger key turning points emanate from outside or beyond the characters’ reach: Criminals commit crimes, dictators declare war, plagues sweep the world, aliens invade the earth, the sun falls from the sky.


The character-driven story reverses that. Its dominant causalities stem from conscious and subconscious energies that move a character to want what he wants, choose what he chooses, and act the way he acts: He falls in love, commits a crime, blows the whistle on his boss, runs away from home, believes someone’s lie, searches for the truth.


2. Identity


As we’ll see in chapters that follow, desire helps shape a character’s identity. A plot-driven story calls for a protagonist driven by a desire that originated outside of himself; a character-driven story favors a protagonist who follows a desire that originated within himself.


3. Values


In a purely plot-driven story, the protagonist struggles to give the world what it lacks, expressed in values such as Peace/War, Justice/Injustice, Wealth/Poverty, Brotherhood/Selfhood, Health/Disease, and the like. In a purely character-driven story, the protagonist struggles to fulfill what he personally lacks, expressed in values such as Love/Hate, Maturity/Immaturity, Truth/Lie, Trust/Distrust, Hope/Despair, and the like.


4. Depth


Plot-driven genres rarely develop the subconscious or irrational in their characters. Ethan Hunt, for example, obeys one conscious, logical desire: to repair a broken, unjust world. He and his IMF team therefore invent a plan, cleverly execute its steps, fix what’s wrong, and restore justice. If in the midst of all this, Ethan were also haunted by an unresolved childhood trauma, his high-speed fun would sour faster than old milk.


Plot-driven stories enrich the telling with details drawn from their social and physical settings. Imagery from mountaintops to tuxedos, sounds from birdsongs to machinery fascinate the eye and ear.


Character-driven genres layer their tellings with psychological contradictions. They bury unknown desires within a character, and then bring these impulses into conflict with his rationalizations. As these character-focused tales reach into the depths, they at least touch, if not invade, the subconscious.


In Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire, the play’s protagonist, Blanche DuBois, repeatedly says that all she wants is to live happily in this world. But the brutality and ugliness of her ghetto life make that impossible. In truth, she subconsciously wants the opposite and ultimately achieves that deep desire at the play’s climax as she escapes from reality into insanity.


Depth of character is a measure of inner complexity, but a character cannot have greater complexity than the forces of antagonism he confronts in life. How can we sense his depths if his conflicts don’t expose them?


5. Curiosity


Character-driven works minimize physical and social conflicts to focus on personal wars within and between characters. The question “What will this character do?” grips the reader’s or audience’s curiosity. The answer, when well written, is unpredictable and delivers sudden surprise.


Shakespeare, the grand master of psychological realism, breathed a spirit of unpredictability into the hearts of all his principal characters. His romantic couples, for example, range in tone from the clownish Touchstone and Audrey (As You Like It) to the sophisticated Beatrice and Benedick (Much Ado About Nothing) and the tragic Antony and Cleopatra, and yet all these lovers jolt our expectations and amaze even themselves.


Touchstone doesn’t understand why he wants to marry Audrey but does so on impulse; Beatrice shocks Benedick when she asks him to commit murder; the heroic Marc Antony, in the midst of a raging sea battle, suddenly turns coward and chases after the woman he loves. Whether comic, romantic, or tragic, stunned by their own impulsiveness, they all look at themselves and ask, “What have I done?”


Because plot-driven works eliminate inner conflicts, they must instead polarize their principals socially: Action heroes right injustices and save victims; action villains commit atrocities and kill the innocent. Because we know who they are and what they will do, these works compel curiosity by inventing radical weaponry that makes us wonder, “How will they do it?”


DC and Marvel superheroes, such as Wonder Woman, Superman, Spider-Man, and Storm, command either magical or biological powers in unique and fascinating ways to save or protect life; antiheroes, such as Deadpool, Loki, Black Widow, and Catwoman, also command unique powers, but to rule over or destroy life.


6. Freedom Versus Fate


Freedom and Fate are elusive but ever-present beliefs. Belief in Freedom suggests a future that’s unknown, a mysterious terminus, one of many possible destinations that will always be hidden until life’s last moment. Fate or Destiny, on the other hand, feels as if an invisible, inevitable, karmic force shapes our lives to an unavoidable event at the end point of our days. To the ancient Greeks, Fate seemed so real they personified it into three goddesses. To this day, people still use the phrase “the Hand of Fate.”


The concepts of fate and freedom intertwine with the crafting of story in fascinating ways. When a story begins, the reader/audience looks toward a future where everything seems possible; the telling seems free to travel in a thousand, even random, directions in pursuit of its destiny. But once a story climaxes and we look back to the beginning, we realize that the path the telling took was inevitable, fated. These two viewpoints play out differently in plot-driven and character-driven stories.


At the inciting incident of an exclusively plot-driven action story, characters pursue either a positive or a negative destiny. At the climax, now that readers and audiences grasp the characters’ natures and tactics, they see that the telling had to happen exactly the fated way it did. Predetermined people collide in predetermined ways. Heroes do selfless deeds to satisfy a need for altruism: It’s who they are. Villains do sadistic deeds to feed their lust for power: It’s who they are. The rigid natures of these monocharacters drive them to their fate.


Contrary-wise, when a purely character-driven work begins, we sense that the future hinges on contradictory forces dueling within complex characters as each struggles to make choices and take actions in the pursuit of desire.


In Hernan Diaz’s In the Distance, for example, the novel’s protagonist, Hakan, spends a lifetime searching for his lost brother in every way humanly possible. At the story’s climax, as we look back to the beginning, we once again sense inevitability, but in this case, it was due to contradictory forces at war within the central character. His choices during pressure-filled turning points express his essential nature, but the sense of fate seems less inevitable. The telling could have gone a hundred different ways because Hakan was always free to choose a different path.


In all stories, the sense of fate versus freedom depends on where we stand in the course of the telling. At the inciting incident, we imagine the freedom of countless possible destinies; at climax, we sense inevitability… to a greater or lesser degree. In truth, nothing has any plans for us; fate has no goddesses, no hands. It’s simply the mirage that appears when we gaze back on events through retrospective time.


MELDING PLOT AND CHARACTER


These two treatments of fate and freedom are at the extremes of plot-driven and character-driven tellings. Life, on the other hand, flows through a complex of reasons. Fine storytellers seldom choose one source of causality exclusively over another.


BALANCED CAUSES


Most authors seek a balance that mixes motivated choices with unmotivated happenstance. They blend events from both inside and outside the characters’ control because no matter what causes what to happen, when it does, characters must react to change. Once an accident smashes into life, it immediately becomes a test of character for the survivors.


Shakespeare began his every play plot-driven. He worked either from histories recorded by English, Greek, or Scandinavian chroniclers such as Holinshed, Plutarch, and Saxo Grammaticus, or from fictional plots invented by other playwrights, most often Italians. As a result, sword fights and suicides, ghosts and witches, shipwrecks and wars, as well as boy-meets-girl-disguised-as-boy were among his favorite motifs. He then reshaped these tales into his own unique event designs, inventing brilliant protagonists and supporting casts to act them out.


The same was true, for example, of Joseph Conrad, who created grand, plot-driven adventures—An Outcast of the Islands, Heart of Darkness, Lord Jim, Nostromo, The Secret Agent—but by the final page they feel, like Shakespeare’s plays, character-driven.


In his novel Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe warned his fellow fiction writers that random external forces are just as vital to the artist as thought-provoked conflicts storming inside a character’s mind. He urged a balance of causalities, hoping to offset the German Sturm und Drang propensity to reduce all storytelling to the emotional extremes of abnormal psychology.2


Consider the problem of causal balance in the most plot-driven genre of all: the war story. Homer’s Iliad, progenitor of all combat epics, tilts the balance toward enormous military and physical forces, lashed by the whims of bickering gods; whereas Nicholas Monsarrat’s World War II classic, The Cruel Sea, leans in the opposite direction, focusing on psychology. As naval battles on the raging North Atlantic pound their ship, captain and crew war with fear and must choose, moment by moment, how to react and act in the face of death. More recently, Karl Marlantes’s Vietnam War novel, Matterhorn, strikes a horrific balance between furious jungle combat that rips the mind apart and the power of moral character to counterattack, survive, and hold the mind together.


Character-driven stories do not necessarily dramatize complex psychologies, nor do plot-driven stories require clichéd heroes and villains.


For example, Boys Don’t Cry features a one-dimensional protagonist surrounded by hard-asses in pickup trucks, and yet the film is decidedly character-driven because no matter how narrow-minded they may be, the antagonists control what happens. On the other hand, Joseph Conrad laced his protagonist of Lord Jim with psychological complexity, but then lets the social forces surrounding Jim infect his guilt-ridden angst, limit his reactions, and eventually overwhelm him.


However balance is struck, at the end of the day the answer to all plot questions is found in character. Never ask open-ended questions such as “What happens?” Rather, “What happens to my character? How will it happen to him? Why does it happen to him and not to her? What changes his life? Why does it change in that particular way? What will happen in his future?” Direct all plot questions into your characters’ lives. Otherwise, they’re pointless.3


UNIFIED CAUSES


No matter a story’s balance of outer and inner causality, the ideal outcome unifies character and plot in the mind of the reader/audience. A character’s change of mind about whom he loves could deliver an impact equal to or surpassing a soldier betraying his comrades in battle. In both cases, the event not only turns a value charge but simultaneously reveals the role’s true character.


In fine writing, no matter the genre, external events cause inner changes that expose and alter true character; inner desires drive choices and actions that cause external events. The two, character and plot, become a seamless one.


A LAST NOTE


If you’re wondering where your story stands in the Aristotle debate—plot-driven, character-driven, or a balance of the two—simply list all your scenes and divide their turning points into those caused by character choice versus those caused by forces beyond their reach. Whichever way your telling leans, no one source of causality is more inspirational than another. Eventually, the way things happen will argue it out somewhere in the middle of your mind.
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