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			“One of the best teachers today. Innovative, pragmatic and applicable. I read David Corbett before writing each novel.”

			—Robert Dugoni, New York Times bestselling author of My Sister’s Grave

			“With a deft hand, David takes us past writing clichés, charting a new course forward into developing resonant characters in film and print today. His insights have the potential to revolutionize the way writers understand the characters they develop. If you’re serious about your storytelling, don’t miss The Compass of Character.”

			—Steven James, bestselling author of Story Trumps Structure

			“Corbett takes the obtuse, the dense, the high falutin, and he boils it down to practical advice. Every storyteller is trying to find lucid ways to unpack narrative construction, and he’s done it flawlessly here. Corbett is a craft ninja.”

			—Joshua Mohr, bestselling author of Sirens

			“A compass points four ways and so does Corbett, adroitly reconciling the complex interplay of forces in every character’s life so that writers can create true depth on the page. His exercises make that complexity doable, and the examples he provides are remarkably incisive. If you want to know what makes made-up characters feel 100 percent real, let The Compass of Character be your guide. David Corbett is the grand master of character development.”

			—Donald Maass, bestselling author of The Emotional Craft of Fiction

			“You won’t find a more thoughtful, more human approach to crafting characters than David Corbett’s. Whether you’re looking to add nuance and depth to your cast, or to heighten an arc with authentically high stakes, The Compass of Character will point you steadily north.”

			—Jessica Strawser, bestselling author of Not That I Could Tell
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				More often than not, people don’t know why they do things.

				—William Trevor, “The Room”

			

			THE METHODOLOGY OF THIS BOOK—MOTIVATION AS THE COMPASS OF CHARACTER

			One hears it trumpeted at every writers conference, in every seminar and workshop, in every creative writing class: The fundamental question for every character—in every scene of every story—reduces to this: What does she want?

			And yet, like all simple and straightforward truths, no sooner is this one stated than objections, rebuttals, and counterexamples emerge. How long does the reader have to wait before gaining so much as a glimpse of what Holden Caulfield actually wants in The Catcher in the Rye? And isn’t it possible that the real motives for all of the characters in Harold Pinter’s The Homecoming lie beneath so many strata of denial and deceit that they arguably don’t exist?

			Add to this the quote from William Trevor above, which suggests that people are often blind to why they act as they do, implying not only their intentions but their ends remain obscure as well. Worse still, all too often those seemingly most confident of their true desires prove to be wildly mistaken.

			Oversimplifying the answer to that question—what does the character want—by limiting it to a single goal or objective typically generates facile, formulaic, unsatisfying results.

			In The Art of Character, I put it like this:

			
				Readers and audiences shouldn’t be vexed by a character’s behavior, but they should never feel entirely comfortable either, or they’ll be several steps ahead of the story at every turn. This may mean that at some level the character’s motivation isn’t yet clear—but will be clarified as the story proceeds—or it may mean that the motivation is more complex than simple reductive explanations can justify.

				Your ability to explain your character kills her. Whatever she does, the reader or audience needs to feel her actions arise not from this or that identifiable source, but from the whole of her personality, her wants and contradictions and secrets and wounds, her attachment to friends and family and her fear of her enemies, her schooling and sense of home, her loves and hatreds, her shame and pride and guilt and sense of joy—her character.

			

			I stand by that. As my teaching of characterization has progressed, however, I have learned that writers need specific guidance on how to conceptualize and execute something that conjures “the whole of [the character’s] personality,” without getting lost in a swarm of conflicting details.

			Strikingly, this has proved as true of accomplished writers as novices, with the former all too often trying to conjure complexity with an enigmatic phrase (or two, or three  . . . ), a tactic meant to reward the clever rather than the insightful.

			I realized that all my students, beginner or accomplished, could benefit from a step-by-step process that clarified the task at hand and yet did so without trivialization, i.e., without reducing it to a simplistic or reductionist formula.

			The methodology needed to be accessible conceptually to novices so they could wrap their minds around it and use it effectively, and yet open-ended enough so that their creativity wasn’t stuffed inside a dogmatic box.

			I also needed to make sure that, once learned, the process would continue to serve them for their entire careers, as their writing became more demanding and sophisticated.

			The result has been the methodology presented in this book. Specifically, two foundational premises guide the material throughout:

			
					
					Every individual faces a conflict between two basic impulses that are often irreconcilable: the pursuit of the promise of life versus protection from the pain of life.

				

					
					Every individual possesses inner resources, some harmful, some beneficial, that often remain untapped until extraordinary circumstances force them to the surface.

				

			

			These premises give rise to a methodology for approaching characterization that emphasizes deep-seated needs, internal as well as external conflict, and the lifelong search for a core sense of self in the face of certain death. That methodology can be summarized as follows:

			
					
					The question of what a character wants can be broken down into four elements (which are discussed in detail in chapters one through six):

				

			

			
					
					Lack

				

					
					Yearning

				

					
					Resistance: Weaknesses, Wounds, Limitations, External Opposition or Obligation, Moral Flaws

				

					
					Desire

				

			

			
					
					Characters, like the human beings on which they are based, possess an inner sense of when they are living up to who they are and how they should live, and when they are not. As the Buddhist monk Bodhidharma put it: “All know the way, few actually walk it.” This goes beyond mere right and wrong to the very core of identity and what it means to exist. I call this response to the gravitational pull toward a more fully realized self and a more fulfilling way of life the Compass of Character.

					Like a physical compass, this native sense of self responds to a strong but unseen force, a fundamental sense of one’s true nature. However, it can also be misled by other forces in the near at hand that pull it off course. What seems “true” may simply be, in the near term, gratifying, empowering, even ecstatic—pathologically so. It often takes a long while of being lost before an individual recognizes her error, and even if she redirects her search there is no guarantee the end point will ever be reached, if it even exists.

					

			

			Once this fundamental understanding is mastered, the writer is better prepared to answer the questions that suggest themselves immediately after posing, “What does the character want?”

			
					
					Why does she want it?

				

					
					Why doesn’t she have it already—what internal, external, and interpersonal obstacles hold her back?

				

					
					What is she willing to do and to risk in order to get what she wants—i.e., how badly does she want it?

				

					
					What deep sense of identity, meaning, or purpose does the object of Desire awaken?

				

					
					How does that deeper Yearning define who she is and the life she hopes to live?

				

					
					What will be lost if the character fails to succeed? How will this affect her newly awakened sense of self?

				

					
					Why now?

				

			

			Connecting the question of want to the metaphor at the heart of this book—character as compass—we might reframe the issue of what the character wants as where she hopes to go, with the understanding this journey has both external and internal elements.

			Desire implicitly suggests a goal, but if the goal is meaningful it also suggests a destination in the broadest sense. Once the Desire is gratified, the character will be in a new and different place—not just spatially (she may in fact have traveled nowhere in that sense), but in terms of how she sees herself, how she values her relationships, how she defines her life and interprets the world. And she will evaluate this new destination not just in its own terms but also with respect to how much closer she has come to the elusive sense of fulfillment that constantly beckons like true north but is never immediately at hand.

			RECENT TRENDS IN STORYTELLING REQUIRE COMPLEX MOTIVATION

			One of the more compelling reasons for this book comes from three increasingly prevalent trends in mainstream storytelling:

			
					
					The growing need to develop multiseason character arcs in long-format TV series.

				

					
					The burgeoning popularity of multivolume series in the fantasy genre, spurred in part by the success of George R. R. Martin’s groundbreaking pentalogy, A Song of Ice and Fire, the source of the vastly popular TV series, Game of Thrones.

				

					
					An emerging trend in the crime genre, where series characters do not simply reappear book to book but evolve over the course of the protracted storyline.

				

			

			Each of these phenomena necessitates a long-range view of character development, which in turn requires that characters be complicated and sophisticated enough to compel action and maintain interest over extended narrative arcs. It isn’t just literary fiction that demands sophisticated characterization. It is fiction, period, regardless of the medium in which the story is told.

			Obviously, it isn’t just long-form fiction that benefits from complicated and sophisticated characterization, and the methodology contained in this book is by no means restrictive in this regard. Rather, this book seeks to show how to build from simple to complex character motivation so that anyone working in any medium can use its methodology creatively, capably, and productively.

			One doesn’t create meaningful complication merely by “adding more stuff,” but rather by building from a sound foundation capable of contradiction, growth, transformation, and surprise.

			Regardless of one’s genre or medium, the need remains to provide characters who speak to our deepest understanding of what it means to be human—to experience the mysterious truth that we are in fact alive, to want our lives to mean something, to search for a way to make our actions matter—all in the shadow of a death we cannot escape.

			This search for meaning and worth implicitly suggests a profound longing for a deeper, clearer understanding of who we are and how we should live. And every search implies a need for some sense of guidance: a compass. This book will show you how to conceive, create, and develop that compass within each of your characters, and how to bring those characters to life on the page.
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			Part One

			Developing a Technique
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				If you want to identify me, ask me not where I live or what I like to eat, or how I comb my hair, but ask me what I think I am living for, in detail, and ask me what I think is keeping me from living fully for the thing I want to live for.

				—Thomas Merton, My Argument with the Gestapo

			

		

	
		
			1

			The Logic of Longing
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				Happiness implied a choice, and within that choice a concerted will, a lucid desire.

				—Albert Camus, A Happy Death

			

			Simplicity is the essence of elegance, and the more we can ground complexity in a clear, coherent simplicity, the more our efforts, as they become more intricate, can hope to retain the elegance of truth.

			The subject matter covered in this chapter will be addressed over and over in greater depth and detail in all the chapters that follow. Before that in-depth exploration occurs, however, we want to trace the outlines of our approach, the better to comprehend that depth and detail as it arrives later.

			As I mentioned in the Introduction and as I will repeat throughout this book, desire drives story. But desire possesses various levels and crosscurrents, working in harmony and discord.

			First and foremost, we need to distinguish between levels of want, and to do so we need to invent a nomenclature. From here forward I will use the following terms in the following ways:

			
					
					Desire refers to the character’s willful pursuit of some concrete goal or ambition in the story. That goal may be internal—to be a more honest person, to give up drinking. It may be interpersonal—to mend or deepen a relationship. More often than not, however, it is external—save the miners, rescue the hostage, win the prize, find the way home—but even if it isn’t, external factors invariably affect success or failure.

				

					
					Yearning refers to the deeper, life-defining need or longing that explains why and how badly the character wants to achieve that goal, anchored in the kind of person he longs to be and the way of life he hopes to live.

				

			

			This distinction in terminology is arbitrary. It’s just a device. But without it, one finds oneself swimming around in a terminological soup, constantly trying to figure out exactly which kind of want is at issue.

			

			•   •   •

			The four key elements of longing to explore when creating your main characters and significant secondary characters are:

			
					
					Lack

				

					
					Yearning

				

					
					Resistance (Weaknesses/Wounds/Limitations/Opposition-Obligation/Flaws)

				

					
					Desire

				

			

			At its most fundamental, the interplay among levels works like this:

			
					
					The character begins the story in a state of Lack that he may or may not recognize: a state of unfulfilled promise, malaise, boredom, disappointment, compromise, loneliness, isolation, lack of direction, absence of purpose or meaning, existential angst, even dread.

					More fundamentally he is not living up to his own reasonable expectations of who he should be, how he should live. He is in some way failing the fundamental challenge of his life, falling short of his ambitions, his dreams, his destiny.

					This is not just true of the unsuccessful. The great musician and songwriter Bruce Springsteen, known for the lyric “Everybody’s got a hungry heart” (among many others), openly admits in his one-man play Springsteen on Broadway that he feels he has not lived up to his deepest ambitions. The Hall of Fame second baseman Bobby Doerr similarly once admitted in a late-life interview: “I never had the feeling I was good. I always had the feeling I had to do a little better.” If this is true of those who personify great accomplishment and wide acclaim, how can it not be true of us? Not even monks are perfectly contented, for their compassion renders them fully aware of the world’s suffering. The person who claims otherwise, is on some level, living a lie.

					

					
					Lack is created at least in part by an unfulfilled Yearning that may be equally vague or undefined, at least at the story’s start.

					The individual’s Yearning speaks to his sense of the promise of life—his dream of life, as it were—and often can most simply be identified with the kind of person the individual longs to be (his “fully realized self”) and the way of life he hopes to live, embodied in the place he would most feel at home, the people he would most happily call his family or tribe, living the daily life he’d find ideal.

					But Yearning is more than an image or a dream of the good life. It often demands great effort in service of seemingly hopeless goals, such as the call to honor and integrity in an environment defined by decadence, intrigue, and deceit.

					There are also those whose Yearning shuns what the rest of us would call decent or noble or good. Instead they envision fulfillment in destruction, violence, predation, pain. Like a wolf in the wild, such an individual identifies fulfillment with the taste of blood.

					Whether fully recognized at the start of your story or only clarified amid its intensifying conflict and the increasing risk of failure, loss, or disaster, implicit within the character’s Yearning lies a compulsion, a calling, a sense of responsibility and ownership to that more complete sense of self and the way of life it defines.

					This personal reckoning conjures the willfulness needed for the character to continue striving to fulfill his Yearning, to live up to its demands, to answer the call of destiny—or, more modestly, to live up to one’s own promise, to see the job through, or, in the most expansive meaning of that phrase, to follow the compass of one’s character.

					

					
					The reason that the character’s Yearning is unfulfilled is because some form of Resistance stands in his way, whether that comes from external oppositional forces or internal ones, or both. Either way, as yet the character lacks the means or will required to overcome that Resistance.

					When the forces of Resistance are internal, the character’s Yearning is blocked by a countering impulse of self-protection, a kind of psychological and emotional armor, a defense against the ridicule and pain of failure. This sort of recoiling from the demands of life is not without its advocates and is epitomized in sayings such as Better to be a live dog than a dead lion and Better the trouble that follows death than the trouble that follows shame.

					Whether the forces of Resistance are internal or external, they can make Yearning feel foolish, impossible, terrifying, futile, or otherwise out of the question.

					Resistance can take several forms:

					
							
							Weaknesses: laziness, cowardice, lack of confidence, cynicism, despair;

						

							
							Wounds: some loss or injury that has crippled the individual’s ability to love, heal, or act decisively;

						

							
							Limitations: youth, old age, inexperience, lack of intelligence, poor health, poverty;

						

							
							Opposition: a countering external force, normally embodied in another person—dream-killing father, overprotective mother, undermining teachers, slacker friends, a snobbish society, an oppressive culture; or it may take the form of a demanding obligation, like the need to be a responsible parent or a caretaker for someone in need;

						

							
							Flaws: selfishness, deceitfulness, indifference, cruelty, greed, a willingness to manipulate others.

						

					

					Note: These elements are not independent; on the contrary, they often act in concert, influencing and amplifying each other.

					The term Pathological Maneuvers (chapter five) is used to define the attitude toward life and the habitual behaviors created by the combined influence of the various forms of Resistance.

					The core internal conflict in your story can be defined as one between a need to avoid or minimize the pain of life versus the desire to embrace and pursue the promise of life. These needs should be viewed in their most expansive senses. Just as the promise of life speaks to more than mere pleasure to include such factors as meaning, significance, purpose, integrity, and identity, so too the pain of life encompasses more than just physical hardship, including such experiences as shame, guilt, loneliness, betrayal, abandonment, desperation, and meaninglessness.

					

					
					The foregoing three elements address the character’s background as the story begins. Then something happens—an opportunity arises or a misfortune strikes: the loved one appears, a body is found, the expedition is approved, the car breaks down in the middle of nowhere—and that triggers the Desire to respond or to act.

					One of the fundamental requirements of a dramatically compelling and thematically unified story is the need to weave together the pursuit of the character’s principle goal (Desire) with the fundamental longing it speaks to (Yearning).

					In fact, Yearning both provides the motivation for the pursuit of the goal (by tapping into the reservoir of willfulness Yearning provides) and defines the stakes (by identifying what the character stands to lose in terms of self-worth, status, meaning, and purpose).

					

			

			A WORD OF CAUTION CONCERNING TERMINOLOGY

			The use of nouns to describe the various elements of character we’ve just discussed—Lack, Yearning, Resistance, Desire—creates a potentially misleading impression that these are concrete objects, even if of a uniquely spiritual, psychological, or emotional kind.

			For those of an idealistic temperament—i.e., those who believe in a human soul or who agree with Plato’s concept of ideal forms—this will likely cause few difficulties.

			For those disinclined to believe in the objective reality of things like a soul, fate, destiny, even identity, such idealization can seem problematic if not plain wrong.

			If that is your inclination, it might prove better to think of Lack as a state of mind, while Yearning, Resistance, and Desire are better conceived as impulses toward something rather than the something itself.

			Taken this way, Lack is more adjectival than noun-like, referring to the manner or attitude with which the character faces her life at the story’s outset: contented, bored, anxious, accepting, despondent, suspicious, rebellious, etc.

			Yearning and Resistance have more of a verb-like quality, suggesting movement toward or away from promise or pain, fulfillment or safety. Yearning and Resistance are not so much states of being as ways of reacting to the psychological and emotional forces pulling the character in one direction or another.

			So, too, Desire. Though it may be encapsulated in a concrete objective or goal, the real phenomenon is the impulse compelling pursuit of that objective or goal.

			Whatever one’s philosophical take on objective truth, the fact that characters can be mistaken about their goals, their longings, their limitations, and so on, argues for a certain fluidity in thinking about Lack, Yearning, Resistance, and Desire.

			If conceiving of them as concrete objects acting like planets with their own unique gravitational fields works for you, by all means embrace that. If not, it may be better to think of your characters as being in the grip of these various conflicting forces, which oblige them to move, to feel, to respond, and to act in various, often contradictory, ways. Just as we breathe and feel thirst or hunger due to processes that ultimately reduce to the simple fact that we are alive, so to with Lack, Yearning, Resistance, and Desire—they are elemental aspects of human life, nothing more, nothing less.

			This latter approach may feel vague or difficult to get one’s mind around, especially at first, but its key benefit is that it captures the gnawing sense of uncertainty so common to human endeavor.

			The choice as to which approach to use, however, as with so many aspects of writing, remains entirely yours.

			EXERCISES

			Choose two main characters from your current work in progress (WIP) and answer the questions below for each character.

			
					
					In every instance, answer the question for your protagonist. If you don’t know as yet who your protagonist is, choose the main character who is most compelled to act during the story or who arouses the most empathy.

				

					
					For your second main character, choose your opponent if you have one. If you’re writing a love story, choose the loved one. If you’re not writing a love story and don’t have an opponent, choose another main character—an ally, a mentor, a parent, etc.—who interacts with your protagonist in a meaningful way.

				

			

			With the understanding that we will be exploring these issues in much greater depth and detail in the ensuing chapters, for now identify as best you can for each of the two main characters you have selected:

			
					
					Lack

				

					
					Yearning

				

					
					Resistance (Weakness/Wound/Limitation/Opposition-Obligation/Flaw

				

					
					Desire

				

			

			If you need assistance, remember that the most direct way to explore these areas is to answer these questions:

			
					
					What is missing from my character’s life? (Lack)

				

					
					What is my character’s dream of life: the type of person he longs to be, the way of life he hopes to enjoy. How will being that person and living that life help mitigate his sense of Lack? (Yearning)

				

					
					What aspects of the character’s personality contribute to her Yearning’s remaining unfulfilled? (Resistance)

					
							
							What Weaknesses does she possess?

						

							
							What Wounds has she suffered?

						

							
							What Limitations hold her back?

						

							
							What external Opposition has she faced, and does she continue to face it? What Obligation has stolen her attention and energy from what she would prefer to do?

						

							
							What moral Flaws does she exhibit?

						

					


			

			How have any or all of these factors contributed to her focus on protecting herself from the pain of life rather than pursuing the promise of life?

			
					
					What is the character’s chief objective or goal in the story, and how will achieving it help gratify her Yearning? (Desire)
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			The Hole at the Heart of the Matter–Lack
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				When he was dry, he believed it was alcohol he needed, but when he had a few drinks in him, he knew it was something else, possibly a woman; and when he had it all—cash, booze, and a wife—he couldn’t be distracted from the great emptiness that was always falling through him and never hit the ground. 

				—Denis Johnson, Angels

				[To] know oneself is, above all, to know what one lacks. It is to measure oneself against Truth, and not the other way around.

				—Flannery O’Connor, Mystery and Manners: Occasional Prose

			

			I. THE ECHO IN THE EMPTY ROOM

			One of the most fundamental realities of human existence is the sense, however conscious or unconscious, that something is missing from our lives. This sense of lack never leaves us and is to the psyche what hunger, thirst, and sexual craving are to the body.

			This sense of something missing or incomplete is not solely the provenance of the unsuccessful, lonely, or lost. Far from it. Even great and successful individuals admit to a feeling of coming up short in what they hoped to achieve. Not even wealth or fame can erase the sting of unmet dreams.*

			This deep inner void is addressed in virtually every religious and philosophical tradition:

			
					
					Plato likened the soul to a winged creature capable of soaring toward pure Truth and craving that union. But all too often the soul’s wings, weakened through contamination with falsehood and mere opinion, keep it earthbound, where shadows are confused with the reality that casts them.

				

					
					Aristotle believed all things existed to fulfill their purpose, or telos, and the purpose of man was to strive to live in accord with reason, the better to flourish and achieve his unique individual destiny, a state he called “eudaimonia.”

				

					
					Augustine identified original sin as the cause of man’s Lack, the inheritance of Adam and Eve’s banishment from Paradise. The soul exists in a state of painful, “restless” exile from the beatific vision, to which it instinctively and desperately hopes to return.

				

					
					In Hinduism, the soul (Ātman) is trapped in the cycle of karmic reincarnation. This creates a perpetual hunger or longing for liberation. The only escape is through unification of the soul with Brahman, the universal self and transcendent reality of the universe.

				

					
					Buddhism attributes this sense of Lack to our experience of the Non-Self, i.e., the absence of any individual soul or identity. The fact that there is nothing behind the ego or personality creates profound anxiety, part of the overall suffering (dukkha) that forms the first of The Four Noble Truths. Terrified at this inner sense of nothingness, we create a sense of selfhood or identity and try to anchor it in physical reality. This inevitably leads to a vain desire for power, wealth, sexual fulfillment, comfort, or acclaim, which is like trying to slake one’s thirst with salt water.

				

					
					Confucianism is more of an ethical system than a faith system, but in identifying the five key virtues that define harmony, it automatically implies the disharmony that characterizes ordinary life. (This is equally true in other ethical systems, both secular and religious, such as Stoicism and Epicureanism. Their emphasis on virtue implicitly assumes a preexisting inclination toward vice.)

				

					
					Similarly, Ralph Waldo Emerson’s concept of “the infinitude of the private man” recognized not only the impoverished state of most men but also the great promise of self-transformation if the individual looked deep within himself in times of suffering and found “the god within.”

				

					
					Emerson’s disciple Friedrich Nietzsche premised his concept of the übermensch on the idea that man, living in a world without God or absolute truth, needed not only to create his own values but to imagine an ideal self toward which he could strive; only then could he overcome his current self, so often afflicted with weakness and doubt and self-pity, an effort that would require lifelong struggle.

				

					
					The American Pragmatist tradition, from William James through John Dewey to Richard Rorty, denies the reality of Platonic essence and instead looks to Darwinian evolution as the proper view of human life—i.e., we are in a constant, inescapable state of growth toward an uncertain but hopefully better future.

				

					
					The philosopher Martin Heidegger identified anxiety as the fundamental aspect of our existence, rooted at least in part in the fact that we can never achieve “truth” outside our individual cultural, biological, and individual biases, and that lack of foundation creates a sense of inescapable unease. He specifically defined existential guilt as the awareness of all we are not.

				

					
					Sigmund Freud and Alfred Adler considered neurosis the fundamental condition of mankind, caused by the inescapable internal conflicts man is born with. All humans seek escape from the anxiety and sense of inadequacy neurosis inflicts, an escape psychoanalysis tries to provide, even though it can never be totally successful.

				

					
					Carl Gustav Jung considered the self essentially divided between conscious and unconscious personalities, and referred to this unstable lack of integration “the undeniable common inheritance of all mankind.”* The fundamental task of man was synthesis of these opposites, a lifelong process he called “individuation.”

				

			

			Regardless of how you interpret it, this fundamental sense of Lack is a key definitional attribute of what it means to be human. We are at all times aware of a certain sense of being incomplete.

			As a casual review of the examples above should reveal, there are two main ways of categorizing this sense of incompleteness.

			
					
					We feel incomplete because our lives are defined by the call of an objective identity, destiny, truth, or soul—i.e., the idealized sense of self and way of life we associated with Yearning in the previous chapter. Lack is caused by this sense of a search in progress, i.e., Lack is created by our unfulfilled Yearning.

				

					
					We feel incomplete because that is our fundamental nature, rooted in intrinsic feelings of inadequacy, confusion, and dependence that begin in infancy and continue through adulthood as we try to define our place in the world. Here, Lack is not the effect of unfulfilled Yearning, but rather its cause. Our ideas of who we want to be and how we want to live are fashioned by our desire to escape the anxiety that defines our incomplete lives, and often evolve over time given the vagaries of experience.

				

			

			Either way, there is a cause-and-effect relationship between Lack and Yearning. Which is cause, which effect, largely depends on how one views human existence. But it also often seems to be the case that Lack and Yearning have a more symbiotic, yin and yang, feedback-loop relationship; which one serves as cause and which effect depends on what stage of life the character is in, what challenges he faces at a particular time, or other circumstances.

			We will explore this in greater depth and detail in the following chapter in our discussion of Yearning, but it’s important to note the issue here because it is a frequent point of confusion.

			EXERCISES

			
					
					Return to the two characters from your current WIP (the same two you used for the previous chapter’s exercises). Specifically, return to your previous definition of their Lack. How does the foregoing discussion alter your understanding of what is missing from their lives? How aware are they of what it is that feels missing?

				

					
					From the list of philosophical and religious interpretations of Lack and Yearning, which, if any, most closely resembles your own? How is that understanding revealed in your characters? Do your characters have such an understanding? (Do they perhaps have distinct understandings—from you or each other?)

				

					
					For one of the characters, imagine his Lack as the effect of his unfulfilled Yearning—i.e., imagine specifically the kind of person he wishes to be, the way of life he hopes to live. How aware is he of these things, i.e., how clearly does he sense his own Yearning? How does that affect his Lack, i.e., his feeling that something is missing from his life? How do you imagine he will eventually discover what it is he truly wants—who he wishes to be and how he hopes to live?

				

					
					For the other character, imagine she does not possess such a clear-cut notion of her Yearning, but rather just a sense of being incomplete, inadequate, unfulfilled, or wishing to escape the life of deprivation and fear she has so far known. What would be the most immediate step she would take to lead what she believes would be a better, more gratifying, less anxious life? How will that be the first step in creating a life that truly feels worth living? Is that step in your story? If not, why not?

				

			

			II. PROJECTION AND CONTENTMENT—HOW LACK REVEALS ITSELF IN SIMPLE CHARACTERS

			First, by “simple character” I do not mean to suggest someone beneath the dignity of discussion, exploration, or dramatization. Quite the contrary.

			What E.M. Forster in Aspects of the Novel referred to as “flat” characters (versus “round” ones), and James Wood in How Fiction Works designated as “transparent” characters (in contrast to “opaque” ones), are capable of serving significant dramatic roles, and often are hardly as simple (or flat or transparent) as they might seem.

			The inner life of such characters is by no means nonexistent, and thus they may well have profound inner conflicts, and possess a sense of Lack, Yearning, Resistance, and Desire much like any other character. For one reason or another, however, their internal struggles are minimized or managed, and their compulsion to act is often motivated not from within but by events in the external world.

			Alternatively, they feel no compulsion to act at all, and either enjoy a sense of contentment or have gained a hard-won acceptance of themselves and the world.

			THE TRAVELING ANGEL—EXPERIENCING LACK THROUGH THE OUTER WORLD

			A descendent of the knight errant, the saintly pilgrim, and the wandering bard, the character type commonly referred to as a “traveling angel” roams from place to place (or merely situation to situation), solving problems with a unique skill set, then moving on. This approach is typical of:

			
					
					Westerns (i.e., the plains gunman, the Lone Ranger, the High Plains Drifter);

				

					
					Detective stories and thrillers (e.g., Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple, Dashiell Hammett’s Continental Op and Sam Spade, Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe, Ian Fleming’s James Bond, Lee Child’s Jack Reacher, and so on);

				

					
					Tales of the samurai and ronin.

				

			

			The romantic or sentimental version of the traveling angel is exemplified by characters such as:

			
					
					The English Mary Poppins (who is “practically perfect in every way”);

				

					
					The French Amélie (who is often overcome by “an urge to help mankind”);

				

					
					The Japanese Tora-san (a plump, clownish itinerant peddler who “dreams of doing grand deeds”).

				

			

			To the extent such characters feel a Lack, it usually takes the form of compassion or a “will to justice,” a sense that the suffering and injustice of the world cries out to them in a unique way, compelling them to right wrongs, heal wounds, repair relationships.

			These characters typically possess a solid sense of identity and purpose. However, this doesn’t mean they are devoid of loneliness, doubt, regret, or other internal issues. In fact, absent such internal issues, the characters can seldom become as fascinating as they need to be to make this story-type compelling. The traveling angel is not an Everyman suffering the journey through Vice and Virtue. He is a bona fide hero with a unique personality. It’s just that his internal issues, however complex or poignant, remain largely unaffected by the story’s events. He is there to help others, then ride into the sunset.

			THE CONTENTED CHARACTER

			A second character type for whom Lack seems unproblematic is the untroubled or “happy” character, whose life seems in order, whose grievances are few or nonexistent, and who feels that the promise of life, in her case at least, has been largely rewarded.

			Such a state of tranquility is often largely relative, of course. Whatever internal Lack she may feel—falling short of who she wishes to be, living the way of life she hopes to live—is minimal, or at least manageable. She has come to accept herself and her circumstances with little internal doubt or turmoil.

			It’s important to mention here that such a character makes a lackluster protagonist unless something external seriously disrupts, undermines, or threatens to destroy the tranquil world in which she abides, or the untroubled sense of self she possesses. This will require her to pursue and establish a new equilibrium, and depending on the story type this may result in a totally new understanding of herself or her world, if not both.

			The struggle for that new equilibrium may be largely external, such as in thrillers or disaster stories. In such stories, the character’s happiness and the virtues underlying it are not mistaken or false; rather, they are tested by an exterior force capable of taking that sunshine away.

			Alternatively, if the previous state of tranquility was premised on a misunderstanding of the world or a false sense of security, then the new equilibrium will also require a reexamination of the character’s sense of self—what error of judgment or misguided belief created that mistaken contentment? What new state of wisdom or awareness will be necessary to return to some semblance of order?

			The issue from a dramatic perspective is the need to understand that though the character may feel no conspicuous Lack at the outset of the story, she will as soon as the disruptive force upends her world. She will also discover that the skills and disposition that suited her in her previous state of relative bliss will no longer serve her well. The story will concern how she develops a new understanding and acquires her new skills—or doesn’t, to the destruction of her or some part of her world.

			THE SADDER-BUT-WISER CHARACTER

			There are, of course, seemingly tranquil characters whose state of well-being has come at some cost—mature individuals, whose shortcomings and failures have not crippled or stifled them.

			Such characters, through the struggles they’ve faced and the disappointments they’ve endured, have gained a genuine, unsentimental acceptance of themselves and life that neither lets them off the hook nor debilitates them with regret. They have learned firsthand that existence is a contact sport and the good die young.

			In contrast to the happy individual discussed above, the sense of well-being exhibited by this type of character has come at a price, and they are more defined by a hard-won wisdom than contentment.

			In stories where characters of this sort serve as a protagonist, the character’s eventful past creates echoes that must be revisited and once again silenced or dealt with in the course of the story. In this sense, he resembles the so-called happy character, in that his life of forbearing acceptance will be disturbed by some external force, and the story will address how he finds a way out of that turmoil, both internally and externally, and either returns to his previous stoicism, redefines it, or embraces something new.

			Frequently, one encounters such characters in a secondary role, such as mentor or ally, rather than as protagonists. Consider for example Jasper Palmer-Smith in P.D. James’s The Children of Men, played by Michael Caine in the film adaptation. Once an Oxford professor (a political cartoonist in the film), he now lives like a hermit in the woods with just his dogs and stroke-paralyzed wife for companionship. However, he proves a crucial ally to the hero, Theo Faron (Clive Owen), providing invaluable information to allow Theo’s escape with Kee (Clare-Hope Ashitey), the first pregnant woman on earth in the last twenty years. Jasper also bravely, stoically, even cheerfully accepts death as the natural consequence for his loyalty. Only someone aware of life’s tragic dimension and the price to be paid for virtue could be capable of such self-sacrifice.

			EXERCISES

			
					
					Does your WIP feature a character who is a traveling angel—i.e., a character who travels place to place or situation to situation to right wrongs, battle the wicked, tend to the brokenhearted, repair relationships, or otherwise lend a helping hand? If so, how do external circumstances speak to his deep-seated will to justice or sense of compassion?

				

					
					Does your WIP feature a character who is happy or contented with her life at the story’s outset? What changes upset the order of her world? How does she change due to the struggles and conflicts she faces over the course of the story?

				

					
					Does your story feature a character whose tranquil life has been obtained after long travail, suffering, setbacks, and disappointments? Is he a protagonist or a secondary character? If a protagonist, how is his psychological equilibrium tested by the story’s events? If he is a secondary character, how does his hard-won self-acceptance aid one or another of the major characters?

				

			

			III. URGENCY, ANXIETY, AND DENIAL—HOW LACK REVEALS ITSELF IN MORE COMPLEX CHARACTERS

			For a great many characters, not to mention people in the physical world, Yearning and Lack are problematic. If acknowledged, they reveal the inadequacy of the individual, his inability to live up to his own ideals or fulfill his dreams, and the basic impoverishment of his life.

			It’s an unfortunate truth that people in fact go to great lengths to dampen their awareness of what they truly want from their lives and expect of themselves. This is what Henry David Thoreau referred to when he wrote, “The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.”*

			From the perspective of dramatization, the question we need to ask is, How do we portray what is essentially an absence—worse, an absence of which the character may be on some level unaware, or even deliberately trying to ignore or deny?

			The response lies in recognizing that it’s not the absence, per se, that we portray, but its effect on the character, and the manner with which he tries to manage, dismiss, or mitigate it. In other words, we show the behavior that reveals that something is amiss. (We will deal with this question in greater detail in chapter five, when we address what I refer to as Pathological Maneuvers—i.e., habits of behavior formed in the attempt to circumvent the pain of life.)

			WHEN THE CHARACTER IS AWARE OF HIS LACK: URGENCY—LOVE AND OBSESSION

			The most common story type in which a character is or becomes aware of a sense of Lack early on is the love story. No sooner do Romeo and Juliet encounter one another at the masked ball than they sense what is missing from their lives: each other.

			In such stories, the dramatic problem is relatively straightforward. The entire plot will be premised not on the awakening of the character’s Yearning but its relentless pursuit in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds presented by whatever force is keeping the lovers apart.

			Most modern love stories are not so simple, however, especially in the West, where exterior barriers to romance—family, religion, culture, laws against adultery or divorce—have been minimized if not eliminated. What keeps the couple apart in most contemporary love stories is the lovers themselves—specifically, their own internal issues concerning worth, attractiveness, lovability, commitment, duties to others, and so on.

			In such stories, Lack creates Yearning for the romantic connection, but the characters must resolve their inner issues and face both themselves and each other honestly before the bond between them can genuinely thrive.

			Beyond the realm of romance lies another story type where the character is fully aware of what is missing from the outset. Consider these examples:

			
					
					In Oedipus Rex, Oedipus understands that a curse has brought a plague upon the city of Thebes. Once the Oracle informs him that the reason for the plague is that someone killed the king and seduced the queen, Oedipus feels compelled to find the miscreant and bring him to justice, unaware that he himself is the culprit.

				

					
					In Treasure Island, Long John Silver has long been searching for a way to find Captain Flint’s treasure, and once he learns that Billy Bones’s map has been found, he does everything in his power to insinuate himself into the crew of the Hispaniola in order to join the search for the buried gold.

				

					
					In Moby-Dick, Ahab responds to the loss of his leg at the hands of the whale with a near-maniacal obsession with killing the beast.

				

					
					In The Great Gatsby, Jay Gatsby believes that stealing Daisy from her husband, Tom Buchanan, will be his entrée to the world of legitimate status that has so far eluded him, despite his wealth.

				

			

			Notice how, in each of these cases, the character feels an urgent, blind, even obsessive need to eliminate or mitigate the sense of Lack. This is caused by a misunderstanding of what can genuinely fill the inner emptiness Lack creates. Their obsession blinds them.

			This kind of story logic is not limited to kings, pirates, ex-rumrunners—or lovers. Virtually all characters, once they become aware of what they Lack, choose a mistaken means of addressing it. 

			This is because the events of the story are a learning process, and the characters have yet to internalize the lessons they will encounter as the story progresses.

			Rather, they will try to solve the problem presented by their sense of Lack with the limited or misguided understanding of themselves and their lives that they possess at the story’s outset. (We will cover this in greater detail in chapter eight, Folly’s Footsteps: Misguided Desires and Misbegotten Yearnings.)

			ANXIETY: THE SOUL’S ALARM THAT SOMETHING IS AMISS

			In some stories, the character is not yet clear on what is missing and only gains that awareness in the course of the story. The character may understand that it is love or success or excitement that’s missing, but she has no concrete grasp as yet of how to change that, or if change is even possible.

			Like the lovers and obsessive characters discussed above, they do indeed gain a better awareness of their sense of Lack, but that awareness may not be present in any clear form at the story’s outset.

			They may wake up in the morning only to be greeted, as their dreams fade away, by thoughts of obligations unmet, duties unfulfilled, promises betrayed—if not open condemnation for the lesser souls they have allowed themselves to become, rather than the greater ones that once seemingly defined their futures.

			When we encounter characters of this type in stories, they often exhibit an agitated boredom, impatience, restlessness, even anger, craving something they cannot yet define. Their inner voice may vary from
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