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			INTRODUCTION

			One can acquire everything in solitude—except character.

			—Stendhal, De l’amour

			Every story worth telling in some way mirrors our lives, and to that extent explores four key questions:

			Who am I?

			Where do I come from?

			Where am I going?

			What does it mean?*

			Note that I use the word “explores,” not “answers.” Storytelling is an art. It can’t provide scientific certainty and it shouldn’t try. Though there is considerable craft to fiction—this book wouldn’t exist if that weren’t true—it remains rooted far more in searching than in finding, more wedded to the hypothetical “what if” than any conclusive QED.

			As long as we’re alive, the question of who we are and how we should live remains open. No one convinces us less than the person who crows, “I have the answer.” And ironically, this is precisely why fiction provides a more satisfying depiction of human life than any scientific or otherwise theoretical rendering can offer.

			This open-ended quality to life also explains why desire is so central to the exploration of character. As we learned from the very first storybook tales we heard, human want can inspire the indifferent, betray the foolish, and undo the steadfast. And nothing is more ephemeral (or self-deluded) than satisfaction; our wants rise up continuously, propelling us through the hours and days and weeks and years. Though most stories conclude with a gratifying resolution, even a child can intimate an unsettling sense of continuation to the journey in even the most final of endings, the inescapable presence of an implicit “And then . . .” Or the more ominous “And yet . . .”

			The importance of character to story lies in this open-endedness at the core of our lives. Stories that emphasize ideas or problems—the conundrums of philosophy, the lessons of history, the truths of science, the consolations of religion—invariably hit rough sailing the further they drift from the shore of character. Ideas too often serve as a digression from the messy stuff of life—ourselves, each other. For some they provide a kind of false salvation. But the core reality of life remains: We die. Ideas, no matter how “eternal,” can’t save us. And because we can only honestly stand on one side of death, we can never know for certain how our lives will turn out, which is why we experience our existence most profoundly in the interrogative mode, situated in a world premised on, as Constantin Stanislavski put it, the magical “What if?”

			The craft of characterization is an attempt to honor and explore the truth of human nature through the art of storytelling. We see in our characters reflections of ourselves, which is why we detect in their stories, no matter how fanciful or dark or grand, an attempt to better understand our lives. And what else is there to discuss, really, than our lives?

			Where concept can give us the general outline of a story—the setting and situation, the fundamental problem, the moral dilemma—it’s through character that we bring the general down to earth. Characters infuse a story with conviction, nail it to the mysterious details of daily life by revealing the unique and inimitable ways people get things done, the beliefs that guide them and the errors that betray them, their crucial decisions, their hopeless failings, their critical deeds.

			Each of us, as the character Murray Burns puts it in the film A Thousand Clowns, is trying to reach some understanding of the “subtle, sneaky, important reason why he was born a human being and not a chair.” As sagacious as this may sound, it’s fundamentally a question of character. The answer lies not in what we believe but what we do. In the stories that affect us most profoundly—whether taken from myth, the Bible, Greek tragedy, Renaissance drama, the novel, postmodern fiction, film, TV—it’s the characters that linger most tenaciously in the mind. In some “subtle, sneaky, important” way, they are us.

			This book is the result of my own approach to characterization as developed through the writing of numerous stories and several novels, an approach that has evolved to embrace the insight embodied in the quote from Stendhal that began this Introduction: Character is not created in isolation or repose; it’s forged through interaction with others and the world. Even in solitary struggles of endurance, such as arduous physical ordeals or battles with illness, there is a contest at the heart of the matter, between the part of us that would surrender and the part that continues on.

			The other main distinctive or innovative approaches addressed in this book include:

			
					Comprehending your characters begins with an honest, unflinching understanding of yourself.

					Scenes, in which characters engage meaningfully and in conflict with each other, are crucial at all stages of character development: conception, development, and portrayal. Character biographies created from scenes are intrinsically more useful than those consisting of mere information.

					A clear visual image of a character is a beginning, not an end. If you restrict yourself to a visual image in your “mind’s eye,” you risk contemplating the character like an idea, rather than forging an intuitive engagement with him.

					An intuitive grasp of your character is formed by exploring scenes of profound emotional import—moments of overwhelming shame, joy, fear, pride, regret, forgiveness.

					Developing a character with genuine depth requires a focus on not just desire but how the character deals with frustration of her desires, as well as her vulnerabilities, her secrets, and especially her contradictions. This development needs to be forged in scenes, the better to employ your intuition rather than your intellect.

					This reliance on intuition provides the best way to respond meaningfully to what I call the Tyranny of Motive: the need to understand what a character wants and why he behaves a certain way. Without an intuitive grasp of the characters, you can all too easily fall into the trap of reducing them to simplistic automatons or “plot puppets,” acting in accordance with ideas or story necessities rather than behaving with the complexity of intention that real individuals possess.

					A character can undergo change through either growth or transformation, which can be distinguished by determining to what extent the character exhibits not just strength of will but insight in overcoming a personal limitation.

					Character arcs fall within a spectrum based on which protagonist question they most directly pose:

					Can I Get What I Want?

					Who Am I? or

					What Do I Have to Change About Myself to Get What I Want?

			

			There is of course a great deal more within these pages, so much so that it may seem daunting. But you can keep from feeling overwhelmed by thinking of this book as a kind of tool kit. Just as no one uses every tool he owns in the course of any project, so should no one consider employing more than what’s necessary for the task at hand: bringing a given character to life and rendering him on the page.

			This is equally true whether one is working in fiction, film, or TV. The writer outside of academia who can devote herself solely to novels and short stories is a rarity, if not quite an anachronism. It is therefore important to understand both the commonalities in characterization for the various media as well as the distinctions.

			In truth, the former are far more numerous than the latter. Novels provide more opportunity for the depiction of inner life, while films and TV demand far more from dialog and action, but beyond that, much of the work in developing vivid, compelling characters is the same—which is the good news and the bad news. There are no shortcuts.

			There are, however, dead ends, wrong turns, and long ways around. To avoid them, think of the various areas we’re about to cover as opportunities, not necessities. Doing more than that can burden the story, tempting you, after so much work, to shoehorn in the many details you’ve so meticulously fleshed out, bogging the narrative down with gratuitous scenes, flashbacks, or “insights.”

			There is perhaps no more crucial discipline in writing than acquiring the intuitive sense of what’s necessary and what’s not. In characterization, this means developing an ear and eye for when the character has quickened to life on the page and thus engaged the reader, and not belaboring the matter beyond that, no matter how lovely our words. It remains a sad but essential truth that there are, indeed, darlings who must die. Some deserve it more than others, but in all cases it’s best to go about the business ruthlessly, and let your grief be short-lived.

			More easily said than done, I realize, especially in the realm of character, where our creations do indeed at times seem to possess a life of their own. And that’s exactly what we’re after. What every writer hopes for—one might even say requires—is a full embodiment of his characters within his imagination, until they seem less like creations than companions.

			I realize this makes writing sound like a quasi-functional neurosis, or at least a kind of controlled hallucination—or professional daydreaming. But at some point in your life you’ve felt that curious, ineffable stirring in your imagination—the shapeless volition that seems to both arise from within and yet come from elsewhere, that pulse of urgency we somewhat crudely refer to as the creative impulse. It’s why you’re reading these words. You may even believe it’s why you’re alive. You craft stories. Characters—whether they’re demons or angels, apparitions or simply mental stuff—are your inescapable cohorts. This book will help you engage them with greater confidence and deeper insight.

			
				
			

		


	
		
			PART I

			Conceiving the Character

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Fingering Smoke: Are Characters Created or Discovered?

			Michelangelo believed he was liberating his sculptures from the marble in which they were imprisoned; the true creator, in his mind, was God. The playwright Martin McDonagh experienced something similar. During the six-month outpouring in which he wrote all of his major plays, his characters felt like emanations hovering in the room, jabbering at him so incessantly he had to tell them to shut up long enough so he could jot down their words.

			In contrast, Jackson Pollock continued thrashing, dripping, and smearing paint against his canvases until a critical, eerie, ineffable moment when something inside him said: Stop. Translating that to fiction, imagine the writer starting with something very much like Pollock’s blank canvas—the empty page—and gradually, through trial and error and persistent refinement, beginning to see something both surprising and yet recognizable that clarifies as the work continues.

			The first method seems to point toward discovery, the second toward creation. But both approaches have their issues.

			Assume we create our characters the way Pollock created his canvases. How can we be sure we’ll ultimately experience that intuitive sense of completion that Pollock felt? How do we know when to stop? There’s an apocryphal story about John Coltrane, who late in his career confided to Miles Davis that he was having greater and greater difficulty knowing when to end his solos. Davis supposedly replied, “Put the horn down, John.”

			That’s not the only problem. If we do create our characters—fashion them from a few physical details, some biographical data, a touch of style—how do we explain Martin McDonagh’s jabbering hobgoblins? And isn’t that what every writer hopes for, the full embodiment of her characters within her imagination, as though they possess willfulness, independence: a life of their own?

			But believing we discover our characters is hardly unproblematic. Unless we possess Michelangelo’s or Martin McDonagh’s gifts, it may not always be clear how to recognize what it is we’re searching for. Like scavengers hunting a shipwreck rumored to lie on the ocean floor, we may spend a lifetime looking through the dark stillness only to come up empty.

			Myth suggests at least something of an approach; it presupposes a realm where the personified ambitions, fears, hopes, and suspicions of mankind reside. Whether one calls that realm the psyche or the Collective Unconscious or Valhalla, what we think of as characters in our stories, if sufficiently meaningful and profound, seemingly glimmer with the aura of that otherworld.

			But how does one work with such things? It’s entirely possible that the act of writing serves as an incantation, beckoning the Muse, who in turn lures these evanescent beings we call our characters—which are in fact archetypes—out of the inner darkness over which she reigns. This can be both a consoling and terrifying view of the matter. But inspiration often alternates between consolation and terror.

			•   •   •

			Even at its most realistic, art remains an approach to the mysterious, and working with the depiction of human life can often seem particularly tricky—like fingering smoke.

			But even if I can picture my characters vividly in my mind’s eye, hear their voices with perfect pitch, observe them prancing about of their own volition, that doesn’t guarantee I’ve come up with anything unique or even interesting. A great many characters have leapt fully formed from their creator’s imagination precisely because they were facile, predictable, clichéd—or thinly disguised borrowings from other books or films. Whatever else can be said of characterization, it is absolutely true that if a portrayal falls flat, it’s not the character’s fault.

			For all but a lucky few, writing requires more than taking dictation from imaginary beings. But you can’t just slap a few details together and call it a character, either.

			We have to be ready not just to bear witness but to engage the imagination, to ask penetrating, even embarrassing questions of our characters, to mold them, remold them, defy them, even destroy and resurrect them while still maintaining that curious capability to step back, to allow them once again to escape our grasp—dust themselves off, as it were—and reassert their enigmatic independence.

			This dialog between deliberate and spontaneous, intentional and unknowable, conscious and unconscious—creation and discovery—is the pulse, the inhalation and exhalation, of the work we call making art.

			•   •   •

			Speaking personally, I find that a character first takes form as an impression, usually indistinct but sometimes quite clear, as when the impression arises from a real person, or a distinct image such as a photograph.

			Even when the initial impression is visually or emotionally distinct, I still know little or nothing about how the character will behave. I learn these things by writing key scenes that evoke conflict, desire and vulnerability, fear and shame, pride and love, gradually crafting something that, while not distinct from my initial impression, is nonetheless more subtle, complex, emotionally engaging, and dramatically interesting.

			In short, I alternate between acts of discovery and creation. Through the activity of writing I forge an impression that provides fodder for further development by my unconscious. What returns to me the morning after I “put the horn down” for the day is often richer and more concrete than what I left behind—but only if I supply the necessary raw material.

			William James* remarked that we learn how to skate in the summer and how to swim in the winter. By this he meant that only after arduous and often futile conscious effort does our unconscious have what it needs to help us solve a new and difficult problem—a problem we will, ironically, solve once we step away from it. The same is true of characterization. Only by diligent and often frustrating effort, working out the specifics of a character’s history, circumstances, and situation, can we supply the unconscious with the raw material it needs, raw material it will fashion into something less clumsy and deliberate, more organic—like the intuition we carry about another person.

			In a sense, the work of characterization recalls the story of Geppetto the woodcutter. As writers, we start with a bit of raw material that interests us, and work at it day and night, not just deliberately and attentively but lovingly, until finally, like Pinocchio, through some strange paradox, that bit of material takes on a life of its own.

			As for archetypes, I remain a bit of a skeptic. If they work for you, by all means use them. Artists are magpies; we gather up all manner of curious stuff. But mythic heft doesn’t come cheap. You can identify a character as Mentor or Trickster, Warrior or Lost Soul, Shadow or Herald, but dramatic urgency isn’t created by nomenclature. Too often, such terms just become new rags draped on the same old scarecrow. Even if such catchwords evoke a kind of symbolic or mythic resonance, that doesn’t create desire—and desire is what prompts action, and action defines character. Without deep creative imagining and intuitive engagement, a character based on an idea will remain an idea, whether that inspiring thought arose from an ancient heroic saga or something Aunt Milly said. But if you dig beneath the clutter of words and concepts to where the wildness stirs—the depths of your own reckless heart—the myth business will take care of itself.

			Exercises

			1.  Pick two characters from a piece you’re working on. Make a point of noting specifically where your impression of them rests at the end of each working day. The next morning, before you begin to write, revisit each character in your mind’s eye. Do you hear or see—or better yet, feel—the character differently? Does she suggest an ability to act in a way she didn’t when you last visited her? Keep track of your progress over time. How has your intuition of the character evolved? How much of this transformation seems to be the result of your own deliberate work—i.e., creation? How much feels like discovery—i.e., seems to have emerged unconsciously?

			

			
				
			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Summoning Ghosts: Source Materials for Characters

			In general, characters arise from five main sources:

			
					The story

					The unconscious

					Inspiration from art, music, or nature

					Real people

					Composite characters

			

			Each source has its own unique advantages and disadvantages, and limitations in one approach can be mitigated by combining it with others.

			More important, a source for a character is just that—a beginning. No first impression, even if wildly inspiring, tells the whole tale. One of the most common errors in characterization is becoming wedded to the emotional, moral, or psychological impact the source for a character first creates. This results in elaboration of the character, not development. Sooner or later, more of the same, no matter how baroquely imagined or beautifully written, stops being interesting. A character who develops is obliged to change, and that requires a capacity to surprise, to contradict that first impression in significant but still credible ways.

			Like many of the techniques I describe in this book, these sources for characters should be regarded as opportunities, not obligations. Over time, you may find certain techniques more generally reliable, insightful, or worthwhile—but try to avoid knee-jerk routine. Writing requires a constant pursuit, if not embrace, of the unfamiliar, the foreign, the uncomfortable—and creativity often begins only once we leave our comfort zones.

			The Story as the Source for One’s Characters

			Writers overwhelmingly derive their characters from their story ideas, which can be problematic, since such characters can often be flat or two-dimensional—steely housewives, bitter cops, romantic narcissists, hustlers with a soft spot for kids—the kind of character often derided as a plot puppet.

			Such characters more likely fill a role than act as independent agents with needs and fears and affections and concerns “outside the story.” Characters are not cogs in the machine of your narrative; it’s better to think of them as human beings to whom the story happens.

			Consider the following three examples of story ideas:

			A Japanese businessman is invited to a birthday party in his honor at the home of the vice president of a small, impoverished Latin American country. The only reason the businessman, an avid opera lover, attends is that his hosts have wisely invited his favorite soprano. During the party, however, guerrillas take over the villa, and the businessman and the soprano become the key hostages in a prolonged standoff.

			During the siege of Leningrad in World War II, a starving seventeen-year-old is condemned to death for pilfering chocolate and cognac from a dead German paratrooper. His reprieve comes in the form of a hopeless challenge presented by an NKVD colonel: Teamed up with a charismatic army deserter, the young man has one week to find a dozen eggs for the colonel’s daughter’s wedding cake.

			A detective dedicated to never being fooled again gets tricked into exposing a phony adulterous affair. When he tries to find out who set him up, he uncovers one of the largest land scandals in U.S. history—and rediscovers his own humanity beneath the arrogant, cynical husk in which he’s entombed it.

			Respectively, these are the core story ideas for the novel Bel Canto by Ann Patchett, the novel City of Thieves by David Benioff, and the film Chinatown.

			As it stands, these are mere sketches. To take them to the next level, a deeper understanding is needed of not just the characters who are identified but the other, as yet unknown characters required to make the stories come to life. This is, in fact, how stories get built from a core idea—with a catalog and examination of the people who populate the story’s world.

			Ann Patchett found inspiration for Bel Canto in the 1997 hostage standoff at the Japanese embassy in Lima, Peru, but few books in recent memory more perfectly exemplify the expansion of a relatively simple idea into a fully realized world. The book offers many rewards—an intriguing situation, an exotic setting, elegant writing, deft storytelling—but arguably none of these can compete with the loving examination of the characters who inhabit its pages.

			The Japanese industrialist, Katsumi Hosokawa, first comes to life in his remembrance of another birthday, his eleventh, when he sat in the dark beside his father and gained entrance to the passion and sensual extravagance of opera through Verdi’s Rigoletto. And the impact of that revelation, the lifelong love affair it spawned, along with his helpless devotion to the soprano, Roxanne Coss, inspire in this otherwise unassuming salaryman a capacity for heroic sacrifice, something that feels both shocking and inevitable.

			Hosokawa’s work requires a translator, and Patchett delivers Gen Watanabe, the selfless facilitator, so quick to help others, so baffled by his own wants; he speaks a broad range of languages with dutiful fluency, though his Swedish is limited to only “the darkest of subjects,” for he learned it watching Ingmar Bergman films.

			Roxanne Coss, petite and red-haired, takes the stage with all the narcissistic petulance of a matinee diva, flustered by the irritating devotion of her doomed accompanist and convinced the guerrillas will release her—they must, she’s the soprano—but as time passes, her voice transforms the very nature of life in the barricaded mansion, not just for her fellow captives but also for the guerrillas, and she takes deeper measure of her gift, as well as of her heart.

			I could go on, for the cast is large, with each character delivered with exquisite specificity, a richness of detail that testifies to the author’s refusal to be held hostage by her idea.

			City of Thieves owes much of its setting and general background to two books that chronicle, in much different ways, the terrible privations inflicted on the residents of Leningrad by the German siege of that city: Harrison Salisbury’s The 900 Days and Curzio Malaparte’s Kaputt. And though those sources may have given the author some help with his characters, the precision of detail with which he captures Lev, the luckless, fearful, starving seventeen-year-old, and his flamboyant companion, the sex-crazed and literarily ambitious Kolya, could only come from examination not just of circumstances but of human nature. Lev’s desperate desire to lose his virginity, sniffed out instantly by Kolya, whose obsession with the fairer sex is boundless—and who can’t help himself from giving unsolicited advice—provides a comically poignant counterpoint to the deathly strangeness of their mission. Kolya’s coy obsession with an obscure novel that turns out to be the book he himself is writing—The Courtyard Hound—provides him a delicately textured need for Lev’s approval that binds the two young men together in a way a strict devotion to the demands of the plot might never suggest. Most important, Kolya’s reckless daring, expressed as a kind of detached amusement, as though the horrors of the war aren’t really happening, inspires in Lev the courage he’s previously felt lacking and will call upon at a crucial moment.

			Again, the source materials can provide only so much, no matter how rich or extensive. Imagination and empathy—an engagement with not just the facts of the situation but the wants and fears and strengths of the characters—are what ultimately render the story true to life.

			Robert Towne, who wrote the screenplay for Chinatown, based his story on the “Rape of the Owens Valley,” a scandal in which speculators made millions on the 233-mile aqueduct that brought water to the outer reaches of Los Angeles, while the farmers who lived and worked in the surrounding region were driven off the land and ruined. Towne based the character of Hollis Mulwray on William Mulholland, the engineer responsible not just for the aqueduct but for the St. Francis Dam that failed, resulting in the deaths of nearly 500 people. The notion of using Chinatown as a metaphor for the inscrutable nature of reality was inspired by a detective Towne met who worked in that section of Los Angeles, and who offered a remark the screenwriter borrowed wholesale for the film: When asked what he did in Chinatown, the detective replied, “As little as possible,” because nothing was ever as it seemed.

			All of that provides a pretty rich vein of material to mine, but putting ourselves in Towne’s shoes, knowing we need a cynical detective and perpetrators of a ruthless landgrab doesn’t lend us much. We can’t get from the story idea to Jake Gittes in one step—it takes imagination to come up with the social-climbing foppery (“Goddamn Florsheim shoe”), the relentless self-promotion (courting the press even at the morgue), the backstory wound (the woman he tried to help in Chinatown, whose death prompted his leaving the police, with a lifelong dread of not knowing what’s going on).

			We create such details by doing detailed character work, moving beyond the initial story idea to build the fictional world it requires. Fleshing out Jake’s workplace, we get his associates, Duffy and Walsh, who reflect, respectively, his more cynical and more compassionate instincts. Exploring Jake’s past, we discover not just the police detectives Lou Escobar and Loach—men Jake worked with in Chinatown, one cagey but honorable, the other suspicious and smug—but Evelyn Mulwray as well, the reincarnation of the woman Jake tried to save. Turning our attention to her, we discover the incest angle, which nails the evil at the story’s heart: the implicit sense of entitlement and impunity powerful men like her father, Noah Cross, enjoy.

			It is sometimes said that genre fiction, crime fiction especially, suffers from poor characterization. And yet virtually all stories belong to some genre or another: tales of revenge, tales of adventure, tales of spiritual awakening or moral reckoning, love stories, war stories, westerns, “test and quest” sagas, family sagas, chivalric romances, picaresque romps, social dramas, historical dramas, horror, sci-fi, satire, biopic, bildungsroman—not to mention hybrids of these various forms.

			A genre is just a type of story, with certain conventions established over years, decades, centuries. The writer is charged with both honoring and exceeding the expectations those conventions create. Skill and imagination are required to meaningfully reinvent characters and situations seen repeatedly through history in a certain type of story. How many viewers of Chinatown, for example, saw Oedipus there, standing in Jake Gittes’s shadow? The problem lies not with genre but with formula, which consists of seeing genre conventions as restrictions rather than mere guidelines, ends in themselves rather than possibilities.

			The key, always, is to escape the restrictions of story by giving the characters the freedom to surprise, to step outside the story so they can live it on their own terms while still honoring the core themes and events the story demands. This back-and-forth, between allowing the characters to act at will while also reining them in to the story demands, is done by understanding how and why the characters themselves embody the story’s themes and wish the plot’s events to take place, without confining them to merely that.

			Characters Derived from the Unconscious

			The writer and teacher Alexandra Sokoloff encourages all of her students to keep a dream journal: “If not, you’re working too hard.”

			I envy those with vivid dreams, or the capacity to capture them in sufficient detail before they swirl down the drain of oblivion. Far more often than not, my experience with my dream life resembles the following anecdote by the children’s writer and illustrator Maurice Sendak.

			When Sendak was little, he was often confined to bed with severe illnesses. Once, as his father became particularly concerned that the boy might die, and hoping to distract him from his suffering, he told his son that if he stared out his window and didn’t blink, he might see an angel go by. And if he did, he would be a very lucky boy.

			Sendak struggled to gaze out his window for increasing lengths of time, always failing to do so long enough to see an angel. Then one day, eyes aching from the strain, he saw it: large as a dirigible, and glowing. He couldn’t tell if it was male or female, and it didn’t look at him, but years later he distinctly recalled how slowly it moved past his window.

			If my dream life provides me with grist for my fiction, then I do indeed feel lucky. More typically, as I discussed in the preceding chapter, I rely on my unconscious not to hand up angels but to provide me with subtly more complicated and nuanced versions of the characters I worked so hard to craft during my waking hours.

			But if your dreams deliver the goods, you’d be foolish to reject them. The problem would seem to be the opposite of that discussed in the preceding section—i.e., with a figure that emerges from dreams, where’s the story? In a sense, story ideas and dreams create a need to work in opposite directions. In the case of the former, you have to expand on the characters beyond the initial dictates the story and situation require; in the latter case, you move beyond the thematic impact of the dream image to create a sequence of events, driven by cause and effect, that narrates the development of that theme.

			Perhaps the most unique use of this sort of material that I’ve come across appears in a thin volume of brief, odd, mesmerizing character sketches titled Tropisms, by the French novelist Nathalie Sarraute. The term “tropism” refers to the reaction of an organism to an external stimulus, such as heat or light. Sarraute based her sketches on what she called “movements”—inchoate dramatic situations—that she believed to be lurking just below the level of consciousness at all times, almost undetected: power struggles, needy requests, dishonest promises, humiliations. For Sarraute, these imagistic tableaus rose before her mind’s eye only in moments of quiet reflection, the way plants turn toward light, and they possessed the spectral quality of dreams. She wondered if they weren’t a kind of psychological template formed when she was a child, watching the often incomprehensible interactions among adults around her. Regardless, she recognized in them the raw material she would continue to develop for the rest of her writing life.

			Characters Derived from Art or Nature

			We spot a tree on a windswept hill that has grown crookedly but inexorably over the years and feel a curious kind of sympathy. Its struggle reflects our own. Or we spot a hawk gliding over a meadow and feel a kinship with both the grace of its flight and the focus of its hunt.

			When a writer uses this sense of personalization as inspiration for a character, the temptation is to ascribe a fixed personality to the initial impression, because the image formed in the mind is largely a static one. The tree and the hawk remain pretty much as is.

			For a more nuanced characterization, the original impression needs to evolve. Let the original image or inspiration be a starting point, not the end point.

			So too with artworks—painting
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