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>>Good morning, my name is Bernice Chauly, I'm a poet, a fiction writer, and a non-fiction writer 

from Malaysia. I also teach creative writing: I've been teaching creative writing in various colleges 

and universities in Kuala Lumpur for over twelve years. What I make my students do a lot of the 

time is, before they start writing, is that I give them a list of questions. And I think it's very 

important to understand the kind of characters you are creating, because each character has a 

different voice. Now how do we do this? Heraclitus, the Greek philosopher, said that, "A man's 

character is his fate." A man's character is his fate. So just think about that: a man's character is his 

fate. So when you're writing, whether it's a personal monologue or it's a poem, or whether it's a piece 

of fiction or nonfiction, everybody speaks differently. And in order to figure out how each person 

speaks, you need to get into this person's character: you need to get into the body of this thing, 

whether it's an animate or inanimate object. For example, what does a building sound like? If you 

had a favorite building in Iowa City or wherever you're from - what would it sound like? What 

would it say? Would it be male, would it be female? Would it be ambiguous? So these are things that 

you have to think about. Again, a man's character is his fate. 

 

Sometimes, the easiest way to start is to ask a whole bunch of questions. Question number one: who 

am I? This is a very very big question. This is a question that you can ask yourself for the rest of 

your life. So who am I? What is my greatest fear? What is my greatest joy? What makes me angry? 

What makes me sad? What do I hate? Who do I hate? What do I love? Who do I love? What am I 

afraid of? And you can go on and on. These are questions that are kind of fundamental and are 

really basic to understanding a character. This is where you might want to start and, just to kind of 

loosen things up, you can start with a free-writing exercise. For example: what makes me angry? For 

a free-writing exercise for four minutes, just write whatever it is that comes to your mind. What 

makes me sad? Who do I love? Who do I hate? And a lot of the time, it sort of works if you're in a 

particular frame of mind, so you wake up in the morning and you're feeling a bit sad or a bit 

melancholy, in order to sort of kick start that process, just pick a question that best resonates with 

you at that particular time and just go from there. So - what makes me angry, what makes me sad. 



 

Who and what do I hate, who and what do I love, what am I afraid of...just so, really capitalizing on 

the most basic, kind of human impulses and emotions, and that's a really really good way to start. So 

I think it's really important for you as a person, living in this world right now, to kind of understand 

your voice. You need to not be afraid of it. Dealing with any of these questions, it's actually kind of 

like an act of faith: you have to want to go there. You have to not be afraid. And I think once you 

learn to address the fact that, "okay, I have a voice of my own. I need to figure out what that voice 

is," then can you create characters that are believable and that have depth and layers, and emotion. 

Because otherwise you will have characters that are kind of one-dimensional, and flat, and not 

believable. Remember it's important to create characters that are believable. If you're going to write a 

character who is a serial killer, that has to be very very clear. Why is this person going around killing 

people? Or why does this person have such a deep desire to find someone? Or to go somewhere - to 

embark upon an impossible kind of journey? So these are things that you really need to ask yourself  

as a writer, as a human being, and in order to create those kinds of layered characters, those kinds of 

really complex characters, you first have to look at yourself. So remember: you have to be honest, 

you have to be brave, and start with where you are. Thank you. 


