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>>Hello, my name is Edward Carey. I'm going to talk a bit about creating characters. For me, the 

way I go about it is that I always draw the characters that I write about. I have illustrated all of the 

novels that I have written and, for me, it is a way of getting to know the character: of understanding 

who that are. So when I started off writing my novels, I actually found myself drawing characters 

before and wanting to know who on Earth they were. For the book I've just finished, I suddenly 

found - I've done a drawing, a sort of doodle - of a child with a big head, with big dark circles under 

his eyes, wearing a bow-tie that doesn't fit him and a really constricting dinner jacket, and I thought, 

"Who are you?! I want to know who you are!" And so, I started writing about him and that was a 

way of leading me into discovering who he is about. And then all of his family followed, and I 

decided, "Ah, I've got it, of course! He's Victorian, and he lives in the rubbish heaps of London." 

 

And from that, I sort of think, "Yes, there should be a burrer in London during Victorian times that 

was just for London's waste: where they put all of London's rubbish. They pile it all in there, and 

this is where my character lives, and dwells. And so, that was a way - I started off just by doing this 

drawing and it sort of spread from there. So as I work on and on with a novel, as it progresses, I will 

keep stopping to write, and go back and draw the characters and see - it's a way of me checking to 

see what they look like physically, but not just the characters themselves - I always make sure that I 

actually draw a map of the place that they live in. I find myself...If I draw a map of where they're  

moving, then I actually can work out exactly what it's like because too often I haven't fully imagined 

it, and it's a way of really, totally imagining a place. So I would draw every single room: I would work 

out, "What objects are there in the room?" And suddenly it would give me another idea: I have more 

objects, then we have objects, objects everywhere! And then more people, so there's this novel that 

I'd just finished that's set in this vast house in the rubbish heaps of London. But it's built up of a 

house that's stolen of many different houses all bolted together. So I'll have a bit of a house there, 

and drag it across the rubbish heaps and stick it on to the next one. So part of getting to that place 

was actually about drawing it. So it was great fun, if I imagined, "well, what would that look like? 

How could I have that? So I'd steal like a barber shop from somewhere in London and tack it on to 



 

the building so I could slowly build it up and have all the characters. And then there was I would 

sort of draw about the rubbish around it and then as I drew it - and the ideas would have never have 

come to me if I hadn't drawn it - as I drew the rubbish heaps, it seemed to me clear that they should 

be like an ocean: so that they moved up and down like an ocean. So that the objects were pelting 

against this mansion in the middle of it. And there would have to be seagulls everywhere, and the 

stench would have to be absolutely horrific. And there would have to be rats, rats everywhere 

running around the house all the time: if you lifted up a lavatory seat, watch out! Because there's 

probably a rat in the bowl. Wherever you go, there has to be sort of mess and filth. And so drawing 

that, trying to understand how that would work, was one way of getting into it. Doing a map, 

drawing the people, doing a map of them: what are they wearing? What do people wear? How does 

things fit them? 

 

For me, writing has always been a visual thing. And one of the writers that I admire the most, and I 

had to, like many a poor English child had to take your spoonful of medicine, you had to read your 

Dickens. And I read Dickens nonstop. I loved Dickens! I absolutely loved Dickens. I still love 

Dickens now just as much as I did as a child. And I'll never stop loving him. But what Dickens has, 

and this is one of the reasons I love him so much, is that he has such a sense of the visual: he knows 

what his characters look like. All these strange mollusks - and they're just incredible. They have the 

most amazing names like Uriah Heep or Sir Decimus Tite Barnacle: that describes a character 

immediately! You know them, but you see an absolute physical idea of what they look like. He 

pictures it: he's a visual writer, such a visual writer. And though he didn't illustrate his own books, he 

absolutely understood what they were like and the illustrator called Phiz who did illustrate his book 

would have to check in with Dickens and he would show this and, "No no no no! This is what he 

looks like." So for me, that's really...that's the important part. And is the danger then that you don't 

get to the soul - the internal part of the characters? No, I think you can absolutely do both. But for 

me, my world has always been somewhat grotesque and dark and I love sort of eccentricity: the 

stranger the character the more exciting for me. 

 

And so, Dickens is the person I go back to and you know that he knows every single space in his 



 

novels and so often the land is London, of course a place that absolutely existed. But he creates it 

himself. He makes it his own world, he changes it, and twists it, but he knows it, and you know it. 

When you're reading it, you feel like you understand who his characters are physically. The 

characters that are the least interesting are generally his women who are very badly written. For the 

most part, they're sort of cardboard-characters until they get old. His old women: my god, they're 

amazing! Ms. Havisham, SaraH Gamp; again, these grotesques. For me, it's those writers who 

absolutely, physically, know what their characters look like and the lands that they move in. And that  

becomes sort of the world of the book. You know when that world is working. You can tell 

sometimes when there's a sort of gap in fiction that it hasn't been fully imagined. And so, for me, to 

stop those things from happening, I draw. I draw maps, I draw characters to that I can really feel like 

I can visualize and inhabit those worlds. I think that the drawing and the mapping of a place has got 

nothing to do with drawing talent. You don't have to be a drawer by any means at all. The point is, 

you're not creating a work of art, you're creating notes so you're understanding what your character 

looks like. So you can just draw like a stick, a stick person, but then you start to clothe that stick 

person, and then you understand it more. It's forcing you to, "What's is this little scribble that you've 

done? What's the hair like on the person? How do you want them to move? All these things can be 

done and it's not about artistic talent. That's got nothing to do with it. It's about getting you to 

concentrate on who the character is. 

 

So for example in this new book I've got a blind character who has the most incredible hearing and 

he can hear objects talking to him all the time. And so I painted him with rather large ears, but with 

white eyes. So that's one way of me to kind of getting to imagine him. But what uniform does he 

wear? Is he in a uniform? How does he move? How does he go about his world? So once you get 

the drawing of someone, putting that someone onto the page, you know the facts about them 

already and so when they enter one of the great things about Dickens is that he can create a 

character in a sentence. He would say of a character, "he huffed like a steam engine," or something 

like that. And you've pictured that person immediately. So how do you put it into the writing? It's a 

matter of sitting down and then, if you've got your picture of how you think the person is, just try to 

describe what it is that you've drawn. And so if you have a first person narrator he could describe 



 

himself or he describes the other people (obviously through his eyes) as they come across. But the 

more you write what you see, I think it's a way of getting to that character, getting closer to that 

situation. And likewise, as your journey about a building, if you've got the map in front of you, you 

need to know the way to go there. And you know where everything connects. And so the adventure 

of being in that house, say if it's a big ugly house, there's a great joy in describing it. The building 

becomes a character. 

 

As I think, objects, and buildings, clothes, pieces of clothes can be characters. If you've written a 

short story, and it's set in a single room, work out everything that's in that room, and then you'll start 

to see more possibilities to it. "Where is the sink? Where is the TV? Where's the sofa?" You'll start 

to actually be able to envision your characters moving around in a space. And so, if you're doing a 

place that doesn't exist, my the first two novels that I wrote, are set in cities that don't actually exist 

at all. And my second novel is written as a guide book to a city that doesn't exist. And if you're 

walking around the city, it has sort of breakfast and lunch and supper breaks in the guidebook. And 

then if you're seen at certain restaurants holding the guidebook, you'd get a percentage discount - 

things like that. But you know then I'd have to draw the map. I'd have to understand where every 

single person went. But if you're dealing with a real place, I think again a map is an essential thing. 

 

Right now I'm writing about London. It's this trilogy set in Victorian waste that I've described 

earlier: the final part of it is actually set in London. And this is a real problem for me because 

London exist. Everything else I've written has never existed but London, damn it, exist. So what I've 

done is I've put a map of London right in front of my writing desk, and I put pins of where exactly 

my characters are and where we're building to. "Where are the significant buildings? Right, here's the 

houses of Parliament. There's Buckingham Palace." So I know, I understand this space so that my  

characters are always in this space. They've never left it: I always know where they are. I think 

sometimes I find it a danger when I'm writing and I suddenly don't know where my characters are. 

"How did they get there? What happened? What are they wearing? What's going on?" And one way 

of finding that out is to draw - is to make notes. And again it's not about artistry. It's about knowing 

the terrain of your fiction. 


