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>>Welcome back. For this session, we will explore character. Characters are, of course, at the heart 
of every fictional experience, and so how we come to build character is of utmost importance. In 
this session, we'll hear from Edward Carey and how he develops his characters by actually sketching 
them out. We'll hear from Bernice Chauly about how one might be able to build a character 
questionnaire. And we'll hear from Douglas Trevor about creating flaws and limitations for our 
characters in order to learn more about them. Edward Carey is a writer and an illustrator; he's the 
author of the novels, "Observatory Mansions," and "Alva & Irva, The Twins Who Saved a City," 
which has been translated into thirteen languages and both of which he illustrated. He's taught 
creative writing at the Iowa Writers Workshop and at the Michener Center for Writers at the 
University of Texas at Austin. He's an alumnus of the International Writing Program, as is Bernice 
Chauly, who is the author of the poetry collections, "Going There and Coming Back," "The Book of 
Sins," and "Onkalo," the short story book, "Lost in KL" (KL: Kuala Lumpur, where she is from: 
Malaysia), and the memoir "Growing Up with Ghosts," winner of the 2012 Readers' Choice Awards 
for Non-fiction. Her award-winning films have been screened at international film festivals and she 
is the co-founder of Rhino Press, and one of Malaysia's longest running literary platforms, Readings. 
Douglas Trevor is the author of the novel, "Girls I Know," and the short story collection, "The Thin 
Tear in the Fabric of Space." "Thin Tear" won the 2005 Iowa Short Fiction award and was a finalist 
in the 2006 Hemingway Foundation/PEN award for First Fiction. His short fiction has appeared in 
The Paris Review, Glimmer Train, Epoch, Black Warrior Review, The New England Review, and 
about a dozen other literary magazines. He lives in Ann Arbor, where he is an associate professor of 
Renaissance literature and creative writing in the English department in the University of Michigan. 
Enjoy.  

>>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 
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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 
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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 
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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. 

>>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 
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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. 

>>Hi, my name is Doug Trevor. I teach in the English department at the University of Michigan, 
and I want to say a few words about character flaws. Let's imagine, hypothetically, that you're trying 
to write a story or that you've written a story in which the central character is a character that you 
want your reader to feel sympathy for -  you want your reader to feel drawn toward. And yet, when 
you try to write the story, you focus so much on this character that in fact, when you show the story 
to friends or to people in workshop, they are immediately drawn to some subsidiary character; some 
minor person you put in there, a character you imagine in some ways as being flat, and that ends up 
being the character that they want to know more about. That is a frustrating situation for a writer. 
And a lot of times I think it comes from a writer drawing from personal experience and thinking of 
a central character as a character who must be sympathetic in part because the character does not 
have any noticeable flaws. Because the character is rendered as someone, male or female, who is just 
a good person: who's earnest, who cares about other people, and then who suffers from some 
misfortune, great or small, depending upon the scope of the story.  

So one thing I want you to think about, if you can, really two things: 1. Imagine a story in its initial 
phase as a project in which you are thinking about perspective; in which you write the story in a first 
person mode, and you write the story in a third person mode. If you have to choose between or or 
the other, generally speaking I think that third person is safer. It's safer in part because it allows you 
the flexibility of being really close to the character in question, or to pull back - go further away from 
that character. When you're in first person, voice matters enormously. Voice then drives the story. 
And sometimes when you're working in first person, I think particularly if you're working with a 
story drawn from personal experience, the subject of the character, him or herself, can become lost. 
That character can become imposed upon by your own projected feelings. You might find yourself 
writing about yourself or some mythic, sort of fantastic version of yourself. Think about the flaws of 
people that you know and care about and when you think about characters, think first and foremost 
not about making them likeable, but making them human. It's hard to do that when you write a lot 
about your own perspective about own person-hood: when you think about yourself, and mediate 
on yourself, as a subject. In which case, it is often hard not to end up projecting some form of self-
pity.  

So, instead think about a character from a perspective that is distanced from the character as you 
might have first imagined him or her. What is the worst thing that this person has ever done? What 
is an infirmity or a frailty that this person exhibits? What is it that makes the character unlikeable? 
And then, if you have the time or the inclination, think about the friends in your life, and think 
about how quickly you can identify what their failings are, what their infirmities are, what it is about 
these people that bother you. Family is almost too easy, and we don't choose our family. But we 
choose our friends and when we think about our friends, it can be useful to, I think remind 
ourselves of how quickly we can identify the failings of our friends. I think we want our characters, 
as readers, to be characters that have those kinds of infirmities that we recognize in real people. And 
I think that instead of trying to hide those infirmities, we should showcase them. We make 
characters who are more interesting, and more seductive. I think the notion of a character being 
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important because the character is likeable, which I've heard from editors about characters of mine 
either in a positive or a negative sense (character is likeable, character is perhaps unlikeable), I like to 
think that editors don't mean those words entirely: that what they mean is interesting and not 
interesting. I think that what makes a character interesting has to do with the ridges of that 
character's personality and the pitfalls. I think of Clifford Geertz for me, an anthropologist who 
talked about thick description, the idea that if you were to go into a foreign land, what could really 
make your observations persuasive and keen and interesting would be to describe an enamorment 
detail in the world that you find yourself in. I think that as a project for writing, every writer should 
think an emotive thick description, even if the story in question ends up being void of much 
description at all. Start with the notion of description and start with an almost, if you can try it, an 
almost clinical detachment to a character. When I was working on the novel I just finished in May, 
the central character was a character that didn't have health insurance. And even though there was 
so much more to do with this character, and even though in the course of the novel I mentioned his 
lack of health insurance only a couple of times, to me, it seemed like a really foundational place to 
start in thinking about character. How does the character pay for his or her health care? It might not 
be where you imagine your story going, to discuss that kind of issue but to know in the back of your 
mind what that background is for a character can give that character a more rounded feel to your 
reader, and I think can be really beneficial in your project and your ongoing pursuits as a writer.  

>>So we hoped you enjoyed those videos and the question of, "What makes for a memorable 
character?" comes up all the time in writing workshops. So I want to ask you Angela: what is it that 
makes a character stay with you?  

>>For me, I think it boils down to a combination of access - their thoughts about things that are 
big in the world of the fiction and things that are small and minute: any sort of idiosyncrasy that 
makes them feel real and tactile. I think of Junot Diaz's Oscar Wao. That's a character who has a lot 
of flaws, but he also has a big heart, and immediately, you understand that he is a person who sees 
the world in a very specific way. And the more that you can make your characters short of world 
view feel specific, the more memorable they are.  

>>It makes me think of - I've always held that image of Holden Caulfield that half of his hair is 
gray, and he's just a teenager, and I thought, "Oh, that's one of those little physical details that makes 
a character stay with you." 

>>Absolutely. 

>>So we hope that you will take the writing assignments and developing characters seriously and 
that you'll join us next time. Onward. 

 


