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>>[Text on screen] How Writers Write Fiction 2016: Storied Women 
 
>>[Text on screen] Class 5: Character and Structure in Narrative Experimentation 
 
>>[Text on screen] We are very proud to bring you the perspectives of authors from around the 
world, and trust that you will find their perspectives valuable. Because some of our contributing 
authors are nonnative speakers of English, we suggest that you turn on video captions. You can turn 
on captions by clicking the “cc” button at the bottom right of the video. 
 
>>[Text on screen] Authors on Narrative Experimentation: 
1) Suzanne Scanlon 
2) Priya Dala 
3) Margot Livesey 
 
>>I grew up reading the great nineteenth century novels, many of which have great, great plots. I 
mean, I think of something like Dickens' novel Great Expectations, full of wonderful surprises and 
reversals and that sense of inevitability. And I've always sought to emulate that in my own work. 
And I think that as a young writer I was rather cavalier about plot, I thought, "Oh, that doesn't really 
matter that much." Now I think a great deal about the occasion for a story or novel, and the 
destination of a story or novel: Where are my characters heading? And I may not know the root by 
which they're going to get to that destination, so there are probably going to be a few dead-ends and 
cul-de-sacs, but it's important to me to have somewhere in sight as I begin a story or novel. 
 
>>So how does that process work for you? 
 
>>It's completely tied to my characters and who they are. What happens to them, happens to them 
because of their virtues and faults. Just as in Hamlet, say, I mean everything comes down on the 
prince and the stage ends up being covered in bodies because of his mixture of grief, curiosity, and 
indecision. And that may be a rather extreme example, but I try to make sure that what happens to 
my characters is, as you say, surprising and inevitable. 
 
>>Surprising but inevitable which, of course, is something that Flannery O'Connor - a graduate of 
our Writers' Workshop - was saying a story should end in surprising and inevitable ways. How does 
that work? 
 
>>She perfectly demonstrates the surprising and inevitable - or surprising but inevitable - ending, I 
think, in her story "A Good Man is Hard to Find," in which a grandmother who doesn't want to go 
to Florida ends up taking the wrong road and has a kind of duel, if you will, with the criminal called 
The Misfit. And the story just ends up being so much connected with the grandmother's faults and 
strengths, and so much connected with The Misfit's faults and strengths. The grandmother is very 
sure she's right, and believes herself to be a good Christian; The Misfit, however, thinks if you're a 
good Christian, then you need to follow religion very strictly, and there's just no way to know the 
truth about Christianity. And when the two come together, O'Connor creates a really explosive 
conversation and an explosive ending. 
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>>Which is surprising but inevitable. The character's virtues and vices - I love how you put that - 
coming into collision with the other character's virtues and vices. 
 
>>Yes, and I think that O'Connor had some great archetypes that she was always coming back to, 
and we see her experimenting with versions of these characters in other stories, and I think that's a 
very writerly lesson as well: that if we're writing - particularly if we're writing stories - we are going to 
want to come back to certain characters. 
 
>>She was particularly good at capturing a certain kind of pride in a character that would inevitably 
lead to tragedy. 
 
>>Yes. The mother in "Everything That Rises Must Converge," and Mrs. Turpin in "Revelation," 
for instance, and the mother in "Good Country People" - all those mothers. 
 
>>And interesting that she lived with her mother until the end of her life, so we know that fiction 
comes always - at least in some ways - from things that happen in our lives. 
 
>>And I think another thing to think about plot - I mean, we have all these different ways of 
approaching narrative. And I've just been teaching Ford Madox Ford's The Good Soldier, and Ford 
says - this is in something like 1910 - he says: "The problem with the English novel is that it only 
goes forwards, it only proceeds in a straightforward way." And he decides in his novel The Good 
Soldier to sabotage that. And I think in telling a narrative, we always have to face a big choice: are we 
going to tell it in a straightforward way, beginning at the beginning and going forward, is it going to 
be that kind of plot; or are we going to begin in the middle and perhaps go backward to fill in what 
the reader needs to know and then come forward; are we going to mix up the chronology, going 
sometimes backwards and sometimes forwards? We have lots of choices nowadays about how to tell 
a story and how to make it more suspenseful, and we see that in the work of people like David 
Mitchell's Cloud Atlas, or Ali Smith's How To Be Both. 
 
>>So in a writing class we might talk about traditional story arc, we might talk about different kinds 
of plots. What are you thinking about when you're imagining a student's... the arc of a student's 
story, the arc of a story you're reading in The New Yorker? How does this shape your own thinking 
about your art? 
 
>>Something I come back to over and over again with my students is the idea of a kind of triangle, 
that very often when a story or novel opens, two things are in balance, often two characters but 
sometimes a character and a situation, and then somebody or something comes in from the outside 
and unbalances that situation and begins the trouble that is going to be the novel's story. And I think 
in our best stories we often have what you might think of as a kind of bi-valve structure: that there is 
an external narrative in which suspense is mounting and often worse and worse things are 
happening to the characters; and there's an internal narrative in which we're learning more about the 
character and learning their secret fears and hopes, and that the outer events are revealing the inner 
landscape, if you will. And eventually in the climax or turning point, the two, as it were, come 
together. 
 
>>[Text on screen] Suzanne Scanlon. 
 



	 3 

>>Suzanne Scanlon is the American author of the novel Promising Young Women, as well as Her 37th 
Year, An Index, which was chosen by Allan Gurganus for the Iowa Review Fiction Prize. Her fiction 
has appeared in many journals, including BOMB Magazine, The Iowa Review, The American Scholar, and 
DIAGRAM, and she writes about theater for the Chicago Reader and Time Out Chicago. She teaches 
creative writing at Columbia College and was recently a visiting writer at Roosevelt University's MFA 
program. 
 
>>So today I'm going to talk about fragmentation in fiction, in prose writing. And to start with I 
just want to talk about my recent book Her 37th Year, An Index, which I structured as a series of 
fragments and it was all collected in the form of an index. So in terms of fragmentation, what has 
interested me in reading for many years is the deliberate break in a narrative line, the way a series of 
fragments allows a reader to jump from a specific time or place or moment or image, to another, 
with just the white space in between allowing for some narrative tension, narrative movement. So in 
Her 37th Year, part of how I made that cohere was the limit of time: I structured it as one year in a 
woman's life - her 37th year - and so the fragments, then, were an assemblage of moments from that 
year - moments, conversations, things she read, letters, theater pieces - and at times, these moments, 
in the present tense of the narrator in that 37th year, linked to certain past tense, past moments. So 
there was a circling there, and it allowed me, in that structure, to collapse the present with the past. 
So fragmentation, in my view, is a great way to of linking form and content when a work is circling 
around time, around memory, around loss, and when you want to provide layers for a character 
because we all know that in our present moments, there are often things that link to something in 
the past, right? So our present is often linked to the past, or perhaps to the future. And our present 
subjectivity is linked to everything that is informing our lives at that moment, whether it's the people 
we're close to, the ones we're in love with, where our children or parents are at that time, as well as 
what we're reading - for an artist or writer, certainly everything you're taking in is filtered through 
that lens. So I wanted to distill a year through that accumulation of fragments, of moments, 
glimpses, without a complete structure, without a sense of linear beginning, middle, end. So 
something that fragmentation allowed me to do, which I have loved as a reader, is to have the reader 
and writer working together to fill in the gaps, to make those leaps in time. And I think that what's 
key for me is the gaps - what's left out - in such a structure becomes as important as what's included 
and what's offered with each precise fragment. And there's a kind of mystery and tension in what's 
left out. So I want to think about what I said about form and content, and how this can help you, as 
a writer, to decide when a fragmented structure might be helpful. For me, the books I've loved have 
dealt with memory. The books that have used fragmentation have dealt with memory, with time 
collapsing, with the layers of a self, often with a sort of narrative breakdown, in which cases the 
fragmentation - the structure of the text itself - reflects the content of the book, the actual story of 
the book. 
 
[Text on screen] Working with Fragmented Narrative Structures: The Lover by Marguerite Duras. 
 
One of my favorite books of all time - The Lover by Marguerite Duras, the French writer - was 
published in 1984, I believe, in the translated version - in English - and as you can see with Duras' 
book - I mean, before you even read the text, there's something fascinating about the fragmentation 
of the text that strikes the reader immediately. And the structure is just these blocks of text with 
enormous amounts of white space. So there will be a short bit, and then we have a break, and then a 
longer bit, and a break, and a short bit again - and each of these fragments is moving us to another 
moment, or time, or place. So one might be now, in the present tense of the narrator as she writes, 
whereas another is linking back to her fourteen-year-old self or fifteen-year-old self. And the jumps 
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she makes, beyond time, are often in the point of view, so we have the first person at times, we have 
the third person at times, she'll see herself at fourteen or fifteen and speak of "the girl" - she doesn't 
name the girl. So we have that tension of the older woman now narrating the story in a way that we 
know the young girl living the story would not have access to in the same way. And it provides some 
of the power of the book, and certainly the power of the narrator here. I'm going to read just the 
first short fragment that opens the book, and then talk a little bit more about what she's doing here. 
So the book begins: 
 
"One day, I was already old, in the entrance of a public place a man came up to me. He introduced 
himself and said, 'I've known you for years. Everyone says you were beautiful when you were young, 
but I want to tell you I think you're more beautiful now than then. Rather than your face as a young 
woman, I prefer your face as it is now. Ravaged.'" 
 
And so that's the end, we move from there to another image to another image to another moment. 
The man who comments there, who's unnamed, we never meet him again, we never hear from him 
again, we don't learn anything more about this man. But this moment - the precision of that 
moment and the conversation and what the man says to her - lays the groundwork for what will 
follow in this entire novel. The pieces of the past and who she was as a young woman, and the 
rather overvalued beauty of a young woman, and then who she is now, this speaker here, the woman 
who's telling the story with the ravaged face. So the man, in his comment to her, "One day, I was 
already old..." in the public, so we get that information that she's at this point in her life already 
something of a public figure. But the man is commenting there and offering this resistance to a sort 
of common cultural narrative of the young woman as being more valuable, in a way - her experience 
is more valuable - whereas he's already rejecting that and saying, "I prefer your face now." And what 
that links to is the voice here, telling the story, is the one who's able to kind of resist the silencing of 
the young woman whose face - and this is Duras as a young woman on the cover of the book - and 
the story is about her and this moment at fourteen or fifteen and realizing how alone she was in the 
world, the lack of guidance her mother could offer, but it's also a story and most probably known 
and sold as a story of sexual awakening. And it certainly is that, but there's layers to this novel that 
becomes a coming of age story for a woman who, less important almost than the lover of the title, 
was this moment of time which arose in her the knowledge that she would be a writer, that she 
could be a writer, and that, as such, she was always in some way separate from her experience. And 
yet that was part of how she would survive, and that was the power. So from that moment of 
childhood that she's reflecting on, to the moment of the woman telling this story, the book becomes 
about piecing together different fragments of the life she's lived in that time, from this moment to 
now. And because the subject of the book is coming of age, but also memory and time and loss, the 
fragmentation works in the way that our memory often works, as well as the way that the 
construction of a self works. I think for many people, our identity is in so many places, and I think 
for a young woman whose identity was from the start inscribed from the outside or, certainly in this 
circumstance, is the way she saw herself and the way she was told who she was by this older man. 
And now, as she's older with the ravaged face, what she's told... she's taking these pieces of who she 
is and she's looking at the pieces of the women she's known - from her mother to other women she 
will bring up in, again, fragments, midway through the book there's a woman, Marie Claude 
Carpenter, another woman Betty Hernandez, both these women she sees as foreign, they were 
foreigners in Paris when she was older, and this links to who she was, and her mother, as foreigners, 
they were French colonized Vietnam at the time, and so her early awareness of herself as an outsider 
here becomes key, becomes part of what she's circling here. But I think also for Duras, always the 
case, this sense of narrative breakdown, the fragmentation is key to this sense. her awareness that 
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there is no such thing as a linear narrative, that that is less realistic, perhaps, than a narrative that's 
jumping around in time and associative, for example, as a way of telling a story. 
 
[Text on screen] Working with Sentence Structure, Points of View, and Flashback in Fragmented 
Narrative Structures: The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison. 
 
I think another example this brings to mind in a perhaps more realistic, structurally, in some ways, 
book is Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eye. And I just want to speak to the way this book is layered with 
the repetition of fragments from a childhood primer, the Dick and Jane books. So she begins this 
book with a fragment from this other text, which is: "Here is the house. It is green and white. It has 
a red door. It is very pretty. Here is the family. Mother, father, Dick, and Jane live in the green and 
white house." So that continues on, and on the second page here, of her book, the text starts to 
speed up, and by the end, there's no space between the words anymore, and the words are jammed 
together so that the text, which starts slow and deliberate - a very familiar text but also a kind of idea 
from a very post-depression era, comfortable, white-American view of what a family is - into the 
kind of loss and hysteria of what that text came to represent for those voices and people who 
weren't included in that narrative. In The Bluest Eye, which was Morrison's first book, the protagonist, 
or the focal character who's not necessarily the narrator here, her story is told by a woman named 
Claudia, later in her life, two sisters who knew her as a young girl. And it's alternately told in 
Claudia's first person remembering Pecola, but also told in omniscient third person point of view 
because Morrison wants to give, I believe, she wants to give a sense of the community and the role 
the community played in the life of this girl - in the way they failed her and betrayed her. Like Duras' 
book - however different they are - they're both stories of young women's sort of sexual awakening, 
but also violation and the abandonment of the young girl, the young woman, to a larger culture 
that's already decided the place for young women, whether she's outside the culture or within 
depending on her status. In The Bluest Eye it's very much a black girl whose status, she's been told, is 
lesser. And then when even her own family, those who are meant to protect her, are unable to do 
that - and in fact contribute to her destruction - we see the narrative break down. Morrison, in her 
fragmentation, she jumps from a flashback - again, jumps in time, so she'll have one character's 
flashback in time - to another character in the present, and then she'll jump back to this other text 
and she'll alternate that. And I think that is another way that fragmentation can work in a more 
perhaps linear storytelling format. I think, like Duras, what's impressed me so much about 
Morrison's work is the way that the very subject of the book - the loss of a self, the loss of a 
coherent narrative for a young woman's early experience, and the way that trauma leads to the 
creation and the fragmentation of her very identity - that we see the formation of an identity can be 
fragmented, and that a life beyond that necessarily might circle back to this origin story, or to this 
trauma, or to this loss. 
 
[Text on screen] Working with Time, Points of View, and Unreliable Narrators in Fragmented 
Narrative Structures: “Ma, A Memoir” by Lynn Freed. 
 
This is actually... there's David Foster Wallace stories in this great collection New Sudden Fiction: Short 
Short Stories from America and Beyond, but it's also of course in his collected fictions. But also in this 
book, another story working in fragments that I quite adore, a piece of short fiction by the writer 
Lynn Freed, and the title of this story is "Ma, A Memoir," which is already playing there with the 
idea that this is fiction but the title is "Ma, A Memoir," and when we think about memoir, we think 
about, of course, the narrator being able to tell or reflect on his or her own story. Well Freed's story 
is about a mother - mostly from the daughter's point of view - but a mother who is in the midst of 



	 6 

dementia or Alzheimer's, some loss of self, or what we think of as self. And again, the fragmentation 
here is a wonderful linking of form and content in that dementia, the way dementia alters time and 
perception of time. So when we have a character who has something of an unstable self - an 
unreliable narrator - the fragments reflect that confusion, and the reader, just as the reader in 
Wallace's story starts to feel the terror and the anxiety and the crisis point in the movement of the 
prose, the fragmented sections here, she writes this story in seven pieces, seven fragments, and 
between each one there's a gap, there's a white space, and there's a leap in time. We don't know what 
happens in between exactly, but it doesn't matter because in each section we're with this family, 
which is really a mother, a father, and a daughter. And it's quite funny and Freed uses this jumping 
around to represent a marriage, and identity, and the way that a marriage - a long marriage - the 
husband and wife might play different roles for each other. And here the daughter is the only one 
who's really sort of kept her... who has the perspective to remind these people who they are. And yet 
on some levels she's also aware that memory is it's own kind of fiction. So ultimately what difference 
does it matter if, you know, her mother remembers things differently than she does, and to what 
extent should she insist on the so-called truth, right? And something else to note that Freed does 
here is that she doesn't say Alzheimer's or dementia - she says "Ma, A Memoir" and she gives us 
these characters in dialogue, and the Ma and the daughter and the dad, and they're very funny the 
way they speak, and they have their very particular sort of terms of endearment. At one point the 
daughter says: "I took her out for a drive in the Fiat the next day, up to the coast to our favorite 
beach hotel for lunch. 'This way, Marmalade,' I said, shepherding her down the steps one at a time, 
'This way, strawberry jam,' said the Indian waiter, 'This way, honey bunch.' She laughed, she giggled. 
'Go on, order crayfish,' she suggested." So they have this funny way of speaking. "Driving back, I 
described the wild horses on the sea, the people selling beadwork on the beachfront. We were both 
happy for a moment. 'Hey, ho!' she cried, 'How old are you?' 'Forty-nine.' 'How old am I?' 'Eighty-
seven.' 'Really? How can I be that much older than you?' 'Because you're my mother, Ma.' 'Haha, 
that's a good one!.'"  
 
So it's a funny story, funny and we know the tragedy of the humor is that she's ill in the sense that 
she's lost her sense of time and memory in the way that we do. But there's also truth in that loss, and 
there's joy, and as she says, "We are happy for a moment," so we come to feel that that's a sort of 
triumph of its own, these moments she has with her mom, even if her mom doesn't believe that 
she's actually her mom anymore, there's beauty there. Late in the piece, she's talking about going to 
pick up her mother: "The next day when I came to fetch her she was waiting at the front door. 'Has 
he died?' she asked. 'No.' 'Well thank God for that. Wearing a hat?' 'No.' 'Then nor shall I.' She was 
the one that was meant to die first. Once she had overheard him saying to a widow, just engaged to 
be married, 'Couldn't you have waited for me?' 'That husband of mine,' she said now, 'he was really 
very good to me.' 'Your husband is my father, Ma.' 'Rubbish!' she snapped, 'he's my father.'" And 
there's that sweet sense of, you know, her confusion, and yet we all know that it's the way that the 
ones who are mad, the ones who've lost sense, the fools, speaking the truth, we know that there's 
truth in a long marriage and the different roles people play for each other, in this case, you know, 
she sees her husband as her father, she won't believe her daughter that it's her father. So after that 
bit, we have some white space, and the next section - the leap that Freed makes - the next section 
begins this way: "The day after she claimed him as her father, he died. When I came to tell her she 
was waiting, as usual, to be taken to the hospital. 'Ready?' she said, 'I've been waiting for hours.' 'Ma,' 
I said, 'dad died, he just died.' I sat down. She covered her eyes with a hand and breathed deeply. 
Finally she said, 'It's unbearable, I cannot bear it, don't expect me to bear it.' 'I don't expect you to 
bear it, Ma. I can't bear it either.' She looked up as if she'd just met me at a bus stop. 'It's full of 
emptiness, this place,' she said." So from there, you know, this is part of the moment in this 
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narrator's life, she's forty-nine, her parents are quite elderly, and her father dies, and her mother is 
alive, but isn't quite, you know, connected to time or to the sense of who she was to her daughter. 
So the daughter's become the parent to the mother. And yet in that moment - in, really, the climax 
of the story here, "The day after she claimed him as her father, he died" - the mother seems to 
return to awareness, or at least the gravity of the awareness of his loss, and yet in that final 
comment, "It's full of emptiness, this place," she said, but still not connecting and yet saying the 
most profound kind of commentary on what's happening. And that's the end of that fragment. And 
there's two other fragments that return and, again, with much dialogue here and much scene, Freed 
sort of narrows in on a bit of conversation from each of these moments. It covers about seven to 
ten days, so each of these fragments that she offers is a glimpse, a moment, as if we're overhearing a 
moment from this time. 
 
[Text on screen] Constructing a Fragmented Story. 
 
So one question writers often have is, if they want to write a book in this style, in a very fragmented 
style: How would you plan a structure like this? And how would you contain it all? And I think that's 
a great challenge of structuring a work this way, is how far out can you go, how much can you leave 
out before the reader feels frustrated, or that there's just not enough through line - narrative through 
line. And I think that - it really depends on the work - I think that depending on the book you're 
writing, you have to decide how much fragmentation is going to inform the book itself. So I think 
Duras' fragmentation here, part of why that works is because the narrative voice is so strong, and so 
grounded, and drives the work, and is so focused on putting together the pieces of a past that as she 
says early on - the narrator says early on - "I've never told this story correctly." So the fragments 
become a way of piecing together almost a puzzle. And it's hard when you read a book like that - 
and certainly when I read it first when I was eighteen - you know, I wanted to write like that, and it's 
very hard to do. I think the tension of an older narrator with this retrospective voice gives it 
coherence. Because this is a woman who's lived all these years and so that voice is able... we know 
how memory works, we know what it is to hear a story from an older person who's jumping here 
and there and there, and that voice holds it together. In my case, when I was writing Her 37th Year, I 
had the story, it began as a short story, and the story was really the story of an affair, a romance - 
there was a romantic line - and I felt, almost from reading... Barthelme has these wonderful short 
fictions that tend to, you know, he goes in all sorts of wild directions, and yet many of his stories are 
grounded by this romantic line, this sort of love story. And I think I was thinking about that, that if I 
had this grounding of a story of this woman meeting this man in a sort of seduction, and they 
actually, you know, the meeting is quite brief, but if that was the narrative line that grounded it, then 
where else could I go. And I knew that was the base story, and I knew that the time... I limited it to 
this year. And the things that were happening in that year, I could return to, there were some very 
precise occasions in that year. But I returned to that base story, that narrative line, and that allowed 
the narrator to jump into the past, to jump into her reading, because we came back to this story of 
the narrator and the man in boots, who is the one she has the affair with, and that allowed for the 
structure. And then, it was after that that I added the index form for the short fiction, really as an 
exercise, because I at first had little headings for each of the sections, and then I added the index and 
that seemed to contain it as well. And the index... that form became so fun that it just continued 
from there. But I think I didn't start out thinking that it would be so fragmented; it was more the 
discovery of the index and how that worked that allowed for the fragmentation. And I've seen 
writers do this in other ways. In Why Did I Ever, a book by Mary Robison, she has numbered 
sections, and they're little fragments, and she said that she wrote that book on notecards, and it 
jumps around, but there's one story: we have this story of a woman, Money, and we have, from the 
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beginning, where she is set in time and her boyfriend, and there's three ex-husbands, right, but we 
don't get a lot of development of how we got there. But this time, where she is, she has two 
children, and a certain crisis with her son, and we just get pieces of this. So the sort of crisis of 
sorting together all these pieces of her life - her job, her work, her next door neighbor, her 
daughter's life, her son and the kind of tragedy he was in - this becomes key to the fragmentation 
here and the humor of that book. So I think you really, really have to decide if it's going to be best 
for the work that you're building. And I think for many nonfiction works that uses fragmentation 
such as Maggie Nelson or Claudia Rankine's recent Citizen or Don't Let Me Be Lonely - these are in the 
world of lyric essay or the world of poetry, we're used to that fragmentation, and we're used to those 
shifts and what's left out, and I think readers will do that in fiction and nonfiction. But ultimately, 
the more you can have some grounding in a certain place or in a certain narrative line or in a certain 
time, the easier it will be for the reader to kind of put the pieces together to work with the narrator 
to make this all cohere into a cohesive story. 
 
>>[Text on screen] Priya Dala. 
 
>>ZP Priya Dala is a South African writer of fiction and nonfiction, as well as a physical therapist 
and a remedial education therapist. The author of the novel What About Meera, she writes about 
education, autism, and South African Indian history. 
 
>>Good day, everyone. My name is Priya Dala, I publish as ZP Dala. I'm a novelist and I've 
published two novels, and there's now a novel that will be soon to be published in June or July of 
2017. My first novel, which was my debut novel, is called What About Meera, which is published in 
South Africa and Africa. The second novel is called The Secret of The Mystical Realms, and this one is 
published as an e-book and an audio book, available on Amazon. My third novel, called The 
Architecture of Loss, has been now taken by Pegasus Books, New York, and will be published in 
possibly summer 2017. 
 
[Text on screen] Stream of Consciousness Writing and Storytelling Traditions. 
 
There have been many debates and many libraries filled with concepts like craft and structure, plot, 
and all the interplay between these various ideologies when it comes to crafting a novel. And for me, 
I personally have taken the middle ground when it comes to craft versus structure. There reason for 
this is that I come from... there are two reasons for this: one of them is that I come from a tradition 
and culture of being Indian, but have - and as three generations before me - been a South African. 
And the genre that I write in is very stream of consciousness, and with a large amount of magical 
realism. I never went into any formal writing training, I actually started out my life working in the 
medical profession, and just began to write even while I was working in the medical profession. And 
I'd like to explore how that influences my characters as well, at a later point. 
 
[Text on screen] Character as a Vehicle in the Indian Storytelling Tradition: Mahābhārata. 
 
In the Indian and African storytelling tradition, it is a very oral tradition of storytelling. And in this 
oral tradition of folklore, we would have the elder of the village being the storyteller, and it was 
common practice that the elder would gather his people from his village around him almost every 
night and would tell stories to people. Generally these stories had a very strong moral undercurrent 
through them, so if people in his village are having certain sociological or social issues, he would 
address it be weaving it into a story. And people looked forward to these stories because sometimes 
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the way to reach out to his people was to make the stories as colorful as possible, and add as many 
strange and wonderful characters, almost mythical, mythological creatures and characters, and in that 
way people would get the moral message easier than if you were to stand and moralize or preach to 
people. That's the tradition of Indian storytelling that I come from. For example, one of our greatest 
religious texts is called the Mahābhārata, and basically what it is - a lot of people think it's a Hindu 
holy text - but what it actually is, is a story, it's a large story of a battlefield and everything that goes 
on on the battlefield. And when the story - which was orally handed down through the generations 
and it's a 5,000 year old story and it's only possibly in the last 2,000 years been written down as a 
story. But one of the very, very key factors here is that if we were to look at structure, we can 
actually just say the structure of it is the battlefield and the story of a battlefield, but it is the 
characters in this entire story that make it a massive volume of work. And I will talk a little further 
about how this character-driven narrative is such a vehicle and a tool for bringing across issues such 
as moralities, issues such as difficulties, and sociological problems that society faces. 
 
[Text on screen] Inclusive Form in the African Storytelling Tradition. 
 
In the African storytelling tradition - which I'm also very rooted in - there are many mythical 
creatures which become the characters of the story, and they hold the story be mere virtue of their 
personalities. There's no reliance on structure, so a story could veer and meander all over the place, 
right? It could have started as one particular story but as the elder tells the story, the story evolves 
with his own stream of consciousness, and I think that's why I particularly love stream of 
consciousness. As ideas come into his head, characters begin to take on new personalities, new ways 
of speaking, and in that way he's able to reach out to almost everybody in his village. Sometimes his 
characters are female and, in that sense, then, there are male people in the community that will dress 
as females in order to put the message across in the story. When it comes to using fiction to inform 
or, in a way, persuade your reader about social issues or about important issues that are going on, 
I'm going to take it first back to my first love, and that is psychology. And sometimes when you are 
too direct and too obtuse, you tend to scare away your readers. And that's one of the things - we 
have a thing that's called dissemination of communication, and it's a theory - and it goes so 
beautifully back to the oral tradition of storytelling, which I was talking about, where you have, say, 
the village head man wanting to impart a social message, say, for example, we'll use something quite 
radical: the abuse of women. If this particular village elder were to be quite obvious about it and to 
stand on a rock and start preaching about the abuse of women, chances are he's not going to get 
heard, chances are there's going to be a lot of splintering and things like that. So you've got to 
understand human nature; human beings do not want to be told things, their minds are such that 
they will begin to understand it if they are told things in a very, very abstract kind of way. So as a 
writer, your greatest challenge, I think, is to find the abstract way of putting a very, very large social 
message across. In this particular novel, the character - the main character - because she was part of 
a military wing to fight Apartheid, was not allowed to wear a traditional Indian dress, so at night she 
would put it on, even though it was a beautiful dress that you would only wear if you were going out 
for an event or a function. But she would be in her military outfits and shooting and learning how to 
bomb the Apartheid structures, but when she came home she would put on this dress. And that was 
my way of putting across a very, very powerful message: that her femininity was never lost during 
the struggle. So if you went and wanted to put that as "Her femininity was never lost," and you put it 
as a sentence, then it's not as strong and powerful as that image of a woman coming home after 
shooting and learning how to pull hand grenades, and putting on a beautiful dress. So that's how I 
approach it. 
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[Text on screen] Building Character to Support a Stream of Consciousness Structure. 
 
For me, personally, structure is very important because in stream of consciousness writing - which, 
as I said, is my preferred genre - it sometimes can feel very wild and unstructured when you have 
characters just moving around all over the place, changing into dream sequences and out of dream 
sequences, changing chronology. So structure is almost the fabric threads that keep characters in 
their place. I'd like to talk a little bit about how I approach my characters, now that I've given you an 
idea of why I approach character so strongly. When I decide on a novel, I realize that I've actually 
decided on that novel a long time ago because what I always do is I keep very extensive journals, 
which I begin to use those journals as my backstory that I tell myself. But many of these pieces of 
the journals will never find their way into the ultimate novel, but by keeping these journals I can 
fully understand my characters. In my writing, I think, what I'm very focused on is understanding 
who these characters are because I keep very extensive journals about my backstory, and I can only 
weave my story well if I know my character well. If I did not have such deep roots and almost 
affection, and sometimes loathing, for my characters, I would veer all over the place writing very 
beautiful paragraphs and snippets, but I would never fully arrive at the place I'd want my characters 
to end up. So any character - no matter how conflicted, abominable, beautiful, blank, silly, or bland - 
but that character has sort of taken a journey and has grown with me through a process. I give them 
childhood nicknames, I begin to get to know them in the clothes that they wear, and the type of 
food that they eat, so in that I think there's a difference between character and characterization. 
Character, as I said, is a rubric; characterization the clothes that you put on to that. 
 
[Text on screen] Characterization through Observation, Immersion, Method Writing, Establishing 
Motivations and Details. 
 
When it comes to characterization, I put a lot of time into that because I firmly believe that all these 
tiny little elements of a person is going to tell you something about their journey. So I spend a lot of 
time observing people, and that comes from my background of being a psychologist. With respect, 
of course, I observe people on the streets or in a line in a supermarket, and my reflections on all the 
observable characteristics of these people find their way into my journals. I observe their behavior 
patterns, I observe their physical appearances, body language, in situations, and somehow these 
mannerisms begin to form into a character, a composite character, in my novel. As these 
observations begin to pile up into composite wholes, I begin to also realize that I can look at 
motivations of these characters, because now I've gotten to know them better. So what I'm 
essentially trying to say is that it's very difficult to create a multilayered character on your page who 
has motivations, who has backstory, and history, and who has choices to make if you don't know 
this character fully well. And I call it method writing, where you almost immerse yourself into this 
fictional character which you've created out of many, many people that you've observed. So by 
immersing yourself into this person, you are actually creating a very authentic character, rather than 
someone who has very thin layers. In my journals, I never attempt to describe things like 
motivations, and I never attempt to describe things like values, or things that my character - he or 
she - believes in, because this I save for the novel. In my characterization journal - this is almost a 
meeting place, this is where I meet my characters - and once we meet, once I know her or him well, 
then I begin to take them into the craft of structure of a story. In most of my characters it appears, 
like, for example, in my debut novel, What About Meera, the protagonist is quite a questionable 
character, she's a very conflicted woman, she doesn't do what most women of my culture 
traditionally would do, so she really breaks the mold. And it was difficult for me to create this 
character because there's not that many of them. So I had to go around and observe as many people 
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as I could, and I found a tiny snippet of this behavior, or this type of rebelliousness in someone, that 
found its thread into my character, Meera. In this particular novel - because it's an extremely stream 
of consciousness novel, there is no chronology - and once read, it would be quite difficult for a 
reader to follow this story. The only thing that allowed them to follow the story is because I got 
them to know Meera so well, and I got them to understand her so well, that they understood and 
followed her through the dream sequence, the changes in chronology, the wild places that she went 
into, and they fully believed that Meera would do this because I set her up as a very multi-layered 
character, I spent a lot of time in developing her. And in my novel soon to be published, I have two, 
if not three, similar characters maybe questionable in their behavior, but I don't leave them hanging 
as a thread, I always give my reader reasons why this person behaves the way they behave. And I use 
many little tools - I use things like tiny gestures or ticks that a character might have that can be a 
conveyance of a very, very large political commentary. So something as simple as a woman - in my 
latest novel - a woman who refuses to remove her red lipstick, even though she's supposed to be 
working for the military wing of the African National Congress, but she refuses to... she always puts 
on red lipstick every morning. I found that that was such an amazing way of telling the absolutely 
large narrative of the political landscape of the African National Congress. I didn't have to preach 
politics, I had to just simply talk about a woman who keeps her red lipstick on. So that's why 
character was so important to me. That character drove a very, very large message simply by the way 
that she behaved. 
 
[Text on screen] Using Characters’ Choices to Stretch the Possibilities of the Narrative. 
 
Another important thing for me is most of my characters in my novels and short stories... I always 
seem to enjoy characters who arrive at some sort of impasse in their lives. That crucible point is very 
important to me. This point that they arrive at is not about plot, it is about the choices that the 
character will make when they are faced with any given situation, be it a positive situation or a 
negative situation. I believe that in the depiction of these choices, we can truly know this human 
being. And so if I didn't develop the character well, and know him or her well, I think I would not 
have been able to write well enough about a character who reaches a crucible point. If I reach the 
point where a character has to make choices, invariably that becomes, always, what I want to... in my 
novel, the crisis point is always the height of the novel, and that crisis point is always very character-
driven, it's never plot-driven, and it's never placed in a structural format - the character arrives at 
that point and by virtue of his or her development, of layers and layers that have been already 
conveyed during the course of the novel, that choice becomes quite understandable when the choice 
is conveyed eventually. I can weave around in imagery and metaphor, I even play with language, 
using things like alliteration, using things like placing a word that absolutely does not belong there in 
a paragraph, or taking a whole range of words and smashing them up together into stream of 
consciousness type of, sort of dream where words that don't belong together just become one 
sentence. And you can imagine that if it was a very thinly layered character, you would never believe 
that such things can be placed on a page. But you believe it because that character has been so well 
engrained into you as you have read her, that these things make sense to you in a nonsensical 
environment. So that's why I allow myself this freedom only when I'm very strongly rooted in my 
character and strongly rooted in knowing what she will do and how she will behave in difficult or 
strange situations. 
 
[Text on screen] Using Characters’ Motivations (and Observations of Human Psychology) to Allow 
Complex Narratives to Form. 
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I also believe that there is no action, no behavior that my particular character will perform, without a 
great amount of motivation that's been conveyed in the novel. Otherwise it's going to be completely 
one-dimensional and this will derail the entire story. Motivation is a strong thread as well, that runs 
through my novel: why do people do what they do? And what drives them to do these things? Even 
if these things are the most atrocious things. When I read books, the books where I find myself very 
frustrated is when I cannot understand why the character suddenly behaves in an odd manner, or 
the character does something that is incongruous with how this character has been described to me 
in the book. So it's never believable for me when a character is very nebulous, or very one-layered, 
and I really detest caricature - until caricature is done in an artistic way of the character caricaturing 
himself. So I really don't enjoy stereotyping of characters in novels where a woman behaves in a 
stereotypical way or a man will have a certain type of job or, in one of my novels, there's a female 
who engages in military work, so that's quite a play on a different character. Essentially, and to sum 
up, I think my background as a psychologist cannot be switched off like a switch, and the writer 
switched on like a switch, so they play upon each other very much. And that is why my greatest skill, 
if I can say that, is my observations of people, of human nature, of human behavior, and of human 
attitudes and motivations. And in my novels I think one of the biggest things for me, that I try to 
understand why I actually write these novels is because I really want to understand people, and so 
my way of trying to understand them is to - if I were to just observe them, there's not point; if I was 
to observe them and create them into a character and put this character through all kinds of 
different situations, then I would begin to understand human nature as the way I want to. 
 
>>[Text on screen] Margot Livesey. 
 
>>My colleague, Margot Livesey, grew up in the Scottish Highlands. A graduate of the University of 
York in England, she is the author of the short story collection Learning by Heart, which I had the 
pleasure of reviewing with high praise a long time ago; and of seven novels, including Eva Moves the 
Furniture, The House on Fortune Street, and The Flight of Gemma Hardy. Her eight novel, Mercury, has just 
been published. Margot has taught at many universities, including Boston University, Emerson 
College, and the Warren Wilson College MFA Program for Writers. She has been the recipient of 
fellowships from the Guggenheim Foundation, The National Endowment for the Arts, The 
Massachusetts Artists' Foundation, and the Canada Council for the Arts, and she currently teaches at 
the Iowa Writers' Workshop. 
 
>>To paraphrase Flannery O'Connor's famous remark about story, "I think everyone knows what a 
character is until he or she sits down to create one." So I started thinking more about what does 
make characters jump to life, what does make us respond strongly. And being a writer, of course one 
of the first places I looked was in books. The oldest book we have about writing is Aristotle's Poetics. 
He has twenty-six sections about writing and devotes only one of those to character - and it's only 
about a page long. But the short version of his page is character is action. Which I think is extremely 
helpful. When I was rereading Persuasion a few weeks ago, I noticed, yet again, that what makes 
Captain Wentworth fall back in love with Anne Elliot is not when she's looking especially pretty or 
sitting doing her embroidery, but when she helps to rescue Louisa after she has an accident and falls 
off the sea wall. And I think it's a great reminder that action does move readers and make characters 
seem like they're people we could argue with and disagree with. 
 
[Text on screen] Flat and Round Characters: Aspects of the Novel by E.M. Forster. 
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There are lots of other books about writing that are probably on some peoples' shelves. Two that I 
went back and consulted were E.M. Forster's Aspects of the Novel - he is the person to whom we owe 
our definition or division of characters into round and flat, and he says very helpful things about 
them. A round character, in Forster's definition, is a character who's capable of convincingly 
surprising us. And I think that's a very helpful thing to remember and something to aspire to in our 
characters, they should be surprising us, the writer, and our readers. And he has a lovely definition 
of flat characters: E.M. Forster says, "It is a convenience for an author," and I should say, forgive 
the masculine version of the author in E.M. Forster, "It is a convenience for an author when he can 
strike with his full force at once, and flat characters are very useful to him since they never need 
reintroducing, never run away, have not to be watched for development, and provide their own 
atmosphere. Little luminous disks of a prearranged size pushed hither and thither like counters 
across the void, or between the stars. Most satisfactory." In Forster's definition, a flat character can 
be summed up in a single sentence, but, reading his definition, you can see that a bad sentence isn't 
going to become a little luminous disk, it has to be a very nice sentence if it's going to become a little 
luminous disk. And I think often in workshops the term flat character comes across as being rather 
pejorative, but E.M. Forster never thought that - he thought flat characters were absolutely essential 
to writers and we just all needed to people our work with better, more vigorous flat characters. And 
to go back to Jane Austen for a moment, one of the things he praises in Jane Austen is that her 
characters - although they're sometimes conceived of as flat - are always capable of becoming round, 
they can always expand and become a little globe, he says. Which I think is a wonderful thing to 
aspire to, that if something were to happen, if your plot were to take a sudden swerve, one of your 
flat characters might be able to step forward and rise to the occasion in a gratifying and surprising 
way. 
 
[Text on screen] Embodying Attitude: The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison. 
 
To look at a writer who I think does a fabulous job at embodying attitude in her prose, I turned to 
Toni Morrison's first novel, The Bluest Eye, which I think she published in 1970, and it remains a 
wonderful book. This is not quite the opening, but very close to it: "Nuns go by as quiet as lust, and 
drunken men and sober eyes sing in the lobby of the Greek hotel. Rosemary Villanucci, our next 
door friend who lives above her father's café, sits in a 1939 Buick eating bread and butter. She rolls 
down the window to tell my sister Frieda and me that we can't come in. We stare at her, wanting her 
bread, but more than that wanting to poke the arrogance out of her eyes, and smash the pride of 
ownership that curls her chewing mouth. When she comes out of the car, we will beat her up, make 
red marks on her white skin, and she will cry and ask us, do we want her to pull her pants down." 
From the first sentence, with it's startling juxtaposition of nuns and lust, we recognize a very intense, 
poetic voice. The prose, as it were, is stepping forward, it's almost like a character in the story, over 
and above the character of the narrator, who is telling us that story and who is one of the main 
actors in it. And I think writers quite naturally turn to what suits their voice best, some writers 
naturally have a very strong voice that comes across in everything they write and which we welcome, 
and then other writers, the voice is much more transparent, and we look through that voice, as it 
were, like looking through a window to the characters and the story. 
 
[Text on screen] Finishing the Work. 
 
So you've written a few wonderful pages, and then suddenly you find that you actually have nothing 
to say on page four, and then you remember my good advice and you introduce a new character or 
situation or dilemma, and the story starts rolling along again. But you can't, unless you're planning to 
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have a cast of thousands, introduce a new character every time you get stuck - that would begin to 
dilute the effect of the story. So a second strategy I would advocate is, rather than introducing 
something new in the shape of a new character, to introduce something new within the character 
you already have, to find out more about your main character, to go back into their past and think: 
What was the worst thing that ever happened to them? Try to write a scene in which they describe 
the worst thing that ever happened to them, to someone they're trying to become friends with, or try 
to figure out the memory that haunts them, or the thing they're most ashamed of, or the secret 
dream they have that completely embarrasses them but they're not able to give up on. Your big 
resource in fiction is always your characters, and you can nearly always go deeper into your 
characters. And though you don't want your story to get bogged down in flashbacks and memories - 
having too many can bring a story to a standstill - writing them, even for your own satisfaction, can 
bring new depth to your character in the present, and enable you to go forward with the story 
knowing what's at stake for the character. 
 
 


