
 

Intro Transcript 

 

>>[Text on screen] How Writers Write Fiction 2016: Storied Women 

 

>>[Text on screen] Class 3: Character, Structure, Cast and Plot 

 

>>[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 Cast and Plot: 

 

1) Angela Flournoy 

2) Rebecca Makkai 

3) Margot Livesey 

 

>>Now we start thinking about how that character relates to someone else. We create a cast of 

characters who either belong to or comprise their own community, or stand outside that 

community. What do you think? 

 

>>I think it's so important for characters to have relationships. Even characters who are very 

solitary or who are outsiders are only outsiders by definition of being outside some community. So 

for instance, in ZZ Packer's deeply ironic and passionate story, "Drinking Coffee Elsewhere," the 

narrator and her friend Heidi separate themselves from the community at the University of Yale and 

define themselves as friends and lovers against the all-white, upper-middle-class community that 

they perceive swirling around them. 

 

>>Yeah, and in the relationship - the management of that relationship - we see all the tensions that 



 

make up life. 

 

>>Very much so. The narrator comes from the wrong side of the tracks in Baltimore and has got to 

Yale by dint of very hard work, and Heidi is white and Canadian and comes from a very different 

background. There's something wonderful about how they negotiate the relationship between them 

and how much we learn about each character as she's pressed up against the other. 

 

>>And their voices are dramatically different. 

 

>>They are so different. If you closed your eyes and someone read the story aloud to you, you'd 

know immediately who was talking. 

 

>>Which is which. So when you're writing, starting a novel and you're assembling your cast of 

characters and trying to get each voice right, what sort of things are you thinking about as you're 

doing that? 

 

>>Well sometimes I - and this sounds sort of strange - as a child going to school in Scotland, I had 

to act in a Shakespeare play almost every year, absurdly, you know, if you picture me at nine as Lady 

Macbeth, say. But in reading those great plays – 

 

>>I'm thinking about that right now. 

 

>>-and taking part in them, I did discover how brilliantly Shakespeare defines his characters as foils 

or opposites, and how one character throws another into relief. So when I'm writing a novel I'm 

always thinking: now what could this character show me about another character? You know, I'm 

always thinking about my characters in pairs, or sometimes triplets, helping to reveal each other. 

>>So that they are illuminating different aspects of not only their characters, but the other 

characters, and the ways in which that relationship will unfold. 

 



 

>>Yes, and I think that comes back to something E.M. Forster said, he said that: "In real life we 

never know anyone, but in fiction we're privileged to know characters and know their secrets." And 

I think when we're reading, we are hopefully finding out a character's deeper secrets, and the way we 

find those out is by their community and by the cast of characters around them. 

 

>>And the relationship to that community, either in positive ways or in antagonism towards it. 

 

>>Yes, and of course for many people, in short fiction the community is the family in some very 

broad definition of family. 


