 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #5 - Character and Conscience, Part II

Picking up where we left off in Lesson #4 from EMOTIONAL STRUCTURE, CREATING THE STORY BENEATH THE PLOT, by Peter Dunne:

The antagonist and the co-protagonist
Dunn says your protagonist will need a lot of prodding to do all his soul-searching.  And he will also need understanding and support.  Two other central characters in screenplay structure are the antagonist and the co-protagonist.  The antagonist forces the protagonist to take action and the co-protagonist encourages and supports that action.

The antagonist is the plot initiator in most cases.  He is the one who drives the situation of change onto the protagonist.  He is The Joker to Batman.  He is the corrupt cop – all the corrupt cops – in the police force chasing John Book in Witness.

Sometimes the antagonist isn’t a person.  Sometimes “society” is the villain when it has taken its toll on the protagonist to the extent the protagonist is not living the life he imagined he could.  From movies, examples are Wonder Boys and Lost in Translation.  In each case, the protagonist is facing an antagonistic force of fear and disappointment.  In these stories, life is beating them up with its ordinariness, not with any one particular event such as murder or blackmail.

Genre will have its influence on this.  If you’re writing a mystery, your antagonist is personified in a clear way.  But maybe you’re working on a book where the protagonist is forced to go home for a parent’s funeral or illness, where he/she will have to face a lot of old ghosts.  In this case, the inciting incident puts the protagonist on the path but the incident itself isn’t antagonistic, rather the entire mini-culture that was the source of great pain and rejection is.

In either case, the antagonist is responsible for keeping the pressure on your protagonist to leave his comfort zone and deal with a matter he would rather not.  And remember, the antagonist need not be someone who is a total horse’s tail.  He can actually be a lot like your protagonist.  The difference in their lives may only be that at a particular fork in the road, each took a different turn.

If the protagonist is being pushed or chased into a situation by the antagonist, then the one who encourages and supports him through the process is the co-protagonist.  Sometimes there is a tendency to give the co-protagonist a mentor-like authority, and this is wrong.  The mentor is someone who has his or her own answers.  A co-protagonist, one who often starts out as a co-antagonist, does not have her own answers and will be seeking them just as the protagonist does.  This mutual search, when heightened by the threat of the antagonist, leads to a mutual emotional experience that gives birth to an equally emotional attraction

The missing gene of happiness
The role of co-protagonist is a great role, usually, whether in film or novels.  The character is often as conflicted as the hero (in romances, she certainly is), but with far more humility and grounding.  Dunne calls it the quality of warmth that the audience/reader gets and likes.  He says he also refers to the co-protagonist as the character who carries the hero’s missing gene of happiness.  That is to say she has an abundance of those rewarding human qualities the hero lacks.  And he dislikes her for it. [Pat says, here I disagree with Dunne a bit.  I don’t think the hero necessarily dislikes her or him.  What I think is, those qualities make the hero uncomfortable because they point out something lacking in him, something he would rather not face].

It is this difference in personalities that gets them off on the wrong foot at the start, Dunne says.  On the surface there are such conflicts of interest and points-of-view that it would seem impossible for them to agree on anything.  Beneath the surface, however, there is an undeniable attraction.  Both the conflict and the attraction should be evident from their very first encounter.

Pat again: I constantly use the movie The Big Easy as an example for sexual tension.  But it’s also a wonderful example of great storytelling, as well.  Remy, the hero, and Ann, the heroine, are totally opposite in the beginning.  He is a cop on the take, happy-go-lucky, convinced he’s only doing what everyone else does, so what’s the harm?  She is a special prosecutor sent to New Orleans to investigate police corruption.  So in the beginning, they start as protagonist and antagonist, but by the end of the film, they are co-protagonists working against the bad guys.  If you haven’t seen the movie, please rent it.  Even if you have seen it, watch it again.  And take note of how perfectly the story is developed.  I own a copy of the movie and have watched it dozens of times.  In fact, I may just watch it again tonight!

Deciding on character strengths and flaws can be progressive.
When you create your characters it is okay to start off with generalities.  For example, Dunne says, you may say your co-protagonist is shy or introverted, though you’re not sure why or to what extent yet.  But you know she’s quiet and you like that about her.  You may use other characters to comment on that quietness as a sign of her humility and maturity.

Gradually you can sneak in exposition revealing where the shyness came from as you get to know her.  You will surprise your reader with her personality’s dramatic and emotional roots as you develop them in your own mind and in your own time.  You don’t have to have your characters figured out completely from page one. [Pat says, I rarely do!  I always say my characters come to me fully fleshed out, and for the most part, they do.  But there are always facets of their emotional makeup that are revealed later on in the book.].  Actually, Dunne says, it’s better if you let them (your characters) grow on you and tell you a little about themselves as you write.

You have to trust your writing.  You have to trust that the answers will come if you just keep at it.  Dunne says there is no absolutely right answer when it comes to developing your characters.  You can go a hundred different directions with them and still have a stirring and gripping story.

Keep your characters down to earth
With all the characters you are going to create, and all the problems you are going to give them, it’s easy to portray one or two as bigger than life.  This is okay only if the story is about a personality that is bigger than life.  Otherwise, keep your characters right-sized.  Make them people we can believe we’d run into in the course of our lives.  They can be exceptional in some ways – one may be an extraordinary concert pianist or a Medal of Honor winner – but the bottom line is that all people, great and small, are just people.  If we can’t relate to them as one person to another then you are putting up a barrier hard for us to overcome.  Readers want to meet solid, real people – people we can love and people we can hate, but most of all people we can believe are real, with real problems we can understand.

HOMEWORK: For this lesson, you’re getting a break.  No written homework.  Enjoy! (This is to make up for all the time it took to do Lesson #4’s homework).
COMING NEXT: Lesson #6, The Four Character Levels, Part I
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