 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #6 - The Four Character Levels, Part I
In the Book EMOTIONAL STRUCTURE, CREATING THE STORY BENEATH THE PLOT – a Guide for Screenwriters, by Peter Dunne, he talks at length about the four character levels and gives all kinds of examples about development of your characters.  I don’t feel any of you need that; you’re not beginners.  Briefly, this is how he defines the different levels of character and what makes up each.


INDIVIDUAL CHARACTER LEVEL

(Outer layer uniqueness.  Character traits.  Surface personality).
This level is the public presentation of the character, what defines him or her as an individual in the community.  He uses Rachel from the movie Witness as his example.  When we first meet Rachel, she is comfortable and confident as she presents herself – her Individual Level – in her Amish community, even in the aftermath of tragedy.  Her presentation is based on her core beliefs.  When she is forced into the situation of sustaining her outer self in the hostile and highly uncomfortable environment of Philadelphia’s mean streets, she becomes self-conscious, and calls on her core beliefs to protect her.  She demands to go home.  Home, where her outer and inner selves exist without conflict.  The comfort of her identity can only be found in the environment in which it was created.


FAMILIAL CHARACTER LEVEL

(Morality.  Secrets.  Sickness.  Habituated belief system.  The seat of guilt).
This second emotional level, Dunne tells us, is the source of our core beliefs.  It is the wellspring of the best of us and the worst of us.  We are as healthy at this emotional level as our family history permits.  We may have been lucky and been brought up in a loving family.  Or we may have been average and raised in a loving dysfunctional family.  Think of the influence family has on a person from birth to death.  Almost every opinion formed early in life is over dinner or on the way to church or in the hushed cynicism of deserved punishment.

A childhood is filled with damaged blessings.
You must consider your protagonist’s (to make life easier, I’m going to use the word hero instead of protagonist) childhood.  He’s become the person he is today because of it.  In Witness we see very clearly how family traditions have shaped Rachel, and we see how they are shaping the next generation in the person of Samuel (her son).  Dunne says he would guess their family is a microcosm of the entire Amish community.  [Pat says the same could be said of her family in the small town where she was raised. Although my parents came from two different ethnic groups, their core beliefs were identical in that family is the most important part of life—all for one and one for all.] In Rachel’s family, which is a loving family, the simplicity of their lifestyle helps a great deal in keeping things in perspective.  The focus is on what is important and meaningful in their humble spirituality.  Humility is balanced with a pride in their work and their faith.  Rachel is known and judged not by her outer appearances – the individual level - but rather by her interior qualities.  We know what to expect from her in terms of her behavior in most situations because it’s consistent with her beliefs.

John Book, on the other hand, is not as simple to “read.”  His childhood experiences are hidden deep within.  In Book, the writers have created a character who is living on the outside.  His Individual level has become who he is.  He doesn’t want to discuss what’s going on inside of him because he doesn’t want to think about it or acknowledge it.  To some women, Dunne says, this might present an attractive, strong, silent type guy.  But to Rachel it represents a man in denial.  We only get a glimpse of his past through his relationship with his sister, and the revelations she in turn discusses with Rachel about him.  He is an enigma.  As the hero, this is a good thing.  It means the writers can now devote the entire story in Act Two to unraveling his mystery (for a novel, in that long, crucial middle third of the book).

So when you create a character who is a stoic son of a gun, who refuses to cry during a three-hankie movie, maybe he has some issues your heroine should deal with before she says “I do.”  A person who isn’t emotionally accessible is a ticking time bomb.

If you were to ask your hero how he feels about his family and his upbringing you might not get the whole truth from him.  This is because he doesn’t really know the whole truth himself.  He prefers not to know.  And he believes he’s doing just fine in life without knowing.  It’s your job to create a scenario in which he isn’t doing fine anymore, and that forces him to take a look whether he likes it or not.  But you can’t ask him to take a look if you, the writer, are not willing as well to take a look at your personal Familial level.

A VERY VALUABLE HOMEWORK EXERCISE (entirely optional):
On one side of a sheet of paper, write down how you are different from your mother.  On the other side of the same paper write down how you are like your mother.

Don’t rush this, Dunne says.  Take a good look at yourself.  Be honest.  You may even find yourself changing your mind about how you’ve thought of the similarities and differences you’ve assumed for so long.  After you’ve taken a look at yourself, take a long, gentle look at your mother.  Sometimes pain obscures the truth or misplaces blame.

If you care to share your discoveries, that would be great.  If you feel it’s too personal, that’s fine, too.  I want to do this one myself.  Hopefully, one of these days, I’ll have the time.
Entirely optional additional homework: Do the above exercise for your protagonist. And if you’re writing a romance, do it for your co-protagonist, as well. You may surprise yourself, and in the process, your story might become fuller, richer, and more engrossing.
COMING NEXT: Lesson #7, The Last Two Character Levels
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