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What do we mean by behaving well ?
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Philip Pullman
When I’m writing a story I have the strange feeling that it isn’t really me inventing the characters, making up what they do and deciding for them what they should do, it feels more as if the characters themselves are alive and I’m just following them and watching what they do and writing it down. I’m always pleased when a character who is in a book I’ve written – one of my characters – behaves generously or behaves bravely or behaves well and kindly in some way. I can’t make them do this, they choose to do it. It’s an odd thing and I can’t explain it, because I know they don’t really exist outside of me, but it feels as if they do. An example of this is the way my character called Will behaves in the big trilogy ‘His Dark Materials’, which begins with ‘Northern Lights’. Will comes into the second book, ‘The Subtle Knife’ and into ‘The Amber Spyglass’, the third book. He has a hard time Will – he’s up against all sorts of troubles and dangers and difficulties but he tries to do the best thing, he tries to do the good thing. He tries to be brave because he’s seen other people being brave, he tries to be generous because he sees other people being generous and he likes the way that makes him feel. He likes the good results that come when people are generous or when they’re kind, or when they’re polite or courteous and so he thinks that would be a good way to behave as well. That’s something I admire in people, something I like in other people and I’m glad when the characters I write about behave like that. I wish I could say I made them do it but I can’t say that. I think they made themselves do it.
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