Creating a Snapshot or Verbal Portrait of a character (or ethnography subject)

Uncle Nelson’s Photo

Don Graves

Uncle Nelson is just coming up the boat runway. He has that expression on his face, a quizzical one in which his next words might be, “Who the hell are you?” or “Did you clean that boat?” An old felt hat is on his head and a stub of a cigar in the side of his mouth. 
We don’t have many pictures of Uncle Nelson but that one is my favorite. Uncle Nelson rented boats and my brother and I had to take care of them. He not only rented the boats but built them.

In the background of the shot are the actual boats he built with oak and pine timbers. The boats were twelve to fourteen feet long with a good wide 5.5” beam and tough enough to stand the misadventures of boat renters.

Uncle Nelson usually assaulted his visitors with questions. One time I brought my friend Will Saydah down to the Point for a visit. When I introduced him to Uncle Nelson, Nelson said, pointing to me, “Are you as dumb as he is?” Of course, he’d follow his query with a raspy laugh.

On other occasions he’d burst into a gathering of women and start singing a sea chantey at the top of his lungs, “Oh, Nelson, why do you sing those songs?” But secretly I think they liked his irreverence. They didn’t often hear profanity and deep down enjoyed his raunchy humor.

               Back to the photo. Nelson wore rubber boots that cut slightly below his knees. He needed those boots as he was around boats and water so much. His shirt was open but I can’t remember if the sleeves were short or long.

Behind the underlined nouns stands much more lore that I could introduce into his character sketch, though it might be distracting.

Boat Runway: Long two-by-fours stretching from the boathouse into the water, even at low tide. Boats arrived or departed using those boards. In the evening all the boats were pulled up onto the grass and then sent down the runway again when fishermen arrived to take the boats out the next morning. Each evening we’d tie a bowline knot from the painter to the tow rope to haul the boats up.

Expression: Nelson’s expression was created by his felt hat, cigar, and challenging eyes. The all went together.

Cigar: the cigar was just an unlit stub that nestled in the corner of his mouth. He didn’t really smoke the cigar as much as just like to feel it there. It was part of his facial makeup.

The photograph captures Uncle Nelson coming up the boat runway. Right away I look for a good verb that shows the way he is moving up the runway. Saunter may not be the right verb, but my uncle was lanky and loose-jointed, so I think saunter works. I also want to continue showing my uncle before I let him speak—that’s the natural order—so I zero in on him from the shoulders up: He wears an old felt hat an d a stub of an unlit cigar is tucked in the corner of his mouth. The first paragraph now reads:

Uncle Nelson saunters up the boat runway. At eighty-three he is lanky and loose-jointed. He wears an old felt hat and a stub of an unlit cigar is tucked in the corner of his mouth. His keen expression assaults friends or newcomers alike: “Who the hell are you?” or “Did you clean that boat?”
	AP students. You may use this in conjunction with the updrafting/downdrafting and verbal portraiture handout given to you last week. Create a verbal portrait of one (or more) of the people who you interviewed. Create a verbal portrait of one of the locations at which you’ve observed.


Reading your world for character traits:
Creating a snapshot of a character, or a character portrait/sketch

The process of getting to know a character, then sketching him/her in.
Choose a character and fill out the following (there are examples for Donald Graves’ character in each category):

NAME/PSEUDONYM:
	Dress, Body
	Sayings, Foibles
	Knows
	Common Scenes

	Ex: baseball cap, brim bent

-One-day stubble

-Paunch 
	Ex: “Sox are playing well.”

-“how was the traffic?”
	-baseball

-Blueberries, 

-fertilizer
	-Weeding on hands and knees,

-Sitting in favorite chair in the living room facing TV

	
	
	
	


After you’ve filled the categories, pick a setting/environment for your character and write a “snapshot” of the character in the setting (you’ll need another piece of paper.) Make sure the snapshot shows the reader the tiny things that make your character an individual and different than other individuals.
Writer Donald Graves used a photo to inspire this quick-write that turned into an example of a character sketch or “verbal portrait” of his uncle.





After writing the initial quick-write, he examined his nouns, what he didn’t need, and looked for lively sentences:


Examine Nouns:   expression


Don’t Need:    [Uncle Nelson…]


Lively Sentence: “Are you”
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