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Character

Think about this scenario:  Your friend comes up to you and says, "I just saw a great movie!  You gotta see it!"  You say, "What's it about?" and your friend responds, "It's about this guy who..."  
Every character has a story.  In order to have action, you must have someone to perform it.  And a character "study", just focusing on the traits and motivations of a person, can be boring if it's not extremely well done.  Each of us has a history—where we were born, who our parents are, where we have lived, our social status, our educational level—and we have a future.  A story about one of us would focus on a moment of extreme significance in our life.  (Let's face it:  a story which narrated all the things we do in a normal day would be boring and likely pointless.  Doing things such as taking a shower and brushing our teeth are too ordinary to be interesting.  Even something that we don't do every day, such as going to the dentist, is dull unless something unusual which causes a message to be conveyed or a lesson to be learned happens during that excursion.)  The two—plot and character—are intrinsically tied together.

In his discussion of characterization, M. H. Abrams defines characters as "the persons represented in a dramatic or narrative work, who are interpreted by the reader as being endowed with particular moral, intellectual, and emotional qualities by inferences from what the persons say and their distinctive ways of saying it—the dialogue—and from what they do—the action" (32-33).  In other words, the reader picks up clues from the dialogue and action which allows him/her to visualize the traits and qualities which cause that character to appear to be a person.
How Character is Communicated


An author has three methods of conveying information about a character to the reader:
1.  What the character says and does.

2.  What other characters say about the character and do as they interact with him/her.

3.  What the author tells us through narration or description.

These methods cause the reader to gradually perceive the whole character by communicating the bits and pieces that make up a person.  Jerome Beaty and J. Paul Hunter tell us more specifically what kind of information the author communicates:  "In most cases we see what characters do and hear what they say; we sometimes learn what they think, and what other people think or say about them; we often know what kind of clothes they wear, what and how much they own, treasure, or covet; we may be told about their childhood, parents, or some parts of their past" (105).


Perrine labels these methods as direct or indirect presentation.  He defines direct presentation as the author "[telling] us straight out, by exposition or analysis, what the characters are like, or [having] someone else in the story tell us what they are like" (66).  This would include the other characters' comments about the character and the author's narration and description.  If the author writes, "She wore her favorite dress," that is directly communicating information about the character.  Indirect presentation, on the other hand, allows the reader to infer his/her own conclusions about the character based on what the character says and does.  For example, "Her dress looked a bit worn around the collar," would tell us that the dress is not a new one, and that she probably wears it quite a lot.  We must infer, from other clues, whether the woman frequently wears the dress because she cannot afford many clothes or because it is her favorite dress.  While a certain amount of direct presentation has the advantage of communicating the information simply, it "will not be emotionally convincing" (Perrine 67) unless it is combined with indirect presentation.  The indirect method makes the character dramatic and more realistic because it allows us to see the character in action.  Hearing the character speak and seeing him/her interact with other characters allows us to make an emotional connection to the character and view him/her as a person rather than just a persona.

The emotional investment of the reader, or the audience member if it is a dramatic presentation, is vital to the success of the story.  When we read or watch a play or film, we are asking the characters (or the actors playing the characters) to allow us to experience an event vicariously.  We want them to have such intense feelings that we can share those feelings and empathize with the characters about the experience.  We don't have to actually have been buried in a deep pit of sand to be able to relate to the feeling of panic and lack of air and the feeling of relief when the dashing hero pulls both himself and the beautiful heroine out of the pit just in time, but we may experience a bit of breathlessness and anxiety as we read or watch the scene.  If the author chooses to just tell us the story, without ever showing the characters in action, then we lose that emotional connection to the "people" in the story.
Character Believability

One of the primary demands made by readers or audience members is that the characters in a story be believable.  We can accept some pretty outlandish characters (such as Chewabacca in Star Wars or Grendel in John Gardner's re-working of the Beowulf story, Grendel) as long as they conform to three principles:

1.  Characters must be consistent in their behavior.  The reader must be able to expect the character to act in the same manner throughout the story unless the story presents a logical reason for change.

2.  Characters must be motivated.  Their goals and desires must be clear throughout the story.  If the author holds back the character's reasons for his/her behavior (especially if there is a change in behavior), then the logic must be apparent at least by the end of the story.
3.  Characters must be plausible.  No one is entirely good or entirely evil.  We expect characters to reflect the combination of personality traits that we are familiar with from everyday life.  Even if we don't actually know anyone like a particular character, we must be able to believe that s/he "could appear somewhere in the normal course of events" (Perrine 67).
Notice that what connects these principles is the idea that the reader can identify with each facet of the character.  The character's behavior appears logical to us because we know people do act in that manner; we understand the character's motivations because his/her goals and needs are found in our basic humanness; the character is plausible because s/he resembles (at least partly) someone we know.  Sven Birkerts calls this "psychological depth", and discusses how this impression can increase the reader's involvement with a character:



Character depth in fiction is like perspective in painting—it is what creates the illusion of life.  The author can achieve this in several ways.  First, obviously, a character must be shown to be consistent.  It will not do to have the protagonist (or any other character) appear suspicious and narrow-minded in one scene, and relaxed and easygoing in another, unless the circumstances can account for the difference.



Second, the character can be presented as growing or changing on account of experience....Third, the writer can enhance the sense of depth and complexity by using different kinds of characters.  A protagonist will seem all the more complex and real if set beside simpler, flatter figures (23).

Birkerts' methods are very similar to Perrine's three principles in terms of the requirement that a character be consistent throughout a story and that actions be motivated.  However, Birkerts believes that an important element is for the reader to be able to compare the characters in a story with each other so that more complex characters will appear more believable when viewed side by side with those who come across as simple and uncomplicated.

Birkerts is referring here to a basic distinction between character types:  flat and round characters.  A flat character is "built around 'a single idea or quality' and is presented without much individualizing detail, and therefore can be fairly adequately described in a single phrase or sentence.  A round character is complex in temperament and motivation and is represented with subtle particularity" (Abrams 33).  Round characters are capable of surprising us because they have depth and are "many-sided" (Perrine 67).  While flat characters tend to play minor roles in the story, and main characters generally are rounded, this should not be interpreted to mean that flat characters are inferior.  Not every character in a story should be complex.  A flat character can often be very memorable because of the way the author has used one or two basic traits, even though s/he only appears in the story briefly.  In the same way, minor characters have an important function in a story, even though we may see them only once or twice.  As Perrine says, "The requirement of good fiction is that all characters be characterized fully enough to justify their roles in the story and make them convincing" (68).

Characters may also be classified as static or dynamic.  The difference between these two types is quite simple:  static characters don't change; dynamic characters do.  Perrine explains the classification as follows:



The STATIC CHARACTER is the same sort of person at the end of the story as at the beginning.  The DEVELOPING (or dynamic) CHARACTER undergoes a permanent change in some aspect of character, personality, or outlook.  The change may be a large or a small one; it may be for better or for worse; but it is something important and basic:  it is more than a change in condition or a minor change in opinion....A not infrequent basic plan of short stories, however, is to show change in the protagonist as the result of a crucial situation in his life....[The] change is likely to be the surest clue to the story's meaning.  To state and explain the change will be the best way to get at the point of the story (69).

Of course, readers also demand that the change in a dynamic character be convincing.  Perrine outlines three conditions for determining the believability of a round character's change:  

1. 
the character making the change must have already demonstrated the possibility of becoming that way, 

2. 
the situation which prompts the transformation must sufficiently motivate the change, and 

3. 
the change must take place over an appropriate amount of time (69).  (A character cannot profess undying belief in a particular principle for a significant portion of the story, and then abruptly switch to the opposite point of view.  The speed of the transformation must be relative to the magnitude of the change.)
Round, dynamic characters will attract the reader's attention and allow him/her to establish a level of psychological involvement which will in turn allow the reader to feel empathy for the characters and see them as real people rather than just something from the author's imagination.  As Perrine says, "fiction offers an unparalleled opportunity to observe human nature in all its complexity and multiplicity.  It enables us to know people, to understand them, and to learn compassion for them, as we might not otherwise do.  In some respects we can know fictional characters even better than we know real people" (66).
Functions of Character


We apply various labels to characters which reflect the position that character fills within a story.  Every character should serve a specific purpose in terms of moving the plot towards the climax and communicating the author's message.  Basically, we divide the people of a story into major and minor characters.  Beaty and Hunter define major characters as "those we see more of over a longer period of time; we learn more about them, and we think of them as more complex and, therefore, frequently more 'realistic' than the minor characters" (103).  They identify the minor characters as simply "the figures who fill out the story" (103).

Major characters are commonly labeled in the following ways:

hero – the leading male role; the good guy

heroine – the leading female character


(Beaty and Hunter tell us that "heroes and heroines are usually larger than life, stronger or better than most human beings, almost godlike (and there's even a brand of heroes nowadays so close to being godlike that they are called superheroes)" (103).

antihero – a leading character who is more ordinary (more like us) than the traditional hero or heroine.  He is called antihero "not because he opposes the hero but because he is not like a hero in stature or perfection" (Beaty and Hunter 103).
protagonist – a term which refers to the leading character but "does not imply either the presence or absence of outstanding virtue (and [has] the added advantage of referring equally to male and female)" (Beaty and Hunter 103).
villain – the bad guy, a character who "is evil, or capable of cruel and criminal actions" (Abrams 225).
antagonist – the character who opposes the protagonist.  (Note that this term has the same characteristics regarding virtue and gender as "protagonist".)  An antagonist "is generally bent upon blocking or frustrating the protagonist's aims, or else is intent upon causing harm" (Birkerts 24).
foil – a character "who, by sharp contrast, serves to stress and highlight the distinctive temperament of the protagonist" (Abrams 225).
stock character – "the stereotyped figure who has occurred so often in fiction that his nature is immediately known" (Perrine 68).  Examples of stock characters include the strong, silent sheriff; the barmaid with a heart of gold; the brilliant but eccentric detective; the mad scientist; the mysterious spy; and the cruel stepmother (68).

Minor characters frequently are stereotypes, "characters based on conscious or unconscious cultural assumptions that sex, age, ethnic or national identification, occupation, marital status, and so on are predictably accompanied by certain character traits, actions, even values" (Beaty and Hunter 104).  These standardized qualities are often used for comic effect (Birkerts 23). A stereotype may be useful to an author who needs to merely suggest a characterization, but it is only a superficial type—the psychological and emotional interest in the character is only on the surface.  It lacks the depth of a rounded character to compel our involvement.  While stereotypical characters are, because of their lack of depth, flat characters, not all flat characters are stereotypes.  However, the usefulness of either a flat or stereotypical character depends on the function of the character in the story.  If the author needs a greedy landlord just for the protagonist to ask about a missing person, and the landlord is only needed for one scene of the story, then there is likely no need to have the character be fully developed and the stereotype could be an easy way to allow the reader to identify with the landlord quickly.
Analyzing Character

When evaluating fiction, the reader needs to be aware of how the various aspects of characterization contribute to the author's purpose.  Several questions to consider might include:


1.  What is the character's function or position in the story?


2.  Does the character change?  If so, how and why?


3.  What motivates the character?


4.  How does the character help to communicate the theme of the story?

Identifying whether a character is flat or round, static or dynamic may help to develop answers to these questions.  However, our identifications "are less important than our looking carefully at these characters to see what we know about each of them, to what degree they can be summed up in a phrase or sentence; to discover how we learned what we know about them and how our judgment has been controlled by the story; to think about and perhaps judge the assumptions about human motivation, behavior, and nature that underlie the character and his or her characterization" (Beaty and Hunter 104).

Remember that characterization is only one element of a story.  Good authors utilize a number of devices to communicate to the reader some universal truth about human existence.  They tell us the story of a person in a particular situation.  If the characters are drawn well, then they "seem to be part of the history that lies behind the story or beyond the story as part of our own world, to exist in a reality that is detachable from the words and events of the story in which they appear" (Beaty and Hunter 106).  The reader must sift through that world of the story and decide how the characters challenge his/her assumptions about human motivation, behavior, and nature.
Exercise A:  "Character Bones"
Read the following list of categories in which character traits may be classified:
Physical—hair color, eye color, height, weight, race, age/date of birth, state of health 

Social—relationships to friends and family members, economic class, level of education, employment, motivation, marital status
Emotional/Mental—level of self-confidence, how s/he dresses, what s/he wants, level of stability
Read Act I, Scene 1, of Othello.  The characters are Iago, Roderigo, and Brabantio.  List all the "character bones" information Shakespeare communicates about each of these characters in this scene.  Remember that you may need to make "educated guesses" in some instances:  use what you know about the time period and the setting to make up answers to the questions which the playwright does not specifically answer.  (As character information is communicated throughout the play, you may need to adjust some of the ideas you develop from this opening scene.  Therefore, whether you are right or wrong in your initial assumptions is less important than simply trying to establish a concept of who the people are.)
Exercise B.

As you read Shakespeare's Othello, keep a list of traits for the following characters.  

Othello

Iago

Roderigo

Desdemona

Cassio

Emilia

When you finish the play, choose one of these characters and analyze him/her according to the principles and concepts outlined in this handout.  Include information such as the depth of character (round vs. flat, static vs. dynamic), the believability of the character, his/her motivations, and how s/he changes (if there is a change) as well as why the change occurs.  You may also wish to examine the level of emotional involvement you establish with the character.  Explain what Shakespeare wanted his audience to think about and how that idea is communicated through the character.
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