Characterisation in Fiction
character
  1 A distinctive mark impressed, engraved, or otherwise formed.

  2 A symbol, an emblem, a representation.

  5 A description; spec. a description or detailed report of a person’s qualities, a testimonial.

  8 Collective peculiarities; nature, sort, style; the distinctive mental or moral qualities of an individual, a people, etc.; distinction, individuality.
  10 a A person regarded as the possessor of specified qualities; a personage, a personality. b A person portrayed in a novel, a drama, etc; a part played by an actor or (arch.) a dissembler. c An eccentric or noticeable person.

Character as both simple – a mark – and complex – a whole system of qualities and attributes. Character in fiction, as with any writing, begins with a mark on the page.

E.M. Forster’s distinction between ‘flat’ (simple, static) and ‘round’ (complex, developing) characters. Major and minor characters. Functions as: type, spokesperson, symbol/myth, focus, background detail, or a combination of any of these.
Two contrasting views of fictional character: 1) As a belonging to a fully rounded ‘person’ having some independence from the text in which s/he appears (e.g. Wide Sargasso Sea, or Peter Costello’s The Life of Leopold Bloom); 2) As a ‘merely’ textual function, a certain combination of words within a given textual system. We often remember fictional characters very vividly, but cannot recall the exact words through which they are presented in the text. Consequently, fictional characters would appear to be both an inextricable part of the textual design of a particular novel, play or narrative poem, yet are also in some sense abstracted from it in the reading process. Whilst fictional characters are not human beings, then, they are nonetheless experienced as if they were by the reader. How does this happen?
Methods for the fictional presentation of a character:

1. Physical description: 
External perspective – surface details.

Helps reader ‘visualise’ character for themselves – greater imaginative engagement.
Outward appearance may present clues as to personality of some characters – e.g. heroes and villains. (Jane Eyre – short, dark, plain – as more sophisticated example of this.)

Example: Nikolai Gogol, ‘The Overcoat.’

In a certain department, then, there worked a certain civil servant. On no account could he be said to have a memorable appearance; he was shortish, rather pockmarked, with reddish hair, and also had weak eyesight, or so it seemed. He had a small bald patch in front and both cheeks were wrinkled. His complexion was the sort you might call haemorrhoidal … but there’s nothing anyone can do about that: the Petersburg climate is to blame.

As for rank in the civil service (this must be determined before we go any further) he belonged to the species known as eternal titular counsellor, for far too long now, as we all know, mocked and jeered by certain writers with the very commendable habit of attacking those who are in no position to retaliate. His surname was Basmachkin, which all too plainly was at some time derived from bashmak [‘shoe’].

Interaction between: 1) physical appearance; 2) job; 3) surname.

How much description is necessary? Is less more?

2. Narratorial statements:

Here, the narrator spells out directly her opinion and estimation of the character in question.

Matter of opinion – reader is invited to concur with the narrator’s viewpoint.
Narratorial statements can importantly shape the reader’s understanding but also typically need to be followed up with other demonstrations of character.

Example: Charles Dickens, Hard Times.

Not being Mrs Grundy, who was Bounderby?

Why, Mr Bounderby was as near being Mr Gradgrind’s bosom friend, as a man perfectly devoid of sentiment can approach that spiritual relationship towards another man perfectly devoid of sentiment. So near was Mr Bounderby – or, if the reader should prefer it, so far off.


He was a rich man: banker, merchant, manufacturer, and what not. A big, loud man, with a stare, and a metallic laugh. A man made out of coarse material, which seemed to have been stretched to make so much of him. A man with a great puffed head and forehead, swelled veins in his temples, and such a strained skin to his face that it seemed to hold his eyes open, and lift his eyebrows up. A man with a pervading appearance on him of being inflated like a balloon, and ready to start. A man who could never sufficiently vaunt himself a self-made man. A man who was always proclaiming, through that brassy speaking trumpet of a voice of his, his old ignorance and his old poverty. A man who was the Bully of humility.


A year or two younger than his eminently practical friend, Mr Bounderby looked older; his seven or eight and forty might have had the seven or eight added to it again, without surprising anybody. He had not much hair. One might have fancied he had talked it off; and that what was left, all standing up in disorder, was in that condition from being constantly blown about by his windy boastfulness.

Repetition builds up a cumulative picture and also emphasises Mr Bounderby’s brash masculinity: “A man …”.

Physical descriptions simply preface more overt statements concerning the nature of the character’s personality (e.g. lack of hair – boastfulness).
Use of metaphor (e.g. coarse material; ‘puffed up’ etc.)

3. Revelation of a character’s thoughts:

A much more ‘internal’ perspective – allows the reader access to the psychology and perceptions of the character.

Provides a subtler and more ambiguous portrayal of character, where a great deal is left to the reader’s own subjective interpretation.

Suggests that we can come to ‘know’ someone by observing how and what they think.
Example: Iain Banks, The Wasp Factory.
My greatest enemies are Women and the Sea. These things I hate. Women because they are weak and stupid and live in the shadow of men and are nothing compared to them, and the Sea because it has always frustrated me, destroying what I have built, washing away what I have left, wiping clean the marks I have made. And I’m not sure that the wind is blameless, either.

The Sea is a sort of mythological enemy, and I make what you might call sacrifices to it in my soul, fearing it a little, respecting it as you’re supposed to, but in many ways treating it as an equal. It does things to the world, and so do I; we should both be feared. Women … well, women are a bit too close for comfort as far as I’m concerned. I don’t even like having them on the island, not even Mrs Clamp, who comes every week on a Saturday to clean the house and deliver our supplies. She’s ancient, and sexless the way the very old and the very young are, but she’s still been a woman, and I resent that, for my own good reason.

A volatile and rather paranoid mental state is suggested in these remarks, but it is up to the reader to perceive this for herself. No direct statement – demonstration.
Through the use of first-person narration, there is a sense that we have gained an insight into the ‘mind’ of the character.

Frank’s view of the world is deliberately defamiliarising for most readers.

4. Characters’ speech:

What a character says, and particularly the way in which she says it, can serve as a very effective way of conveying her personality to the reader. 
Idiosyncrasies in speech or language use are highly recognisable ‘markers’ for fictional characters.

Example: J.D. Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye.
If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you’ll probably want to know is where I was born, and what my lousy childhood was like, and how my parents were occupied and all before they had me, and all that David Copperfield kind of crap, but I don’t feel like going into it, if you want to know the truth. In the first place, that stuff bores me, and in the second place, my parents would have about two haemorrhages apiece if I told anything pretty personal about them. They’re quite touchy about anything like that, especially my father. They’re nice and all – I’m not saying that – but they’re also touchy as hell. Besides, I’m not going to tell my whole goddam autobiography or anything. I’ll just tell you about this madman stuff that happened to me around last Christmas just before I got pretty run-down and had to come out here and take it easy. I mean that’s all I told D.B. about, and he’s my brother and all.

Confrontational, second-person address. Direct narratorial engagement with the reader’s assumed expectations – which are to be disappointed.
Use of slang and casual, off-hand speaking voice – that of a precocious, but guarded teen.

Subversion of conventional Realist revelation of character – detailed background picture, family context etc.
5. Actions:

Actions often, as the saying goes, speak louder than words.

The actions of a character need to be consistent and believable. Writers need to think about how their characters would behave in a given situation, and reader’s need to be able to trust their decisions.

As with particular thought patterns or uses of language, certain distinctive actions – such as pacing, heavy breathing, hand-wringing etc. – when repeated, can be effective ‘markers’ of a character’s identity.
Example: Jeanette Winterson, Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit.
Like most people I lived for a long time with my mother and father. My father liked to watch the wrestling, my mother liked to wrestle; it didn’t matter what. She was in the white corner and that was that.


She hung out the largest sheets on the windiest days. She wanted the Mormons to knock on the door. At election time in a Labour mill town she put a picture of the Conservative candidate in the window. 


She had never heard of mixed feelings. There were friends and there were enemies.



Enemies were:
    The Devil (in his many forms)




    Next Door





    Sex (in its many forms)





    Slugs


Friends were:
    God




    Our dog




    Auntie Madge




    The Novels of Charlotte Brontë




    Slug pellets

and me, at first, I had been brought in to join her in a tag match against the Rest of the World. She had a mysterious attitude towards the begetting of children; it wasn’t that she couldn’t do it, more that she didn’t want to do it. She was very bitter about the Virgin Mary getting there first. So she did the next best thing and arranged for a foundling. That was me.

All of the reported actions in this passage serve to demonstrate and reinforce the reader’s sense that the narrator’s mother is a formidable and somewhat puritanical woman.

Absence of physical description – yet, this is a memorable character already. Why?

Suggestion of hyperbole and caricature about this characterisation – bold, broad strokes create a vivid figure.
6. Thoughts or comments of other characters:

Here, one character (often a first-person narrator, but not necessarily) serves the function of describing another character for the reader’s benefit.

A highly adaptable technique, for it foregrounds the question of reliability. Can we trust what this character says about that one? Are emotional factors such as jealousy, dislike, or fear active in the description?

Moreover, what one character has to say about another may reveal as much about the character doing the describing as of the character being described.

Example: Arthur Conan Doyle, ‘A Scandal in Bohemia.’
I had seen little of Holmes lately. My marriage had drifted us away from each other. My own complete happiness, and the home-centred interests which rise up around the man who first finds himself master of his own establishment, were sufficient to absorb all my attention; while Holmes, who loathed every form of society with his whole Bohemian soul, remained in our lodgings in Baker Street, buried among his old books, and alternating from week to week between cocaine and ambition, the drowsiness of the drug, and the fierce energy of his own keen nature. He was still, as ever, deeply attracted by the study of crime, and occupied his immense faculties and extraordinary powers of observation in following out those clues, and clearing up those mysteries, which had been abandoned as hopeless by the official police. […]

One night – it was on the 20th of March 1888 – I was returning from a journey to a patient (for I had now returned to civil practice), when my way led me through Baker Street. As I passed the well-remembered door, which must always be associated in my mind with my wooing, and with the dark incidents in the Study in Scarlet, I was seized with a keen desire to see Holmes again, and to know how he was employing his extraordinary powers. His rooms were brilliantly lit, and, even as I looked up, I saw his tall spare figure pass twice in a dark silhouette against the blind. He was pacing the room swiftly, eagerly, with his head sunk upon his chest, and his hands clasped behind him. To me, who knew his every mood and habit, his attitude and manner told their own story. He was at work again. He had risen out of his drug-created dreams, and was hot upon the scent of some new problem. I rang the bell, and was shown up to the chamber which had formerly been in part my own. 

Series of contrasts: Watson – respectable, steady, passive, averagely intelligent, minor; Holmes – dissolute, volatile, active, brilliant, major.
Whilst Holmes is clearly the focus of this passage, what is also described is a relationship between characters, whereby they mutually define one another.

Incorporation of several forms of characterisation: action, physical description, direct statements.

7. Metaphor or allegory:

Here, the character is either closely identified with a particular image or object (e.g. John Updike’s ‘Rabbit’ Angstrom), or comes to embody a larger ideal or concept. Symbolic or mythical function.
Example: Salman Rushdie, Midnight’s Children.
I was born in the city of Bombay … once upon a time. No, that won’t do, there’s no getting away from the date: I was born in Doctor Narlikar’s Nursing Home on August 15th, 1947. And the time? The time matters, too. Well then: at night. No, it’s important to be more … On the stroke of midnight, as a matter of fact. Clock-hands joined palms in respectful greeting as I came. Oh, spell it out, spell it out: at the precise instant of India’s arrival at independence, I tumbled forth into the world. There were gasps. And, outside the window, fireworks and crowds. A few seconds later, my father broke his big toe; but his accident was a mere trifle when set beside what had befallen me in that benighted moment, because thanks to the occult tyrannies of those blandly saluting clocks I had been mysteriously hand-cuffed to history, my destinies indissolubly chained to those of my country. For the next three decades, there was to be no escape. Soothsayers had prophesied me, newspapers celebrated my arrival, politicos ratified my authenticity. I was left entirely without a say in the matter. I, Saleem Sinai, later variously called Snotnose, Stainface, Baldy, Sniffer, Buddha and even Piece-of-the-Moon, had become heavily embroiled in Fate – at the best of times a dangerous sort of involvement. And I couldn’t even wipe my own nose at the time.

Now, however, time (having no further use for me) is running out. I will soon be thirty-one years old. Perhaps. If my crumbling, over-used body permits. But I have no hope of saving my life, nor can I count on having even a thousand nights and a night. I must work fast, faster than Scheherazade, if I am to end up meaning – yes, meaning – something. I admit it: above all things, I fear absurdity.

Saleem Sinai’s time and place of birth tie him to the fortunes and history of independent India. He also functions as a figure of the ‘eternal’ storyteller (another Scheherazade).

Stage-by-stage revelation details and the significance of those details.

Use of contrasting ‘voices’ within the same first-person narration – one attempting to withhold information, the other insisting upon explicit statements. Dramatic tension created.
Allegorical function produces a multi-layered narrative where the character has significance and interest for the reader on several levels.

8. By association (with a place, mood, occupation, etc.):

Character is revealed in terms of the relationships that pertain with particular places, states of being, atmospheres, occupations, and so on.
Rather than describing a character directly, this approach involves focusing upon context and situation in order to illuminate the nature of a given personality.

Connection with psychological profiling – whereby the detective/psychologist inspects the room, clothing, or possessions of the killer/victim in order to deduce some hypothesis about his/her state of mind or personal habits. [‘Through the Keyhole’?]
Example: Virginia Woolf, Jacob’s Room.
The waiters at Trinity must have been shuffling china plates like cards, from the clatter that could be heard in the Great Court. Jacob’s rooms, however, were in Neville’s Court; at the top; so that reaching his door one went in a little out of breath; but he wasn’t there. Dining in Hall, presumably. It will be quite dark in Neville’s Court long before midnight, only the pillars opposite will always be white, and the fountains. A curious effect the gate has, like lace upon pale green. Even in the window you hear the plates; a hum of talk, too, from the diners; the Hall lit up, and the swing-doors opening and shutting with a soft thud. Some are late.

Jacob’s room had a round table and two low chairs. There were yellow flags in a jar on the mantelpiece; a photograph of his mother; cards from societies with little raised crescents, coats of arms, and initials; notes and pipes; on the table lay paper ruled with a red margin – an essay, no doubt – “Does History consist of the Biographies of Great Men?” There were books enough; very few French books; but then any one who’s worth anything reads just what he likes, as the mood takes him, with extravagant enthusiasm. Lives of the Duke of Wellington, for example; Spinoza; the works of Dickens; the Faery Queen; a Greek dictionary with the petals of poppies pressed in silk between the pages; all the Elizabethans. His slippers were incredibly shabby, like boats burnt to the water’s rim. Then there were photographs from the Greeks, and a mezzotint from Sir Joshua – all very English. The works of Jane Austen, too, in deference, perhaps, to some one else’s standard. Carlyle was a prize. There were books upon the Italian painters of the Renaissance, a Manual of the Diseases of the Horse, and all the usual text-books. Listless is the air in an empty room, just swelling the curtain; the flowers in the jar shift. One fibre in the wicker arm-chair creaks, though no one sits there.
Jacob’s absence from this scene is crucial, for the reader is invited to inspect his empty room and its contents for clues as to his character and personality.

What conclusions do we draw, as readers, from Jacob’s eclectic reading matter? The essay on his desk? His worn and shabby slippers?

Do we gain a sense of Jacob’s ghostly presence with us in his room?

Woolf’s novel, which centres upon a young man who is killed in the Great War, is arguably about the impossibility of ever really knowing another person, of describing and encapsulating his/her personality in all its complexity.

Character may be all the more engaging and intriguing for the reader if it remains enigmatic and imperfectly defined.

Exercise: Briefly describe a fictional character of your own using one or a combination of the approaches outlined in this class.

You may find it easiest to adapt this character from someone you know in real life. Draw upon your knowledge and impressions of this person, but also alter some of the details through exaggeration and hyperbole. It may also be useful to merge or synthesise the personalities or habits of two or more persons, and to adapt stock character traits from the fiction you admire.
It is often helpful to work from a rough outline of your character, which can be developed and refined over time. In order to sketch out such a rough outline, you should select five adjectives that succinctly describe your character and will provide important pointers to direct the subsequent ‘fleshing out’.

1. Physical appearance (e.g. hairy, tall, dark).

1. Actions or behaviour (e.g. hasty, nervous, abrupt).
1. Speech or language use (e.g. eloquent, stuttering, confused).

2. Personality or ‘deep’ character type (e.g. grave, pedantic, humourous, ironic, depressive, naive).
Example: Sherlock Holmes: 

Physical appearance – lean [well-dressed].






Actions/behaviour – decisive [volatile].






Speech/language use – precise [fluent].






Personality – rational, obsessive [superior, pompous].

N.B. characters can be made complex and interesting through the ascription of qualities or characteristics that either clash or seem mutually conflicting. For example, Sherlock Holmes’ scrupulously rational habits of thought are arguably undermined by the apparently obsessive, self-absorbed nature of his personality, and this tension makes him an interesting, multi-dimensional character.
To help get you started, here are some suggestions for character examples and situations. However, feel free to make up your own:

A bullying schoolmaster.

A vacuous supermodel.

A vain but ambitious actor.

A lonely old man.

A drug addict in withdrawal.

A single mother concerned about her teenage son.

A soldier on his/her way to a combat zone.

An ageing rock musician.

An unscrupulous PR executive.
An unemployed 34-year-old auditioning for the X-Factor.

