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Character

When | find a well-drawn character in
fiction or biography, | generally take a warm
personal interest in him, for the reason that
| have known him before — met him on the
river.

— MARK TWAIN

Character is essential to plot. Without characters Burroughs’s Turzy,
of the Apes would be a travelogue through the jungle and Faulkner’s “4
Rose for Emily” little more than a faded history of a sleepy town in the
South. If stories were depopulated, the plots would disappear because
characters and plots are interrelated. A dangerous jungle is important
only because we care what effect it has on a character. Characters are
influenced by events just as events are shaped by characters. Tarzan’s
physical strength is the result of his growing up in the jungle, and his
strength, along with his inherited intelligence, allows him to be master
there.

The methods by which a writer creates people in a story so that they
seem actually to exist are called characterization. Huck Finn never lived
yet those who have read Mark Twain’s novel about his aqventgres along
the Mississippi River feel as if they know him. A good writer gives us the
Tlusion that a character is real, but we should also remember that a char
is not an actual person but instead has b_een created_ by)the aurthkI;
Though we might walk out of a room in which Huck Finn's Pap ta
2 cist nonsense, we would not throw away the book in a

<imilar fit of anger. This illusion of reality is the magic
that allows us to move beyond the circumstances of our

wn lives into a writer’s fictional world, where we can  meyerlit
O

actel
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encounter everyone frorn

. royal
mar tYfS, G.I'tIStS, destrOYer 4 w to PauPEI'S, murderers, IOVEI'S, cheaters,
understand our

such people in their own lives, but becayse his
characterizations are vivid and convincing. He
manages to make strange and eccentric people
appear familiar. The following excerpt from
Hard Times is the novel’s entire first chapter.

In 1t Dickens introduces and characterizes a

Chﬂdren © National Portrait Gallery, London.

From Hard Times rios

“Now, what I want 1s, Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts.
Facts alone are wanted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out everything
else. You can only form the minds of reasoning animals upon Facts:
nothing else will ever be of any service to them. This is the principle on
which I bring up my own children, and this is the principle on which I

bring up these children. Stick to Facts, sir!”
The scene was a plain, bare, monotonous vault of a schoolroom, and

the speaker’s square forefinger emphasized his observations by under-
scoring every sentence with a line on the schoolmaster’s sleeve. The
emphasis was helped by the speaker’s square wall of a forehead, which
had his eyebrows for its base, while his eyes found comm(?chous cellarage
in two dark caves, overshadowed by the wall. The emphasis was helped by
the speaker’s mouth, which was wide., thin, a_nd ha:rd set. The emPhams
was helped by the speaker’s voice, which was 117:ﬂex1!31e, d1jy, anq dictato-
rial. The emphasis was helped by the speaker’s hair, which bristled on
the skirts of his bald head, a plantation of firs to keep the wind from
its shining surface, all overed with knobs, like the crust of a plum plii
as if the head had scarcely warehouse-room for the hard facts store

;i & na ' q uare
Insi ’ carriage, square coat, square legs, sq
inside. The speaker’s obstinate ge,
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shoulders — nay, his very neckcloth, trained to take him by the ¢ '
with an unaccommodating grasp, like a stubborn fact, as it wasfjﬁ i

helped the emphasis.
“In this life, we want nothing but Facts, Sif; nothing but Facg)”

The speaker, and the schoolmastef, and the third grown Persop

present, all backed a little, and swept with their eyes the inclined plap, of
lictle vessels then and there arranged in ordet, ready to have imperig] oal.

lons of facts poured into them until they were full to the brim.

Dickens withholds his character’s name until the beginning of the ..
ond chapter; he calls this tact-bound educator Mr. Gradgrind. Authgy,
sometimes put as much time 1nd effort into naming their characters 4
parents invest in naming their children. Names can be used to indicare
qualities that the writer associates with the characters. Mr. Gradgring
is precisely what his name suggests. The “schoolmaster” employed by
Gradgrind is Mr. M’Choakumchild. Pronounce this name aloud and yoy
have the essence of this teacher’s educational philosophy. In Nathanie|
Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, Chillingworth 1s cold and relentless in his
single-minded quest for revenge. The innocent and youthful protagonist
in Herman Melville’s Billy Budd is nipped in the bud by the evil Clag-
gart, whose name simply sounds unpleasant. Of course, not every name
is suggestive of the qualities a character may embody, but it is frequently

worth determining what is in a name.
The only way to tell whether a name reveals character is to look at the

other information the author supplies about the character. We evaluate
fictional characters in much the same way we understand people in our
own lives. By piecing together bits of information, we create a COnext
chat allows us to interpret their behavior. We can predict, for instance,
that an acquaintance who is a chronic complainer is not likely to have
anything good to say about a roommate. We interpret words and actions
in the light of what we already know about someone, and that is why

keeping crack of what characters say (and how they say 1t) along with

what they do (and don’t do) 1s important.

Authors reveal characters by other means too. Physical descriptions
can indicate important inner qualities; disheveled clothing, a crafty
smile, or a blush might communicate as much as or more than what 2
character says. Characters can also be revealed by the words and actiom>
of others who respond to them. In literature, moreover, We have on¢
great advantage that life cannot offer; a work of fiction can gtve us acces>

on’s thoughts. Although in Herman Melville’s “Bartleby, the
Scrivener” (p. 101) we learn about Bartleby primarily through descriptiVt
details, words, actions, and his relationships with the other character>
Melville allows us to enter the lawyer’s consciousness. _

Authors have two major methods of presenting characters: 5170‘”’2%
and telling. Characters shown in dramatic situations reveal tlhemsceelipt

1¢ eX¢t

indirectly by what they say and do. In the first paragraph of t
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from Hard Times, Dickens show

caqonal priqciples by having hi
he is from his reference* to boys and girls as “reason , "l
are not told what to thint s s asoning animals,” but we

ity clear: Everything about hipm ic v
uc hlm iS 11 1dl (« », L® g .
and hard set”; his voice js “infl gidly “square”; his mourh is “thin,
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directly lets us koo 1 onotonous vaule of a schoolroom.” Dickens
- W how to feel about Gradgrind, but he does so artisti-

) - SCr1ption and no evaluations or interpretations by
the author. To determine the significance of the events, the reader must

pay close attention to what the characters say and do. Like Godwin, many
twentieth-century authors favor showing over telling because showing
allows readers to discover the meanings, which modern authors are often
reluctant to impose on an audience for whom fixed meanings and values
are not as strong as they once were. However, most writers continue to
reveal characters by telling as well as showing when the technique suits
their purposes —when, for example, a minor character must be sketched
economically or when a long time has elapsed, causing changes in a major
character. Telling and showing complement each other.

Characters can be convincing whether they are presented by telling
or showing, provided their actions are motivated. There must be reasons
for how they behave and what they say. If adequate motivation is otfered,
we can understand and find plausible their actions no matter how bizarre.
In “A Rose for Emily” (p. 52), Faulkner makes Emily Grierson’s intimacy
with a corpse credible by preparing us with information. ab(:)ut her father’s
death along with her inability to leave the past and live in the present.
Emily turns out to be consistent. Al'though we are §urpnsed by the ending
of the story, the behavior it reveals is compatible with her temperament.

Some kinds of fiction consciously break away from our expectations
of traditional realistic stories. Consistency,_plausib111ty, aqd motivation
are not very useful concepts for understand}ng and e\_raluat}ng character-
. ations in modern absurdist literature, for instance, in which characters
are often alienated from themselves and their environment in an irra-

tional world. In this world there 1s no possibility for traditional heroic
action; inste‘ad we find an antihero who has little control over events.
J

' h Heller’s Catch-22 1s an exgmple of a protagonist
zr?saizliﬁuf;igdjg;efhe absurd terms on which life offers itself to many

twentieth-century characters.
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istinguish degrees O _ |
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sible because their characterl

- be psychologically complex. | |
ngye flat charactersareimmediately reco gnizable asstock characters.
These stereotypes are particularly popular 1n formula fiction, television

rograms, and action movies. Stock characters are types Izather than
individuals. The poor but dedicated writer falls in love with a hard-
working understudy, who gets nowhere because the corrupt producer
favors his boozy, pampered mistress for the leading role. Characters
such as these— the loyal servant, the mean stepfather, the henpecked
husband, the dumb blonde, the sadistic army officer, the dotty grand-
mother —are prepackaged; they lack individuality because their
authors have, in a sense, not imaginatively created them but simply
;umkmoned them from a warehouse of clichés and social prejudices.
ik e on e s i god wre ks e v
sting, , but too often a writer’s use of these stereo-

WPE;;S S;;nply weak characterization.

ou

Round chaffft';i‘f?iv?iﬁéri Ty o i e sincie chanas
may surprise us or puzzle Aip};: and require more attention. They
round characters are also mi;re E{ f%ugh they are more fully developed,
dware of competing ideas, valy Fhute to summarize because we af¢
. » Values, and possibilities in their lives. As a flat

stics are few and simple; they are not created




CHAI/SAVING SOURDI 81

Th : ;
“How tf) Ig:: etl;rge PRI — May—le‘e Chai’s “Saving Sourdi,” Junot Diaz’s
Melville’s “Bartl gownglﬂ’ Blackgirl, Whitegirl, or Halfie,” and Herman

artleby, the Scrivener” — offer character studies worthy of

close analysis. As you read th .
T em, notice the methods of char 1Zat]
used to bring each to life. acterization

MAY-LEE CHAI

May-lee Chai, the first of her family
to be born in the United States, is a
San Francisco author and graduate of
Yale University. Chai has worked as a
reporter for the Associated Press and
taught creative writing at San Fran-
cisco State University, the University
of Wyoming, and Ambherst College.
She is the author of seven books,

including My Lucky Face (2001), Glam- | |
orous Aszfm gbort Stories and Essays (2004), and Hapa Girl: A Memorr (2007);

b her father, Winberg Chay, o‘f _I:’{Je G{i’l ﬁom Pf:trple Aﬁ[oun-

Courtesy of Jason Douy.
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y role is to look at the world, get a trye
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t an .|dea|i?ed vision of it and hand it ove
O you in fictional form. r

— FAY WELDON

Steve Elison / coreis.
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Setting 1s the context in which the action of a story occurs. The major el

ments of setting are time, place, and the social environmént that Jfg; y
the characters. These elements establish the world in which the chara?
ters act. In most stories they also serve as more than backgrounds and

furnishings. If we are sensitive to the contexts provided by setting, we
- ) |
are better able to understand the behavior of the characters and the sig-

nificance of their actions. It may be tempting to read quickly through

2 writer’s descriptions and ignore the details of the serting once a geo-
d a historic period are established. But if you read a

story so impatiently, the significance of the setting may slip by you. That
kind of reading is similar to traveling on interstate highways: A lot of

ground gets covered, but very little is seen along the way.
If we ask why a writer chooses to include certain details in a work,

then we are likely to make ~onnections that relate the details to some
larger purpose, such as the story’s meaning. The final scene in Godwin's

“A Sorrowful Woman” (p. 36 he spring, an ironic time for the

) occurs in ¢ '
action to be set because :stead of rebirth for the protagonist there is
only death. There 1s usually a re

ason for placing a story
the Scrivener” (p. I01), for examp

element in this chapter at
as Bartleby’s «dead-wall reveries” begin

graphic location an

16, takes on meamng bedfordstmartins.com/
o reflect his  meyerlit.
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faces walls; there is no view tO ™
a wall at che prison where he c:ﬁsét
indicates, this is “A Story of W >
or the physical details of a story ar o
frequently shed light on characte .
Melville transforms the walls 1

tations Bartleby sees and feels all 2 £ 2 setting can
Time, location, and the thSICE‘l features © & all be re].

s the social envy; J
evant to the overall purpose of 2 Sto? ISnoFt:SHl(ner’s “A Rose f;rrogm'ent 5
in which the characters are developed. serve as a foil for Emily My j
(p. 52) the chan%es in her Ssgu_t?f;;az‘:; as 2 “fallen monument Zstzrll;- 1
‘ st past. ohel . -" -
gﬁxg :::dapzcull)iar as the “stubb(_')rn and <:oquettlsli'11 decay” of hey
house. Neither she nor her house fits 1nto the modﬁeatin changes that o,
paving and transforming the town. Without the soc1h cogtext, this Story
would be mostly an account of a bizarre mgrder rather than an explo,,
tion of the conflicts Faulkner associated with the changing South, g,
ting enlarges the meaning of Emily’s actions. |
Not every story uses setting as a means of reveahqg Mood, ide,
meaning, or characters’ actions. Some stories have no Partlcylarly signif.
cant setting. It is entirely possible to envision a story in which two cha;
acters speak to each other about a conflict between them and little o p,
mention is made of the time or place they inhabit. If; however, a shift .
setting would make a serious difference to our understanding of a story,
then the setting is probably an important element in the work. Consider
how different “Bartleby, the Scrivener” would be if it were set in a relaxed
pleasant, sunny town in the South rather than in the grinding, limiting
materialism of Wall Street. Bartleby’s withdrawal from life would be less
comprehensible and meaningful in such a setting. The setting is integral

N
111 around him but does not speak o Im;,

The fo]}otving three stories— Ernest Hemingway’s “Soldier’s Home,
Fay Weldon’s “IND AFF, or Out of Love in Sarajevo,” and Muriel Spark’s

« : L) + :
The First Year of My Life” —include settings that serve to shape their
meanings.

SNOTT storieg

Ingway’ » including “Soldier’s Home,

S _ _
own dttempts to readjust to life back
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eoe 1n K ) ' : : Courtesy of the Ernest Hemingwa
1 4 ansas. There is d picture which shows Phowgr};phic Collection,]ohr%w '

him among his fraternity brothers, all of Fitzgerald Kennedy Library, Boston

therp wearing exactly }:he same height and style collar. He enlisted in the
Marines 1n 1917 and did not return to the United States until the second

division returned from the Rhine in the summer of 1919.

There is a picture which shows him on the Rhine with two German
girls and another corporal. Krebs and the corporal look too big for their
uniforms. The German girls are not beautiful. The Rhine does not show
in the picture.

By the time Krebs returned to his home town in Oklahoma the
greeting of heroes was over. He came back much too lare. The men from
the town who had been drafted had all been welcomed elaborately on
their return. There had been a great deal of hysteria. Now the reaction
had set in. People seemed to think it was rather ridiculous for Krebs to be

getting back so late, years after the war was over.
At first Krebs, who had been at Belleau Wood, Soissons, the Cham-

pagne, St. Mihiel, and in the Argonne® did not want to talk about the war
at all. Later he felt the need to talk but no one wanted to hear abour it.
His town had heard too many atrocity stories to be thrilled by actualities.
Krebs found that to be listened to at all he had to lie, and after he had
done this twice he, too, had a reaction against the war and against talk-
ing about it. A distaste for everything that had happ‘ened to him in the
war set in because of the lies he had told. All of the times that had been
able to make him feel cool and clear inside himself when h:e thought of
them: the times so long back when he had done the one thing, the only



