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Glossary on Character and Characterization.
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	(2) Characters are the persons presented in a dramatic or narrative work, who are interpreted by the reader as being endowed with moral, dispositional, and emotional qualities that are expressed in what they say – the dialogue – and by what they do – the action. The grounds in the characters’ temperament, desires, and moral nature for their speech and actions constitute their motivation. A character may remain essentially ”stable,” or unchanged in outlook and dispositions, from beginning to end of a work (Prospero in The Tempest, Micawber in Dickens’ David Copperfield, 1849 – 50), or may undergo a radical change, either through a gradual development (the title character in Jane Austen’s Emma, 1816) or as the result of a crisis (Shakespeare’s King Lear, Pip in Dickens’ Great Expectations). Whether a character remains stable or changes, the reader of a traditional, realistic work expects ”consistency” – the character should not suddenly break off and act in a way not plausibly grounded in his or her temperament as we have already come to know it. E. M. Forster, in Aspects of the Novel (1927), introduced popular new terms for an old distinction by discriminating between flat and round characters. A flat character (also called a type, or ”two-dimensional”), Forster says, 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; such a character therefore is as difficult to describe with any adequacy as a person in real life, and like most persons is capable of surprising us. Almost all dramas and narratives, properly enough, have some characters who serve merely as functionaries and are not characterized at all, as well as other characters who are relatively flat: there is no need, in Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part 1, for Mistress Quickly to be as globular as Falstaff. The degree to which characters need to be three-dimensional depends on their function in the plot; in many types of narrative, such as in the detective story or adventure novel or farce comedy, even the protagonist usually is two- dimensional. Sherlock Holmes and Long John Silver do not require, for their own excellent literary roles, the roundness of a Hamlet, a Becky Sharp, or a Jay Gatsby. In his Anatomy of Criticism (1957), Northrop Frye has proposed that even lifelike characters are identifiable variants, more or less individualized, of stock types which are inherited from prior literary genres; examples in the comic genre are the self-deprecating ”eiron,” the boastful ”alazon,” and the ”senex iratus,” or choleric old father. (See stock characters.) A broad distinction is frequently made between alternative methods for characterizing (i.e., establishing the distinctive characters of) the persons in a narrative: showing and telling. In showing (also called ”the dramatic method”), the author merely presents the characters talking and acting and leaves the reader to infer what motives and dispositions lie behind what they say and do. In telling, the author intervenes authoritatively in order to describe, and often to evaluate, the motives and dispositional qualities of the characters. For example, in the fine opening chapter of Pride and Prejudice (1813), Jane Austen first shows us Mr. and Mrs. Bennet as they talk to one another about the young man who has just rented Netherfield Park, then tells us about them, and so confirms and expands the inferences that the reader has already begun to make from what has been shown: 

Mr. Bennet was so odd a mixture of quick parts, sarcastic humour, reserve, and caprice, that the experience of three-and-twenty years had been insufficient to make his wife understand his character. Her mind was less difficult to develop. She was a woman of mean understanding, little information, and uncertain temper. 

Especially since the novelistic theory and practice of Flaubert and Henry James, a critical tendency has been to consider ”telling” a violation of artistry and to recommend only the technique of ”showing” characters; authors, it is often said, should efface themselves in order to write ”objectively,” ”impersonally,” or ”dramatically.” Such judgments, however, glorify a modern kind of artistic limitation which is suited to particular novelistic effects, and decry an alternative method of characterization which all the greatest novelists, until recently, have employed to produce masterpieces. (See point of view.) Innovative writers in the present century – including novelists from James Joyce to French writers of the new novel, and authors of the dramas and novels of the absurd and other experimental forms – often present the persons in their works in ways which run counter to the earlier way of analyzing them as lifelike characters who manifest in what they say and do a consistent substructure of individuality. Recent structuralist critics have undertaken to dissolve even the life- like characters of traditional novels into a system of literary conventions and codes which are naturalized by the readers; that is, readers project lifelikeness upon them by assimilating them to their conceptions of individuals in real life. Such conceptions about individuality, however, are in turn analyzed by a thoroughgoing structuralist as consisting of nothing more than intersections, or ”nodes,” of cultural stereotypes and conventions. See structuralist criticism and text and writing (ecriture), and refer to Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics (1975), Chap. 9, ”Poetics of the Novel.” On the traditional problems and methods of characterization, including discussions of showing and telling, see in addition to E. M. Forster (above), Percy Lubbock, The Craft of Fiction (1926); Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (1961), especially Chaps. l – 4; W. J. Harvey, Character and the Novel (1966); Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg, The Nature of Narrative (1966). 

Source: Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms, Holt, Rinehard and Winston, 1988
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	The characters in a narrative work are fictional representations. They are motivated to act as they do, just as are people in real life. They may remain essentially stable, i.e. unchanged in their outlook and dispositions, throughout the course of the narrative, or they may undergo various degrees of change, either slowly and gradually or as the result of a crisis of some sort. Irrespective of whether a character remains stable or undergoes some change, he is not credible as a character unless he shows consistency in his behaviour. This is not to say that he cannot occasionally surprise us, but the surprise must still be grounded in his temperament and general make-up as we have come to know it from his previous conduct.” 

Source: Rotter/Bendl: Your Companion to English Literary Texts. Volume I. Manz, 1995

[Rest of text: see copies!]




