What is Character?
Characters are the “actors” in the story.  
Certain types of characters appear in many stories. 

· The protagonist is the central character (person, animal, or personified object) in the plot's conflict. Not the classic “good guy.”  In fact, the protagonist can be a criminal, a mental patient, a liar, or the devil himself.
· The antagonist is the force in conflict with the protagonist. It is not always the classic bad guy.  It may be society, nature, or fate, as well as another person. It can also be the protagonist's own self, if he or she has an internal conflict.  
· The character foil is a person, thing, or force present in the story to illuminate the traits of another character, thing, or force.  It is not always the opposite, but it may be.  Some famous character foils would be the wise cracking, lightning fast Bugs Bunny and the slow witted, speech challenged Elmer Fudd: Don Quixote is dreamy, impractical, and thin, and Sancho Panza is realistic, practical, and fat. Sherlock Holmes is tall and lean; Doctor Watson is rotund and bumbling.
Character development shows the many traits and behaviors that give the literary character the complexity of a realistic human being. The amount of character development affects the quality of the story: 

· A flat character is not fully developed; we know only one side of the character (very good, bad, funny, gloomy – the character is one-dimensional).  Flat characters often appear as minor players in a story or as simplistic creatures in children’s fairy tales.
· A round character is fully-developed, with many traits--bad and good—and many conflicts.  We feel that we know the character so well that he or she has become a real person. They are multi-dimensional
· Character development involves a process, with perfectly flat characters at one end and very round ones at the other. Every character lies somewhere on this continuum. Round characters are usually considered an indication of literary quality. However, characters in folktales are almost always flat, and flatness is appropriate for minor characters in modern literature for children. 

The amount of change in a character over the course of the story also affects its quality: 

· A static character is one who does not experience a basic character change during the course of the story.  In current fiction, an unchanged character is not always an indication of the quality of the work as it once did.  Today, we can appreciate the humor or irony of a character who experiences multiple conflicts and crises and then returns to the same behavior that triggered the action of the story (example: Dumb and Dumber)
· A dynamic character is one who experiences a basic change in character through the events of the story. This change is mainly internal and may be sudden, but the events of the plot should make it seem inevitable. Audiences appreciate and identify with a character who learns from experience and adapts to the changes (be they positive or negative changes).
Character Building

An author uses two methods to build character: direct characterization or indirect characterization.

Direct characterization is when the author tells the reader about the character.  There is no guessing or inference involved, rather the qualities are simply stated.  Ms. Gerber is old; Sam is beautiful; Joseph is a simpleton.
Indirect characterization is when an author shows the reader the character in action and the reader must infer the character’s qualities.  Ms. Gerber walked with the dinosaurs; Sam received 14 invitations to the prom from 14 celebrity hunks; Joseph ate paste for lunch.
The Characteristics of a Person - 
For a story to seem real, its characters must seem real.  Some characters are so commanding in fact they may actually define a film (e.g. Forest Gump in Forest Gump; Tony Montana in Scarface; Jeff Spicoli in Fast Times at Ridgemont High; Hannibal Lecter of The Silence of the Lambs).  Sometimes a compelling character can even outshine a mediocre plot  (e.g. Ace Venture in Ace Ventura, Pet Detective; Pirates of the Caribbean: Captain Jack Sparrow in The Curse of the Black Pearl, or Inspector Clousseau in  The Pink Panther) Characterization is the information the author gives the reader about the characters themselves.  The author may reveal a character in several ways: 

Authors provide a number of clues for the reader to understand a character. When seeking to understand a character, look to the following techniques for evidence.  Think STEAL

1. Speech 
• We know much about a person by what he or she says. Also, we know much about a person by how the person says something. Is the character ironic? Dull? Sarcastic? Wise? What about an accent, diction? 

When analyzing a character, list some dialogue that shows some characteristics of the character. (Remember, this should be important dialogue that shows us something about the character.)
2. Thoughts and Feelings 

• Look for thoughts and feelings of a character that demonstrates some characteristics of the character. (Thoughts can be buoyant, excited, miserable, anxious, meditative, etc)

· If a character always feels guilty, what does this say about the person? Does he have a low self-esteem? Has he or she done something they regret? 

• List thoughts and feelings for each character. Then, analyze how these thoughts and feelings define the characteristics of each character. 
3. Effect on others/Other Characters’ reactions
• We can learn about a character when another character or the narrator says something about him or her. 

• We can also learn about the character by what that character says about another character in the story.
4. Actions
• We know much about a person by the way he or she behaves. If the person cries often, we assume something about his or her character. If a man is always breaking up with his girlfriends, there is something we can assume about him, etc.

To begin, list actions for each character. Then, analyze how these actions define the characteristics of each character.
5.  Looks and Name
• One possible place to look for analysis is in the names of the characters. Is there some biblical or mythological reference? Does the sound of the name itself suggest an emotion or attitude?  

(Example: In Sandra Cisneros’ novel House On Mango Street, The protagonist’s name is Esperanza, which means hope in Spanish.)

• A character's appearance is telling. Before writing a character analysis paper, list the qualities of appearance that the author has given you. Then try to analyze how the appearance develops the character. 
