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Sornt'tirnt's, t)l' cour$c, the trilits wc cncount(.r arc minor and therefore
ttcgligilrlc, but ol'tcn tr trait may be a person's primary characteristic (not only
Irr l'iction but also in life). Thus, characters may be ambitious or lazy, serene
ol ilnxious, aggressive or fearful, thoughtful or inconsiderate, open or secre-
livt', confident or self-doubting, kind or cruel, quiet or noisy, visionary or prac-
I lt';r l, t'arcful or careless, impartial or biased, straightforward or underhanded,
"wirurt rs" or "losers," and so on. With this sort of list, to which you may add
rrl will, you can analyze and develop conclusions about character. For exam-
[1t., Mathilde in Maupassant's "The Necklace" indulges in dreams of unat-
lrrirr,rhlc wcalth and comfort and is so swept up in her visions that she scorns
Irll t'ornptrratively good life with her reliable but dull husband. It is fair to
hrr y I lln t this denial of reality is her major trait. It is also a major weakness, be-
| 'lr.(' Maupassant shows that her dream life harms her real life. A contrast is
n.r'n in thc speaker of Lowell's poem "Patterns," who is realistically facing
I l rr I rr r th that her hopes for happiness have been destroyed because of her fi-
,ln*"ri trattlefield death. By similarly analyzing the thoughts, actions, and
EI.'r'|('ll('( ,f the literary characters you encounter, you can also draw conclu-
rlotrs ,rlxrut their nature and their qualities.

Writing About Character

The People in Liternture

\ [ /riters of fiction create narratives that enhance and deepen our under-
Y Y standing of hurnan character and human life. Under the influences of

such pioneers as Freud, |ung, and Skinner, the science of psychology has in-
fluenced both the creation and the study of literature. it is well known that
Freud buttressed some of his psychological conclusions by referring to literary
works, especially plays by Shakespeare. Widely known films such as Spellbound
(7945) and The Snake Pit (i948) have popularized the relationships between lit-
erary character and psychology. Without doubt, the presentation and under-
standing of character is a major aim of fiction (and literature generally).

In literature, a character is a verbal representation of a human being.
Through action, speech, description, and commentary authors portray char-
acters who are worth caring about, cheering foq, and even loving, although
there are also characters you may laugh at, dislike, or even hate.

In a story or play emphasizing a major character, each action or speech is
part of a presentation of the complex combination of the inner and outer self that
constitutes a human being. \rVhereas in life things may "just happen," in litera-
ture all actions, interactions, speeches, and observations are deiiberate. Thus, you
read about important actions like a long period of work and sacrifice (Mau-

passant's "The Necklace" lChapter 1]), acts of quiet protest (Hardy's "The Three
Strangers"), or a young father's dream of freedom (Bierce's "An Occurrence at
Owl Creek Bridge"). By making such actions interesting, authors help you un-
derstand and appreciate not only their major characters but also life itself.

Character Tiaits

In studying a literary character, try to determine the character's outstandinq
fraits. A trait is a quality of mind or habitual mode of behavior that is eviderLt

in active and passive ways, such as never repaying borrowed money, giving
morai support to loved ones, being a person on whom people always rely, lis-
tening to the thoughts and problems of others, avoiding eye contact, taking thc
biggest portions, or aiways thinking oneself the center of attention.
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Distinguish Between Circumstances and Character Traits

Wlrrrr you study a fictional person, distinguish between circumstances and
r ltrrtrrllcr; lrrr circumstances have value only it' you show that they demonstrate
lntl,,ttt lrtttl /rui fs. Thus, if our friend sam wins a lottery, let us congratulate him
rrtr lrln lrrt'k; but the win does not say much about his characful-not much,
lltrrl.h,, rrrrk'ss you also point out that for years he has been regularly spend-
Ittg lrrrrrrlrt'ds of dollars each week for lottery tickets. In othenirords, -utir,g
l ltl llk rr( to win a lottery is a character trait but winning (or losing) ls izof .

( )r; h't rrs suppose that an author stresses the neatness of one chlracter and
lltr, aloppilr('ss of another. If you accept the premise that people care for their
ilrlrl'ril'rl1lr't'according to choice-and that choices develop from character-
yrfl | rrrl rrst' these details to make conclusions about a person,s self-esteem
trl ll11' 1,1.'1 of it. In short, when reading about characters in literature, look
luy,trrl clrt'rrmstances, actions, and appearances, and attempt to determine
wltrrl llrr,tr'_things show about characier. Always try to get from the outside
Il llrr, lrnirlr', for it is the internal qualities of characteithat determine ex-
lrt ttrrl lrlltrrvior.

How Authors Disclose Character in Literature

hrh nlly, ,rrrthors rely on five ways of bringing characters to life. Remember
lllil ynrr nlust use your own knowledge and experience to make judgments
lhrttl llrr.rltr,rlities of the characters.
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The Actions of Characters Reztcal'l'htir Quttlilirs

Wirat characters d0 is our best clue to understanding what they rtrc. For ex-

ample, the character Farquhar in Bierce's "An Occurrence at Ow1 Creek

Bridge" tries to sabotage the Union army's railway system near his country
estate. This action shows both loyalty (to the Confederate cause) and person-

al bravery, despite the fact that he is caught. Often characters are unaware of

the meaningg and implications of their actions. Smirnov in Chekhov's play The

Bear, 1or exanPle, woutrd be a fool to teach Mrs. Popov to use her dueling pis-

tol because she has threatened to kill him with it. Even before he recognizes

his love for het he is subconsciously aware of this love, and his potentially self-

desiructive action shows that his loving nature has overwhelmed his instinct

for self-preservation.
Like ordinary hurrLan beings, fictional characters do not necessarily un-

derstand how they may be changing or why they do the things they do. The

strong inner conflict experienced by the two women in Glaspell's short piay
Triflei brings out their character strength. Theoretically, they have an over-

riding obli[ation to the law, but they discover that they have an evr:n stronger

personal obligation to the accused killer Minnie. Hence they show their adapt-

iUitity and their willingness to alter their behavior as a result of ihe things

thev discover in the farmhouse kitchen.
' 

*, Authov's Descriptions Tbll lls About Characters

APPtylp;111c,, and environrnent reveal much about a character's Socjial and eco-

nemic status, and they also tell us about character traits. Mathilde in Mau-
oassant's "The Neckiace" dreams about wealth and unlimited purchasing

po*".. Although her unrealizable desires destroy her way of life, they also

iause her charactel strength to emerge. The descriptions of country folkways

in Hardy's "The Three Strangers" are independently interesting and unique,

but they also make plain the personal ioyalty of the peasants and their social

stability and soliditY'

Wat Cha.racters Say Reaeals What They Are Like

Although the speeches of most characters are functional-essential to keep-

ine the acti6n moving along-they provide material from which you may

drlw conclusions. When the second traveler of Hawthorne's "Young Cood-

man Brown" speaks, for example, he reveals his devious and deceptive nature

even thouglr ostensibiy he appears friendly. The lawmen in Trit'les speak

straightforirardly but w'ithout much understanding of the women in the story.

Theii speeches suggest that their characters are similarly straightforward, a1-

though thefu constant belittting of the two women indicates their inability to

understand others'

often, characters use speech to obscure their motives. The Federal

scout in Bierce's "An C)ccurrence at Owl Creek Bridge" is masquerading as

,r ( orrlt'tlr'r',rlt'soltlit'r;,tutl in sPt'akirrrt with lltt,m.ijor cltaractcr lLtrrluhar;
tvlto is ,t l.tttrlowttt't'itttcl a Confcclcrtrlc loyalist, he speaks conficlentially but
rL't civirrgly.'l'hc rr:sult of tl.re scout's lies is that Farquhar is led to believe that
Irt' ,,rn s.rli'ly buru the nearb\r bridge at Owl Creek. Farquhar makes the at-
l.rrrl'rt,.rucl of collrse he is caught by the Union troops. Comparably, in
I l,rnly's "'l'lrc Three Strangers" the first stranger, Timothy Summers, spLaks
,',r:.ilv .rntl comfortably in order to keep the natives-and the second stringex
llr I lir nglnan-from knowing his true identity. Even when he is alone with
llrr' I l.rrrgnran he speaks easily but ambiguously so that the hangman wiltr
Ir,rvt, rro clue about who he reallv is.

tNhat Others Say Tells lfs About a Character

I t1,,l r rt l y ing what characters say about each othet you can enhance your Lln-
r l.r',1, r r rtlirrg of the character being discussed. For example, the majoi charac-
lr,r rrr ( ilasi-rcll's Trifles is the farmwoman Minnie Wright. But Minnie never
,rl'l'r"n'c asir character, and we learn about her only through the conversa-
ll,rr:, lrr'lwecn Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters. It is from them that her character is
r.r'r',rk'tl rs irn oppressed woman who has finaly snapped and turned on her
nI rlrt i'\q()r' hcr husband.

Irrrrically, speeches often indicate something other than what the speak-
,r'. inl('.d, perhaps because of prejudice, stupidity, or foolishness. Noia, in
I r'( 111111111''1; "First Confession" tells about Jackie's lashing out at her with a
l,nll.r I'rrifc, but in effect she describes the boy's individuality just as she also
'11,,1 

111,1,,.; ht'r own spitef.ulness.

Tlrc Author, Speaking as a Storyteller or an Obseraer,
May Present ludgments About Characters

lvlrrrl llrt' arrthor, speaking as a work's authorial voice, says about a character
lrr rrrrrrrlly ltr:trrate, and the authorial voice can be accepted factually. Howev-
r'r rr'lr.rr tlrt' authorial voice interprets actions and characteristics, as in
Il,rrvllr.r'.rrs "YoungGoodman Bro!vn," theauthorhimself orherseif assumes
lln' rr,h' ol a rc'i.rder or critic, whose opinions are therefore open to question. For
llrl'r rr',rson, authors frequently avoid interpretations and devote thelr skill to ar-
r,ulllnli cvt'rrts and speeches so that readers can draw their own conclusions.

Typer of Characters: Round and Flat

l"i' rvr rlt'r'c,rn Present an entire life history of a protagonist, nor can each char-
rl h'r lrr ,r sttrry get "equal time" for development. Aicordingly, some charac-
h'l'rll,tnw lo hc full and alive, while others remain shadowv. The Britishrrrlllll .rrrtl t'r'itic E. M. Forster, in Aspects of the l,,louel, calls the two major
lt l,r', 'nrrrntl" irrtcl "flat."
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ol (l('v('l()l)lll('ltl rcslllts lrr.rtt lat:k ol knowkrclge or trrtclerstanclirtg, or L-vrfn l()rn
riltrpitlity or iuscnsitivity. Irlat charercters are not worthless in fiction, however,
lor llrcy highlight tl-re c{evelopment of the round characters, as with the law-
urcrr ilr ( ilasp'rell's Trifles and, the characters whom Goodman Brown meets in
I l,rwtlrorne's "Young Goodman Brown."

Usrrally, flat characters are minor (e.g., relatives, acquaintances, func-
lh rrr,r'it,s), but not all minor characters are necessarily flat. Sometimes flat char-

'lr l('r's (rrc prominent in certain types of literature, such as cowboy, police, and
r lllrr'livt'stories, where the focus is less on character than on performance. Such
r lr,r,rt l.rs rnight be lively and engaging, even though they do not undergo sig-
trlltr,rnt t'hange and development. They must be strong, tough, and clever
,'rrilrrlih to perform recurring tasks such as solving a crime, overcoming a vil-
Lrlrr, or lincling a treasure. The term stock character is often used to describe
, lr,r r,rllcrs in these repeating situations. To the degree that stock characters have
tilrilt| r'onlrllcln traits, they are representative of their class or group. such char-
rrr lur,, with vtrriations in names/ ages, and sexes, have been constant in litera-
Itllt' 'rltlt't' tltc ancient Greeks. Some regular stock or representative characters
,ul llrr irrst'rrsitive father, the interfering mother, the sassy youngs sister or
lrrr rllr,r, llrt' greedy politician, the harassed boss, the resour"ei",r] coivboy or de-
llr llr'r', llrc overbearing or henpecked husband, the submissive or nagging wife,
lltl rrlrru'rrt nrinded professol, the angry police captain, the lovable JrunL, and
llu, lr,rv rt rkr-gooder.

',1'r h t'lr.rrilcters are usually also flat as long as they do no more than per-
furr 111 11,,',,' rrrlt.s and exhibit conventional and unindividual traits. when they
l{ur.."r,r rro rrltitucles except those of their class, they are often called stereotype
r lr'r,rr l'r'r,, lrrtause they all seem to have been cast in the same mold.

lhrl rvlrlrr iruthors bring characters into focus, no matter what roles they
It,r h rr n r, llrl r'lraracters emerge from flatness and move into roundness. For ex-
ill;rls'. I ,rrrric Mallardof Chopin's "Thestoryof anHouf isahaditionalhouse.
rlllr, ,rrrr I ll rilrt' were no more than that she would be flat and stereotypical. But
lllrlr', r'lvlrrli the news that her husband has died, the roundness of her char-
Ir lr,t 1,, I'ror rlilrt orrt by her sudden and unexpected exhilaration at the prospect
ttl lr,lrrll rvrrlowccl ernd free. One may 

"ompare 
Louise with the title character

ttl I lrlr.rltr.lr l'ri "M iss Brill." At first Miss Brill seems dull. She almost literally has
l$r llh, 

'rrrr 
I rri ,r ('ll.lr;lcter she is flat. But the story demonstrates that she protects

lltlrr'll l,t' l r rr l r r llr,i ng in her remarkable inner liie of imagination and creativifi
llt.l lrrr llrl,, rr',rlrn she is to be judged as round. In sum,ihe ability to grow and
divrl, ,; , rr rrr I ,rt ljr rst to changing ciicumstances makes characters rounl and dy-
ff,lltth Alur.rrr . .1 tlrese traits makes characters flat and static.

l{t ir I i ty and Probability: Verisimilitude

Fhil., lr,r r ln lilliorr shoull be true to life. Therefore their actions, statements,
lfrl lllrrrlllrl,r nrr$t ,rll be what human beings are likety to do, say, and think

( )'t

Round Characters Are Three'7)itrt:rtsiortuI tnil l 'iItIikt

The basic frait of round characters is that we are told enor-rgh alrout them to

permit the conclusion that they are three-dimensional, rounded, authentic, menr-

trable, original, and true to life. They are the centers of our attention in mo:it

works of fiction. Their roundness and fullness are characteraedby both indi-

viduality and unpredictability, It is true that, like all humanbeings, round char

acters have inheient ,lualitiei that the circumstances of a story bring out, and'

therefore their full reirlization as characters is directly connected to the stories

in which they live tireir lives. Jackie, of o'Connor',s "First Confession," is round

and dynamil. W" I"urn from his adult narration that he has been a normal and

typical chiid, trying to maintain his sense of individuality amid what he con-

siders tobe embarrissing family circumstances. His thoughts about "solutions"

to his problems are of clurse greatly in excess, but when the time comes for

him to confess his "sins," he does not evade them but dutifully states every-

thing that he has been thinking, As amusingas his story is, his confession about

the f,uth of his inner thoughti constitutes the type of adjustment that charac-

terizes him as a round character.

A complementary quality about round characters is that they are often

dynamic. Dynamic characters recognize, change tuith, or adiusf fo ci.rcumstances.

Ti,e reverse-side of this coin is thit circumstances may also bring a dynamic

character to ruin. such changes may be shown in (1) an action or actions; (2)

the realization of new strength and therefore the affirmation of previous deci-

sions; (3) the acceptance o{ iew conditions and the need for making changes;

(4) the discorury of ,nr"cognized truths; or (5) the reconciliation of the charac-

ter witlr adverse conditionslWe may consider Minnie, in Glaspell's kifles, as dy-

namic. we learn that as a young woman she was happy and mtLsical, though

shy, but that she has been deprived and bli-gh,:d !l l't"t thirty-year marriagc

Finalty, however, a particulariy cruel action 6y her husband so.enrages her that

she bieaks out of her subservi'ent role and commits an act of violence' In short'

her action shows her as a dynamic character capable of radical and earthshak'

ing change. This is not to siy that only rorrnd characters are dynamic, for less

ri[r,it.u""t characters in a story may also be altered because of circumstances'

Because a round character plays a major role in a story, he or she is oftc'rr

called the hero or heroine. Some round characters are not particularly heroii 
'

however, so it is preferable to use the more neutral word protagonist (the "firsl

actor,,). The proiagonist is central to the action, moves against an antagonisl

(the ,,opposing actor,,), and exhibits the ability to adapt to new situations'

Flat Charactets Ate Simple and One-Dimensional!'

Unlike round characters, flat characters are not complex, but are simple anrl

one-dimensional. They may have no more than a single role to perform in ,r

,to,y,o,theymaybeassociatedwithnomorethanasingledominatingidt..r
Most flat characters end pretty much where they begin, and for th's reas(rrr

*u *uy think of them as static, not dynamic. often their absence of growllr hr tlrr, ' , rnr lrrr.rs l)rc,eented in the literary work. ihis is the standard of
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verisimilitude, probability, or plausibility. One may readily admit that
there are people in lite who perform tasks or exhibit characteristics that are

difficult or seemingly impossible (such as ahvays leading the team to victo-
ry, always getting A+'s on every test, always being cheerful and helpful, or
always understanding the needs of others). However, such characters in fic-
tion would not be true to life because they do not fit within normal or usuai
behavior.

You should therefore distinguish between what characters rnay passihly

do and what they most t'requently or most usually do. Thus, in Maupassant's
"The Neckiace," it is possible that Mathilde could be truthful and tell her
friend ]eanne Forrestier about the lost necklace. In light of Mathilde's pride'
and sense of self-respect, however, it is more in character for her and hel
husband to hide the loss and borrow money for a replacement, e'ven though
they must endure the harsh financial consequences for ten years. Granted
the possibilities of the story (either self-sacrifice or the admission of a fault
or a possible crime), i:he decision she makes with her husband is the more
probable one.

Nevertheless, probability does not rule out surprise or even exaggera-
tion. The sudden and seemingly impossible changes concluding The Bear,

for example, are not improbabie because Chekhov early in the play shows;

that both Mrs. Popov and Smirnov are emotional, somewhat foolish, anc
impulsive. Even in the face of their unpredictable embraces closing the play.
thc'st' qualities of character dominate their lives. For such individuals, sur-

prist' rniry bc rrcccptr:d as a probable condition of life.
Wri tcrs rcrrrlur probability of character in many ways. Works that at-

tt'nrpt to mirror lifc--realistic and naturalistic stories not unlike Maupas-
srrnt's "'['hc Necklace"-set up a pattern of ordinary, everyday probability
Less realistic conditions establish different frameworks of probability, irr

which characters are expected to be unusual, as in Hawthorne's "Young

Goodman Brown." Because a major way of explaining this story is thar

Brown is having a nightmarish psychotic trance, his bizarre and unnatural
responses are probable. Equally probable is the way the doctors explairr

Louise Mallard's sudden death at the end of Chopin's "The Story of arr

Hour" even though their smug analysis is totally and comically wrong.
You might also encounter works containing supernatural figures such a'

the second traveler in "Young Goodman Brown." You may wonder whetht'r

such characters are probable or improbable. Usually, gods and goddesst"
embody qualities of the best and most moral human beings, and devils lik,'
Hawthorne's guide take on attributes of the worst. However, you might rt
member that the devil is often given dashing and engaging qualities so th,rt

he can deceive gullible sinners and then drag them screaming into the fit'r''

pits of hell. The friendliness of Brown's guide is therefore not an improlr,r

ble trait. in judging characters of this or any other type, your best criteria ir r,'

probability, consisten.cy, and believabilit y.

Writing About Character

I lsrrally your topic wiil be a major character in a story or drama, arthough
'',.rr 

r.ight also study one or more minor characters. ,{r,", f""r"austomary,r'r'r'vi.!v, begin taking notes. List as many traits as yor aurr, and arso deter-rrrrr. Ir.w the author presents cletails aboui the character,rr-"silr.oons, ap_
rr(",i)rce/ speeches, comments by others, or authoriar exprariiions. If you
'11''1 11v1'1- unusual traits, determine what they show. The iolrowing sugges-
lh rrr5 .111g-l cluestions will help you get started.

Raise euestions to Discoaer ldeas

' who is the major character? what do you iearn about this character from his,r her actions and-speeches? From the speeches and actions ototr-,"r.tur-
,rctcrs? How else do you learn about the character?

' I krw important is the character to the work,s principar action? which char_
'rct('rs oppose the major character? How do the major character u"a ,r"ru op_
1r.si.g character(s) interact? r\4rat effects do these interactions create?

' what actions bring out important traits of the main character? To what de_
11rt'e is the character creafing events, or just responding to them?o I )r'scribe the main character's actions: Are they good or bad, interligent orstupid, deliberate or spontaneous? How ao tnllinetp y"" 

""a".rr"""a 
n*or lrim? What do they show about the character as a person?

' I )r'scribe. and explain,the traits, both major and mino1, of the character you
r)l'rn to discuss' To what extent do the traits permit you to judge tnu .nur-,rt,tcr.? What is your judgment?

r wlrar tlescriptions (if any) of how the character rooks do you discover intlr. skrry? what does thii appearance demonstrate about him or her?r lrr wlrat ways is the character's major trait a strength---or a weakness? Astlr. sr.ry progresses, to what degree does the haii become *or"-ton r"rrl
I 
rtr rrrr incnt?

r lri rlr. t'haracter round and dynamic? How does the character recognize,
r lt,rrrgt'with, or adjust to circumstances?

o ll llrt' clraracter you are anaryzrngis flat or static, what funcfion does he or,,lu' lx.rfirrm in the story (foi exinple, by doing a task or Uy U.i"gi"g .r,
, 1 r,tli I i('s of the major character)?

r I I I Irt' t haracter is a stereotype, to what type does he or she belong? To what
r I r'pi rr. r k rcs rrre character stay in the st#Jtypi.;i ;;;;r*" ro#'rnl"*,r lvlr'rl t. irry of the other characters d,o, siy, or think to give you under-
',t,rrrr li'g.[ th. characteJ you.l:e alalyzlng?'What does th;ha;;,", *y o.tlrrrk ,rlrrut hirnserf or herserf? w^uiao"! the storyteler or narrator say?I l.lv v.1l'1 .rc t,cse comments and insights? How herpftrl in providing in-rtliltlr; irrlo tltc clraracter?

r l', llrr't'lr,rr,rct.rlirilikc.runreal?Consistentorinconsistent?Berievabreor
rroI Irllicv,rlrlt,?
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Organize Your Essay Abou t ('lt rt rtr c l tr
Introduction Identify the character you are studying, aud refer to note*

worthy problems in cletermining this character's qualities.

Body Use your central idea and thesis sentence to create the form for the
body of your essay. Consider one of the following approaches to organize
your ideas and form the basis for your essay.

Develop a central trait or maior eharacteristic, such as "the habit of see-

ing the world only on one's own terms" (Miss Briil of Mansfield's "Miss
Bri11"). This kind of structure should be organized to show how the work
brings out the trait. For example, one story might use dramatic speeches

to bring the cherracter to iife (Minnie of Trifles). Another story might em-

ploy iust the character's speech and actions (the Third Stranger of Hardy's
"The Three Strangers"). Studying the trait thus enables you to focus on
the ways in which the author presents the character, and it also enables

you to focus on separate parts of the work,

Explain a character's growth or change. This type of essay describes a

character's traits at the work's beginning and then analyzes changes or
developments. It is important to stress the actual alterations as they
emerge, but at the same time to avoid retelling the story. Adclitionally,
you should not only describe the changing traits but also analyze how
they are brought out within the work, such as the dream of Goodman
Brown or Minnie Wright's long ordeal.

Organize your essay around central actions, objects, or quotaltions that
reveal prima4r characteristics. Key incidents may stand out (such as

using a breadknife to strike out against a Person), along with objects close-

Iy associated with the character being analyzed (such as a broken bird-
cage), There may be important quotations spoken by the c1'Laracter or by
someone else in the work. Show how such elements serve as signposts or
guides to understanding the character. (See the following illustrative essay

for an illustration of this type of development.)

Develop qualities of a flat character or charactets. If the character is flat
(such as the sheriff and county attorney in kifles or the servants in The

Bear),youmight develop topics such as the function and relative signif-
icance of the character, the group the character rePresents, the reiationship

of the flat character to the round ones, the importance of this relation-
ship, and any additional qualities or traits. For a flat character, you should

explain the circumstances or defects that keep the character from being

round, as well as the importance of these shortcomings in the author's

presentation of character.

Conclusion When bringing your essay to a close, show how the chara,'

ter's traits are related to the work as a whole. If the person was good but canrr'

to a bad end, does this misfortune make him or her seem especially wortht'i
If the person suffers, does the suffering suggest any attitudes about the clirr'r'

ot'ty1r'ol whit'lr ltc tlr sltc is a part? C)r cittcs it illustratc thc authgr's general
vit'rv ol hurnan lifc.? or both? Do the characteristics explain why the person
lrt'I1,s 111 hirrclers other characters? How does your essay help to ilear up first-
lr irt I i ng misunderstandings?

Illustrative Essay

The Character of Minnie Wright in Susan Glaspell,s Trifles.

Mlnnie wright is susan Glaspell's major charact er in Trifles.we learn about
Iror' however, not from seeing and hearing her, for she is not a speaking or
rrn acting character in the play, but rather from the secondhand evidence
lrrovided by the speaking characters. Lewis Hale, a neighboring farmer,
I.lls about Minnie's behavior after the dead body of her husband, John,
wils found. Mrs. Hale, Hale's wife, tells about Minnie,s young womanhood
nnd about how she became alienated from her nearest neighbors because
,l John's stingy and unfriendly ways. Both Mrs. Hale and Mrs. peters, the
slrorlfl's wife, make observations about Minnie based on the condition of
lror kitchen. From this information we get a full portrait of Minnie. who has
ultunge.d from passivity t . He, change i. char-
sutor ia.i

UdtohworkgsllLt
llre olot
ulturucter:
lctttpt, Martha mentions Minnie's attractive and colorfur dresles ,i a y*ng
wlmuur, even recalling a "white dress with blue ribbons,,(276, speech 134).
Mntlhn also recalls that Minnie, when young, was,,s*eei and pretty, but
htrrrl ol tlmid and-ftuttery" (275, speech to7;. tn light of these recoliections,
Mntllrn observes that Minnie had changed, and chlnged for the worse,
tltttltrg hor long years of marriage with John wright, who is characterized
rr "n nlw wind that gets to the bone" (275, speech 103). As more evidence
fu Mlnrrle's acceptance of her drab life, Mrs. peters says that Minnie asks
ftrt nrr rnore than an apron and a shawr when under arrest in the sheriff,s
lurtrro lhis modest clothing, as contrasted with the colorJul dresses of her
ylrrllr, turggests how her spirit has been suppressed.

/,1

1.

ttt

2.

lrl

lfl llte strd of

h ll,rr
,ttll ,t',"i lrrr tlris play

llua lt uhown by the discovery of her dead canary. we learn that Min-
f th, wlx) when young had been in love with music, has endured her
l'lrrarler,r farm home for thirty years. During this time her husband's con-
htttpl lrnrr rnade her life solitary, cheerless, unmusical, and depressingly
l,lrlrrvotl,hed. But her buying the canary (274, speech g7) suggests tie

h,

tt,ttlllr r
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reemergence of her love of song, just as it also sttl;1;tlsts ot lcasl a degree

of self-assertion. That her husband wrings the bird's ncck rnay thus be

seen as the cause not only of her immediate sorrow, shown by the dead

bird in a "pretty box" (275, speech 109), but also of the anger that marks

her change from a stock, obedient wife to a person angry enough to kill'

Ooary *O abused years on the farm, never having had children' she has

hadnothingcreativetodoexceptforneedleworklikethequilt.Mrs.Hale
comments-on the beauty of Minnie's log-cabin design (273' speech-72)

and observes the colorful patches of cloth in her sewing basket (273'

'p"""n71,s'D.).TheinferenceisthateventhoughMinnie,s]iiehasbeenO[rf, sne n"s been abte to indulge her characteristic love of color and

form-and also of warmth, granted the purpose of a quilt'

batd3"th ttn". Hale and Mrs. Peters interpret the breakdown of her

"tit.f,ing 
on the quilt as signs of her distress a-bout the dead canary and

also of her nervousness in planning revenge' Further' even though

nowhereintheplayisitsaidthatJohnisstrangledwithaquiltingknot'no
otherconclusionispossib|e.BothMrs.HaleandMrs.Petersagreethat
fvtinnle probably intended to knot the quilt rather than sew it in a quilt

stitch, and Glaipell pointedly causes the men to learn this detail even

thoughtheysco{fatitandignoreit'lnotherwords'welearnthatMinnie's
on ry 

"outf 

"t 
ior creativity-n Jedlework-has enabled he r to perform the

murder in the only way she can, by strangling John with a slip-proof quilt-

irg Xnot. Even thougtrher plan for the murder.is deliberate-Mrs' Peters

re"ports that the arrangement of the rope was "slrangei'and a "funny way

to.t<itl,lzzs,speechos)-Minnieisnotcoldorremorseless'Herpassivity
after the crime demonstrates that planning to evade guilt, beyond simple

Jeniat, is not in her character. She is not so diabolically creative that she

p[nt bt even understands the irony of strangling her husband in a way

.i*ifa to the way he killed the bird' Glaspell, however' makes this irony

Plain.

t6l lt is important to emphasize again thlt w.e learn about Minnie from oth-

ers. Nevertheless, ttiinnie is fuily realized, round, and poignant' For all her

adultlife,shehaspatienttyacceptedherdrabandcolorlessmarriage.ln
the dreary surroundings oi tn" Wtignt {arm, she suppresses her grudges'

just as she suppressel her prettiness, colorfulness' and creativity' ln

short,shehasbeerrnothingmorethanaflatcharacter.Thekillingofthe
canary, however, causes hJr to change and to destroy her husband in an

assertiverejectionofherstockroleasthesufferingwife.Sheisapatient
woman whose patience finally reaches the breaking point'

Commentary on the Essay

'l'lrc strategy of the argument of this essay is to use details from the story to
nilPlx)r't the central idea that Minnie Wright is a round, developing character.
I h'rrtt the essay illustrates strategy 3 described on page 72. other plans of or-
grrrriz,rtion could also have been chosen, such as the qualities of acquiescence,
furt'tllrrtlc, and potential for anger (strategy 1); the change in Minnie from sub-
ntlrrriirrrr to vengefulness (strategy 2); or the reported actions of Minnie,s
rltrp,lrr13, knotting quilts, and sitting in the kitchen on the morning after the
ltturrlt,r' (another way to use strategy 3).

lkrirrrse Minnie does not appear in the story but is described only in the
wilr'rlx rrl the major characters, the introductoryparagraph of the illuitrative
tmdy (l('irls with the way we learn about her. The essay thus highlights how
f rlnrlr'll uses methods 2 and 4 (see page 72) as the ways of rJndEring the
thrt'y'n rrririn charactef, while omitting strategies 1,3, and 5.

. .'l'lrl rssay's argument is developed through inferences made from details
[t lltr,rlory, namely Minnie's clothing (paragraph 2), her canary (paragraph
l), rtrrl lrt'r quilt (paragraphs 4 and S).the hsi piragraph summarizes a num-
Itll'rtl llrcsc dctails, and it also considers how Minnie transcends the stock
Itmllllpr ol her role as a farm wife and gains roundness as a result of her out-
Iilll n*,rlnst hc'r husband.

Ar n rilrrdy in composition, paragraph 3 demonstrates how discussion o{
I r;n tltr' ('hirrilcter trait, together with related details, can contribute to the
py'r.trrrrln ilrgument. The trait is Minnie's rove of music (shown by her ca-

flll t'tru rrrrrnccting details, selected from study notes, are the loss of music
ht llfp, lrt'r isolation, her lack of pretty clothing, the contemptibility of her
lkltl, ,rntl lrcr grief when putting the dead bird into the box. In short, the

lrlt wr',rvcs together enough mateaal to show the relationship between
r,lt'all .f loving -yrr: and the crisis of her developing ang".-u change
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[lttlr llr,r irs a round character.

lprelnl Topics for Studying and Discussing Character

l.mnrl'nr' llrt' ways in which actions and speeches are used to bring out
fhr r lrnr,r,'l.'r traits of Farquhar of "An oc.Lrr".,." at owl Creek B.llge,,
til.l rl ( irxrtlnran Brown of "yorng Goodman Brown.,,
Itttts rr lrrh'l t'ssay comparing the changes or developments of two major
tt hunrl llrrrlnt'tcrs in stories or plays included in Appendix D. you might
ilfil wttlr lrxrrt's such as what ihe characters are like at the beginniig;
rllll r orrllh'in tht'y confront, deal with, or avoid; or what qrutitl", uie
Ihtttllrt lrrl llrirl signal the charrges or developments.

!r!.,1!!tt,l' 
llrl rlralities and functions of two or more flat characters (e.g.,

llll ltutr lrr 'll'l/lr's .r tlre secondary characters in "The Story of an Hour;).

ho
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How do they bring out qualities of the major characters? What do you
discover about their own character traits?

Using Miss Brill ('Miss Brill"), Minnie Wright (Trifles), and Farquhar ("An
Occurrence at Owi Creek Bridge") as examples, describe the effects of
circumstance on character. Under the rubric "circumstance" you may con-
sider elements such as education, family, economic and social status,
wartime conditions, and geographic isoiation.

Write a brief story about an important decision you have made (e.g., pick-
ing a school, beginning or leaving a job, declaring a major, or ending a

friendship). Show how your own qualities of character (to the extent that
you understand them), together w,ith your own experiences, have gone
into the decision. You may write more comfortably if you give yourself
another name and describe your actions in the third person.

Topics for parag;raphs or short essays:

a. What characteristics of the speaker are brought out by Amy Lowell in
"Patterns"? Should the classifications "round" and"flat" even apply
to her? Why or why not?

b. Why does the speaker of Matthew Arnold's "Dover Beach" philoso-
phize about the darkness and the pounding surf nearby? What qual-
ities of character do his thoughts reveal?

c. Consider this proposition: To friends who haven't seen us for a time,
we are round, but to ourselves and most other people, we are flat.

Writing About point of View
The Position or Stance

of the Work's I'{qrrntor or Speaker

Hl ilffi:TiJfiL:*' to the speaker, na*ator, person4 or voice cre-
[11(,rls. poinf of .r.,^, ;111!]j^lT1i"t ltsY*ents, andlxprurrittjt lur rnaf t h I s r r r t'' r s' point or 

"ie* r""o r,,"i ffi;):;";:";ilr, r";fl i,xlli,T*ff n'l*,lrr.rvt'r a,d recorcrer'i:iil:+'i.ir;" which the speaker,s sociar, po-
lll',1'l.'li'l l;il3;:::['ffi:x';T*:' Inl"***,ve For ,il,, .",,",, poini or

A rrrtr,rs tr; ;;; ;;l- rn mcr-a IL^i- - fPects of literary study.

5.

Arrrtr,rs trv not onlv to make;il;;;;"ffi;fiH",Tffrlldng 
tr.,"i.

:iiil':ill:ll'l:; ]l::::::::',i:l r"'#". io'u a,u-,ric perrormance: rn alh, rrt,krrs are themselves, but i;;;;;;;", i;Z;?;;:;;:;;;:ffi;i;:
ll,,|;l l' l:;; 

j l];l*::*',,::ril ,l1-. 
;. y"",1 *.rks, nor on r y d o au thorsttt, I 16 1 1, t'^ a r, cters *ho 

.d.o,i," " 
rr.*g, u, ; ;,;;"16 :*.,f il _T :ilX:::

|,ly* lf lliff:T:f.^y:::H;1;;;il, ", 
r,ank o,connor,s .,First 

Con_ttt " wtro rx rt'rrine about evenrs that occurrJ#ffi"Tf:Hij'ffi1;
1lm II ; ; lll ::*::* ";;;;' ;#,?,1,n,", knowredse or the ac-rv, r r I r. r r s r r rrc a rso i n dicates ril;;; ;; ffi ffi:S:,t",iTr:#ffi
l[ilill;,pi:,Htt:li?:Jlg::#,u*"d,,u*ud.or-ilu,ay,,,lFrlur'.,,lrl,riun, n]","rrr rha n^-*^-^-, - Lve.to make us sympatheticlut''r opi11i1;1rs about th. "I"-"--.;::'::'l:.:: "'T" Y: sympathetic

!.i 
r,,;r, r,1,,, r. 

^ ;ffi;j#"t}:ffi;#ff ff:g:h 
or the rough a;;

l',:1,:11;il,:,;lTl*:i:1fi ;;I-:',1:1i""::#Tf ,'llT,'"";lU r111;11;q,1.,,.1 as the ce 
"- LrLqrrat6 4 rtdrratlve v-orce, Point of view

lltrl llll.r'r tn. fictional-33:l*-:l 
guiding intelligence * ;;t;'k-

llhl6 t, ,,r.,,.ir,, ,,,,, --]l.l-llerte.nce 
and_presents oniy the most im-thlf t' l, r,;1,,,1,, ;h;_;*^ 

L^ysrrcrrce ano presents only the most im_

ffi lllii j; jri:liir$;r",ii.t:fi :riil,H,t* j:",*:
['tr r r r rr.r, r trt, 1,1ri nr of view or guil i;;i;;;ilil.Ti]X"11:Tl;
:r}'ii::'l ll : ;i, ; T ll'::t':i: r"; ".d:"",",0, ^g 

or the pa inter,il|, lltrr psrl111 ,,f irl,* I'^"rrD 
crrtq urtuerstandlng of the painter's

li ff,,,i;ll;iir,,lf:#:;:l"H:ilx;:"#1:J,:xil;t r r.u l, il r, rr t, r, r l' l )1 
r1.,1; - r,r.,c rvrorqr; ;;.; ri"Itsffi1.T,"iilflk;lltlIltl lx, r,\l,r\,1(\l t()

t1 lrr,lrrrr,t.r , ), tris ,,.i,,,.i1r,:r,Y:,::::l'lt ",pinions 
uuoriJi," i,;;;i,i;

,l
q lrr,lrrrr,r.r r ir rris Pri111.i1.,,,, .r,'".".,X, ;[,#j,r", 

aoout the Itaughty
fiu,r*r ,, r,rrfi,'iN ir,,',,u..uriu,,r, ,raktr ni. 
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