Writing About Character
The People in Literature

riters of fiction create narratives that enhance and deepen our under-
Wstanding of human character and human life. Under the influences of
such pioneers as Freud, Jung, 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
(1945) and The Snake Pit (1948) 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 for, 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. Whereas in life things may “just happen,” in litera-
ture all actions, interactions, speeches, and observations are deliberate. Thus, you
read about important actions like a long period of work and sacrifice (Mau-
passant’s “The Necklace” [Chapter 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 ur-
derstand and appreciate not only their major characters but also life itself.

Character Traits

In studying a literary character, try to determine the character’s outstanding
traits. A trait is a quality of mind or habitual mode of behavior that is evident
in active and passive ways, such as never repaying borrowed money, giving
moral 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 the
biggest portions, or always thinking oneself the center of attention.
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Sometimes, of course, the traits we encounter are minor and therefore
negligible, but often a trait may be a person’s primary characteristic (not only
in fiction but also in life). Thus, characters may be ambitious or lazy, serene
or anxious, aggressive or fearful, thoughtful or inconsiderate, open or secre-
tive, confident or self-doubting, kind or cruel, quiet or noisy, visionary or prac-
tical, careful or careless, impartial or biased, straightforward or underhanded,
‘winners” or “losers,” and so on. With this sort of list, to which you may add
at will, you can analyze and develop conclusions about character. For exam-
ple, Mathilde in Maupassant’s “The Necklace” indulges in dreams of unat-
tainable wealth and comfort and is so swept up in her visions that she scorns
her comparatively good life with her reliable but dull husband. It is fair to
siy that this denial of reality is her major trait. It is also a major weakness, be-
tause Maupassant shows that her dream life harms her real life. A contrast is
soen in the speaker of Lowell’s poem “Patterns,” who is realistically facing
the truth that her hopes for happiness have been destroyed because of her fi-
ANce’s battlefield death. By similarly analyzing the thoughts, actions, and
speeches of the literary characters you encounter, you can also draw conclu-
slons about their nature and their qualities.

Distinguish Between Circumstances and Character Traits

When you study a fictional person, distinguish between circumstances and
tharacter, for circumstances have value only if you show that they demonstrate
Wiportant traits. Thus, if our friend Sam wins a lottery, let us congratulate him
i hiw luck; but the win does not say much about his character—not much,

that Is, unless you also point out that for years he has been regularly spend-

I hundreds of dollars each week for lottery tickets. In other words, making

the elfort to win a lottery is a character trait but winning (or losing) is not.
01, let us suppose that an author stresses the neatness of one character and

e sloppiness of another. If you accept the premise that people care for their
Appwarance according to choice—and that choices develop from character—
YUl can use these details to make conclusions about a person’s self-esteem
ol the lack of it. In short, when reading about characters in literature, look
Beyond circumstances, actions, and appearances, and attempt to determine
What these things show about character. Always try to get from the outside
W the inside, for it is the internal qualities of character that determine ex-
Wil behavior.

How Authors Disclose Character in Literature

Wasially, authors rely on five ways of bringing characters to life. Remember
WAl you must use your own knowledge and experience to make judgments
Al the qualities of the characters.
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The Actions of Characters Reveal Their Qualities

What characters do is our best clue to understanding what they are. For ex-
ample, the character Farquhar in Bierce’s “An Occurrence at le 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 chargcters are u’naware of
the meanings and implications of their actions. Smirnov in Chekhov’s play T.he
Bear, for example, would 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 her, he is subconsciously aware of this love, and his potentia.lly sglf—
destructive action shows that his loving nature has overwhelmed his instinct
for self-preservation. '

Like ordinary human 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 play
Trifles brings out their character strength. Theoretically, they have an over-
riding obligation to the law, but they discolver.that they have an even §tronger
personal obligation to the accused killer, Minnie. Hence they show their ad.apt—
ability and their willingness to alter their behavior as a result of the things
they discover in the farmhouse kitchen.

The Author’s Descriptions Tell Us About Characters

Appearance and environment reveal much about a charfacter’s sqci;al {ﬂnd eco-
nomic status, and they also tell us about character traits. Mathilde in Mfau-
passant’s »The Necklace” dreams about wealth and unhmiteq purchasing
power. Although her unrealizable desires destroy her way of life, they also
cause her character strength to emerge. The descriptigns of cquntry folkways
in Hardy’s “The Three Strangers” are independently interesting and unique,
but they also make plain the personal loyalty of the peasants and their social

stability and solidity.

What Characters Say Reveals What They Are Like

Although the speeches of most characters are funct.ional—esser}tial to keep-
ing the action moving along—they provide material from w%uch you may
draw conclusions. When the second traveler of Hawthorne’s ! You.ng Good-
man Brown’ speaks, for example, he reveals his devious and cl'ecepﬁlve nature
even though ostensibly he appears friendly. The lawmen in TI.’IﬂBS speak
straightforwardly but without much understandlpg f)f the women in the story.
Their speeches suggest that their characters are 51m'11ar.1y stralgh.tfgrwa}r.d, al-
though their constant belittling of the two women indicates their inability to
5 others.
undgfsttzgficharacters use speech to obscure their mo-tives. The ngera]
scout in Bierce’s “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” is masquerading as
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o Confederate soldier, and in speaking with the major character Farquhar,
who is a landowner and a Confederate loyalist, he speaks confidentially but
deceivingly. The result of the scout’s lies is that Farquhar is led to believe that
he can safely burn the nearby bridge at Owl Creek. Farquhar makes the at-
tempt, and of course he is caught by the Union troops. Comparably, in
Hardy’s “The Three Strangers” the first stranger, Timothy Summers, speaks
casily and comfortably in order to keep the natives—and the second stranger,
the Hangman—from knowing his true identity. Even when he is alone with
the Hangman he speaks easily but ambiguously so that the hangman will
have no clue about who he really is.

What Others Say Tells Us About a Character

lly studying what characters say about each other, you can enhance your un-
derstanding of the character being discussed. For example, the major charac-
terin Glaspell’s Trifles is the farmwoman Minnie Wright. But Minnie never
Appears as a character, and we learn about her only through the conversa-
Hons between Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters. It is from them that her character is
Ievealed as an oppressed woman who has finally snapped and turned on her
uppressor, her husband.

Ironically, speeches often indicate something other than what the speak-
¢In Intend, perhaps because of prejudice, stupidity, or foolishness. Nora, in
trConnor’s “First Confession” tells about Jackie’s lashing out at her with a
bitter knife, but in effect she describes the boy’s individuality just as she also
discloses her own spitefulness.

The Author, Speaking as a Storyteller or an Observer,
May Present Judgments About Characters

What the author, speaking as a work’s authorial voice, says about a character
In timnally accurate, and the authorial voice can be accepted factually. Howev-
¥t when the authorial voice interprets actions and characteristics, as in
Hawthorne's “Young Goodman Brown,” the author himself or herself assumes
the tule of a reader or critic, whose opinions are therefore open to question. For
Ihinivason, authors frequently avoid interpretations and devote their skill to ar-
iging events and speeches so that readers can draw their own conclusions.

Types of Characters: Round and Flat

N writer can present an entire life history of a protagonist, nor can each char-
A astory get “equal time” for development. Accordingly, some charac-
W grow to be full and alive, while others remain shadowy. The British
Wavilist and critic E. M. Forster, in Aspects of the Novel, calls the two major
e “round” and “flat.”

e
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Round Characters Are Three-Dimensional and Lifelike

The basic trait of round characters is that we are told enough about them to
permit the conclusion that they are three-dimensional, rounded, authentic, mem-
orable, original, and true to life. They are the centers of our attention in most
works of fiction. Their roundness and fullness are characterized by both indi-
viduality and unpredictability. It is true that, like all human beings, round char-
acters have inherent qualities that the circumstances of a story bring out, and
therefore their full realization as characters is directly connected to the stories
in which they live their lives. Jackie, of O’Connor’s “First Confession,” is round
and dynamic. We learn from his adult narration that he has been a normal and
typical child, trying to maintain his sense of individuality amid what he con-
siders to be embarrassing family circumstances. His thoughts about “solutions”
to his problems are of course 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 amusing as his story is, his confession about
the truth of his inner thoughts 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 with, or adjust to circumstances.
The reverse side of this coin is that circumstances may also bring a dynamic
character to ruin. Such changes may be shown in (1) an action or actions; )
the realization of new strength and therefore the affirmation of previous deci-
sions; (3) the acceptance of new conditions and the need for making changes;
(4) the discovery of unrecognized truths; or (5) the reconciliation of the charac-
ter with adverse conditions. We may consider Minnie, in Glaspell's Trifles, as dy-
namic. We learn that as a young woman she was happy and musical, though
shy, but that she has been deprived and blighted by her thirty-year marriage.
Finally, however, a particularly cruel action by her husband so enrages her thal
she breaks out of her subservient 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 say that only round characters are dynamic, for less
significant 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 often
called the hero or heroine. Some round characters are not particularly heroic,
however, so it is preferable to use the more neutral word protagonist (the “firs!
actor”). The protagonist is central to the action, moves against an antagonisl
(the “opposing actor”), and exhibits the ability to adapt to new situations.

Flat Characters Are Simple and One-Dimensional

Unlike round characters, flat characters are not complex, but are simple and
one-dimensional. They may have no more than a single role to perform in i
story, or they may be associated with no more than a single dominating idea,
Most flat characters end pretty much where they begin, and for this reason
we may think of them as static, not dynamic. Often their absence of growth
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or development results from lack of knowledge or understanding, or even from
stupidity or insensitivity. Flat characters are not worthless in fiction, however,
for they highlight the development of the round characters, as with the law:
men in Glaspell’s Trifles and the characters whom Goodman Brown meets in
IHawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown.”
Usually, flat characters are minor (e.g., relatives, acquaintances, func-
llonaries), but not all minor characters are necessarily flat. Sometimes ﬂa’t char-
Acters are prominent in certain types of literature, such as cowboy, police, and
tetective stories, where the focus is less on character than on performance. Such
tharacters might be lively and engaging, even though they do not undergo sig-
fificant change and development. They must be strong, tough, and clever
snough to perform recurring tasks such as solving a crime, overcoming a vil-
luin, or finding a treasure. The term stock character is often used to describe
tharacters in these repeating situations. To the degree that stock characters have
ANy common traits, they are representative of their class or group. Such char-
Atlers, with variations in names, ages, and sexes, have been constant in litera-
I since the ancient Greeks. Some regular stock or representative characters
v the insensitive father, the interfering mother, the sassy younger sister or
Buther, the greedy politician, the harassed boss, the resourceful cowboy or de-
: I live, the overbearing or henpecked husband, the submissive or nagging wife
; e absent-minded professor, the angry police captain, the lovable drunk and/
e lown do-gooder. ’
Sluck characters are usually also flat as long as they do no more than per-
i their roles and exhibit conventional and unindividual traits. When they
PR o attitudes except those of their class, they are often called stereotype
thatacters, because they all seem to have been cast in the same mold. e
il when authors bring characters into focus, no matter what roles they

P, the characters emerge from flatness and move into roundness. For ex-
Aple, Louise Mallard of Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour” is a traditional house-
W and if she were no more than that she would be flat and stereotypical. But

W Iwceiving the news that her husband has died, the roundness of her char-
W s Brought out by her sudden and unexpected exhilaration at the prospect
Wiy widowed and free. One may compare Louise with the title character
WEMnateld’s “Miss Brill.” At first Miss Brill seems dull. She almost literally has
U and as o character she s flat. But the story demonstrates that she proytects
sl by Indulging in her remarkable inner life of imagination and creativity,
wl I this reason she is to be judged as round. In sum, the ability to grow anci
Wl and adjust to changing circumstances makes characters round and dy-
S Almence of these traits makes characters flat and static, ¢

Reality and Probability: Verisimilitude

S I fiction should be true to life. Therefore their actions, statements
i hin must all be what human beings are likely to do, say, and thinlé
10 e conditions presented in the literary work. This is the standard of
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verisimilitude, probability, or plausibility. One may readily admit that
there are people in life who perform tasks or exhibit characteristics that are
difficult or seemingly impossible (such as always 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 usual
behavior.

You should therefore distinguish between what characters may possibly
do and what they most frequently or most usually do. Thus, in Maupassant’s
“The Necklace,” it is possible that Mathilde could be truthful and tell her
friend Jeanne 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 her
husband to hide the loss and borrow money for a replacement, even thougkh
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), the 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 improbable 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.
these qualities of character dominate their lives. For such individuals, sur-
prise may be accepted as a probable condition of life.

Writers render probability of character in many ways. Works that at-
tempt to mirror life—realistic and naturalistic stories not unlike Maupas-
sant’s “The Necklace”—set up a pattern of ordinary, everyday probability.
Less realistic conditions establish different frameworks of probability, in
which characters are expected to be unusual, as in Hawthorne’s “Young
Goodman Brown.” Because a major way of explaining this story is tha!
Brown is having a nightmarish psychotic trance, his bizarre and unnatural
responses are probable. Equally probable is the way the doctors explain
Louise Mallard’s sudden death at the end of Chopin’s “The Story of an
Hour” even though their smug analysis is totally and comically wrong.

You might also encounter works containing supernatural figures such as

the second traveler in “Young Goodman Brown.” You may wonder whethe:

such characters are probable or improbable. Usually, gods and goddesses
embody qualities of the best and most moral human beings, and devils like

Hawthorne’s guide take on attributes of the worst. However, you might re
member that the devil is often given dashing and engaging qualities so thal

he can deceive gullible sinners and then drag them screaming into the fierv

pits of hell. The friendliness of Brown’s guide is therefore not an improba

ble trait. In judging characters of this or any other type, your best criteria arv

probability, consistency, and believability.
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Writing About Character

Usuall y your topic will be a major character in a story or drama, although
you npght also study one or more minor characters. After your c/ustomagr

overview, begin taking notes. List as many traits as you can, and also deter}—]
mine how the author presents details about the character throlugh actions, ap-
pearance, speeches, comments by others, or authorial explanations. If / opu
discover unusual traits, determine what they show. The followin éu ye -
tions and questions will help you get started. 5 oueEes

Raise Questions to Discover Ideas

* Whois thg major character? What do you learn about this character from his
or her actions and speeches? From the speeches and actions of other char-
acters? How else do you learn about the character?

. l low important is the character to the work’s principal action? Which char-
acters oppose the major character? How do the major character and the op-
posing character(s) interact? What effects do these interactions create?

. WhaF actions bring out important traits of the main character? To what de-

gree is the character creating events, or just responding to them?

l. )('sgrlbe tl?e main character’s actions: Are they good or bad, intelligent or

st LlRld, deliberate or spontaneous? How do they help you understand her

or him? What do they show about the character as a person?

I )l( 'scrtlbz .and explain the traits, both major and minor, of the character you

plan to discuss. To what extent do the traits permit j

: ou to =
dcter? What is your judgment? F ¢ Judee the char

\;Vh.jl descriptions (if any) of how the character looks do you discover in

the story? What does this appearance demonstrate about him or her?

In what ways is the character’s major trait a strength—or a weakness? As

()[y pr g SEeS h
7
” e st ogresses, to w at deglee d()es t}le tr ait bEC()IIle more (OI IESS)

. ’ y O 1
l; the (ha.racter rognd and dynamic? How does the character recognize
change with, or adjust to circumstances? ,

. IIl the c};aracter you are analyzing is flat or static, what function does he or
whe perform in the story (for example, b i ingi
e , by doing a task or by b

(ualities of the major character)? i L
L Il ”“.‘ character is a stereotype, to what type does he or she belong? To what
degree does the character stay in the stereotypical role or rise above it? How?
. Wh.nldn any of the other characters do, say, or think to give you under-
standing of th.e character you are analyzing? What does the character say or
:l'unk dl]():lf himself or herself? What does the storyteller or narrator say?
Ow valid are these comments and insights? i .

{ s? How hel iding in-

sghts into the character? ® prelinproviisgi

. '? “l('('hdl 1cte ll l { ]
« 1 Oor ur S1S
i cler ] (&) k(’ 11 eal (‘( 1 tent Oor imconsistent Be.hevable or
not l ( “(‘anhl('.
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Organize Your Essay About Character

Introduction Identify the character you are studying, and refer to note-
worthy problems in determining 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.

1. Develop a central trait or major characteristic, such as “the habit of see-
ing the world only on one’s own terms” (Miss Brill of Mansfield’s “Miss
Brill”). 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 character to life (Minnie of Trifles). Another story might em-
ploy just 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.

2. 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. Additionally,
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.

3. Organize your essay around central actions, objects, or quotations that
reveal primary characteristics. Key incidents may stand out (such as
using a breadknife to strike out against a person), along with objects close-
ly associated with the character being analyzed (such as a broken bird-
cage). There may be important quotations spoken by the character 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.)

4. Develop qualities of a flat character or characters. If the character is flat
(such as the sheriff and county attorney in Trifles or the servants in The
Bear), you might develop topics such as the function and relative signif-
icance of the character, the group the character represents, the relationship
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 charac
ter’s traits are related to the work as a whole. If the person was good but cam¢
to a bad end, does this misfortune make him or her seem especially worthy!
If the person suffers, does the suffering suggest any attitudes about the class

vy

PETIE S RV WwiwviI Vel 79

or type of which he or she is a part? Or does it illustrate the author’s general
view of human life? Or both? Do the characteristics explain why the person
helps or hinders other characters? How does your essay help to clear up first-
reading misunderstandings?

Hlustrative Essay

The Character of Minnie Wright in Susan Glaspell’s Trifles®

(1] Minnie Wright is Susan Glaspell’s major character in Trifles. We learn about

(¥

her, however, not from seeing and hearing her, for she is not a speaking or
fn acting character in the play, but rather from the secondhand evidence
provided by the speaking characters. Lewis Hale, a neighboring farmer,
tolls about Minnie’s behavior after the dead body of her husband, John,
was found. Mrs. Hale, Hale’s wife, tells about Minnie’s young womanhood
fand about how she became alienated from her nearest neighbors because
ol John'’s stingy and unfriendly ways. Both Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters, the
sheriff's wife, make observations about Minnie based on the condition of
her kitchen. From this information we get a full portrait of Minnie, who has
ehanged from passivity to destructive assertiveness.* Her change in char-
fglor is indicated by her clothing, her dead canary, and her unfinished
patehwork quilt.t

[ he clothes that Minnie has worn in the past and in the present indicate her
uharacter as a person of charm who_has withered under neqlect and con-
lBmpt, Martha mentions Minnie’s attractive and colorful dresses as a young
woman, even recalling a “white dress with biue ribbons” (276, speech 134)
Martha also recalls that Minnie, when young, was “sweet and pretty, but
Wind of timid and—fluttery” (275, speech 107). In light of these recollections
Martha observes that Minnie had changed, and changed for the worse
thiring her long years of marriage with John Wright, who is characterizéd
A6 " raw wind that gets to the bone” (275, speech 103). As more evidence
I Minnie's acceptance of her drab life, Mrs. Peters says that Minnie asks
1l 1o more than an apron and a shawl when under arrest in the sheriff’s
home. This modest clothing, as contrasted with the colorful dresses of her
youuth, suggests how her spirit has been suppressed.

1o end of this suppression of spirit and also the emergence of Minnie’s
IBU8 18 shown by the discovery of her dead canary. We learn that Min-
His, who when young had been in love with music, has endured her
shenilens farm home for thirty years. During this time her husband’s con-
Wiipt has made her life solitary, cheerless, unmusical, and depressingly
pnverished. But her buying the canary (274, speech 87) suggests the

. rn o8 0N 277 for this play.
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(4]

e ey

reemergence of her love of song, just as it also suggests at least a degree
of self-assertion. That her husband wrings the bird's neck may 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.

Like her love of song. her unfinished quilt indicates her creativity. In her
dreary and abused years on the farm, never having had children, she has
had nothing creative to do except for needlework like the quilt. 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,
speech 71, S.D.). The inference is that even though Minnie’s life has been
bleak, she has been able to indulge her characteristic love of color and
form—and also of warmth, granted the purpose of a quilt.

Ironically. the quilt also shows Minnie's creativity in the murder of her hus-
band. Both Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters interpret the breakdown of her
stitching on the quilt as signs of her distress about the dead canary and
also of her nervousness in planning revenge. Further, even though
nowhere in the play is it said that John is strangled with a quilting knot, no
other conclusion is possible. Both Mrs. Hale and Mrs. Peters agree that
Minnie probably intended to knot the quilt rather than sew it in a quilt
stitch, and Glaspell pointedly causes the men to learn this detail even
though they scoff at it and ignore it. In other words, we learn that Minnie’s
only outlet for creativity—needlework—has enabled her to perform the
murder in the only way she can, by strangling John with a slip-proof quilt-
ing knot. Even though her plan for the murder is deliberate—Mrs. Peters
reports that the arrangement of the rope was “strange,” and a “funny way
to kill” (273, speech 65)—Minnie is not cold or remorseless. Her passivity
after the crime demonstrates that planning to evade guilt, beyond simple
denial, is not in her character. She is not so diabolically creative that she
plans or even understands the irony of strangling her husband in a way
similar to the way he killed the bird. Glaspell, however, makes this irony
plain.
It is important to emphasize again that we learn about Minnie from oth-
ers. Nevertheless, Minnie is fully realized, round, and poignant. For all her
adult life, she has patiently accepted her drab and colorless marriage. In
the dreary surroundings of the Wright farm, she suppresses her grudges,
just as she suppresses her prettiness, colorfulness, and creativity. In
short, she has been nothing more than a flat character. The killing of the
canary, however, causes her to change and to destroy her husband in an
assertive rejection of her stock role as the suffering wife. She is a patient
woman whose patience finally reaches the breaking point.
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Commentary on the Essay

I'he strategy of the argument of this essay is to use details from the story to
support the central idea that Minnie Wright is a round, developing Char;zte
I |m3u- t.he essay illustrates strategy 3 described on page 72. Other plans of 0:-.
jianization could also have been chosen, such as the qualities of acpuiescen
lm'lll.udo, and potential for anger (strategy 1); the change in Minnii3 from sucli
Mission to vengefulness (strategy 2); or the reported actions of Minnie’
snging, knotting quilts, and sitting in the kitchen on the morning after ths
murder (another way to use strategy 3). i )
vapse Minnie does not appear in the story but is described only in the
Words of the major characters, the introductory paragraph of the illuZtrative
#anay deals with the way we learn about her. The essay thus highlights how
Clanpell uses methods 2 and 4 (see page 72) as the ways of rendgrin th
who y:n main character, while omitting strategies 1, 3, and 5. 5
I'he essay’s argument is developed through inferences made from details
W the story, namely Minnie’s clothing (paragraph 2), her canary (paragraph
A and her quilt (paragraphs 4 and 5). The last paragraph summzrifes agnup
|0;!“ 'a ;'l' tln-.-;.cl details, and it also considers how Minnie transcends the stoI?I;
4 . .
a'“ | :‘ ;‘: ;n q\te]r] Zcr)lﬁ ;Ssbe; iz:irm wife and gains roundness as a result of her out-

Al i study in composition, paragraph 3 demonstrates how discussion of

- A Spuifie character trait, together with related details, can contribute to the

PRV 8 maln argument. Th it is Minnie’ i
e “mmg(;\ctin L .(; trali is Minnie’s love of music (shown by her ca-
R o imhtign N i T, sle< ected from stuFiy notes, are the loss of music
R ,‘m : h. ko f, er lac of pretty clothing, the contemptibility of her
. ;|| w(.- ‘ er‘gtrle x}/lvhen putting the dead bird into the box. In short, the
| aves together enough material to show the relationship between

WS ralt of loving music and the crisi i
is of her d -
it ks her as a round character. eveloping anger—a change

Npecial Topics for Studying and Discussing Character

! :'mu" nre the ways in which actions and speeches are used to bring out
W mwlu'lvr traits of Farquhar of “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridee”
sl vl Goodman Brown of “Young Goodman Brown.” 8

Wikl o brfef essay comparing the changes or developments of two maj
Wil characters in stories or plays included in Appendix D. You mi; ];)12
Weal With Issues such as what the characters are like at the 'be 'nnig ;
what conflicts they confront, deal with, or avoid; or what ualgt' -
Beonight out that signal the changes or developme’nts e
Limpae Ilyu' (Jualities and functions of two or more flat characters (

I en I Tfles or the secondary characters in “The Story of an HOI,?I:'% ).’




76

Chapter 3

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

4. Using Miss Brill (“Miss Brill”), Minnie Wright (Trifles), and Farquhar (“An

Occurrence at Owl 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 isolation.

5. 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 with 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.

6. Topics for paragraphs or short essays:

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?

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.

a.

Writing About Point of View

The Position or Stance
of the Work’s Narrator or Speaker

‘l‘\'v l;':,m point of view refers to the speaker, narrator, persona, or voice cre-
“M“"‘,‘: y 2/ ?)ut.hct)rsfto ‘teH stories, present arguments, and express attitudes and
‘s, Font of view involves not onl the speaker’ i iti
M ubserver and recorder, but s vl o oL 25
é ’ also the ways in whi h th 4 i
'mml, and mental circu A gt el for
mstances affect the narrative, F i i
E “ . For this reason

= MBW Is one of the more complex and subtle aspects of literary study rpomtet

1 N"u sich character is Jackie, the narrator of Frank O’Connor’s “Fi
“w :\:'II\:') lHl lcllingl?bout events that occurred when he was ailfild lgsetcggge—

‘et as well as the narrator, he has firsthand knowled :
S though he also indicates that he, as an adult, has notW fueIl o O’f t}'le od

0 alec : 2 ass
"l’t:'l;? : : ;nv: ‘[;ol;:xlcf:a\;\clieyn;?: also ntzte the unnamed narrato}; of IIfII:igt;’(i
M1 0pinions about the permanence and s oty P2 et

fiion: of the
m:::\'t",;:l‘(‘ 'r(ri:l;ll?f(i)cpq}?osed t(; the intrusively obnoxi%;us secongogi;g;nZZf
i ations of creati i i i iew
b vonsldered as the centra]iZileI:)%‘ gur;;;aghi‘rlftze\lll?lcez e
7 At filters the fictional experience and presents c%nl Cilin awork‘
WSIlls 10 create the maximum impact. It may be Coi,n aerrgotS t 11;1'
Y itz by painters: The way we understand the reaﬁi procent.
| plctures— the point of view or guiding intelligence prgs,e%rtiierl;t-
" 1' vtvll mines Our perceptions and understanding of the painter’}s’
HIREIY the point of view or guiding intelligence created b th

Wy work determines how we read, understand, and o o
e narrator of Poe’s “The Masque of the Red léeath 1‘:3 Zficilnd’ b
WEIENE be expected to have strong opinions about th I : Olilgh
W behavior of his principal character, he does not overtIe qlailg .
o o fanges the narrative to make his views nppn}xl'tzn(: l(( )dx'lls'y




