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What Is Characterisation In
Literature

Introduction: The struggles, their triumphs, their
failures, and their quiet moments of

Heartbeat of Every reflection. These characters felt real,

Story perhaps even more vivid than some
................................................................................. people you knOW. This magic doeS

Think about the last book or story Not happen by accident. It is the
that truly moved you. Chances are, result of a deliberate and skillful
you remember not just the plot literary technique known as
twists, but the people inside it—their characterisation.
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Understanding what is
characterisation in literature is
essential for anyone who wants to
write compelling stories, analyse
texts deeply, or simply appreciate
the craft behind a favourite novel.
Characterisation is the process by
which an author creates, develops,
and reveals the personality,
motivations, and inner life of a
character. It is the bridge that
connects a reader to a story,
transforming words on a page into
breathing, feeling beings. Without
effective characterisation, a plot is
just a sequence of events. With it, a
story becomes an experience.

This article will explore the full depth

of what is characterisation in
literature, breaking down its
methods, types, and significance.
Whether you are a student preparing
for an exam, an aspiring writer, or a
lifelong reader, this guide will
provide a clear and comprehensive
understanding of this foundational
literary device.

Direct
Characterisation:
Telling the Reader
Who Someone Is

Direct characterisation is the
simplest and most straightforward
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method. Here, the author explicitly
tells the reader about a character's
traits, background, or personality.
There is no mystery or guesswork
involved. The narrator or another
character states facts directly.

Example of Direct
Characterisation: "John was a cruel
and selfish man who cared only for
his own comfort."

In this sentence, the author does not
require the reader to infer anything.
The information is delivered plainly.
This method is efficient and useful,
especially when introducing a
character quickly or when the author
wants to establish a clear baseline

for the reader. However, relying too
heavily on direct characterisation
can feel tell-y and diminish the
reader's sense of discovery. Skilled
writers use it sparingly, often
blending it with more subtle
techniques.

Think of direct characterisation as a
shortcut. It is honest and clear, but it
lacks the texture and richness of
showing a character in action. When
exploring what is characterisation
in literature, it is important to
recognise direct characterisation as a
foundational tool, not the only tool.
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Th?ﬁdilféttrimary methods of
in

irect characterisation, often
remembered by the acronym STEAL:

I' .« Speech: What does the
character say? How do they
speak? Their vocabulary, tone,
and choice of words reveal
education, background, and

Indirect characterisation is the more

artful and immersive approach. emotional state.

Instead of telling the reader what a e Thoughts: What is going on
character is like, the author shows inside the character's mind?
the character through their words, Inner monologue, private fears,
actions, appearance, thoughts, and and secret desires offer direct
interactions with others. The reader access to their true self.

must piece together the clues to o Effect on Others: How do other
form a complete picture. This is often characters react to them? Do
referred to as the "show, don't tell" people fear, respect, love, or

principle of writing. avoid them? The reactions of
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others serve as a mirror to the
character's nature.

e Actions: What does the
character do? Their choices,
especially under pressure, are
the most powerful indicators of
their values and personality.

e Looks: What does the
character look like? Physical
appearance, clothing, posture,
and grooming can suggest
details about their personality,
health, and social status.

Understanding these five elements
deepens your grasp of what is
characterisation in literature
because it reveals how authors build

authenticity. Indirect characterisation.

respects the reader's intelligence,
inviting them to participate in the
process of discovery. It makes
characters feel alive because we get
to know them the same way we get
to know real people: through
observation and experience.

Why Indirect
Characterisation Matters

Indirect characterisation creates
emotional investment. When a
reader deduces that a character is
brave because they ran into a
burning building, the impact is far
greater than if the author simply
stated "She was brave." The reader

. feels a.sense.af.qwnership over. the
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understanding. This technique also
allows for complexity. A character
might say one thing but do another,
creating contradictions that reflect
real human depth.

Round vs. Flat
Characters: The
Spectrum of Depth

When considering what is
characterisation in literature, it is
crucial to distinguish between the
level of depth an author provides.
Not every character needs to be fully
developed. In fact, a story benefits
from a mix of different character

types.
Round Characters

Round characters are complex,
multi-dimensional, and capable of
surprising the reader. They have
contradictory traits, internal conflicts,
and a rich inner life. A round
character feels like a real person,
with strengths, weaknesses, dreams,
and fears. They grow and change
throughout the story, or at least
possess the capacity for change. The
protagonist of a novel is almost
always a round character. Think of
Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and
Prejudice or Hamlet in Shakespeare's
play. These characters are
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memorable precisely because they
cannot be summed up in a single
sentence.

Flat Characters

Flat characters are simple and one-
dimensional. They are defined by a
single trait or a small set of traits.
They do not change significantly over
the course of the story. Flat
characters are often used as minor
players or archetypes: the wise old
mentor, the loyal sidekick, the comic
relief. While they lack depth, they
serve an important structural
purpose. They can advance the plot,
provide contrast to the main

A well-crafted flat character is not a
flaw. The problem arises when a
character who should be round
remains flat, weakening the story's
emotional core.

The interplay between round and flat
characters is a key part of what is
characterisation in literature.
Effective stories balance both, giving
depth where it matters and simplicity
where it serves the narrative flow.

Static vs. Dynamic
Characters: The Arc
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Another essential distinction in
characterisation involves the
character's trajectory over the
course of the narrative. Does the
character remain fundamentally the
same, or do they undergo a
transformation?

Static Characters

A static character does not
experience significant internal
change. Their personality, beliefs,
and worldview remain consistent
from beginning to end. This is not
necessarily a negative quality. Some

sta{a c Hﬁ rve as a stable
anchor in a c c story, or they
embody a ﬁxed moral principle.
Sherlock Holmes is a classic example
of a static character. He ends each
story with the same sharp intellect
and eccentric habits he began with.
The world around him changes, but
he does not.

Dynamic Characters

A dynamic character undergoes a
profound internal shift. Their
experiences force them to re-
evaluate their beliefs, confront their
flaws, or grow in new ways. This
change is usually the heart of the
story's theme. Ebenezer Scrooge in A
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Christmas Carol is the quintessential
dynamic character. He transforms
from a miserly, cold-hearted man
into a generous, warm figure. The
entire narrative arc is built around
his transformation.

When analysing what s
characterisation in literature,
identifying whether a character is
static or dynamic helps reveal the
story's core message. A dynamic
character suggests themes of
growth, redemption, or learning. A
static character might highlight
consistency, stubbornness, or the
unchanging nature of certain truths.

Methods of
Characterisation:
Tools of the Trade

Beyond the broad categories,
authors employ a toolkit of specific
techniques to build their characters.
Understanding these methods
provides a granular view of what is
characterisation in literature.

Dialogue

Dialogue is one of the most powerful
tools. The way a character
speaks—their word choice, sentence
structure, accent, and
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rhythm—reveals their background,
education, region, and personality. A
character who uses short, blunt
sentences differs from one who
speaks in elaborate, flowing phrases.
Dialogue also reveals subtext. What
a character avoids saying can be as
telling as what they openly state.

Physical Description

Physical appearances are more than
just visual details. A character's
clothing, posture, grooming, and
even their scars or wrinkles suggest
their history and current state. A
meticulous appearance might
indicate control or vanity, while a
dishevelled look could signal distress

or a carefree nature.
Actions Under Pressure

The most revealing moments occur
when a character faces a crisis. Their
choices under pressure define their
moral compass. A character who
sacrifices their safety for a stranger
is characterised as selfless. One who
betrays a friend to save themselves
is revealed as cowardly or pragmatic,
depending on the context.

Backstory and History

A character's past shapes their
present. Authors reveal backstory
through memories, flashbacks, or
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exposition. Understanding where a
character came from—their
childhood, traumas, successes, and
failures—provides context for their
current behaviour. A character who
distrusts authority likely has a reason
rooted in past experience.

Internal Monologue

Internal monologue offers direct
access to a character's thoughts and
feelings. This technique can build
intimacy between reader and
character, revealing fears, hopes,
and rationalisations that the
character might never voice aloud.

Relationships and
Interactions

Characters are defined by how they
interact with others. A character
might be gentle with children but
harsh with colleagues, revealing
different facets of their personality.
The contrast between their
behaviour in different relationships
adds depth and realism.

Why
Characterisation
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of Meaningful
Literature

Understanding what is
characterisation in literature is
not merely an academic exercise. It
is central to why stories matter to us
as human beings. Characterisation
serves several vital functions.

Emotional Connection

Readers stay with a story because
they care about the people inside it.
Strong characterisation fosters
empathy. We cheer for the hero,

MONTHEREPSCITHY FTE &Pt
conflicted sympathy for a well-
crafted villain. Without this emotional

connection, a story falls flat.
Thematic Depth

Characters are the vehicles through
which themes are explored. A story
about forgiveness needs a character
who must forgive and another who
must be forgiven. A story about
ambition requires a character driven
by desire. The characters embody
the abstract ideas the story seeks to
examine.
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Plausibility and Internal
Logic

Even in fantasy or science fiction,
characters must behave in ways that
feel internally consistent. A character
who acts arbitrarily breaks the
reader's suspension of disbelief.
Effective characterisation ensures
that actions feel earned and
motivated, grounding even the most
fantastical story in recognisable
human psychology.

Memorability

Long after the plot details fade,
readers remember characters.
Halden .Caulfield, Atticus .Finch, .Jay

Gatsby—these names evoke entire
worlds of feeling and meaning.
Characterisation is what gives a story
lasting power, allowing it to resonate
across generations.

Examples of
Characterisation in
Classic Literature

To fully understand what is
characterisation in literature, it
helps to see it in action. Here are two
classic examples.
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Example 1: Jay Gatsby in
The Great Gatsby

F. Scott Fitzgerald masterfully uses
indirect characterisation to build
Gatsby. We learn about him through
his lavish parties, his mysterious
past, and Nick Carraway's
observations. Gatsby's extravagant
mansion and single-minded pursuit
of Daisy reveal a man driven by an

impossible dream. His carefully
cultivated persona contrasts with his
humble origins, creating a character
of tragic depth.

Example 2: Elizabeth Bennet
in Pride and Prejudice

Jane Austen uses a combination of
direct and indirect characterisation.
We are directly told that



