Characterisation
Here are some ways to bring a key character to life, give them more believability for readers. Take one of your characters and decide which of the following suggestions would be helpful in improving the way your reader can get a full picture of her/him.

(1) Description - Physical description is obviously an important way that writers give their reader a clear idea of what a character looks like. This includes: the way they look (physical stature, facial features, typical clothing) and the way they move. See the extract from Katherine Mansfield's The Doll's House where we are provided with a very revealing description of Lil and Our Else from the way they look and are dressed.

Patricia Grace in Drifting is equally skilled at providing a picture of the Uncle, focusing on his size as well as his other physical attributes.

However don't exclude senses other than sight. See how Clive James in his autobiography, uses smells to give us more information about his father.

(2) Surroundings - Where they are. The background in which you place a character can be very important in establishing them in your reader's mind eg. your description of your teacher in the classroom would read very differently to your description of her or him on a sport field. See how Len Deighton does it in the short extract from Funeral in Berlin.

(3) Dialogue - what your character says and how they say it can have a huge impact on the way your reader will respond to them. Helpful here is the use of typical sayings which your character often uses. See how Rowley Habit uses dialogue in Motu to provide insight into the two main characters and their differences.

(4) Actions - what they do. Again, typical actions or mannerisms are sometimes very helpful in illuminating characters. Notice how Liam O'Flaherty in The Sniper gives us plenty of insight into his character's state of mind in the way he describes some simple actions he does.

(5) Reactions - the way others respond to your character can also help give the reader more insight into the way they feel. In The Escalator by Witi Ihimaera the attendants' reactions to Miriama are as important as anything she does herself.

The Doll’s House

They were the daughters of a spry, hard-working little washerwoman who went about from house to house by the day. This was awful enough. But where was Mr. Kelvey? Nobody knew for certain. But everybody said he was in prison. So they were the daughters of a washerwoman and a gaolbird. Very nice company for other people's children! And they looked it. Why Mrs. Kelvey made them so conspicuous was hard to understand. The truth was they were dressed in "bits" given to her by the people for whom she worked. Lil, for instance, who was a stout, plain child, with big freckles, came to school in a dress made from a green art-serge tablecloth of the Burnells', with red plush sleeves from the Logans' curtains. Her hat, perched on top of her high forehead, was a grown-up woman's hat, once the property of Miss Lecky, the postmistress. It was turned up at the back and trimmed with a large scarlet quill. What a little guy she looked! It was impossible not to laugh. And her little sister, our Else, wore a long white dress, rather like a nightgown, and a pair of little boy's boots. But whatever our Else wore she would have looked strange. She was a tiny wishbone of a child, with cropped hair and enormous solemn eyes - a little white owl. Nobody had ever seen her smile: she scarcely ever spoke. She went through life holding on to Lil, with a piece of Lil's skirt screwed up in her hand. Where Lil went, our Else followed. In the playground, on the road going to and from school, there was Lil marching in front and our Else holding on behind. Only when she wanted anything, or when she was out of breath, our Else gave Lil a tug, a twitch, and Lil stopped and turned round. The Kelveys never failed to understand each other.

Drifting

He came in making the room small. The skin on his face was mottled with the shock of cold water. His eyelids were rimmed with red as though his eyes had been always shut and forgotten but had now suddenly been slit open with a shape blade to reveal surprised and bulging brown eyes, the whites all yellowed with waiting. His lashes, too, seemed as though they had this minute been put there, standing stiff and straight like glued bristles.

Mostly Uncle's face was long and thin, with big folds of skin hanging down, but his cheekbones were round and jutting. His nose was hooked at the tip, with a big bubble of flesh at either side. He wore the top half of a football jersey with the bottom half of a black singlet sewn on to it; and he carried a billy of milk which he had brought in from the outside safe.

The room swung back to its normal size as he sat down.

Autobiography

Usually my mother was first to the rescue. This time she was second. She had to resuscitate both of us. She must have been in the front of the house looking after my grandfather. He needed a lot of looking after. Later on my mother told me that he always been a selfish man. She and Aunt Dot had given a good part of their lives to waiting on him. Mentally, he had never left England. I remember him as a tall, barely articulate source of smells. The principal smells were of mouldy cloth, mothballs, seaweed, powerful tobacco and the tars that collect in the stem of a very old pipe. When he was smoking he was invisible. When he wasn't smoking he was merely hard to pick out in the gloom. You could track him down by listening for his constant, low-pitched, incoherent mumble. From his carpet slippers to his moustache was twice as high as I could reach. The moustache was saffron with nicotine. Everywhere else he was either grey or tortoise-shell mottle. His teeth were both.

Funeral in Berlin

Hallam put the Player's No. 3 into his real ebony cigarette holder. He lit it while watching himself in the mirror. He parted his hair a little more to the centre. He might as well lunch at the coffee bar. They did a very fine egg and chip there. The waiter was Italian and the Italians, Hallam decided, it's all matter of breeding. He sorted out his change and put 10 cents in his ticket pocket for a tip. He gave a final look round before leaving. Fang was asleep. The ashtray that his visitor had used was brimming with cigarette ends. Foreign, coarse, cheap, inferior cigarettes.

Motu

Where's Thomas today, Motu?" she asked.

Motu stood up at the back of the room. "Please Miss, he's got a crook guts," he replied.

"I beg your pardon!" Miss McKewen said.

"Please Miss, he's got crook guts, and Mum told him to stay home".

Miss McKewen flushed a deep red. The rest of the class looked around at Motu.

The boy stood bolt upright at his desk, shoulders pressed taught to do. Some of the class began to titter.

"You mean sore stomach don't you?" Miss McKewen said.

"Yes Miss, a crook guts. He couldn't get out of bed this morning."

A perplexed look came over the boy's face. He couldn't understand what all the sudden attention was about. He put his hand to his stomach. indicating the region of the pain.

"We usually say sore stomach, Motu," Miss McKewen said. "It's considered rude to use the expression you just used. Didn't you know that?"

"No Miss," the boy replied. "That's what the old man and lady said."

The Sniper

On a too-top near O'Connel Bridge, a Republican sniper lay watching. Beside him lay his rifle and over his shoulders were slung a pair of field glasses. His face was the face of a student, thin and ascetic, but his eyes had the cold gleam of a man who is used to looking at death.

He was eating a sandwich hungrily. He had eaten nothing since morning. He had been too excited to eat. He finished the sandwich, and taking a flask of whiskey from his pocket he took a short draught. Then he returned the flask to his pocket. He paused for a moment, considering whether he should risk a smoke. It was dangerous. The flash might be seen in the darkness and there were enemies watching. He decided to take this risk. Placing a cigarette between his lips he struck a match, inhaled the smoke hurriedly and put out the light. Almost immediately, a bullet flattened itself against the parapet of the roof. The sniper took another will and put out the cigarette. Then he swore solely and crawled away to the left!

The Escalator

Among the bystanders was a shop attendant. Miriama caught his glance and quickly looked away. But with growing dread, she knew he would approach her.

-- Is there anything wrong, Madam?

-- Oh no, Miriama answered. I'm all right. Nothing wrong.

-- She's never been on one of these things before, Pita said.

At his words Miriama crimsoned.

-- I'll walk up. On the stairs.

The attendant smiled at her.

-- But there's nothing to it, Madam. look I'll show you.

He grasped the handrail and stepped lightly onto the escalator. He went up a few steps then quickly turned back.

-- See? Simple. Now you try it.

Miriama tried to smile. She saw people gathering round her, waiting to ascent to the first floor.

-- Let these other people go first, she answered.

--Oh they won't mind, the attendant said.

He motioned her to take his place at the bottom of the escalator. With an angry glance, she gave Pita her kit to hold. She looked up that frightening silver funnel.

She looked down and saw the black divisions between each step appearing from beneath the silver footplate. She watched as they jack-knifed into moving steps.

She put out her hands to grasp the moving handrails and she raised a foot and ....

-- No she said.

She moved back. Tears of humiliation began to sting her eyes. Pita took her arm, leading her from the escalator.
