Exploring Literature

Character Descriptions

Read through the extracts below and then complete the following activities:

1. Underline or highlight all the words that you think describe the character in each
extract.

2. Draw two columns in your book or on paper and write all the positive words in one
column and all the negative ones in the other (make sure you record which extract
each of the words is from).

3. Divide the words of each extract up by putting them into categories: hair; face; hands;
movements; clothes; personality; any other category you think relevant.

4. Do any of the words in each category have similarities even if they are from different

extracts?

5. Decide whether you think the overall description of each character is positive or
negative.

6. Summarise in two or three sentences why you think the description is positive or
negative.

From Chapter 26 of Jane Eyre

‘In the deep shade, at the farther end of the room, a figure ran backwards and forwards.
What it was, whether beast or human being, one could not, at first sight, tell: it grovelled,
seemingly, on all fours; it snatched and growled like some strange wild animal: but it was
covered with clothing, and a quantity of dark, grizzled hair, wild as a

mane, hid its head and face.

The maniac bellowed: she parted her shaggy locks from her visage, and gazed wildly at her
visitors. | recognised well that purple face,--those bloated features. Mrs. Poole advanced.

"Keep out of the way," said Mr. Rochester, thrusting her aside: "she has no knife now, |
suppose, and I'm on my guard."

"One never knows what she has, sir: she is so cunning: it is not in mortal discretion to
fathom her craft.”

"We had better leave her," whispered Mason.
"Go to the devil!" was his brother-in-law's recommendation.

"Ware!" cried Grace. The three gentlemen retreated simultaneously. Mr. Rochester flung
me behind him: the lunatic sprang and grappled his throat viciously, and laid her teeth to his
cheek: they struggled. She was a big woman, in stature almost equalling her husband, and
corpulent besides: she showed virile force in the contest--more than once she almost
throttled him, athletic as he was. He could have settled her with a well-planted blow; but he
would not strike: he would only wrestle. At last he mastered her arms; Grace Poole gave
him a cord, and he pinioned them behind her: with more rope, which was at hand, he bound
her to a chair. The operation was performed amidst the fiercest yells and the most
convulsive plunges. Mr. Rochester then turned to the spectators: he looked at them with a
smile both acrid and desolate.

"That is _my wife_," said he. "Such is the sole conjugal embrace | am ever to know--such
are the endearments which are to solace my leisure hours! And _this_ is what | wished to
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have" (laying his hand on my shoulder): "this young girl, who stands so grave and quiet at
the mouth of hell, looking collectedly at the gambols of a demon, | wanted her just as a
change after that fierce ragout. Wood and Briggs, look at the difference! Compare these
clear eyes with the red balls yonder—this face with that mask--this form with that bulk; then
judge me, priest of the gospel and man of the law, and remember with what judgment ye
judge ye shall be judged! Off with you now. | must shut up my prize."

We all withdrew.’
From Chapter 15 of David Copperfield:

‘When the pony-chaise stopped at the door, and my eyes were intent upon the house, | saw
a cadaverous face appear at a small window on the ground floor (in a little round tower that
formed one side of the house), and quickly disappear. The low arched door then opened,
and the face came out. It was quite as cadaverous as it had looked in the window, though in
the grain of it there was that tinge of red which is sometimes to be observed in the skins of
red-haired people. It belonged to a red-haired person-a youth of fifteen, as | take it now, but
looking much older - whose hair was cropped as close as the closest stubble; who had
hardly any eyebrows, and no eyelashes, and eyes of a red-brown, so unsheltered and
unshaded, that | remember wondering how he went to sleep. He was high-shouldered and
bony; dressed in decent black, with a white wisp of a neckcloth; buttoned up to the throat;
and had a long, lank, skeleton hand, which particularly attracted my attention, as he stood at
the pony's head, rubbing his chin with it, and looking up at us in the chaise.’

From Chapter 1 of Tess of the D’Urbervilles

‘On an evening in the latter part of May a middle-aged man was walking homeward from
Shaston to the village of Marlott, in the adjoining Vale of Blakemore, or Blackmoor. The pair
of legs that carried him were rickety, and there was a bias in his gait which inclined him
somewhat to the left of a straight line. He occasionally gave a smart nod, as if in
confirmation of some opinion, though he was not thinking of anything in particular. An empty
egg-basket was slung upon his arm, the nap of his hat was ruffled, a patch being quite worn
away at its brim where his thumb came in taking it off. Presently he was met by an elderly
parson astride on a gray mare, who, as he rode, hummed a wandering tune.’

From Chapter 1 of A Christmas Carol

‘Oh! But he was a tight-fisted hand at the grindstone, Scrooge. a squeezing, wrenching,
grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous old sinner! Hard and sharp as flint, from which no
steel had ever struck out generous fire; secret, and self-contained, and solitary as an oyster.
The cold within him froze his old features, nipped his pointed nose, shrivelled his cheek,
stiffened his gait; made his eyes red, his thin lips blue; and spoke out shrewdly in his grating
voice. A frosty rime was on his head, and on his eyebrows, and his wiry chin. He carried his
own low temperature always about with him; he iced his office in the dog-days; and didn't
thaw it one degree at Christmas.

External heat and cold had little influence on Scrooge. No warmth could warm, no wintry
weather chill him. No wind that blew was bitterer than he, no falling snow was more intent
upon its purpose, no pelting rain less open to entreaty. Foul weather didn't know where to
have him. The heaviest rain, and snow, and hail, and sleet, could boast of the advantage
over him in only one respect. They often came down handsomely, and Scrooge never did.’
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From Chapter 1 of Far from the Madding Crowd

‘When Farmer Oak smiled, the corners of his mouth spread till they were within an
unimportant distance of his ears, his eyes were reduced to chinks, and diverging wrinkles
appeared round them, extending upon his countenance like the rays in a rudimentary sketch
of the rising sun. His Christian name was Gabriel, and on working days he was a young man
of sound judgment, easy motions, proper dress, and general good character. On Sundays
he was a man of misty views, rather given to postponing, and hampered by his best clothes
and umbrella: upon the whole, one who felt himself to occupy morally that vast middle
space of Laodicean neutrality which lay between the Communion people of the parish and
the drunken section, -- that is, he went to church, but yawned privately by the time the
congregation reached the Nicene creed,- and thought of what there would be for dinner
when he meant to be listening to the sermon. Or, to state his character as it stood in the
scale of public opinion, when his friends and critics were in tantrums, he was considered
rather a bad man; when they were pleased, he was rather a good man; when they were
neither, he was a man whose moral colour was a kind of pepper-and-salt mixture. Since he
lived six times as many working-days as Sundays, Oak's appearance in his old clothes was
most peculiarly his own -- the mental picture formed by his neighbours in imagining him
being always dressed in that way. He wore a low-crowned felt hat, spread out at the base by
tight jamming upon the head for security in high winds, and a coat like Dr. Johnson's; his
lower extremities being encased in ordinary leather leggings and boots emphatically large,
affording to each foot a roomy apartment so constructed that any wearer might stand in a
river all day long and know nothing of damp -- their maker being a conscientious man who
endeavoured to compensate for any weakness in his cut by unstinted dimension and solidity.

From Chapter 1 of Far from the Madding Crowd

‘Casually glancing over the hedge, Oak saw coming down the incline before him an
ornamental spring waggon, painted yellow and gaily marked, drawn by two horses, a
waggoner walking alongside bearing a whip perpendicularly. The waggon was laden with
household goods and window plants, and on the apex of the whole sat a woman, "young"
and attractive. Gabriel had not beheld the sight for more than half a minute, when the vehicle
was brought to a standstill just beneath his eyes.

"The tailboard of the waggon is gone, Miss." said the waggoner.

"Then | heard it fall." said the girl, in a soft, though not particularly low voice. "I heard a noise
| could not account for when we were coming up the hill."

"I'll run back."

"Do." she answered.

The sensible horses stood -- perfectly still, and the waggoner's steps sank fainter and fainter
in the distance. The girl on the summit of the load sat motionless, surrounded by tables and
chairs with their legs upwards, backed by an oak settle, and ornamented in front by pots of
geraniums, myrtles, and cactuses, together with a caged canary -- all probably from the
windows of the house just vacated. There was also a cat in a willow basket, from the partly-
opened lid of which she gazed with half-closed eyes, and affectionately-surveyed the small
birds around. The handsome girl waited for some time idly in her place, and the only sound
heard in the stillness was the hopping of the canary up-and down the perches of its prison.
Then she looked attentively downwards. It was not at the bird, nor at the cat; it was at an
oblong package tied in paper, and lying between them. She turned her head to learn if the
waggoner were coming. He was not yet in sight; and her-eyes crept back to the package,
her thoughts seeming to run upon what was inside it. At length she drew the article into her
lap, and untied the paper covering; a small swing looking-glass was disclosed, in which she
proceeded to survey herself attentively. She parted her lips and smiled.’
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