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LIFE WITHIN THE PAGES OF A BOOK: An examination of character in Barbara 

Trapido's Brother of the More Famous Jack

INTRODUCTION

Character was an aspect of the novel that I had always taken for granted. Though I was 

happy to pause and admire a beautiful image or a clever construction, elements which 

improved my understanding of the characters in a novel seemed so ubiquitous in the text that 

I tended to read and assimilate, rather than look closely at the ways in which a novelist 

creates character. Mieke Bal describes this approach to reading:

Literature is written by, for, and about people. That remains a truism, so banal that we often tend to 

forget it, and so problematic that we as often repress it with the same ease (Bal, 1985, 80).

This overlooking of an important (the most important?) aspect of novel writing, I think, 

contributed to my many previous botched attempts at writing. I quote from the opening of 

my writer's journal:

I've started about a hundred novels. They never seem to get beyond the first chapter. The characters 

sit stubbornly on the paper. I can't get excited about them. The last attempt was no better than the 

other 99. The main protagonist, Clara sounds whinging, middle class and dull. She doesn't have much 

of a sense of humour (Writer's Journal, 1).

I realised that, as a reader of novels, it was the characters that made me read on. It 

was their journey that the novelist invited me to share. Readers talk of being 'in sympathy' 

with a character, of recognising part of themselves in a novelist's creation. I began to 

understand that what compelled me as a reader to carry on reading a novel was my interest in, 

and sympathy for a character. 1 was curious about how the plot would unfold because I was 

interested in how events would affect and shape the characters.

I decided to have a re-think in terms of my own characters. In an October 1998 entry 

of my journal, 1 wrote:

Major breakthrough with regard to main character: It was while I was staying with my best mate, Jane, 

down in Kent. It came to me in a flash. Why were my female characters so boring, when I knew such

1 Sharon Roman - Critical Study



interesting and hilarious women? I'd been trying to make everyone too grown-up. Instead of having 

someone boring and middle-class, why not have someone odd and quirky, someone like Jane? 

Someone who's neurotic, funny, a little bit unsure of themselves? I've re-assessed the female 

character, and haven't bestowed on them a 'nice' name, as I would a child, but something functional, 

tomboyish. Patch. Someone who is unsure of their femininity, someone who is angry with the 

humdrumness and the everyday. A bit rebellious, and a bit failed. More true-to-life, in fact. For the 

first time, I feel quite upbeat about the novel (Writer's Journal, 3).

This experience made me read fiction with a new eye. Certainly, as I wrote my own novel, 

Thin Air, I became aware of just how important the characters were. I had decided I wanted 

to write a mystery story and spent a good few weeks planning and plotting with great 

precision. I drew up graphs that charted timings and alibis, created maps of the fictional 

places I was dealing with, in order that my novel should seamlessly disseminate information 

and impel the reader towards a flawless denouement.

It didn't work like that. By the time I had started to write Chapter Three, I was 

already aware that something was wrong with the direction of the novel. By Chapter Six, I 

knew I would have to have a major re-think. It wasn't a problem with the plot, rather that the 

personalities I'd populated the novel with now seemed incompatible with the roles in the plot 

that I'd assigned them. To quote part of the February 1999 entry in my journal:

After getting down the first seventy pages or so, a couple of things have become apparent: the main 

thing is that Francesca killing Helen seems pretty fantastic ... (Writer's Journal, 6).

It was these problems I experienced in my writing that made me want to look more closely at 

the nature of character in narrative fiction.

As a student of writing I am always keen to explore techniques employed by writers I 

respect. This sentiment is echoed by Pamela Johnson in her introduction to her Critical 

Study, Reading to Write:

In order to create effective fiction there is a need to have experienced the effects created by others. If a 

story or novel has had a particularly memorable effect on me as a reader then, as a writer, I want to go 

back and explore how that effect was achieved. This seems to be a necessary part of becoming a writer 

As a student of painting will spend time in art galleries analysing the effects achieved by other artists, 

so for a student of writing there is the need to unravel the processes within the work of published 

writers (Johnson 1996, 1).
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Barbara Trapido is an author whose writing I admire. From my first reading of her 

novels, I was captivated by her vivid and engaging characters, and frequently referred to her 

novels if I was stuck on a certain point of characterisation in my novel to see how she had 

tackled a similar problem. I have therefore decided to look at character in the light of her 

first novel, Brother of the More Famous Jack, in the hope that this study will inform not only 

my interpreting skills, but also my writing. Part I will be concerned with detailing how 

important character is to literary fiction, defining character and examining the distinction 

between characters in life and art. Part II will look at the various means by which Trapido 

creates convincing characterisation.
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PART I - CHARACTER IN FICTION 

THE IMPORTANCE OF CHARACTER

Every novelist's how-to book emphasises the importance of character. Martin Roth writes:

No matter how clever, exciting, funny or dramatic your plot may be, the characters that people it are 

the most important element in any story. People care about people, not just about things or happenings. 

The more interesting and fascinating the characters you draw, the better your story will become and the 

more the reader or viewer will care about what happens to them (Roth 1991, 4).

Most novelists echo this view of the importance of character. It is, says David Lodge:

arguably the most important single component of the novel. Other narrative forms, such as epic, and 

other media, such as film, can tell a story just as well, but nothing can equal the great tradition of the 

European novel in the richness, variety and psychological depth of its portrayal of human nature 

(Lodge, 1992,67).

Writers talk of characters being the starting point of their novels. Barbara Trapido said of 

Brother of the More Famous Jack'. "I think what made me start writing really was 

characters." (Appendix, 1) and then went further by stating that character was really all the 

novel was about: "all it's got is characters, and a kind of a way with words." (Appendix, 3).

In Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown, Virginia Woolf tells of a train journey from Richmond 

to London in which she observed the meeting of a man in his forties and an elderly lady 

whom she named Mrs Brown. She talks of her interest in and speculation about Mrs Brown 

as being the potential starting point of a novel: "I believe that all novels begin with an old 

lady in the corner opposite" (Woolf 1966,324).

Other novelists agree with her. See, for example, how Deborah Moggach, in her 

essay, 'Fleshing my Characters', describes a chance observation as a starting point for a 

novel:

Take Desmond. He is a middle-aged coach driver in a novel of mine, and he was triggered off, way 

back in the seventies, by the sight of a coach being loaded up with CND campaigners. The driver stood 

there, smoking a cigarette, and I imagined what he thought of all those dungaree'd women, 'lentil
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eaters and lesbians', and how his attitude to them might alter if his own Armageddon loomed up... 

(ed Clare Boylan,1993, The Agony and the £go,133).

Virginia Woolf suggests the reason for novelists' fixation with character:

Novelists differ from the rest of the world because they do not cease to be interested in character when 

they have learnt enough about it for practical purposes. They go a step further, they feel that there is 

something permanently interesting in character in itself... the study of character becomes to them an 

absorbing pursuit; to impart character an obsession (Woolf 1966, 321).

All art, one could argue, is concerned with illuminating and commenting on the human 

condition, but no literary or artistic form has a closer relationship to what we understand as 

character than the novel. Virginia Woolf believed that it was the notion of character that 

distinguished the novel from other fictional forms which represent human individuals. The 

reason for a novelist's obsession with character is that the purpose of a novel is to express 

character:

All novels deal with character and that it is to express character, not to preach doctrines, sing songs or 

celebrate the glories of the empire, that the form of the novel, so clumsy, verbose, and undramatic, so 

rich, elastic and alive, has been evolved. (Ibid, 324).

Jane Gardam, along with many other novelists, agrees: "... that's what a novel is about, 

characters: the plot must look after itself..." (ed. Clare Boylan, 1993, The Agony and the Ego,

9).

While I hope the above goes some way to demonstrating the importance of character 

in fiction, and reinforcing my own personal view that a novelist's characters reflect the reality 

of human experience, I feel it is right to acknowledge that this approach is not universally 

shared by modern literary theorists. Though, in the context of this study, it is impossible to 

do justice to the depth and diversity of critical thinking in the latter half of the twentieth 

century, I feel the broadest outline might be helpful.

The New Critics reacted against the popular tendency of talking about fictional characters 

as if they were real people, arguing that characters only existed as patterns of recurrence or 

verbal motifs and that to view fictional characters as anything other than this was a 

sentimental misunderstanding of the nature of literature. In recent years, structuralists such 

as Roland Barthes have argued that human activity, even perception and thought, are
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constructed, not natural. They viewed literature as a system of signs, reducing the notion of 

character to constitutive 'indices' or 'semes' of narrative discourse. Modem theoretical 

discourse has led to a rejection of the traditional realist novel, stating that its emphasis on 

character is part of a reactionary ideology which puts forward a misleading view of human 

nature as unchanging and independent of historical and political forces. This attitude has led 

to widespread rejection of the realistic novel. Raymond Tallis outlines this point of view:

Narration, in short, inevitably distorts reality, and so-called realistic fiction, which conceals the extent to 

which a story is a construct upon, rather than a representation of, reality is, therefore, a confidence trick. 

Verisimilitude, fidelity to a world outside of the text, is an illusion; to use Barthes's phrase, a mere effet de 

reel (Tallis 21).

I wouldn't argue with the idea of character as verbal construct - this study, after all, is 

concerned with looking at the way in which characters are constructed out of words in order 

that I might better understand the processes behind Trapido's seemingly effortless creations. 

Nor would I disagree with the validity of any approach which enhances our understanding of 

literature. Such critics have, as Jeremy Hawthorn acknowledges, contributed enormously to 

our understanding of the subtleties of fiction by:

... moving us away from merely discursive discussion of plots and characters and demonstrating that the 

novel is as receptive to detailed analysis as is poetry (Hawthorn 130),

However, the modern, pejorative view of realism rests on the assumption that the novel 

merely imitates reality and attempts to dupe the reader into thinking the world it creates is 

real. I feel this approach demonstrates a rather patronising attitude towards the reader. Of 

course the discerning reader is aware of the fictional nature of the novel. As Tallis points out, 

even the very process of recounting experience transforms it into fiction:

We don't live inside the referent of stories; and since there is no livable reality corresponding to them, all 

stories must, in an important sense, be untrue (Tallis 22).

Therefore, I would argue that it is impossible to create a truly realistic world in a novel. As 

Oscar Wilde says in his tongue-in-cheek essay, The Decay of Lying:

Life and Nature may sometimes be used as part of Art's rough material, but before they are of any real
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service to Art they must be translated into Artistic conventions (Wilde 843).

This distinction between art and life is something I shall be looking at more closely in the 

following section, but for the moment I would just assert that every novel, whether futuristic 

fantasy, historical romance, or social realism, contains its own unique terms of reference 

which constitute a temporary reality for the reader. These myriad 'realities' communicate 

truths about our world and remain powerful tools for broadening our knowledge and 

understanding.

Finally, and, I believe, most importantly, I do not believe it good practice to prescribe 

what constitutes good or bad literature - artistic expression has a happy habit of transcending 

rules and boundaries. To argue that the realist novel is somehow less artistically valid than a 

non-realistic one is surely as meaningless as the nineteenth-century criterion of assessing a 

novel on the basis of whether it is true to life or not.

Brother of the More Famous Jack is a realist novel, and Barbara Trapido disagrees with 

the modern, theoretical approach to literature, as she hints in her interview:

I think what made me start writing really was characters and actually when I started it was really 

unfashionable. It really puzzled me because I had no idea about literary fashion and I just thought that 

books that had characters that I couldn't engage with were boring and I wondered why they got these very 

reverent reviews because people were doing this sort of rather tricky thing with reminding you all the time 

this is a book and the people aren't real (Appendix, 1).

My writing, also, falls within the remit of what is commonly accepted as realistic. 

Therefore, I feel the most constructive way of looking at the process of characterisation is to 

enter into Trapido's work on its own terms and try, to quote Pam Johnson again, to 'unravel' 

the processes in order to give me a practical understanding of character construction.

CHARACTERS IN ART AND LIFE

1 Character - a definition

In the most general, literary sense, a character is a figure in a literary work and therefore an 

essential condition of narrative fiction, for every novel is populated. Even if a novelist's 

characters are not designated as human, (Tolkien's The Hobbit, Richard Adams' Watership 

Down) they relate to each other as humans and are motivated in a manner that we as humans
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understand.

Character is defined by The New Oxford Dictionary as the mental and moral qualities 

distinctive to an individual (1999). The word is derived from the old French caractere which 

in turn comes via Latin from the Greek kharakter 'a stamping tool' from the early sense 

meaning an individual mark. Character is, therefore, concerned with the qualities and traits 

that make each human being an individual. If we apply this meaning of the term to narrative 

fiction, then an author's characters, similarly, should contain qualities and traits which 

distinguish them from the other characters in the narrative. The term characterisation refers 

to the various means by which an author describes and develops characters in a literary work.

2 Drawing a Line between Life and Fiction

Literary characters may resemble real people but they are, of course, fictional. Though most 

novelists attempt to write their characters with a certain degree of psychological veracity and 

consistency, they are products of art, not nature. A novelist will utilise all kinds of artifice in 

order to make their characters appear as real to the reader as possible. Jeremy Hawthorn 

gives an example of the artificial nature of a novelist's characters by demonstrating that 

though fictional characters' names sound convincingly naturalistic, they are contrived to give 

the reader clues about the nature of the character being written about (Hawthorn 85). Emma 

Woodhouse, for example, can be read as Would-house, a reference to her desire to find a 

husband for Harriet. Mr Knightly, of course, is aptly named and gives the reader no doubt as 

to his worth and integrity. Names in real life are given to children at birth, before a parent 

can have any idea of the child's natural characteristics. Any name that is appropriate for an 

individual (Mr Long for a particularly tall person, for example) is the product of coincidence 

rather than design.

E M Forster says:

If a character in a novel is exactly like Queen Victoria - not rather like but exactly like - then it 

actually is Queen Victoria, and the novel, or all of it that the character touches, becomes a memoir. A 

memoir is history, it is based on evidence (Forster, 1980, 55).

Forster explains that the historian deals with human character only in as much as he is able to 

deduce them from the actions of his subject. The novelist, on the other hand deals with the 

hidden life. It is the function of the novelist, says Forster, to reveal the hidden life of his or 

her characters. Indeed, the difference between fictional characters and people in daily life is
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the degree of knowledge we have about them:

In daily life we never understand each other, neither complete clairvoyance nor complete confessional 

exists. We know each other approximately, by external signs, and these serve well enough as a basis 

for society and even for intimacy. But people in a novel can be understood completely by the reader, if 

the novelist wishes; their inner as well as their outer life can be exposed (Ibid, 56).

Despite the disclaimer that often prefaces a novel (something along the lines of: all 

characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or 

dead, is purely coincidental), it is a common misconception that the novelist writes about 

people he or she knows. Indeed, as I was writing my novel, one of the commonest questions 

posed by friends and relatives was 'who are you basing your characters on?' or even, 'am I in 

it?' David Lodge alludes to this popular error in a scene in his novel, Small World. Fulvia, a 

Marxist Professor of Cultural Studies has just offered Professor Morris Zapp hospitality for 

the night while he is attending a conference. She is intrigued to realise that Zapp's estranged 

wife has written a best-selling feminist novel. She enquires whether the novel is 

autobiographical, and we become aware that she intends to seduce Morris:

She stood very close to him and nibbed the back of her free hand over his crotch. "Is it really twenty- 

five centimetres?" she murmured.

"What gives you that idea?" he said hoarsely.

"Your wife's book..."

"You don't want to believe everything you read in books, Fulvia," said Morris, grabbing the 

glass of cognac and draining it in a single gulp. He coughed and his eyes filled with tears. "A 

professional critic like you should know better than that. Novelists exaggerate" (Lodge, 1986, 

134).

Barbara Trapido is also familiar with this reaction:

You know whenever you meet people who don't write fiction they always assume that what you do is 

borrow people from life and then you change them around a bit so they won't notice and change the 

names and mix them up (Appendix, July 2000, 1-2).

Most novelists assert that the character they eventually present is entirely made up. In 

her essay, Angels and Daemons, Jane Gardam quotes author Graham Swift, who stresses that 

he doesn't "rum people whom I know into characters." (ed. Clare Boylan,1993, The Agony
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and the Ego, 10). This may, at first, appear to contradict Virginia Woolfs view that "all 

novels begin with an old lady in the comer opposite" (1966,324). If we consider, however, 

Forster's distinction: "characters are people whose secret lives are visible or might be visible; 

we are people whose secret lives are invisible." (1980,70) then I do not believe the two 

approaches are incompatible. Woolf talks of Mrs Brown sparking off a creative process. She 

doesn't know Mrs Brown and she has no way of knowing whether her conjectures about the 

old lady are correct. To a biographer, of course, this would matter greatly. A biographer, as 

Forster says, deals in facts. To a novelist, however, it appears that it is this very lack of 

information which seems to create a space in which the creative process can work. Virginia 

Woolf isn't writing a biography of Mrs Brown, for she cannot possibly have knowledge of 

Mrs Brown's inner life. Rather, Mrs Brown has become a catalyst. Of course, some 

biographers do use fictional techniques in order to penetrate the inner lives of their subjects. 

David Lodge says that biographical writers sometimes use

... novelistic techniques [to] generate an excitement, intensity and emotive power that orthodox 

reporting or histography do not aspire to (Lodge, 1992).

Sometimes this mixing of fact and fiction gives rise to criticism, as in the open letter from 

Norman Douglas to D H Lawrence that Forster quotes in his Aspects of the Novel. Douglas 

complains that Lawrence falsified a biography of a mutual friend by employing what he 

referred to as 'the novelist's touch'. In other words, Lawrence was not allowing the truth to 

get in the way of a good story.

Jeremy Hawthorn comments that there are different sorts of literary character 

(Hawthorn 1992, 85). He illustrates this by comparing Meursault in Albert Camus's The 

Outsider and Mr Guppy in Charles Dickens's Bleak House. Both, he says, are young men 

who have problems communicating with others and both have odd relationships with their 

mothers. However, there are important differences between them which relate to the 

framework or context in which these characters exist, or, to put it another way, they inhabit 

very different sorts of novel. A good demonstration of this fact would be to try and transplant 

a character from one literary work into another. Consider Mr Knightly, for example, 

miraculously transposed into the aggressive, teenage world of Holden Caulfield. Think of 

even more bizarre scenarios. Emma Woodhouse as a character in a James Bond movie? The 

tragic victim of a Thomas Harris psychopath? The possibilities are as endless as they are 

amusing, and yet they illustrate the fact that a character is inextricably linked to the fictional
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world it inhabits, and cannot survive outside it. A fictional world is governed not just by its 

space in time and history, but by the philosophical and ideological elements of the world that 

the author has created. Mr Knightly lives in a world where social order is accepted and 

etiquette observed. Holden Caulfield deplores the values of the older generation, excoriating 

what he perceives to be adult hypocrisy. Mr Knightly, as seen through the eyes of Holden 

Caulfield might well have been presented as one of the 'phonies' he is so keen to deride.

Virginia Woolf, having made the statement that the purpose of novels is to express 

character, goes on to say that each novelist will express a character in their own particular 

way:

For example, old Mrs Brown's character will strike you very differently according to the age and 

country in which you happen to be born. It would be easy enough to write three different versions of 

that incident in the train, an English, a French, and a Russian. The English writer would make the old 

lady into a 'character'; he would bring out her oddities and mannerisms; her buttons and wrinkles; her 

ribbons and warts. Her personality would dominate the book. A French writer would rub out all that; 

he would sacrifice Mrs Brown to give a more general view of human nature; to make a more abstract, 

proportioned, and harmonious whole. The Russian would pierce through the flesh; would reveal the 

soul - the soul alone, wandering out into the Waterloo Road, asking of life some tremendous question 

which would sound on and on in our ears after the book was finished (1966, 325).

Furthermore, she says, a character is painted in the light of an author's temperament and 

principles. E M Forster echoes this sentiment:

A novel is based on evidence + or - X, the unknown quantity being the temperament of the novelist; 

and the unknown quantity always modifies the effect of the evidence, and sometimes transforms it 

entirely (1980, 55).

It is perhaps this 'unknown quantity' or the filters of age, sex, temperament, principles, 

nationality through which the characters are presented, that determine what Jeremy Hawthorn 

describes as 'different sorts of character', and which make it impossible to transplant a 

character from one novel into another.

The above demonstrates the very contrived nature of fictional characters and the 

artificiality of the worlds they inhabit and yet, quite often, we remember fictional characters 

vividly, long after we have forgotten the intricacies of the plots in which they were involved 

Indeed, successful characters can transcend the context of the novel. A character can come to
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stand as a by-word, or label for a trait or combination of traits - those who have never read 

Oliver Twist or Wuthering Heights will probably understand what is meant by descriptions 

such as Fagin-like character or Heathcliff qualities.

What is it, then, about them that makes them so memorable? Jane Gardam 

comments that "no fiction tells the truth." (ed. Clare Boylan,1993, The Agony and the Ego, 

18) and goes on to quote Muriel Spark: "The best we can do is to write words from which a 

kind of truth emerges" (Ibid, 18). It is in this 'kind of truth' that a fictional character's 

potency lies. The very subjective nature of a novel means that it gives us an opportunity to 

see the world differently, and consequently broadens our perception of the world. As 

Virginia Woolf says, a fictional character has the power to

... make you think not merely of it itself, but of all sorts of things through its eyes - of religion, of love, 

of war, of peace, of family life, of balls in country towns, of sunsets, moonrises, the immortality of the 

soul... And in all these novels all these great novelists have brought us to see whatever they wish us to 

see through some character. Otherwise, they would not be novelists; but poets, historians, or 

pamphleteers (1966, 326).

3 Depth and Complexity of Characters

In fiction, there are different types of character. There is the character (or characters) that we 

recognise as the centre, or focus, of the novel and others which inhabit the periphery, as 

characters who serve to enable the story. E M Forster made a distinction between jto and 

round characters (1980, 81) that is still in use today. Flat characters, he argues, are types, or 

caricatures which are defined by a single idea or quality. Round characters have the three- 

dimensional complexity of real people. Flat characters do not change within the course of the 

novel; round ones change in response to circumstance and experience. Forster elucidates:

The test of a round character is whether it is capable of surprising in a convincing way. If it never 

surprises, it is flat. If it does not convince, it is flat pretending to be round. It has the incalculability of 

life about it - life within the pages of a book (Ibid, 81).

Jeremy Hawthorn cites the example that Forster gives:

The really flat character can be expressed in one sentence such as 'I never will desert Mr MJcawber.' 

There is Mrs McCawber - she says she won't desert Mr Micawber, she doesn't, and there she is 

(Hawthorn, 1996, 86).
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Mrs Micawber, Hawthorn says, does not change because she is not allowed genuine 

interaction with other people and situations. She is independent of the other characters, even 

though she does have contact with them.

This approach, while, I feel, a very useful gauge of the depth of an author's 

characters, suffers from a few weaknesses. First, the term 'flat' suggests a character devoid 

of life and depth when in fact many 'flat' characters, like those of Dickens are not only felt as 

very much alive, but also create the impression of depth. Secondly, the distinction allows 

only for two types of character and does not allow for the degrees of depth found in fiction. 

Thirdly, Forster seems to confuse two criteria which do not overlap:

According to him [Forster] a flat character is both simple and undeveloping, whereas a round character 

is both complex and developing. Although these criteria often co-exist, there are fictional characters 

which are complex but undeveloping (eg Joyce's Bloom) and others which are simple but developing 

(e.g. the allegorical Everyman). Moreover, the lack of development can be presented as arrested 

development resulting from some psychic trauma, as in the case of Miss Havisham in Dicken's Great 

Expectations, thus allowing a static character with complexity (Rimmon-Kenan, 1988, 40-41).

So the 'flat'-and-'round' character model is rather limiting. Rimmon-Kenan suggests 

that it might be more helpful to think of characters occupying certain points along a 

continuum that would measure depth and complexity. In this way we would be more able to 

distinguish infinite degrees of complexity from simple characters - allegorical figures, 

caricatures and types, to fully rounded and psychologically complex characters. (Ibid P.41).

One of the features of Barbara Trapido's work is that she often plays with how much 

of a character's inner life we are allowed to see at any given time. The romanflewe element 

of her oeuvre means that a character taking a minor role in one narrative will assume centre 

stage in another. For example, Christina, the central character of Trapido's Juggling, plays a 

minor role as Lydia and Ellen's stepmother in Trapido's most recent novel, The Travelling 

Horn Player. Also in The Travelling Horn Player, Trapido writes from more than one 

viewpoint, so that we see a character from a variety of different angles and viewpoints, 

according to the character whose narration we are reading.

The way Trapido focuses and de-focuses on a character is something I enjoyed very 

much in Brother of the More Famous Jack. The novel is a first-person narrative and our 

perception of the characters Katherine encounters is governed largely by what {Catherine
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herself would be able to discern. Our view of characters is further limited by the 

temperament and ideology that Trapido has ascribed her. At the start of the novel, Katherine 

does not present us with any hint of her mother's inner life. She is 18, rebellious and 

rejecting of the values she has been brought up with. Thus Mrs Browne (another Mrs 

Brown!) is portrayed as ridiculous, a caricature working class woman with no style or 

subtlety. As Katherine matures, she is more able to take an objective view of her mother, and 

to conceive of the possibility that her mother might have an inner life of her own. In this 

passage, a couple of years have passed since the opening chapter and Katherine is now 

beginning to:

... accept the difficult fact that one owed one's existence to one's parents' coming together. It helped 

me to think more charitably of my parents' demure twin beds with their matching candlewick spreads. 

It helped me to acknowledge that passion might go on even under candlewick. Even with the Eno's 

Fruit Salts on the table between the beds (pp 83-84).

But it is not until much later, after Katherine has graduated, left home for good and is living 

in Italy that she, and therefore we, realise how much of her mother's inner life we have 

missed. Trapido sets the revelation up cleverly, by first reinforcing the stereotypical 

behaviour of Mrs Browne - insular, complaining and petty - in describing her attitude 

towards the Italian way of life:

She saw no reason why the food came as it did. She saw no reason at all, she said once over a plateful 

of squid, why the locals couldn't eat 'ordinary' food like people in England. You couldn't drink the 

coffee and you couldn't toast the bread. It was stale by lunchtime and it had no insides. Only crusts (p 

114).

Then Mrs Browne sends Katherine a letter, telling her she is getting married. Katherine says: 

"The letter was both extraordinary and revealing to me" (p 144). The letter tells Katherine 

that Mrs Browne had once before considered marrying, but had not, as Katherine had taken a 

dislike to the man. Katherine is stunned at such ^ sacrifice:

I recalled that when I was twelve there had been a man who had called at the house a good bit, whom I 

had vocally disliked for the profound reason that he had blown his nose over-politely at table, almost 

burying his head under the cloth, that he had worn bow-ties, and that he had made a point of carving 

meat with a formidable show of expertise. That my mother had decided against re-marrying on the
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basis of these youthful aversions filled me with horror (pp 114-115). 

She realises how little she really knows her mother:

With what contained resentment had she thereafter washed my clothes and brought me my cocoa and 

custard creams in bed? (p 115).

It is this sort of epiphanic moment that makes us go back and reassess a character in the light 

of new information and, in a sense, the previous passages further serve to undermine 

Forster's notion of flat and round characters. Mrs Browne does not develop in the 

conventional sense - she does not change within the course of the novel in response to 

circumstance and experience - rather, it is our perception of her that changes.

4 Reliability

The reader has to judge the reliability of the information about a character on the basis of 

how much we trust the veracity and judgement of the character imparting the information. 

This decision can only be made on the basis of information the novelist has already given us 

about the characters in the novel.

In a third-person novel, we often have an authorial voice to guide us in our assessment 

of characters, though, even with the most rigidly authoritarian and omniscient narrators, we 

are never given the entire picture of a character to begin with. Even when we have what 

appears to be a straight description, there are clues in the text that give a more comprehensive 

understanding to the acute reader. Consider, for example, Jane Austen's opening description 

of Emma Woodhouse:

Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever and rich, with a comfortable home and a happy disposition, 

seemed to unite some of the best blessings of existence; and had lived nearly twenty-one years in the 

world with very little to distress or vex her (Austen, 1966, 37).

And then look at David Lodge's reading of this description:

Emma is a princess who must be humbled before she finds true happiness. "Handsome" (rather than 

conventionally pretty or beautiful - a hint of masculine will-to-power, perhaps, in that androgynous 

epithet), "clever" (an ambiguous term for intelligence, sometimes applied derogatively, as in "too 

clever for her own good") and "rich", with all its biblical and proverbial associations of the moral
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dangers of wealth: these three adjectives, so elegantly combined ... encapsulate the deceptiveness of 

Emma's "seeming" contentment. Having lived "nearly twenty-one years in the world with very little to 

distress or vex her" she is due for a rude awakening. Nearly twenty-one, the traditional age of 

majority, Emma must now take responsibility for her own life ... (1992, 3)

It is up to the reader to deduce, as David Lodge has done, the nuances of language that make 

up the bigger, more detailed picture.

In third-person narration, as in first-person, our knowledge of the characters expands 

with the information imparted by the other characters. As in a first person narration, we must 

assess the accuracy of what the characters say, in accordance with what we already know. 

We do not go along with Harriet's acceptance of Emma's superior judgement in matrimonial 

matters. Even if we didn't know that Emma's judgement was flawed, Austen has already 

told us that:

Harriet certainly was not clever, but she had a sweet, docile, grateful disposition; was totally free from 

conceit; and only desiring to be guided by any one she looked up to (1966, 56).

By contrast, because Austen has told us directly that Mr Knightly is "a sensible man" (1966, 

41), we give his criticisms of Emma, when she is unkind to Miss Bates at the Box Hill party, 

more weight: "How could you be so insolent in your wit to a woman of her character, age and 

situation?" (1966, 367).

Brother of the More Famous Jack is, as I have said, written in the first person. The 

only information therefore that we receive about the characters is that which Trapido chooses 

to make Katherine impart. When Roger breaks off his relationship with Katherine, the 

narrator, he launches an attack on her character by way of mitigation:

... I showed up trivial. That I covered my notebooks in Florentine wrapping-paper like a Girl Guide on 

a nature trail, that I cared more for knitting than logic, that I made a brazen virtue of all that was 

unfortunate, vulgar and semi-educated in my own history, that, frankly, my mother's plaster ducks left 

him feeling ill, that I fondled my earrings while he, Roger Goldman, played the violin, that I laughed 

too much, that in that very Science Museum I had, that very day, spent the bulk of my time admiring 

the stencil designs on the iron vaults 'as if,' he said, 'as if the place were housing an annual craft 

exhibition run by the Women's Institute' (p.92).

Roger's criticism of Katherine is that she is trivial. Perhaps a novel written from his point of
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view might portray Katharine as someone trivial to him. Perhaps we might sympathise with 

his irritation. As it is, we strongly disagree with his denunciation of her. We, after all, have 

been privy to Katherine's innermost thoughts and feelings and know her better than he does. 

We are, in short, biased towards Katharine. The speech makes us dislike Roger intensely for 

a number of reasons: it is unkind and intended to hurt; it employs non-sequiturs and 

inadequate reasons which make us realise that Roger is not telling the whole truth; through 

criticising Katherine he seems to be setting himself up as someone who is superior; it reveals 

Roger as rather immature. From that one reported speech, we can read that he is trying to 

justify the fact that he has fallen out of love with Katherine by putting the blame on her.

In Brother of the More Famous Jack, there is no omniscient narrator to trust. We 

have to work harder to assess the characters. Katherine's judgement is bound, in some 

respects, to be subject to her own motivations and prejudices and therefore, to a certain 

extent, unreliable. When Katherine describes her first assessment of the Goldman brothers, 

Roger and Jonathan, she is a naive, impressionable eighteen-year-old with a love of fashion 

and style:

I have a great love affair with clothes. They are consumingjy important to me and I often pull off a 

successfully Voguey look (p 11).

It is obvious that she is impressed by Roger's physical appearance. She describes him in 

terms of the clothes that he wears:

Roger is wearing his butterfly jeans and a voluminous collar-less shirt belted at the waist. He has the 

martyr's hat tucked into his belt (p.46).

Katherine's criteria for assessing people are obviously flawed, but it is part of Trapido's skill 

in characterisation that we are able to feel the confusion created by characters and situations 

as Katherine does herself. Each incident in isolation can be read in a variety of ways and it is 

only once we have a fuller picture - that is - once Katherine herself, and therefore her view, 

has matured, that we are able to read the characters more accurately. To me, it is this element 

which contributes to the authentic feel of the characters - in real life, we rarely have all the 

facts in our grasp when assessing someone. We are often guilty of making assumptions on 

the basis of our own flawed criteria, and frequently have to reassess our first impressions 

when new information comes to light.
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In Part 11 have established the importance of character. I have shown that the term 

character refers to the combination of qualities and traits that make up an individual. I have 

tried to demonstrate the distinction between fictional and real-life characters. We have seen 

that characters vary to an enormous degree in depth and complexity, and that the information 

that a novelist imparts is assessed according to the reliability of its source. Part II will be 

concerned with trying to ascertain, with reference to Brother of the More Famous Jack, the 

ways in which novelists communicate traits and qualities that distinguish one character from 

another.
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PART H - CASE STUDY - BROTHER OF THE MORE FAMOUS JACK

An idea of how I might approach this section came from Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, who 

described story-character construction as a process by which the reader puts together 

indications that the novelist disperses in the text (Rimmon-Kenan, 1988,36). I was intrigued 

by this statement. It suggested to me that there was an element of detective work required of 

the reader, and, furthermore, that reading was far from the passive activity I had always 

thought it to be. I decided to try and think of the author 'planting' snippets of information 

which the reader, in a proactive way, would have to examine and judge in the light of the 

information already available. Interestingly, Barbara Trapido also used the analogy of 

detective work when she referred to her writing:

I don't know why one writes, but in a way it's like being a detective or a psychologist - you're 

interested in the way people behave the way they do (Appendix, July 2000, 6).

For the purposes of this study I have categorised the forms these indications take 

under the headings (I) Names, (2) Description, (3) Cultural Context, (4) Anecdote, (5) 

Action, (6) Speech, (7) Contrast and Comparison. The examples I cite often employ more 

than one of these techniques simultaneously and are, of course, subject to interpretation 

depending on the reliability of the information as I outlined in the section Reliability. The 

next section of this study will be concerned with looking at Trapido's characterisation in 

Brother of the More Famous Jack with the help of these headings.

A GENERAL NOTE ON THE CHARACTERS IN BROTHER OF THE MORE 

FAMOUS JACK

The focal character of Brother of the More Famous Jack is (Catherine, who tells us her own 

story. She is eighteen at the start, kicking against her insular, working class origins. Her 

meeting with the cultured, voluble and demonstrative Goldmans opens her eyes to new 

possibilities and changes the course of her life. The novel ends fifteen or so years later, after 

her marriage and the birth of her child, when she has come to a new understanding and 

acceptance of herself and her past It's a story about growing up in the guise of a comedy of 

manners.

On the whole, the novel divides its characters into two types (this is not to say that the
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characters are in any way two-dimensional - far from it: each character is well and 

sympathetically drawn). The distinction seems to be between those who, to Katherine, seem 

ordinary, and those whom she romanticises. (Following the previous discussion on 

reliability, it is worth emphasising that this division of characters into types is dictated by the 

form of the novel as a first-person account). The first of these types of character seems to 

embody the background that Katherine is trying to escape. Characters of this type are 

repressed, conformist, insular and uncultured. Those who fit into this category include 

Katherine's mother and Janice, the friend Katherine makes in Italy. Interestingly, when 

Katherine becomes pregnant in Italy, it is Janice who fulfils a mother's role:

Janice was absolutely irreplaceable to me. She threw herself with unconcealed enthusiasm into the 

project of preparing for the baby. She uncovered an entire network of people with cots to dispose of 

and nappies to hand on. She acquired squeaky pink elephants and books on how to handle childbirth, 

brought out in English by the National Childbirth Trust (p 131).

The second type of character is represented by the Goldmans. Though the family 

members are well-drawn and distinctive characters in their own right, they share qualities - 

culture, cosmopolitanism, rebelliousness and ebullience - that represent a type of existence 

that Katherine yearns for. One could almost describe the Goldmans as a collective character. 

Other characters that fall into this latter category include Michele, Katherine's Italian lover. 

Though arrogant, abusive and possessive he shares many of the Goldman family's qualities 

(his volubility, his unerring belief in himself). Because of this, Katherine's relationship with 

him is very plausible.

The family member who is least like the Goldmans as a type is Roger, who is 

described as: "an absurd and petulant Hamlet, screwed up with sexual jealousy where Jacob 

was concerned" (p.83). He has the least of their earthy qualities and most of their cultured 

ones. It is therefore unsurprising to us that Katherine's relationship with him fails, in the 

same way that it seems to make sense when Katherine eventually marries Jonathan, the son 

who appears to embody most of the best Goldman qualities.

One interesting note is that the novel seems equivocal about which of the Goldmans 

Katherine is actually in love with. Of Roger, Katherine says. "To this day, I cannot watch 

Roger Goldman shake hair from his eyes without some pain. He is an absurd, abiding, 

adolescent passion..." (p 93). About Jonathan, the man she eventually marries, she is more 

measured. She talks of their first love-making as causing her to "stir quietly like a moth
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emerging slowly from a cocoon" (p 169), but she is less forthcoming with her affection. 

Only once they are married, with a baby on the way does she say: "I fell in love with 

Jonathan slowly and judiciously. A thing I had never done before" (p 217). A couple of 

clues point to the fact that Katherine's feelings for Jacob are more complex than she admits. 

Katherine is unceasing in her praise for Jacob. In addition, her description of Jacob's bare 

chest on the beach demonstrates Katherine's acute awareness of his masculinity and is related 

in intimate detail:

Jacob's chest hair continued black and copious over his shoulders and all the way down his back. It 

grew in tight curls along the breast bone and straightened out over the shoulders where it lay in smooth 

two-inch lengths (p 88).

We are given a hint regarding the effect the sight has on Katherine: "'Say,' Jane said, who 

had noticed my gaping, 'you really are most immoderately and unnaturally hirsute, aren't 

you, my husband?'" (p 88). Finally, and most cryptically: after Katherine's relationship with 

Roger has ended, she goes to spend the night with John Millett. In the course of their 

lovemaking,

John put his index finger over my lips.

'Shshsh,' he said. And very quietly, very strangely, I thought, he said into my ear, 'You will 

say after me, "Jacob is the butcher's grandson"' (p 96).

Katherine's reaction is equally enigmatic:

I found this so perverted, so bizarre, so ridiculous, that I pulled away from him in ungainly, childish 

confusion and scrambled clumsily for my clothes. 

'I think I hate you,' I said (p 96).

It is difficult to know what conclusion to draw from these indications. Are we to assume 

John is simply showing contempt of Jacob's working-class origins? If so, it is an 

extraordinary inappropriate remark, given the situation. My feeling is that the snide comment 

about Jacob is an attempt at undermining the crush that Katherine has on him. So is it really 

Jacob that Katherine is in love with? Certainly, there are no other suggestions to that effect in 

the text. Perhaps we might conclude that it is what Jacob represents - the Goldman spirit - 

that Katherine is in love with.
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PLANTING CLUES 

1 Names

The first thing we usually learn about a character is his or her name. In real life, as I 

mentioned in the section Drawing a Line between Art and Fiction, it is sometimes possible to 

deduce from someone's name details of gender, class and ethnic derivation but we cannot, in 

general, presume anything about a person's character from their name. A novelist, however, 

has the freedom to choose names for his/her characters. Nearly always, the names they 

choose signify something intrinsic to the character.

Naming a character, I discovered, when I embarked on writing my novel, was an 

important first step in creating them:

Finally, the love interest - Helen's husband - shouldn't be another middle-class prat, but someone who 

has worked their way up from nothing. Someone who has a chequered history and whose past is, in 

itself, intriguing and somewhat incriminating. Names like Zach etc are straight out of romantic novels 

where the novelists have to signal to the audience how they are to view the male characters - strong, 

masculine, passionate etc   without actually writing the character. I need an ordinary name. 

Something that doesn't say hunk, wimp or plonker. Something that is not class-stereotypical. John is a 

good neutral name. It seemed to fit. English, and yet doesn't give a lot away. I know working-class 

Johns and upper middle-class Johns. It's a masculine name that doesn't yell 'testosterone' in your face 

(Writer's Journal, 3).

Barbara Trapido also christened one of her characters John - perhaps she wanted to achieve 

the same anonymity. John Millet is presented as urbane, sophisticated, cosmopolitan, 

something of a snob, and yet his demeanour seems somehow contrived. His background is 

something of a mystery: "John doesn't talk about himself. He prefers forms and artefacts" (p 

15).

In general, Barbara Trapido's approach to names is naturalistic. She favours 

believable names, though it is possible to make some deductions about the inner workings of 

her characters from them. Jacob Goldman is obviously of Jewish extraction. Perhaps Jacob, 

who has, rather extravagantly, six children, is named in a tongue-in-cheek allusion to the 

Biblical Jacob, father of the twelve tribes of Israel. The name Goldman might indicate that 

he is special, and will be central to the story. Katherine says: "Education, as I had always 

hoped for it, is what I got from Jacob" (p 8).

Jacob's first son, Roger, takes after Jacob's wife, the upper-middle-class Jane. The 

name 'Roger' betrays nothing of his father's Semitic origins. Jacob's second son, however,
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is called Jonathan - a solid, Hebrew name. {Catherine's idolisation of Jacob, and the fact that 

Jonathan takes after Jacob in both character and looks, is an early clue that it is Jonathan who 

will ultimately turn out to be (Catherine's right choice.

Katherine's very ordinary surname, Browne, indicates her unremarkable background 

as the daughter of a "modestly comfortable greengrocer" (p 7) and contrasts strongly with the 

more exotically-named Goldmans. It is interesting that Katherine's mother is never referred 

to by name at all. It is sufficient, for the purposes of the novel, that we know her simply as 

Katherine's mother.

2 Description
The simplest way to introduce a character, common in older fiction, is to give a physical description and 

biographical summary (Lodge, 1992,67).

A comprehensive list of a character's physical and mental attributes would take many pages 

and make dull reading. The author can give the illusion of a full, well-rounded character by 

selecting a small number of details which signal to the reader a fuller picture. This technique 

is commonly referred to as synecdoche, or the part standing for the whole. If, for example, 

we look at a few of Barbara Trapido's introductions to characters, we see her employ this 

technique. The only physical description we have on first meeting Jacob, for example, is of 

his hair:

He fixed me under his black horsehair eyebrows ... he had hair to match his eyebrows sprouting, 

intimidatingly, like sofa stuffing from the neck of his open shirt (p 8).

The description, however, gives us an idea of Jacob's character the rather alarming 

masculinity which his hirsuteness denotes, coupled with a surprising comfort, softness and 

familiarity that the analogy of sofa-stuffing portrays. Compare his introduction to that of John 

Millet:

... John Millet looked like a man in an Austin Reed shirt advertisement. He was chid in stylish pale 

linen and had a squashy packet of Gallic fags jutting from his breast pocket (p 11).

Here, there is no direct physical description at all. We are not given an idea of build, hair or 

eye colour. The details are left to us to imagine. Trapido describes Millet in terms of clothes.
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The term stylish, when applied to Millet's clothes means that we easily transfer the epithet 

and apply it to Millet himself. Even when she talks of his middle age, she tells us that he is 

""wearing [it] with a casual grace" (p 11) (My italics). John Millet also wears a "slightly 

preening, twisted smile" (p 11). The fact that Trapido describes him as 'wearing' certain 

attributes, as one would clothes, indicates that these attributes are somehow external, rather 

than part of him. It tells the reader that there is much artifice in John Millet. The Austin 

Reed image tells us a lot about the character, too. Because we know that Austin Reed is a 

stylish, expensive casual clothing label, aimed at middle class, white males, we transfer these 

attributes to John Millet himself. In addition, who has not seen the sort of adverts Trapido 

refers to - glossy, centre page advertisements in lifestyle magazines where the poses the 

models strike are artfully casual? The hint that John Millet cares about style is made, more 

forcefully further down the page. "That afternoon he drove me ... in his white Alfa Romeo, 

which he had recently driven across the Alps." (pp 11-12)

Clothing plays a large part in indicating to the reader Roger Goldman's temperament, 

too. Roger Goldman, on whom Katherine has a crush, wears a hat:

He has, on his comely dark head, a remarkably floppy black beret which give him the look of having 

come but late from Wittenburg [sic] (p 20).

'It's a German student's hat,' he says. 'It belonged to Jake's father.' Jacob's family has fallen and 

risen again in defiance of Hitler (p 19).

Jacob's father disappeared in Nazi Germany - a fact which causes me to deduce at the same time that 

Roger doesn't balk at wearing a dead man's hat (p 40).

Roger's wearing of the "martyr's hat" (p 40) communicates complex signals. It is not worn 

as a functional piece of clothing - the Goldmans' house is not described as unduly cold. We 

might surmise from this that he is unconventional. He shows complete disregard for the fact 

that the hat belonged to Jacob's father, who died in the holocaust. Early in the novel, 

Katherine reads this attitude as a sign of Roger's intellectual bravery:

He runs, as it were, not only the ordinary risk of leaving it on the bus, but the more profound risk of 

catching death by contagion (p 40).

There are, however, some indications that Roger's wearing of the hat has a deeper
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psychological significance. Later on in the same scene, Roger demonstrates his animosity 

towards Jacob ('"I hate him,' Roger says. 'He snipes at me' (p. 41)"). The reference to 

Wittenberg is also telling as it alludes to another rather tortured young man: Hamlet, who, at 

the beginning of the play, is to go back to study at Wittenberg. Any reader acute enough to 

pick up on Trapido's intertextual hint might draw certain comparisons between Roger and the 

Prince of Denmark. This comparison becomes more explicit later in the text when she refers 

to him as "an absurd and petulant Hamlet" (p 83). In retrospect, armed with information we 

have learned later in the novel, we might reassess the signals communicated by the hat and 

conjecture that Roger wears it as a way of demonstrating disrespect towards his father.

What surprised me, on looking for examples of physical description in Brother of the 

More Famous Jack, was how very few there were. Often, a character's physical description 

is summed up in one brief adjective - for example, the only indication we have of Michele's 

physical appearance occurs in the following description: "built like a cart horse" (p 116). 

Trapido's skill in creating characters lies in the economy of her descriptions which always 

tell us more about a character than just their external appearance. As David Lodge says, 

'description in a novel is never just description' (1992, 57).

3 Cultural Context

A novelist has to rely on a shared knowledge in order that indications he or she plants in the 

text will be read as they are intended. By this I don't mean language - we assume that 

anyone who reads novels will be literate - but a shared sense of experience. A novelist draws 

on our collective cultural knowledge whenever he or she describes a setting for a particular 

character.

Sometimes an author omits physical description altogether and simply describes a 

character through objects and surroundings. {Catherine's mother is a good example of this 

technique. When the novel commences, at the beginning of the 1960s, Katherine refers to her 

mother's interior decor thus:

A painting of a child with Murillo eyes weeping a contrived glass tear... on the floor, autumnal 

patterned Axminster carpet. Patterned, my mother said, because it wouldn't show the dirt ... Displayed 

behind me on the wallpaper .. was a more than adequate collection of bas-relief china ducks (pp 

56/57).

Through this description, we are able, precisely, to place {Catherine's mother in her social
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milieu. Flying ducks are a cliche of working-class bad taste. And who isn't able to picture 

the Woolworths print of the child with the Murillo eyes, and make assumptions of taste and 

class accordingly? Trapido, though, takes pains to point out that attitudes towards working- 

class taste would change:

'A goodly bloody third of the transatlantic migration,' Jonathan Goldman called them [the ducks] once 

in years to come, by which time they had become smart kitsch (p 56).

A softening in Katherine's attitude towards her mother is demonstrated by a reference to the 

ducks, later, when she returns to England, and is grieving for her dead child. Now the ducks 

do not represent working-class bad taste, but rather, familiarity and security: "I sat about in 

her house, noticing with relief that the ducks had moved with her to Dorset" (p 135).

The fact that the teenage Katherine is seduced by the bohemian Goldman household is 

wholly unsurprising. Where her mother is conventional and anxious to conform, the 

Goldmans are outspoken and self-assured. Where her mother is reserved, the Goldmans are 

voluble and demonstrative. Where Katherine's mother pays homage to the gods of order and

tidiness, the Goldmans live in chaos. The impressionable Katherine romanticises the dirt and
* 

chaos that the Goldmans live in. Contrast the description of Katherine's mother's house with

that of a piece of furniture in the Goldmans' house: "a small, beautiful lyre-backed chair. 

The seat is loose and the legs are splaying outwards at the joints" (p 19) and, as if we haven't 

noticed the contrast yet, Katherine underlines it with irony: "anyone in my mother's circle 

would have done it up years ago in tasteful Dralon" (p 19). Dralon, of course, is another of 

those icons of bad taste - a cheap, hard-wearing man-made fibre used most often as a 

covering for mass-produced upholstery. The lyre-backed chair is not a mass-produced piece 

of furniture. Obviously antique, even the name is romantic. One might speculate that the 

reference to it underlines the musicality of the family who have a penchant for Dowland and 

Monteverdi. The fact that the chair is a present from an aristocrat and falling apart indicates 

the Goldmans' disregard for their patrician heritage.

Katherine's first introduction to the Goldmans' house is in marked contrast to her own 

in suburban Hendon.

The house, as it presents itself from the road, is like a house one might see on a jigsaw puzzle box, 

seasonally infested with tall hollyhocks. The kind one put together on a tea tray while recovering from 

the measles. We are in the Sussex countryside, not far from Glyndeboume. We are in Virginia Woolf
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country. Mrs Goldman is in her vegetable garden, but leaves it and comes over when she sees us. She 

puts down a gardener's sieve containing potatoes and a lettuce ... (p 14).

The comparison of the house to a jigsaw puzzle box belongs to the environment that she has 

just left, but the references to Virginia Woolf and Glyndeboume are telling. They indicate as 

much about Katharine's romantic view of the Goldmans as they do the Goldmans themselves. 

We might even surmise that the description hints at the cultured nature of the Goldmans. The 

reference to Virginia Woolf will summon up to the reader thoughts of the Bloomsbury-set 

(consolidated later on by a reference to Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant). By a process of 

transference, Barbara Trapido ensures that, before we have even met the family, we will 

associate the family with Bloomsbury set bohemianism and high culture. Later in the story, 

once Katharine has returned from Italy, belongings and surroundings are used to denote a 

marked change in the attitudes of the Goldmans: "Somebody has dry-cleaned the Persian 

rugs which Rosie once dragged through the mud and which now lie on the floor." (p 143). 

The same lyre-backed chair has been re-upholstered. The chaotic kitchen which Katherine 

associated with the Goldmans has been replaced:

Jacob's kitchen has double sinks and a waste grinder into which he pitches the coffee grounds. He has 

a dishwasher under the workboard and an extractor fen above it... The Windsor chairs have been 

bleached and waxed (pp 144-145).

Through Katherine's description of the Goldman's new surroundings, we become aware that 

she has matured. Her view of them has become less fanciful:

Their charming new maisonette ... tall and thin, built into existing house backs like a mews, has 

climbing geraniums at the cobbled front doorstep and a speaky thing, which you talk into before the 

door unlocks. The ground floor is all garage and laundry (p 143).

Trapido uses surroundings to great effect to extend our understanding of John Millet. 

The afternoon that Katherine meets him, he takes her to the Tate Gallery: "... he stood among 

the smooth pebble-white Henry Moores" (p 12). John Millet is also immensely cultured, but 

this is not the chaotic romantic culture of the Goldman household - rather - it is smooth and 

ordered. Anyone who has seen a Henry Moore sculpture is able to picture the cool, enigmatic 

works and, again, transfer the qualities to the character in whose presence we see them.
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4 Anecdote

For the purposes of this study, I class anecdote in novels as stories within the stories, which 

do not add anything to plot, but are used to illuminate an aspect of character. To 

demonstrate, I refer, once again, to the passage in which Katherine meets Jacob Goldman for 

the first time.

He fixed me under his black, horsehair eyebrows with what I took to be smouldering animosity. It was, 

of course, well before the day I saw him ask into his kitchen a collection of rain-soaked Jehovah's 

Witnesses and offer them cups of tea (p 8).

Trapido uses this passage as an illustration of an aspect of Jacob's character, namely that "he 

was the kindest of people" (p 8). Of course, the Jehovah's witnesses would likely have bored 

Jacob with their sermons, but there is a deeper poignancy in the anecdote: Jacob is himself a 

victim of religious intolerance. A German Jew, his father was killed in the holocaust. This 

knowledge makes Jacob's gesture all the more laudable.

Roger tells Katherine an anecdote about his childhood:

Once Jont and I were picking blackberries in Oxford. In my grandmother's garden. We tried an 

experiment to prove the existence of God, because the grandparents had been converting us. We were 

about four and seven, I think. We kept muttering abuse to the Holy Ghost to see if the wrath of God 

would come down (p 51).

Again, this story is not necessary to the plot, and yet to lose it would be to impoverish the 

novel. It illustrates Jonathan and Roger's iconoclasm, their questioning of authority, and 

their lack of deference. Even at a young age, they do not bow down in front of what they 

perceive as false gods.

Anecdote is a technique that Barbara Trapido employs with regularity. Because the 

novel itself is written in the first person, the style is chatty and informal. In everyday 

conversation, we often use anecdotes or small stories to illustrate what we are saying, and the 

way Trapido attributes the anecdotes to Katherine herself adds to the illusion of realism in the 

text.
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5 Action

As I demonstrated in the section Reliability, we must view what a novelist's characters say 

with a certain scepticism and judge their assertions according to what we already know and 

what we will learn about the psychological make-up of the character. Actions, however, 

often present a truer picture of a character's motivations, hopes and desires. When John 

Millet chats up (Catherine in Dillons book shop, we immediately assume, with some 

justification, that he is heterosexual. He later takes her to a hairdressers and tells the stylist 

how to cut her long hair short. The scene give us some idea of how controlling John Millet 

is, but it also gives us cause for confusion from another quarter. Hair has long been 

associated in Western culture with femininity and sexual provocativeness. That John Millet 

is instrumental in cutting off {Catherine's hair makes the reader question what his true 

intentions are. As we are later to find out from {Catherine's mother:

'He's queer,' she said, priding herself on her instinct for nosing out sexual deviance. 'The world is full of 

nice young men. Why do you go out with an old queer?' (p 13).

As the novel progresses, the reactions of each character must be consistent with the 

portrait of the character the novelist has painted so far. Contrast, for example, the reactions 

of Jonathan and Roger to their mother, Jane's incipient labour

'Jont,' she says, 'I'm going to be sick.' Deftly, Jonathan grabs a large antique jug from the shelf beside 

him and inverts, onto the table, a small pile of paper clips, trading stamps and string before handing it to 

her.

'Heave into this, Ma,' he says

'Mother is giving birth,' he [Jonathan] says. He picks up the jug of vomit and goes to the door with 

it. 'Cheers,' he says, disgustingly. We hear him flush it away in the downstairs loo. Roger says nothing 

but the event puts him on edge.

'Let's go for a walk,' he says (pp 51-51).

The contrast in the brothers1 reactions to their mother's labour indicates something of their 

respective characters, though, once again, the message is ambiguous. The reader might 

perceive Jonathan's cheerfulness as heartless, or unfeeling, and interpret Roger's silence on 

the matter as worry. Later indications in the text mean that we must reassess our reading of 

this event and see Jonathan through this action as cheerful and humorous. Later too, we
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realise the reason for Roger's taciturnity is that he is distinctly uncomfortable with the idea of 

his mother giving birth:

I was too much in love with him and too young to perceive him as an absurd and petulant Hamlet, 

screwed up with sexual jealousy where Jacob was concerned (p 83).

Jane's baby is evidence of her sexual relationship with Jacob. Roger makes no comment and 

avoids the issue, much as he avoids any emotional contact by absenting himself from the 

problem.

If an inconsistency arises between what a character says and what a character does, 

then we generally assess the action as being the truer psychological indicator. Take, for 

example, the disparity between Roger's lovemaking and what he says:

... he chose to bed me on bits of grimy sacking in the farmer's outhouse or in the cycle shed on a 

plastic mac, with my vertebrae grinding into the concrete. As a fundamental human need, warmth 

takes precedence over sexual urges. In both of these locations I was colder than I have ever been in my 

life.

'I love you,' Roger said, as I eased the butt end of an old Dutch hoe out of my shoulder blade 

(p 86-87).

Authors often choose to present a character through a physical action   that is, with 

the character in the process of doing something. See, in the next two examples, how Roger's 

actions signal elements of character:

At the kitchen table Roger is poring over the Observer theatre reviews, stretching long, denim-clad legs 

before him (p 20).

Roger ... makes a tangram with a slice of toast as he stretches on the grass (p 35).

Again, these examples of activity send out complicated signals as they are not in keeping 

with those that we would associate with a teenage boy. To the teenage {Catherine they signal 

that he is an intellectual, which he undoubtedly is, but the reader might also make other 

deductions. Because reading is a solitary activity, the fact that Roger is doing it in a crowded 

kitchen might lead us to conjecture that he is not a sociable person. Perhaps he is using the 

newspaper as a method of shutting the other people in his family out. In the second example,
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Roger making a tangram out of a piece of toast hints that he is happier dealing in abstract 

puzzles than human relationships. By contrast, his younger brother, Jonathan, is more often 

presented in more physical activities. He often plays with his younger brothers and sisters:

It is temporarily impossible for me to enter the Goldmans' dining room because Jonathan has been 

gunned down by Sam with a plastic machine gun and has thrown himself in convulsive dying agony 

across the doorway (p 30).

Katherine finds Jonathan's behaviour aggressive and intimidating:

I consider stepping over him but it occurs to me that the little bastard might well use the opportunity to 

look up my skirt (p 30).

As Katherine matures, we are invited to reassess this view. Consider the following passage, 

and Katherine's initial reaction:

Jonathan, to my very great surprise, flukes his voice up into a piercing alto for this item. I have never 

heard a post-pubertal male sing like a girl before and it confronts me at first like the shock of meeting a 

man in drag at a street comer (p 37).

Later, Katherine acknowledges and invites us to admire Jonathan's confidence:

It occurred to me then that, among the indignities Jonathan had survived as the child of cultivated and 

arty parents, he had evidently survived having to sing male alto at school (p 91).

There are other clues to Jonathan's good nature. Note the similarity of Jonathan's 

demeanour in front of his family, to Jacob's:

He [Jonathan] raises his hands like a stage pedagogue. 'Quiet, quiet,' he says preciously. 'Absolute 

quiet please. Stick your chewing gum behind your ear, Rosie* (p 37).

Fish ringers and beans from a tin is what Jacob crams into his three youngest children upon his return. 

It is his weekly gesture towards domestic involvement. He processes both food and children very fast, 

giving orders like a genial scout master (p 38).
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Jonathan raises his hands like a stage pedagogue. Jacob gives orders like a genial scout 

master - another kind of pedagogue. Again, Trapido underlines the similarities between 

Jonathan and Jacob, hinting to the reader that Jonathan will ultimately be {Catherine's right 

choice of partner.

6 Speech

Though the words that an author makes a character utter can give the illusion of naturalism, 

speech in a novel differs greatly from real-life oral communication. Anyone who has ever 

tried to transcribe, word-for-word, a taped speech, realises that the resultant text, without the 

added visual pointers that we get when we engage in face-to-face conversation (that is, facial 

expression, demeanour and gesticulation) is unintelligible. Dialogue in a novel, therefore, 

gives the impression of spontaneous speech by contrivance, and an author carefully chooses 

what he/she makes a character say. Even if dialogue is necessary to further the plot, it is 

important that each speech is written 'in character'. Because of this, it is possible to glean 

vital points of characterisation from the speeches that a novelist ascribes to their characters.

A character's speech can express their feelings, thoughts and desires. Of course, as I 

demonstrated in the section on Action, the reader has to take the other manifestations of a 

character's motivations into account when we judge whether we believe the content of a 

character's speech. Speech, however, can be a valuable indicator of qualities such as a 

character's intelligence, warmth or capacity for humour. Note, for example, Jacob's reaction, 

at {Catherine's university interview, to Katherine's assertion that she doesn't like the sex in 

D H Lawrence. '"The wife doesn't care for it either,' he said, which surprised me not a little. 

'She considers it not so much sex as indecent exposure'." (p 9) From this comment we can 

deduce a number of things: first, that he is kind, for he puts {Catherine at ease by validating 

her opinion; second, that he is able to make a joke at the expense of a well-respected author 

implies that he has a refreshingly nonconformist view of literature; thirdly, the humour in the 

statement makes us aware of Jake's keen sense of the ridiculous. The statement also hints at 

Jacob's good relationship with his wife, for he values her opinion.

Of course, we can judge a character by their silences as well as their speech. When 

{Catherine is introduced to the rather awesomely voluble Goldmans for the first time, it is nine 

pages before Katherine utters a word. Of course, this is not a naturalistic portrayal. It is 

usual for any person meeting their hosts for the first time to exchange greetings and 

pleasantries. Trapido chooses not to show this because Katherine's silence is the best

indication of her shyness. In addition, because the novel is narrated in Katherine's voice, we
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get the impression that, for the moment, Katherine is content to just observe.

Speech may be a reliable source of information about a character in other ways. The 

way a character delivers a speech is as important as its content. Unless an author creates a 

character who wishes to mislead others about themselves (as with, for example, Leone who 

has altered her accent for reasons of social mobility: "Leone had learned her voice at 

Cambridge in the nineteen-fifties. She was the daughter of an unmarried kitchen maid and 

had got a university place very much against the odds." (pi07)) the way characters talk will 

be consistent with the traits that an author attributes to them. For the purpose of examining 

this idea further, I have divided the various components of speech style into the following 

subheadings:

i) Dialect and Accent

We make assumptions about characters on the basis of accent. On a basic level, a foreign 

accent will conjure up in the reader stereotypes which an author can confound or confirm as 

he or she sees fit. Regional accent will denote a character's provenance, but can also give us 

ideas of class.

Novelists sometimes try to give their dialogue that extra smack of authenticity by a 

laborious phonetic spelling out of a dialect or accent. As an illustration I quote from the 

opening chapter of George Eliott's Adam Bede:

'Ah, Ben, you've got a joke again me as'll last you your life. It it isna religion as was i' fault 

there; it was Seth Bede, as was allays a wool-gathering chap, and religion hasna cured him, ther more's 

the pity.

'Ne'er heed me, Seth,' said Wiry Ben, 'y' are a downright good-hearted chap, panels or no 

panels; an' ye donna set up your bristles at ever bit o'fun like some o' your kin, as is mayhap cliverer' 

(1980, 12).

It is more usual, however, for a novelist to give a flavour of someone's accent. A 

faithful transcription of accent can often nullify the illusion of pace and spontaneity that 

novelists try to create in their character's speech. Barbara Trapido indicates that Michele is 

talking Italian by a smattering of easily understood Italian words: Imbecille, Basta, Inglese, 

and by making the syntax of his speeches consistent with Italian syntax:

'And who is this Goldman?' Michele said again. 'This big English Jew who waits for you a 

whole hour in my apartment, and wants to be telephoned in Athens?' (p 123).
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ii) Rhythm

'Jake is a very urban person too,' she [Jane] says. 'If you mention the Northern Line to him 

he goes quite starry-eyed. He likes to see Coke tins in the gutters. He likes to be five minutes walk 

from the Hampstead Everyman. He finds this house hopelessly countrified.'

'It's very nice here,' I say. 'Your house. It's very nice.'

'And very dirty,' she says. 'Do you mind the dirt, Katherine?'

'It's nice dirt,' I say (p 23).

It is possible to deduce from the rhythm of a character's speech, clues as to their 

emotional state. In the above example, the rhythm of Jane's speech is relaxed and chatty. 

She imparts information with the liberal use of adverbs and illustrates her speech with 

colourful examples: He likes to see Coke tins in the gutters. ^Catherine's speech by contrast is 

short, staccato, and made up of monosyllables. She lacks Jane's hyberbole. The fact that the 

only adjective she uses is the rather pale-pink adjective, nice, and that she repeats it three 

times, gives the reader the impression that Katherine feels awkward and tongue-tied. Jane 

has put Katherine on the spot by her disconcerting question. Through Katherine's self- 

conscious understatement, we can understand the dilemma the question puts her into - 

whether to respond honestly or politely. It is typical example of the effect that the Goldmans' 

world has on Katherine.

iii) Vocabulary

The vocabulary a character uses says a lot about them. Sophisticated vocabulary suggests 

erudition on the part of the character who employs it. Ornate, ostentatious vocabulary might 

suggest someone who is trying to impress.

In Brother of the More Famous Jack, Jacob's daughter, Rosie is explaining a car 

game which she and Jonathan sometimes play in which they take imaginary pot-shots at 

passers by and score points on a scale of one to ten:

'... you get ten for old ladies in wheelchairs and eight for old ladies with a stick.'

'There's a correlation between decrepitude and high scoring?' Jacob asked.

'And also if you're black,' Rosie said. 'You get ten for a black person who's old, even if they 

aren't in a wheelchair.'

'There's a correlation also between stigmatizing ethnic attributes and high scoring? Jacob 

asked. 'Is that right?'

34 Sharon Roman - Critical Study



'Right, 1 Jonathan said. Jacob shrugged. Mock despair.

'Far be it from me to repress you with the Liberal Conscience,' he said. ... 'Tell me,' Jacob

said, 'do you discriminate within the category of decrepit black persons? For example, between people

of African and Asian origin?'

'You get more for Pakistanis,' Rosie said. 'We do it on the bus to swimming. 1

'Good God,' Jacob said. 'Do you by any chance also get a bonus for a Jew?'

'Don't be silly,' Rosie said. 'You can't tell Jews. They just look like ordinary people.'

'Like what sort of ordinary people?' Jacob said. 'Like ordinary black people, for example?'

Rosie growled impatiently. She had not much inclination for sociological analysis.

'You're so stupid, Jake,' she said. 'Why are you so stupid?' (p 88).

Jacob is a philosophy professor. Rosie is a nine-year-old girl. Even if we had no information 

about the characters other than the piece of dialogue I have reproduced, we might be able to 

deduce, from their respective speeches, that Rosie is a child and that Jacob is an intelligent, 

informed and articulate adult. Trapido achieves this by ascribing to Jacob more intricate, 

involved syntax, and also by the contrasting use of vocabulary. The vocabulary he employs 

(stigmatizing, ethnic, Liberal Conscience) is that of someone who has a firm grasp on 

sociology, ethics, political correctness. Rosie's vocabulary is less sophisticated. Contrast 

Rosie's old ladies with Jacob's decrepitude, Rosie's black people with Jacob's ethnic 

attributes, Rosie's Pakistanis with Jacob's people of... Asian origin. The fact that Jacob 

doesn't in any way modify his vocabulary when speaking to Rosie indicates to us that he 

doesn't talk down to her. Through this speech, we are made aware of Jacob's unpatronising 

attitude towards his children.

Jane's vocabulary communicates to us her upper-class background. See for example, 

how she relates to Katherine her first night with Jake:

'... all that sex, Katherine, was so unexpectedly jolly,' she says, in her headmistressy voice. 'One had 

been led to believe that it would be such a hurdle' (p 28).

The adjectiveyo//y is an outmoded epithet that we are more used to hearing in the context of 

school stories of the 1940s and 1950s. There is a certain irony attached to the fact that Jane 

subverts the word (and, by implication, her own background) by using it to describe sex with 

someone whom her parents regarded as highly unsuitable. Her substitution of the personal 

pronoun for the more impersonal one betrays a certain learned formality of speech.
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7 Contrast and Comparison

Most of our assessments are based on comparisons, because we make judgements in the light 

of pre-existing knowledge. The novelist exploits the reader's natural inclination for 

comparison by careful contrast of characters, thus giving the reader the illusion of having 

made up his or her own mind about a character. Through contrast, the novelist can signal to 

the careful reader how to view the characters in question. It is through comparison and 

contrast that the author offers us a benchmark by which to measure the qualities he/she refers 

to. The first mention in the novel of Jonathan is a reference to him by his mother, Jane. The 

reference takes the form of a comparison with his elder brother, Roger: "Roger is gorgeous 

and Jonathan is trouble. Equally gorgeous, but trouble" (p 16). Thus Trapido sets up what is 

to become the central strand of the novel: the story is one in which the central character and 

narrator, Katherine, initially falls in love with Roger but eventually marries Jonathan. The 

comparison is explored throughout the book. It is obvious from the beginning that Katherine 

is impressed by Roger's "fine face" (p 20). In contrast, Jonathan has none of the obvious 

good looks of his brother: "Jonathan Goldman, who is sixteen, is taller than his brother and 

coarser looking." (p 22) By clever juxtapositioning of interior qualities, however, the author 

induces comparisons from the reader which are not overtly there in the text. Despite the fact 

that Katherine finds Roger attractive, and Jonathan irritating, the reader eventually becomes 

aware that in a comparison of personal qualities it is Jonathan who comes off better. There 

are marked similarities in some of the situations that Trapido places both Jonathan and Roger. 

Contrast, for example, Jonathan and Roger's reactions on separate occasions where an 

outsider says something potentially embarrassing to them. In Roger's case, the remark comes 

from a waiter in a cafe, who calls him 'laddie' in front of Katherine.

'I'm not "laddie,"'Roger says haughtily. Tin Roger Goldman.' I start to giggle. 

'Laddie!' Roger says to me in disgust when the waiter has gone. 'It sounds like dog food'

(P 47).

Roger is clearly affronted. The use of the word haughtily suggests that he thinks himself 

superior to the waiter. He asserts his name: I'm Roger Goldman, as if he is someone that the 

waiter ought to have heard of. It is an arrogant reaction. The fact that he later makes a joke 

of it and that the incident serves to break the ice between him and Katherine doesn't nullify 

his initial response. By contrast, Jonathan's reaction to some serious ribbing from his 

schoolmates when he takes Katherine to the cinema is much more robust, humorous and
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confident:

The other half of Jonathan's grammar school class was hanging loose on the town as we came out.

'Hey, Goldman,' one of them called out bawdily as we moved off, 'what have you got that we 

haven't got?' Jonathan glared over his shoulder.

'Charm,' he said, ferociously.

'Serenade her, Jonathan,' one of them said, below the belt, in a mimicking falsetto voice.

'Get lost,' Jonathan said, in his manly baritone (p 91).

Comparing characters and their qualities has the effect of throwing the good characteristics 

into relief, making them seem all the more endearing because they are not universally 

available. Contrast heightens differences and therefore serves to make the characters a 

novelist creates individual and idiosyncratic.
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CONCLUSION - THE OVERALL PICTURE

1 Filling in the Gaps

One of the most surprising discoveries I made in the light of this study was how little direct 

information there was regarding the characters in Brother of the More Famous Jack. Trapido 

herself concedes that she doesn't like much description:

As a child I always used to skip parts of books that I used to call description ... I grew up with the 

belief that proper writing was to do with being sensitive and using proper adjectives and lots of 

description. Then, when I was twelve, a school teacher, as a treat, read us Pride and Prejudice and I 

just thought, I've never come across writing like that. When I wrote my first novel, one of my friends 

said "Gosh, you don't waste any time on the scenery, do you?", and I thought: I know why I do that. 

It's because of Jane Austen (Appendix, July 2000, 3).

However, I was astonished I had built up such a vivid mental picture of her characters, and 

ascribed them such specific attributes, on the basis of so little information. It made me realise 

how few facts a reader needs in order to construct a fictional character. I began to understand 

how characters evolve in a kind of synthesis between the author and the reader. In the 

context of this study, a lengthy exploration of reader-response theory would be inappropriate, 

but there are a few salient points that relate quite specifically to the process of 

characterisation. Andrew Stibbs summarises Wolfgang Iser's examination of the mental 

processes involved by saying that the reader

Seeks to cope with the contradictions, ambiguities and gaps in the text which they encounter, by 

constantly reconstructing the text in the head to make meaning (Stibbs 1991, 11).

Stibbs asserts that the reader has to fill the gaps in the text "so that our reconstruction of 

events more nearly resembles the seamlessness ascribed to 'real-life'" (Ibid, 11). The reader 

supplements the inadequate information that the author supplies, so that, from a few hints 

from the author, they are able to build up a picture of a character.

2 The Process of Self-Adjustment

The other process involved in reading, Stibbs says, is the one by which we constantly

reconstruct our sense of the whole meaning of the text:
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By revising both our retrospect of what we have already read and our prospect of what we anticipate 

reading, again in the search for consistency (Ibid, 12).

In this process, the significance of the information being disseminated is continually modified 

by its juxtaposition with memories of that which we have already read. Stibbs paraphrases 

Iser when he says that

The appeal of literary texts lies in the dynamic between having expectations confounded and re 

established. We read on because we think we know what will happen, but then we find that - without 

it being so absurd as to frustrate our expectations - it's not quite how we expected, so we redefine our 

expectation and want to read on to check that (Ibid, 13).

In other words, this dynamic of constantly assessing and reassessing is what constitutes the 

suspense of a novel. I have already demonstrated in the section Depth and Complexity of 

Characters an example of this aspect of novel-writing as it relates to character - that is, the 

way in which the reader finally comes to an understanding about Katherine's mother, Mrs 

Browne. The addition of new information (that is, that she once considered re-marrying, but 

didn't because her daughter didn't like her choice of prospective partner, thus sacrificing 

possible happiness for Katherine's sake) means that we are able to come to a greater 

understanding of her. This self-adjusting process occurs to a greater or lesser extent with 

most of the major characters in the novel and is what contributes to the illusion of fully- 

rounded, complex characters.

Brother of the More Famous Jack was one of those novels that I felt compelled to 

read again, the moment I had finished the last page. At the time I attributed this to the fact 

that it was a very enjoyable novel, but that couldn't have been the sole reason -1 rarely feel 

the urge to turn back immediately to page one of even the most absorbing read.

After becoming acquainted with Stibbs's ideas, I realised that the answer perhaps lay 

in the complex nature of the narrative and the self-adjusting nature of the reading process. 

One of the things I found most difficult about analysing character in Brother of the More 

Famous Jack was the ambiguity of many of the situations described. Though, from what I 

remember of my initial reading, I didn't find the complicated nature of the signals relating to 

character disconcerting, I was aware that in subsequent readings I was able to assess a 

character and his/her motivations more accurately. I realised that it was only in the light of
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the conclusion that I was able to put an accurate interpretation on the equivocal nature of the 

early scenes. The fascination was in being able to turn to page one and re-read in the light of 

new knowledge. Like a detective, to continue the analogy I used at the beginning of Part II, it 

was very pleasurable to be able to piece together the clues and construct the character in the 

light of the ultimate denouement.

In my first draft of this study, my interpretation of character was informed by the fact 

that I knew (because I had already read the book) what the correct reading was, as Matthew 

Francis, my tutor, pointed out: "Your descriptions are all done with the benefit of hindsight." 

Knowing the novel so well was, in this particular instance, a hindrance rather than a help in 

analysing the spontaneous effect the text has on the reader.

3 The Reader as Unknown Quantity

Stibbs points out the truism that there is no reading without a reader, and that a text is a 

meaningless object until it is read (Ibid, 15). In addition, he states that "one essential 

ingredient a reader brings to a reading is their own individuality" (Ibid, 14). He quotes 

Norman Holland when he says we enrich "the central fantasy with our own associations and 

expressions that relate to it." Therefore, if we return to Forster's definition of a novel as 

being based on "evidence + or - X, the unknown quantity being the temperament of the 

novelist" (1980, 55), we might wish to modify his statement. The unknown quantity should 

refer not only to the temperament of the novelist, but also to the temperament of the reader. 

It is the unknown quantity of this reader response that means that readers will often disagree 

profoundly about the characters in a novel. Barbara Trapido herself was familiar with such 

diverse reactions when she talked about Jonathan, one of the main characters in both Brother 

of the More Famous Jack and The Travelling Horn Player.

A lot of my friends really hated him in The Travelling Horn Player and said that (Catherine should 

leave him ... A couple of reviewers were cross with me for not being more judgmental about people 

(Appendix, July 2000,6).

4 A Necessary Part of Becoming a Writer

I have found this study extremely enlightening in terms of my understanding of the nature of 

the symbiotic relationship between author and reader. I used to view reading as an enjoyable 

but passive activity. Now I am aware of exactly how much the novelist relies on the reader to 

fulfil the text.

40 Sharon Roman - Critical Study



During the course of this study, as I read other writers' discussions on 

characterisation, it became clear that many authors employ the techniques I outlined quite 

intuitively and are not directly conscious of selecting one method over another in order to 

illustrate character. In my interview with Barbara Trapido, when I asked her how much she 

thought it was right to tell the reader about a character and how much she preferred to 

demonstrate, her answer was thoughtful:

I never know about that. I always think I shouldn't tell, but then I find that I do, quite a lot. I prefer to 

have it come through the dialogue. The characters you don't engage with quite as much are the ones 

you tend to find yourself just describing - like Flora's mother. And also that French woman that 

Roland fails in love with. I found myself describing her flat relentlessly. I always think I shouldn't 

have done that - gone on and on about how austere the flat is (Appendix, July 2000, 10).

Of course, Barbara Trapido demonstrates her characters by a number of means which aren't 

just limited to description and dialogue. That she is unaware of the techniques she employs 

made this analysis, to me, even more interesting.

When I re-read my novel in the light of this study, I realised that I, also, had utilised 

many of the techniques I outline above, without questioning why I had selected one particular 

mode of illumination rather than another. In retrospect, I realise that I could have been more 

inventive in the methods I used, and that, rather than using great swathes of description, I 

could have been braver in trusting my reader to fill in the gaps. In my introduction, I stated 

that I hoped this study would have the effect of improving my writing as well as my reading 

skills. Only time will tell if I am able, as I hope, to turn to practical use the theoretical 

knowledge I have acquired, but, as I embark on my second novel, I am aware that it is 

possible to widen my approach in order to enrich and diversify my portrayal of characters.
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Appendix

BARBARA TRAPIDO - TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW 24.7.00

Do you set out -with the idea that your characters stand for abstracted traits or ideas, or is it 

they themselves that you're interested in?

I think it's they themselves. I don't think about what they stand for. Sometimes I wish I 

could do that - like Dickens. I think what made me start writing really was characters and 

actually when I started it was really unfashionable. It really puzzled me because I had no 

idea about literary fashion and I just thought that books that had characters that I couldn't 

engage with were boring and I wondered why they got these very reverent reviews because 

people were doing this sort of rather tricky thing with reminding you all the time this is a 

book and the people aren't real. What 1 got really addicted to in writing was partly just 

because I did a lot of reciting out loud and in a way it was like writing music -1 would 

improvise with sounds and dialogue - I got very high on writing dialogue. I'm never quite 

sure if you're talking to these pretend people or talking to them because they're a part of you 

and not a part of you so it's not quite as though you're speaking to someone outside your own 

head but it's not quite being them either, though you go quite a long way to being you - you 

know how some actors say they get quite disturbed when they're playing a character and you 

do find that when you're writing you become more assertive when you're occupied with one 

character or more. I sometimes think that writers are quite dysfunctional and they are 

probably people who don't have a very clear idea of their own identity. I think maybe a way 

of trying yourself out in different roles and trying out different aspects of yourself. You 

know whenever you meet people who don't write fiction they always assume that what you
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do is borrow people from life and then you change them around a bit so they won't notice and 

change the names and mix them up. It's so far from what you do. Characters are part of your 

own mind. Occasionally I've used people from life for walk-on parts and characters where 

you don't mind if they're 2 dimensional: if you want a mad gardener to walk on to shift a 

scene or to have a little vignette you may remember that man you've seen on the bus but 

important characters are all part of you. On the occasions when I have tried to use real-life 

characters, it's my impression that they are more 2 dimensional and I think it's quite bad 

form anyway. But I was quite interested to think that when I looked back on my first two 

novels - each of them there is one character who I stole directly from life. In Jack it's the 

Italian lover and as a result I think he's probably the least convincing character in the whole 

book. People think "oh she's made him up" whereas they think the Goldmans really come 

off the page and I don't know them at all. They're wish-fiilfilment characters, I suppose. In 

Noah's Ark, the South African lover was drawn entirely from life: he was the first man I was 

in love with and actually even the conversations are almost as if I tape-recorded them (but 

actually I have a very good memory). Unfortunately, because I thought it was bad form, I 

went to see him and asked his permission to use him in the book and he told everybody\ 

People are always so grateful to be in your book! Even when they're not, they imagine 

themselves to be. I think both of them come across as romanticised or a bit unreal. I think he 

sounds too good to be true in a way, and too hunky and... but he did look like that - a person 

they'd use in an advertisement or a hero in a Western and he lived that sort of Bohemian life. 

You always assume you'll see people from the outside - if it's your neighbour or your friend 

you're describing.

As a child I always used to skip parts of books that I used to call description and I 

suppose that growing up in a Colonial environment where there's a time-lag - my education 

was very thorough but it was still somehow in the shadow of the romantic movement and so I
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grew up with the belief that proper writing was to do with being sensitive and using proper 

adjectives and lots of description. Then when I was twelve, a school teacher, as a treat, read 

us Pride and Prejudice and I just thought I've never come across writing like that. When I 

wrote my first novel, one of my friends said "Gosh you don't waste any time on the scenery, 

do you?", and I thought: I know why I do that. It's because of Jane Austen. Afterwards, 

when I began to realise what a wish-fulfilment man Jonathan Goldman was, it's like what 

you're doing when you write is having conversations with other writers that your readers 

don't pick up on. Afterwards I did it more self-consciously but I thought Jonathan Goldman 

is always being described of in terms of feet - coming in and out of doorways in muddy boots 

and slimy sneakers on. When I read Emma again, I realised that Mr Knightly does that - he 

comes in and out of the rain and the mud and I thought that was some kind of unconscious 

reference to Mr Knightly. When I first read that book I, like Emma, was very charmed by 

Frank Churchill, very seduced by him. That's why they have that conversation at the end 

about Jonathan's poncy haircut. Frank Churchill goes to London to have his haircut and 

you're supposed to think how poncy he is and then I thought you're trying to have your cake 

and eat it - you want Jonathan to be both these men in a way. The fun of writing is making 

the characters. When I wrote my first novel, all it's got is characters, and a kind of a way 

with words - because they're very talky people, so what I was doing was writing these 

dialogue sequences and having no idea where it was going and eventually I thought - is this a 

novel or what - or is it a sort of high-class sit-com. I would think - today I can take them to 

the beach, tomorrow they can have a picnic or go to the cinema. I threw away dustbin bags 

of stuff and I began to think what sort of things happen to this sort of person - and I had no 

story really.
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So the characters come first and the plot afterwards. Do you have an idea of where it's 

going when you start out, or is it just the characters that you have in your head?

I have found that I got more and more interested in the way plots come together - in making 

a shape of the book. When I re-read my first novel I realised that I'd had a sort of instinct to 

make a shape with it to compensate for the fact that it had no story. I used kind of repeating 

images like Roger's travel bag that said R J Goldman and the Monteverdi song. There were 

many little refrains like Jonathan's feet - which gives the novel a sort of pertinence. 

Different things will start a book. I usually find some sort of dialogue going on. Juggling 

was such a treat and I suppose I still think of it as the best book I've ever written. It's very 

acrobatic - there's a lot of horizontal and vertical and there's something to do with ambiguity 

and gender. After a while I realised that what I was doing was writing a novel about the 

nature of comedy. I think it was because in Temples of Delight, which I thought was a very 

disturbing book, I got all these reviews which said what fun to have a happy ending and I 

started thinking about what makes comedy different from tragedy and I just wondered if it 

had to do with not happy endings but with the kind of upbeat mode in which appalling things 

got presented. People have an illusion of going away happy because of the land of 

acrobatical quality and the dexterity of the presentation. It has to do with keeping all these 

balls in the air. I got hints of that from the kind of imagery that I was writing. You have a 

character and the characters talk so it's really like improvising sequences of dialogue, the 

interactions, writing vignettes. I don't worry at first about how they'll insert. It's the 

characters that move on the story. I don't think I'm at all controlling with characters. I listen 

to some writers and they are clearly very troubled with characters who are not doing as 

they're told. I never find that really. In Temples of Delight I thought all they do is eat and 

after a while I realised this was some sort of sexual analogy and then I thought that Catholics
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always eat nicer food than Protestants and then I thought this was some sort of conversion 

story - being very seduced.

The Travelling Horn Player. I thought that restlessness was a fatal flaw in human 

beings. I had a feeling right away that the story was about love and death and that the girl 

would die because a man was philandering. After I wrote Temples of Delight, I found that 

book so disturbing that before I knew it in Juggling I was writing about those two little girls 

who were so close together in age and after a while I thought -1 know why I'm doing this - 

because I'm worried about Alice and these children. I'd done something I'd never dared to 

do before - because you get so attached to your characters and it's terribly difficult making 

them go away and writing this novel was agony because I couldn't get the Goldmans to leave 

my head.

Tell me about the roman fleuve element in your novels.

I subsequently noticed that Alison Lurie does this quite a lot. Having done that, a lot of 

people said "I thought that was only allowed in detective stories". Lots of people love 

meeting characters again. Then someone said you can't write two, you have to write three so 

I had to think which characters interested me enough.

People talk in terms of a trilogy but actually Temples of Delight Brother of the More 

Famous Jack, Juggling and The Travelling Horn Player all have characters in common.

I didn't think of Brother of the More Famous Jack as having anything to do with it. I simply 

used Jonathan Goldman because I always knew he would philander. The trilogy I think of 

because they are all similar in style but I think they're all separate novels really. I don't want
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anyone to take the idea too seriously. I meet people who say I'll have to read this one first as 

though it was the first book ofMallory Towers.

Jonathan was one of the characters that I thought I 'd examine carefully because he pops up 

quite a lot and I find him intriguing.

A lot of my friends really hated him in The Travelling Horn Player and said that {Catherine 

should leave him.

/ don't agree. I like the way that you are made to sympathise with each character's 

predicament and understand why they act badly,

A couple of reviewers were cross with me for not being more judgmental about people. I 

don't know why one writes but in a way it's like being a detective or a psychologist - you're 

interested in the way people behave the way they do. Like those terrible boys in Juggling 

who rape Pam. I think that's what adolescent boys do if they're together and they're drunk.

What I like about your tone is that it doesn 't judge. That's not to say that the books are 

immoral but they are about understanding.

I think Jonathan would behave like that. It may be a bit far-fetched that Sonia met {Catherine 

in that way.

You use coincidence a lot -
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- I know. I just thought- what the hell, why not?! -

There almost seems to be a Shakespearean quality in this, as in other respects - (wins, gender 

ambiguity, etc.

I think because I realised that Juggling was falling into a Shakespearean comic format - but I 

only notice these sorts of things afterwards. It's really irritating when some reviewer comes 

along and says it's so pretentious - she thinks she's writing Shakespeare. Then you sit back 

and think it's got the tall women and the short women - the dressing up and the running away 

and the gender-bending and the lovers are colour-coordinated. It's like having a dialogue 

with Shakespeare about the nature of comedy. And then I thought -1 can be really brave and 

I can write that interestingly - where everyone swaps and changes and pairs off- the 

relentless pairing off of a Shakespeare comedy. I think though, at the same time, I was 

utterly convinced that those people would go together, and I thought - here I am at the end of 

the book and why haven't I realised what any reader would realise - that the mermaid woman 

is supposed to go with the watery green man and in fact the brain is writing the subject for 

you all the time. I'm usually not aware of it until I'm some way in. Then I often go back and 

point it better. I never use coincidences as far-fetched as those that happen in real life! I very 

much enjoy the fact that a novel is an artefact and there's no reason why you can't stylise. I 

imagined when I was writing Jack that I was writing social realism, but I'm not, really. I 

think I was writing Jack as a way of saying that this is the way I wished life was, this is the 

way I want families to be. I don't know, maybe it should have been in the self-help section! 

I suppose it was quite hard to believe that the Goldmans' house had so many intellectuals.

There's a quite theatrical feel to your novels - are you aware of that?
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Yes. I've started thinking more and more that novels are a kind of theatre. In Temples of 

Delight I realised I must have been really trying to write an opera and you can't really write a 

novel that's an opera. Part of what you long to do when you write a novel is to do something 

that's impossible. I bought in a cloaked man ... It's a way of talking to dead people, isn't it? 

It really bothered me with that novel the way that I wrenched the story from that marvellous 

girl - Jem - and killed her, and then brought in this man that was a black mirror image of her. 

I thought why have I done this? It did occur to me that partly what I was doing was 

something like what Evelyn Waugh had done in Brideshead- that clearly I must have wanted 

it to be a heterosexual story.

fs that why Juggling is not a heterosexual story?

Well, I always thought that there was something the matter with Alice. And the character 

everyone thought was a bit flat was Roland and I quite liked him. I thought he was the 

person that noticed that there was something the matter with Alice, you know, he said 

something about why didn't she have a proper adolescence, and at that point I thought, you 

know, he's right. The only people that ever managed to pull her out of this kind of this 

paranoid state she's in are extreme, like Jem who was mad - telling lies - and then she was 

edited out. But I did note the theatrical thing. I'd taken the story away from the woman and 

given it to the man, and there's a black man who steps in through a classroom window and 

there is kind of magic picnic that rises from the forest floor, and there is the person who is 

rescued from death by one person but another person claims he is the rescuer when he isn't 

and there is this male character who I can't ever be sure whether he is the villain or the 

rescuer and I thought in fact it's the story of The Magic Flute. I think in the back of my mind
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I've always had the feeling - you know you meet these irritating people who say about opera 

that the stories are rubbish - and the stories aren't rubbish, especially The Magic Flute which 

makes no sense on a kind of everyday level but if you think of it as a kind of dream state it 

makes so much sense. So really what I think I was trying to do in that novel was to get to the 

root of desire and sexual power. Because Giovanni came from America he was always in a 

different time zone to Alice which lends an air of unreality to the novel so that he was awake 

when he was asleep and in the night she thought he'd murdered his wife and in the daytime 

she thought he was alright. I was never sure of him and I was never sure of Verasco -1 was 

never sure if he was the good guy in The Magic Flute.

Do you deliberately set out to make your characters have surprises?

I thought of Giovanni as the Demon Lover and I wondered, is Alice going to cross the 

Atlantic with this man? Alice takes him home, her mother hates him and tries to poison him. 

She gives Giovanni these mussels and he doesn't die. It's really sad for Alice because she 

loves him and wants everyone else to love him. But yes, it's very theatrical. You get braver 

as you get older and I trust dreams more. I trust coincidences. I don't care if a novel is not 

like real life. I think you have to believe the novel otherwise it doesn't work. A couple of 

friends of mine said "Why on earth did you make that boy levitate? That was really silly" 

and I said "Well, because I believed it". It suited me as well because Peter as a small child 

lived more in the sky than on the ground. He knew all about the stars and then I thought that 

his name was Peter and that was so much the opposite of that airy boy. But the point at 

which his feet didn't touch the ground - well, I'm not sure about that -1 think I'd just been 

reading a biography of St Theresa - you know the people who levitate write about it in such a 

down-to-earth way that you believe them. Because they tend to complain what a nuisance it
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is - one minute they're doing the washing up and the next they're flying off the ground and 

the dishes are going all over the place.

How much do you think it's right to tell your reader about a character? Do you prefer to 

demonstrate your characters through dialogue?

I never know about that. I always think I shouldn't tell, but then I find that I do, quite a lot. I 

prefer to have it come through the dialogue. With the characters you don't engage with quite 

as much are the ones you tend to find yourself just describing - like Flora's mother. And also 

that French woman that Roland falls in love with. I found myself describing her flat 

relentlessly. I always think I shouldn't have done that - gone on and on about how austere 

the flat is. I suppose there are times when you are just writing a sort of poetry - maybe that 

repetition of 'grey'.

Your novels are very class-conscious. Are you aware of that? You often describe people by 

talking about the things that they own or their houses, or their values.

Maybe growing up in South Africa you become obsessed with any sort of inequality. I've 

spent a lot of time in the company of Social Scientists, Bolshies, lefties. I do find social class 

terribly determining and terribly important. I agree that a lot of what I write is very 

politically conscious and satirical and I think I try and reconcile that with the sort of 

romanticism that I have. I suppose that's why I like Shakespeare's comedies so much - 

because they do manage to walk that tightrope. Not much of that sort of writing about. 

Dulcie, the black girl in Juggling that I absolutely love - she was complete wish-fulfilment 

Girls like her don't get to Cambridge and end up doing theses on the black Madonna. On the
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whole. She'd be a wasted talent. It's funny, you get a hundred brilliant reviews and the only 

one you remember is the lousy one, but there's a woman who said 1 patronised the working 

class. I thought, my God, Dulcie was so brilliant - she was a star. In fact when I wrote the 

page when she was talking to her friend and they're talking sort of entirely in saying 'fuck 

this' and 'fuck that' and 'fucking hell', I was just remembering the impact of coming to 

London and teaching in Hackney and listening to the way kids spoke. I'd never heard that 

word used out loud before. I was actually lost in admiration for the way they spoke - the 

staccato quality of it. Poetry is the best word for what I was doing on that page. It's 

obviously a bit stylised and it works better when you speak it than when you read it. She said 

that section was insulting to the working class. Quite a few people said that while I was very 

at home in the boys' public school but more than one reviewer said I slightly lost my touch in 

the London comprehensive and I've never actually been inside a public school but I taught 

for seven years in an inner-city comprehensive. I know all about Dulcie because that's where 

I taught.

Who are your most successful diameters? 

Christina. Jonathan. Jem - stylized. 

How do you develop your characters?

I'm always sure of them. Never have a problem thinking - I wonder what this character is. I 

know their size and shape and what they sound like. I'm often not sure of what they look like 

- that comes later.
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When I first began Jack, I was egged on by a friend who told me that I was dissipating my 

talent telling stories at dinner parties. I quickly realised I couldn't write short stories. What 

is interesting to me is the psychology of characters. What surprising things will happen. 

How will they react to each other. It's so often puzzling and interesting in the way people 

will bounce off each other and react in circumstances. I often have a feeling about a 

character but don't know what will happen to them. Stella, for example -1 had a feeling that 

she was doomed from the beginning. Everything she touched turned to dust.

In my first novel I had no story but had an idea of the things that would happen to 

these people. I always got the feeling that Rosie was the odd one out - she was the first of 

the Goldmans who wasn't intellectually precocious. I had the feeling that something that 

wasn't nice would happen to Rosie. In Juggling I thought about which characters interested 

me. Something in Lydia and Ellen. I always wanted to have a sister. That's wish-fulfilment 

again. I wanted to create a sense of gloom and death. One of them would have to die but I 

have no clear idea of why it was Lydia. I also had the idea of mirror-images - Hubert and 

Norbert for example. Some characters you have to be cruel to.

You write in both third and first person. Do you have any rules about this?

Not really. First person is easier and more direct. Jack is in first person and after that I tried 

to do something different Stella in The Travelling Horn Player swapped half-way through 

from first to third person. I don't know why, I just thought that she would. Then I re-wrote 

Ellen's bit to make it more consistent. Jonathan's voice was far too strong. He wouldn't let 

me write in third person about him so his sections stay entirely the same.

Do you ever devise scenes in order to demonstrate an aspect of someone's character? 
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Not consciously. I suppose there is the scene where Roger is talking to Kathenne about 

Symbolic Logic. But really, I just devise the dialogue and see where it will lead me.
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