Stock Characters-- Use Stock Characters to help students analyze characters in literature

Characterization

The characters of a story make the tale magnetic.  We are drawn to a particular story, because we can relate to the people in that particular situation.  Hence, a good storyteller will develop intriguing characters that arrest the attention of the audience making the story appealing and memorable.
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Because storytelling is a dramatic art.  A study of “stock characters” from the old Vaudeville Theater can be useful in developing memorable characters.  These characters are not extremely realistic.  (You’re probably not going to win an Academy Award for your portrayal of Dumb Joe or The Sophisticated Lady.)  They are broad exaggerations of human kind.  Yet, they seem real enough in the minds of our audience and serve the storyteller extremely well.

With each stock character, we will discuss the feet, the hands, the eyes, and the voice.  By changing these variables, you can portray a wide variety of characters.  I’ve also listed some examples of these characters from stories I have told or adapted for performance.  

Little Kid

From folklore:  Little Red Riding Hood, Goldilocks, The Boy That Cried Wolf

From Bible stories:  The Boy With Five Loaves and Two Fish, Samuel In The Temple  

From literature:  “Charles” by Shirley Jackson, “Alexander and The Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day” by Judith Viorst

The Little Kid is either shy or a brat.  Follow the steps below to assume the personae of the Little Kid.
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Feet:  wide foot base for brat, narrow for shy

Hands:  up and moving for brat, near the body for shy

Eyes: wide and roving for brat, looking at the floor for shy

Voice: light and breathy (but not to high) for brat, hesitating and stuttering for shy

Old Person

From folklore:  Grandmother of Little Red Riding Hood, Old Man of The Mountain

From Bible stories:  Moses, Simeon, Abraham and Sarah, Methuselah

From literature:  Walking Across Egypt by Clyde Edgerton

The Old Person can be a comic or sympathetic character.  This is often determined by the circumstances of the story.  Follow the steps below to assume the personae of the 

Old Person.
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Feet: make legs and knee joints stiff, hold on to furniture or mime a cane as you walk

Hands: trembling and shaky

Eyes: squinting

Voice: squeaky, trembling, whistling “s” for comic effect

Dumb Joe or The Country Hick

From folklore:  Giants, Trolls, Ogres, Lazy Jack

From Bible stories:  Goliath, Elephants on the Ark

From literature:  “Lennie” from Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck
This character can be played a couple of different ways.  He can be a fat, lazy bum or a tall, skinny goof ball.  He is not necessarily a comic character.  In Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men the mentally-retarded character Lennie is not comic but very pathetic.
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Feet: uneven, shuffling, goofy walk, toes pointed out

Hands: hanging loose, slouching shoulders

Eyes: glazed, dull stare

Voice: denasality for Dumb Joe, positive nasality for Hick 

The Sophisticated Lady

From folklore:  Queens, Princess, Rich People

From Bible stories:  Esther, Jezebel, Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel

From literature:  “Scarlet” from Gone With The Wind by Margaret Mitchell

This character can be a grand, southern dame or a prim and proper British lady.  She may not always be a good person.  Sometimes the most evil women (like Jezebel) put on an air of sophistication.  


Feet: always together

Hands: elbows in towards the body, hands out, uses hands when talking

Eyes: eyes wide with arched brows, as if in a state of shock

Voice: usually high, use extreme and artificial diction

The Hero

From folklore:  Prince Charming, Robin Hood, The Wise King

From Bible stories:  David, Joshua, Daniel

From literature:  “Atticus” from To Kill A Mockingbird by Harper Lee

This is the man in the big white hat, riding the dashing white horse, looking danger square in the eye.  He is not afraid and his confidence inspires others to follow his lead.


Feet: shoulder width apart, toes straight forward

Hands: clearly visible, nothing to hide

Eyes: look straight at the audience, instill confidence, nothing to hide

Voice: full, round tone with enough volume to fill the room

The Villain

From folklore:  The Big Bad Wolf, Wicked Witch of The West

From Bible stories:  King Herod, Satan

From literature:  “Fagin” from Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens

This guy is as slick and oily as they come.  There is no good in him and the audience loves to hate him.  


Feet: one foot slightly forward, as if ready to lunge toward victim

Hands: hidden behind the back as if hiding a weapon, or holding a threatening pose

Eyes: cold, hard stare

Voice: slow and measured words, chosen to scare and intimidate







