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The Roles We Play
As an actress, I understand how important it is to evaluate and understand

what kind of person I am in order to understand what kind of roles I should or should
not be playing in shows. Evaluating myself in this way isn’t always easy though,
especially when I don’t get the result I am hoping for.

I have a friend who really struggles with recognizing what kind of roles he
should be playing. Take the movie/musical Grease for example: as much as my friend
wants and thinks he is a Danny, he is much more of a Doody (one of the dorky T-birds
who follows Danny around). The reason he isn’t a Danny is simply because he isn’t
able to carry himself as such a strong, typical 50’s style jock. Same thing goes for my
other friend who actually is perfect for Danny, but he wants to play the funny guy
because most of the time:, audiences remember the funny guy.

It all comes back to who you are in real life; if you’re definitely the funny friend,
seeing you play the “mean” character just would not make sense. After all, in shows
we are portraying human beings, even though most of the time the characters come
from the author’s imagination. It is important to understand this because an actor’s
job is to connect with the audience by giving them someone to relate to.

If I decided one day that I was going to change my entire persona and become
that “goth” girl who only wears black everyday with heavy-duty eyeliner and plays
the Red Hot Chili Peppers and Green Day on repeat all day, I think people would be
overflowing with confusion. If I tried to play that kind of character, I would have a lot
of trouble connecting to the character;, therefore, the audience would not be able to
connect to my character.

With that, there are many di�erent types of characters. There’s a character for
every kind of person, in my opinion; you just have to be able to recognize which one
you can best identify with.

THE QUIRKY CHARACTER

I am very pleased and scared to be here.―PENNY LOU PINGLETON (Hairspray)

The quirky/goofy character is the character that is often the most memorable; they’re
typically funny, and most people can find a little bit of themselves in this character.
The quirky character has little things that they do that makes them stand apart from
the others.

The best example of this kind of character that is pretty well-known is Penny
Lou Pingleton from Hairspray. Penny is the main character, Tracy’s, best friend. Her
main “quirk” is that she chews gum constantly (or if you’re familiar with the movie,



she always has a lollipop); she even has a line in the musical where she says, “I chew
three packs a day.”

The quirky/goofy character is funny in their own way. Not everyone always
finds them funny; some think they way they act is silly, but they wouldn’t constitute
them as “funny”. Their personality is what makes them funny. In my opinion, if they
didn’t have their little quirks―like Penny’s gum chewing―they would not be as
memorable as they often are.

THE SUPPORTIVE SIDEKICK

And I can stand next to you and watch!―ELDER CUNNINGHAM (The Book of Mormon)

Everyone knows the supportive sidekick. Think Mushu from Mulan, or Donkey in
Shrek; they’re the character that is always stuck in the shadows of their standout
friend. This character can be a bit more rare in shows, but can also be classified as the
quirky character or the comic relief.

When I think of the perfect supportive sidekick, I immediately think of Elder
Cunningham from the musical The Book of Mormon. Elder Cunningham is a bit of a
push over when it comes to his mission partner, Elder Price. They even have an entire
song sung (mostly) by Elder Price called “You and Me, But Mostly Me”.

Like most supportive sidekicks, Elder Cunningham is given the opportunity to
rise above everyone’s expectations of him and essentially “save the day” and goes
through a bump in the road with his counterpart/the protagonist. They’re the
character people root for throughout the show; the one we all want to succeed and the
one that grows stronger than their arrogant partner.

THE COMIC RELIEF

I will send a fully armed battalion to remind you of my love.―KING GEORGE III
(Hamilton)

The comic relief is the funniest character in the show. In dramatic performances, they
give people a chance to laugh if the show gets too heavy. In other shows, they typically
stand out and make the audience laugh more than any other character in the show.

In the wildly popular musical Hamilton, the comic relief is definitely King
George III. He only appears three times in the entire show, but he definitely leaves the
audience wanting more. Since the show is based upon Alexander Hamilton’s di�cult
life, King George’s three songs give the audience a little time to relax.

As I mentioned before, the comic relief, the supportive sidekick, and the quirky
character often get intertwined. Many characters can be considered a combination of
two of the three, or even all three. For example, I would say that Penny, as mentioned
as the quirky character from Hairspray could be considered the quirky character and



the comic relief; she has a quirk that makes her funny for just being herself, and she
has specific lines written to make her funny on purpose―distracting from the heavy
theme about the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s. All three of these characters can
make the audience laugh, and give each show a bit more of a happy theme.

THE EDGY/DARK CHARACTER
I naturally look mean, but I’m okay with that. Keeps the weak people away.

―WEDNESDAY ADDAMS (The Addams Family: The Musical)

The edgy/dark character is the exact opposite of happy, hence the name. The reason I
use the work dark is because they typically see things in a negative or dark light, as
ironic as that statement is. They are best presented as what many people would
consider a stereotypical “edgy teen”.

Everyone knows the many stories of The Addams Family, and one of their stories
was made into a musical ten years ago so it fits into this theme. Both Wednesday and
Pugsley Addams fit in this category because their entire personas, along with the rest
of their family’s, are based upon their dark mindsets.

This kind of character can often be perceived as funny. Because they are often
the stereotypical “edgy” character, many people find it comical. The characters may
have even been written in to make the audience laugh. However, the edgy/dark
character goes through most of the story as an emotionless, hopeless character, until
something drastic happens to them. At this moment of true despair, the character’s
true heart is revealed. This defining moment also helps the character escape the
stereotype for a moment, making them feel more human and relatable.

THE “MOST IMPROVED” CHARACTER

One step at a time, one hope and then another.―ANYA/PRINCESS ANASTASIA (Anastasia)

The “most improved” character is the one that usually leaves the audience feeling
good about themselves and gives them hope. This character is most often the
protagonist of the show. They are the ones that go through the most change and/or
trauma, and they go through the most throughout the course of the show.

I have been fortunate enough to see four productions on Broadway, and two of
them have the true definition of the “most improved” character. The first is Jenna
Hutcherson from the musical Waitress (based o� a movie starring Keri Russell from
2007). In Waitress, Jenna gets stuck with an unwanted pregnancy in an emotionally
and physically abusive relationship; by the time her baby comes, she has learned
enough about herself—through the di�culties she endured—to dump her abusive
husband and be reborn with the birth of her daughter. Her character is meant to leave
the audience in tears of despair and joy for Jenna’s up and down endeavours.



The second character is Anya/Princess Anastasia from the musical adaptation
of the 1997 animated movie Anastasia. Anya loses everything, including her memory,
after the death of her family, but slowly begins to learn more about her past and
herself as she goes on an adventure to be reunited with her grandmother. By learning
about her past, her story is shaped around finding her true self.

This character is normally supposed to give the audiences hope in their own
lives. They have the most “human” qualities and usually stray from stereotypes. The
way that I see it, they are the most relatable characters in theatre.

THE BULLY/ARROGANT CHARACTER

What’s your damage?―HEATHER CHANDLER (Heathers: The Musical)

The bully/arrogant character is pretty self-explanatory; they’re most commonly the
antagonist of the story, or they’re just there to stir up trouble, even if it doesn’t a�ect
the story. In the case that they are the antagonist, they have conflict with protagonist
that most likely doesn’t rule in the bully’s favor. This character most likely won’t
succeed, but they do get the opportunity to learn about their true selves and are put in
their place by the main character.

Before there was Mean Girls, there was the 1980’s cult classic Heathers, which
became a musical in 2010. The main “mean girl”, Heather Chandler, torments the
protagonist, Veronica, simply because she thought she could. Though Heather
Chandler doesn’t really learn her lesson, she does get a rude awakening about how her
treatment of others really impacted them, and she is clearly the bully of the show.

The bully/arrogant character is one of the most stereotypical characters in
theatre. They are meant to catch people’s attention in a way that scares them enough
to do everything they can not to be that kind of person.

Take me for what I am, who I was meant to be!―MAUREEN JOHNSON (Rent)

Every character has a story to tell, and though I only named the ones I thought
were the most well-known, each character is crucial to its show. We all have defined
characters ourselves, but―as I said in the introduction―defining ourselves as such
characters can be di�cult. Since we are real people and not fictional characters
created to tell a story, we have di�erent mixes of characters within us.

One of the most di�cult things in theatre has to do with these characters. For
many actors and actresses, it can be di�cult to realize that we are portraying human
beings, even if we’re performing in a story that was made up. Theatre is only e�ective
when we give our audience something and/or someone to relate to, and we can’t do
that if we are stuck just reading words from a page instead of portraying human
beings.



Knowing which roles to play comes from knowing who we are. If we are unable
to step back and analyze ourselves, we will never be able to know if we’re playing the
right role and/or if we are executing the role properly. To put it simply, we are the
roles we play.


