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Abstract
From Aristotle onwards, classic narratologists have held that a fictional character is merely a 
cog in a text’s machinery. Some of them have gone as far as to claim that two different mac-
hines – different plots, character constellations or word choices – cannot produce the same 
character. More recently, others have attempted to anchor character identities to authorship 
or copyrights, to repeated signs or essential character traits. The increasingly transmedial 
trappings of contemporary storytelling are, however, starting to reveal that neither views 
that treat characters as parts of larger wholes, nor theories that define them as wholes of 
smaller parts can fully explain what happens when all the cogs and gears start flying all over 
the place – or when characters start existing outside individual texts, as mercurial transtex-
tual and -medial entities. In my emerging work, I employ an alternative, cognitive model of 
fictional characters, which allows redefining them as continuous, multimodal processes ta-
king place between various texts, readers and reader-creators, rather than as entities with 
clear-cut identities or boundaries. Characters’ transmedial sustainability thus becomes a 
matter of striking a proper balance between readily recognizable, intermedially translatable 
aspects and a level of ambiguity that leaves the character open to various readerly meanings 
and additions. 

In short, I will do my best to present my current, personal understanding of fictional charac-
ters’ transmedial potential. My workshop paper will thus be a compilation of an older pre-
sentation prepared for Transmediations! conference (October 2016 in Växjö, Sweden), insights 
lifted from my recent Finnish-language essay on Captain Nemo comics (Synteesi 1/2018), 
and possibly some out-takes from my PhD’s introductory article-in-process. I would like to 
use this compilation – and whatever new signposts emerge from this workshop – as the ba-
sis of an English-language article in the near future. 

*** 

A Character-Centric Approach to Transmedia? 
In her recent article, Marie-Laure Ryan (2016, 11) points out that different eras of narrative 
theory have always had their pet concepts, and whichever concept is given the central stage 
steers the generation of new theory in important ways. According to Ryan, the focus has 
shifted, during the past 70 years, from language to narratives to storyworlds – a progression 
that is especially evident in the scholarship on multimedia narratives. Although multi-
modality and transmediality are by no means new phenomena – the gods of ancient 
mythologies were already constructed and presented in oral tales, on painted vases and on 
theater stage alike – modern literary studies’ strong focus on language ensured that these 
messy, folksy, pictorial and material aspects of narratives were largely ignored for a long 
time. Thus, hopping from language-focused theoretical models onto the plane of narrative 

 1



semantics and progressions surely made it easier to notice and discuss such phenomena as 
adaptation – or the “translation” and repetition of a narrative in(to) another medium or sign 
system (cf. Harvey 2015, e.g. 65–66). Indeed, the concept of adaptation is very much in step 
with the idea of narrative as a syntagmatic whole, while the new focus on storyworlds has 
suggested a more paradigmatic way of looking at intermedial relations and tensions: follow-
ing the definitions of Colin B. Harvey (2015, e.g. 23), transmedial storytelling is less about 
repeating a narrative and more about expanding the storyworld introduced in some earlier 
narratives. This usually entails constructing completely new narratives, meaning that what 
is preserved form media text to media text are not the narrative events and their sequence 
but the storyworld and its “existents” – such as characters (cf. Chatman 1978). 

I would argue that character is one of the major ingredients of sense-making and speculative 
discourses, along with language, narrative and storyworld. Commonsensically, there is no 
question that characters organize our experiences of fictions and other types of texts signifi-
cantly, but in narrative theory, they are still waiting for their place in the spotlight. In fact, so 
far characters have mostly been considered integral and subordinate to all of the three more 
foregrounded concepts: structuralists and formalists defined characters as bundles of predi-
cate positions (cf. Müller 1991), narratologists from Aristotle to Ryan (2016, 27) have seen 
them as the actors or functions of the plot, and some of the recent world-oriented theorists, 
such as Mark J.P. Wolf (2012), have regarded them as signposts that inform the reader which 
or what kind of a storyworld they are imaginatively engaging (see also Varis 2013, 13–20). 
Although all these conceptions on character seem accurate enough, it is worth noting that 
they have been formed from quite specific points of view, which leaves one wondering what 
one might see if one shifted to a more character-centric point of view.  

In the following, then, I hope to demonstrate both the lack of and the need for a more char-
acter-centered view to transmedia by exploring how the migration of characters between 
texts, authors and media have been, and could be, explained. This exploration relies on two 
pairs of premises: First, as constituents of storyworlds, characters have similar paradigmatic 
“staying-power” and a similar potential to expansion as the worlds do. In other words, they 
are not necessarily functions of only one narrative, as many outdated theoretical accounts 
have claimed, but can carry off, or star in, an indefinite number of narratives (cf. Jenkins 
2006, 114). Second, this does not mean that characters would be tied to any specific story-
world any more than they are to a specific narrative but, as different canonical and fan-made 
cross-over stories and series prove (Harvey 2015, 50), they can also move between worlds – 
and perhaps even beyond them. In short, characters can overflow both narratives and sto-
ryworlds. Third, characters are not merely inhabitants of the storyworlds but serve as their 
“user-interfaces”, the embodied, relatable perspectives through which these worlds can be 
(imaginatively) experienced. Fourth, this does not mean that worlds would always necessar-
ily be the ends and characters the means, since a character’s encounters with and focaliza-
tion of its surroundings also unfolds aspects of the said character. Indeed, according to the 
current cognitive theories, human cognition – which is essentially what reading or watching 
fiction is – is both embodied and enactive, meaning that neither the world – whether real or 
fictional – nor subjectivities – whether real or fictional – are pre-given, stable entities but 
constantly constructed – or enacted – through their dynamic interactions, as mediated 
through the body (see e.g. Kukkonen & Caracciolo 2014). On top of that, the audience – or 
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even the author and the narrator – can, of course, direct more attention to characters’ minds 
and relations than to the storyworld and subcreation, if they so wish. More simply put, the 
present exploration is loosely informed by a cognitive and reader-centric theoretical frame-
work. 

Such theoretical scaffoldings may, again, be limiting, but they are also necessary, as research 
on transmedial characters has been rather scarce. Although character theorists like Uri Mar-
golin (2007, 66) have established that characters can be conceptualized as “participants” of 
fictional worlds, and although transmedia theorists like Ryan have established that these 
worlds can, indeed, be vastly transmedial, hardly any academic attention has been directed 
to the intersection of these two lines of inquiry. Wolf (2012), for instance, fleetingly uses the 
term transnarrative characters to refer to characters that appear in several stories – which im-
plies that he considers characters to be somewhat independent from the plots, texts and even 
authors that give rise to them – but he does not elaborate on the issue any further. Brian 
Richardson (2011) refers to the same phenomenon with the term transtextual characters in his 
article-length proposal, and – rather narrow-mindedly – attributes the characters’ ability to 
be transplanted both to repeated character traits and to authorial rights. Wolfgang Müller’s 
(1991) little-known coinage interfigurality, by contrast, is a bit broader: it encompasses any 
and all intertextual and -medial “interrelations between characters”, from shared identities 
to mere internymic allusions. This choice of network-like terminology and the accompany-
ing typology of different kinds and degrees of intertextual relations suggest that characters 
cannot not travel from media product to media product completely intact. Instead, some 
type of a gap is always left between the materially different incarnations, and whether one 
bridges that gap with a notion of just a shared name, an acknowledgement of a shared au-
thorship, an impression of continuous character identity, or whatever else, some tension will 
always remain between the different texts, and even between two separate encounters with 
the same text. That is, different texts and character versions resonate differently for different 
readers in different points of time. 

All this points towards the crucial realization that one’s explanation of how and to what ex-
tent characters can travel, transmute or expand across texts depends on one’s understanding 
of the ontology, structuring and functioning of character – and, to some extent, vice versa. 
Outside the transmedial branch of narratology, there are several competing character theo-
ries to choose from (see e.g. Margolin 2007), but the possibility of transmedial expansion 
seems to suggest, or even demand, a theory that views character less as an object-like, 
closed, well-defined paradigm of traits and more as an open, process-like web of relations 
and potentialities (cf. Varis 2018). I have attempted to develop such a model of character for 
my PhD project, envisioning character as a Frankensteinian, virtual figure that resides in dif-
ferent tensions and in-betweens, without ever settling in any one location or meaning (see 
figure 1). The primary tension, in accordance to the cognitive approach, is the one that forms 
between the text and the reader – the process of reading, interpreting and meaning-making – 
but there are always further, secondary tensions built within texts and readers’ interpretive 
abilities as well – not to mention the tensions that spark in the gaps between different, inter-
textually related (or otherwise juxtaposed) texts and the different human individuals creat-
ing and engaging with them. 
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Figure 1: A preliminary model of character developed for my doctoral compilation dissertation (forthcoming in 
2018). Character cannot be localized in any one of the nodes but it emerges in the tensions between them.

Figure 2: The cognitive, communicative, conventional and institutional spheres along which transmedial 
characters unfold. From a presentation I did  for Transmediations! conference (October 2016 in Växjö).



The purpose of this paper is to examine the tensions between different media texts, but these 
tensions are necessarily bound up with the other tensions, since a ‘character’ in any real, ex-
periential sense, is always a complex thing. A transmedial character, in other words, is not 
simply a matter of reproducing the same image or string of symbols in two different places, 
but of evoking something recognizable and resonant, perhaps even an entire human-like, yet 
fictional, identity in two materially different media contexts. Such a feat implicates complex 
cognitive and communicative processes, conventions and infrastructures, which have been 
crudely mapped out in figure 2. As it shows, characters (depicted as orange circles) can pen-
etrate or overflow all levels. Next, starting from the innermost circle, I will briefly comment 
on what some of these levels – the levels of character traits, transmedial character identities, 
canon, and audience experience – mean for a transmedial conception of character. The levels 
of media product and storyworld were left out because, frankly, the text was getting too 
long, and because these two levels are already over-represented in existing research. 

1. Character Traits 
Even if characters were not considered stable paradigms of traits in any traditional struc-
turalist sense, they are, nevertheless, complex constructions, rather than undividable mini-
mal units. Hence, transmedial consideration of characters cannot start from the level of 
characters as wholes, but has to delve into their internal structures to some degree. In prac-
tice, this means turning a critical but inquisitive eye towards the past theories that have de-
fined characters as bundles of mimetic traits (e.g. Chatman 1978, and theories of characteri-
zation) or narrative techniques (e.g. Hochman 1985, and theories of ”fictional minds”), 
which are identified and held together by an “onomastic label” – a name or a name-like epi-
thet (Müller 1991, 103). 

It is indisputable that not only characters but also parts or aspects of them can travel or be 
shared between different texts, as this is essentially what constitutes generic character types, 
for instance. The most clear-cut example of a shared trait, however, is something far more 
individuating: a shared name, which is a typical – although not necessary nor sufficient – 
signal of a continuous character identity. Instead, one could argue that, for characters to be 
characters in any true or functional sense, they should also have at least one recognizable 
quality besides or beyond the name. In visual media, this is especially unavoidable, as in 
them characters have to be given a visually perceivable presence of some kind, even if they 
do not do or say anything that would grant them distinction or individuality.  

In some multimodal franchises, this visual identification is quite systemized: the Smurfs, the 
ducks of Disney’s Duckburg, and the creatures of Jeff Smith’s comic Bone, for instance, all 
have uniform base character designs but each character’s individual identity is marked by a 
little metonymic or typifying visual pointer, such as a prop or a specific color of clothing (cf. 
Krafft, as quoted by Herkman (1998, 126)). When these pointers are repeated often enough, 
they can even become synecdocheic, or indexical, so that, for example, Sherlock Holmes’s 
deerstalker hat is enough to evoke in our minds the entire character, almost as reliably as his 
name (cf. Varis 2013, 41). 
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Further, Richardson (2010) proposes that some of the traits that individuate each character 
must be “essential”, meaning that they must be preserved from version to version, or the 
continuity of the character’s identity becomes compromised. It is, however, difficult to de-
velop any absolute rules for defining which traits are essential for which characters, or what 
even constitutes a trait in the first place: must a trait have a specific semiotic form, i.e. must 
it be explicitly named or shown? Are mimetic qualities like gender or temperament more 
likely to be essential than questions of composition such as the characters’ type or relevance 
to the plot? Is Dr. Watson still the same Dr. Watson Arthur Conan Doyle wrote about, if he is 
portrayed as an Asian-American female and deprived of his role as the character narrator, as 
in the TV show Elementary? 

2. Transmediality of Characters 
The easiest solution to at least some of these problems is to absorb the notion of traits into 
the open network logic of interifigurality, which does not judge characters’ transmedial rela-
tions as possible or impossible, legitimate or illegitimate. Instead, it leaves room for different 
degrees of sameness and different kinds of differences by assuming that characters in two 
texts can share traits – even enough to be experienced as the same character – while recog-
nizing that complete textual correspondence is impossible, as two different texts are always, 
by definition, different (cf. Müller 1991, 107). As Müller (ibid. 106) also notes, this kind of a 
conception of character makes such terms as ”borrowed figures” redundant: if characters are 
understood as complex, open-ended, processual beings, they cannot be simply cut and past-
ed from one context to another. Rather, as fictional existents, characters always have trans-
medial potential that can activate between texts that somehow – in any way – evoke them. It 
does not really matter, how ”essentially” similar two characters are. If they have enough 
similarities to remind the reader of each other, the differences between them are likely to af-
fect the readers’ experience of the character(s) in some way. 

What is more, according to Harvey (2014, e.g. 91), readers or viewers tend to find these con-
current similarities and differences pleasurable. That is, each new version of – or an allusion 
to – a character one knows brings the satisfaction of recognition, and couples it with the joy 
of learning, as one’s idea of the familiar character expands, either directly – through added, 
canonical(-seeming) information – or through reflective comparison (cf. Varis 2018). In other 
words, the characters remain very much in process, and the tensions between the different 
incarnations of character keep this process moving.  

In practice, this means that characters that strike a good balance between recognizable indi-
viduality and gappy ambiguity are especially fertile for transmedial expansion (Varis 2018). 
For instance, Frankenstein’s monster is a very particular figure, with instantly recognizable 
visual traits immortalized by 1930s Universal film adaptations, and any mention of a 
grumpy genius touring the world in a fantastical submarine undoubtedly reminds one of 
Jules Verne’s best-known character Captain Nemo. However, both characters are known to 
act unpredictably, are driven by unclear motives, and go through off-stage deaths, which 
clearly has left many wondering who these characters ”really” are and what ”really” hap-
pened to them, as evidenced by numerous reimaginings and reappropriations (ibid.). 

3. Limits of Canon 
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As already mentioned, Richardson’s (2010) definition of transtextual charactership hinges on 
the question of legitimate authorship. He maintains that only the original creator, and the 
people he or she has authorized to do so, can reproduce ”genuine” new iterations – or ”ver-
sions” – of his or her original character. Following this logic, book series and transmedia 
franchises would be able to establish characters that are continuous from text to text but, for 
instance, unauthorized pastiches, parodies and fan productions would necessarily ”fail” in 
reappropriating what they are reappropriating. In Müller’s (1991) terms, Richardson limits 
transtextuality to autographic variations and rejects allographic variations. 

At the same time, however, the very purpose of pastiches, parodies and fan productions is to 
recall and play with familiar characters: it is a major part of what sells the pastiches, makes 
the parodies funny, or fan productions either popular or controversial. Indeed, some other 
theorists, like Jenkins (2006) do consider the contributions of fan productions part of the 
subcreation of fictional worlds, and it is not unheard of for the copyright holders to take 
note of fans’ wishes and give them what they want as well (see Varis 2016). Even more fun-
damentally than that, laws and authorships can really only control the texts – but, as I have 
argued, characters do not reside in the text. They live in the encounters between people and 
texts, and it seems improbable that such encounters – or people’s imagination and creativity 
– could be ever contained by any copyright policy, or even any attempt at totalizing narra-
tive theory. In reality, fan practices and communities are sites where characters are constant-
ly engaged with, played with, reimagined, and renegotiated. The aim of transmedial narra-
tive research and theory should therefore be to learn from and explain these phenomena, 
rather than exclude them altogether, in favor of more manageable theoretical models. 

To that end, it might be fruitful to adapt some fannish terms, such as headcanon, into academ-
ic discourse. As I understand the term, it refers to an individual fan’s ”truth” about a fiction-
al event, storyworld or character, which implies that readers and viewers can actively pick 
and choose elements from the canon, fill the gaps in it, or even go against it in their personal 
experience of a fictional existent if and when they so wish. This underlines the fact that nar-
rative experience and meaning unfold in the interaction or encounter between a text and a 
mind, which means that they both have some power in forming it. The notion of canon, 
thus, logically requires the counterbalance of something like a concept of headcanon. 

Then again, the notion of canon is only necessary in the first place because characters – un-
like real people – can reside in several counterfactual worlds or narratives simultaneously – 
or, rather, form between them. In American superhero comics, for instance, this has been uti-
lized to the point of institutionalization, by publishing separate ”elseworld” or ”multiverse” 
series that situate familiar characters in parallel universes – in other words, outside primary 
canonical continuities. This allows the copyright holders to play with the characters in the 
same way as fans do and, thus, to create new gaps and tensions, to imagine new concurrent 
similarities and differences that hold a distorted mirror the characters without changing ”the 
official truth” about them. At the same time, these authorized diversions prove that canon, 
however it is defined, is really nothing more than narrow, socially agreed borders drawn on 
a much larger, more fuzzy-edged potentiality of a character – an arbitration that makes talk-
ing about it and moving it around somewhat easier. It is, thus, not a question of characters’ 
ontology, as Richardson suggests, but simply a question of practice. 
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4. The Outer Edge of Audience Experience 
So, if characters are not reducible to the texts that generate them, and they also overflow sto-
ryworlds and even canon, what is the common denominator that connects all the interfigur-
al, transmedial dots, constructing the more or less coherent, dynamic experiences of different 
characters that we constantly refer to and discuss? At least one possible answer to this ques-
tion are the readers or the viewers: an avid media consumer’s experience can encompass 
any number of characters occurring in any number of media products that evoke them with-
in any number of storyworlds, some of which can reside inside and some of which can re-
side outside differently defined canons. As an audience member decodes and interacts with 
these various levels, character is one of the (most salient) experiences that emerge in the 
process. At the end of the day, cognition is also the very reason underlying characters’ exis-
tence, as they can only begin if somebody imagines, names or depicts them. 

It is not, necessarily, where they end, however. Even if cognition is the mysterious matter 
that fills the gaps within and between different texts, character cannot truly be situated in 
the reader’s (or author’s) mind either, as it can also transcend an individual’s experience of 
it. There can always be textual allusions to it or renditions of it, which a specific audience 
member intentionally rejects, which he or she has not experienced yet, or which he or she 
may never experience. Yet, these texts can contain very explicit references to the character 
that may be recognized and enjoyed by numerous other readers and reader-creators. After 
all, cognition is only one half of a character experience – the text is the other half – and texts 
and experiences are in themselves enmeshed in intertextual and social contexts and interac-
tions. Characters may be best conceptualized as the current that runs through these nodes, 
always ready to jump to new ones, in a flash of an electric arc. 

*** 

To conclude, much of the current narrative theory is quite focused on the mid-levels of Fig-
ure 2, particularly on the level of storyworlds. However, even this tentative exploration indi-
cates that the field of transmedial narratology might look very different from the point of 
view of characters, which intersect the world-level and many other levels besides. In order 
to grasp the peculiarities of characters’ transmediality and of transmedial characters,  theo-
rists should, therefore, direct their attention towards the internal structures of characters – 
that is, towards the innermost circle – as well as towards the outer edges of characters’ 
transmedial existence. 
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