a great and terrible beauty characters

A Great and Terrible Beauty is a captivating novel by Libba Bray that
transports readers to the Victorian era, where the lines between reality and
the supernatural blur. Set in a girls' boarding school in England, the story
follows Gemma Doyle, a young girl grappling with the complexities of
adolescence, friendship, and the allure of dark magic. The novel is rich in
character development, making each figure essential to the narrative's
progression. This article delves into the key characters of "A Great and
Terrible Beauty," exploring their roles, motivations, and relationships, as
well as the overarching themes of the story.

Gemma Doyle

Gemma Doyle is the protagonist of the story, a spirited and headstrong young
woman who has recently lost her mother under mysterious circumstances. Her
journey begins in India, where she struggles with the expectations placed
upon her by society and her family. After her mother's death, Gemma is sent
to Spence Academy, a prestigious boarding school in England.

Character Traits and Development

- Curiosity: Gemma's quest for understanding her mother’s death and her own
identity drives much of the narrative. Her curiosity leads her to explore the
realms of magic and the unknown.

- Rebelliousness: She often challenges societal norms, particularly those
related to the expectations of young women during the Victorian era, making
her a relatable character for modern readers.

- Courage: Gemma exhibits bravery in the face of danger, especially as she
navigates the challenges posed by the magical realms she discovers.

Throughout the novel, Gemma evolves from a naive girl into a more self-aware
individual, grappling with the consequences of her choices and the
responsibility that comes with her newfound powers.

The Circle

The Circle consists of Gemma's closest friends, who each contribute to her
journey in significant ways. The dynamics of their relationships illustrate
the complexities of friendship, loyalty, and betrayal.

Anne Bradshaw

Anne is the most loyal friend in the group, often acting as the voice of
reason.



- Background: Coming from a less privileged background than her peers, Anne
feels the weight of her social status and struggles with her self-esteem.

- Character Traits:

- Compassionate: Anne's caring nature makes her a confidante for Gemma.

- Courageous: Despite her insecurities, she shows bravery, especially when
standing up for her friends.

Anne’s role highlights the theme of social class and the pressures young
women face, making her an essential character in illustrating the novel's
societal context.

Elinor

Elinor is an enigmatic figure in the story, serving as both a mentor and a
guardian for Gemma and her friends.

- Background: Having been a student at Spence herself, Elinor is a former
member of The Circle, which gives her a unique perspective on the magical
powers they seek to control.

- Character Traits:

- Wise: Elinor possesses a deep understanding of the magical world and the
dangers it entails.

- Mysterious: Her past and motivations are shrouded in secrecy, adding layers
to her character.

Elinor’s complexity serves as a reminder that not all guidance is benevolent,
as her own struggles with power and control come to light.

Felicity Worthington

Felicity is the quintessential "queen bee" of Spence Academy, characterized
by her beauty and charisma.

- Background: The daughter of a wealthy family, Felicity enjoys a privileged
life, which she uses to manipulate those around her.

- Character Traits:

- Ambitious: She is driven by a desire for power and status, often willing to
sacrifice her friendships for her ambitions.

- Charismatic: Felicity’s charm draws others to her, making her an
influential figure within The Circle.

While Felicity's motivations are often self-serving, her character
illustrates the darker aspects of female friendships and the competition that
can arise in a high-stakes environment.

Lizzie Hayes

Lizzie is a vibrant and outspoken member of The Circle, providing comic



relief and a sense of levity amid the darker themes of the story.

- Background: Coming from a more middle-class background, Lizzie often feels
like an outsider among her wealthier friends.

- Character Traits:

- Witty: Her humor and sharp tongue make her a beloved character who lightens
tense moments.

- Loyal: Despite her flaws, Lizzie remains fiercely loyal to her friends.

Lizzie’'s character serves as a reminder of the power of friendship and the
importance of staying true to oneself, even in the face of societal
pressures.

Supporting Characters

Beyond the primary characters, several supporting figures play crucial roles
in shaping Gemma’s journey and the thematic undertones of the novel.

Mrs. McCleethy

Mrs. McCleethy is the headmistress of Spence Academy, representing the
oppressive societal norms of the time.

- Character Traits:

- Authoritarian: She embodies the strict rules of the institution,
maintaining control over the students.

- Traditionalist: Her values reflect the societal expectations placed on
young women, which Gemma and her friends often rebel against.

Dr. M. (The Mysterious Stranger)

Dr. M is a shadowy figure who plays a pivotal role in the supernatural
elements of the story.

- Character Traits:

- Mysterious: He serves as both a guide and a warning to Gemma, embodying the
allure and danger of the magical world.

- Ambiguous: His true intentions remain unclear, adding tension and intrigue
to the plot.

Thematic Exploration Through Characters

The characters in "A Great and Terrible Beauty" are not merely vessels for
the plot; they embody the novel's themes, including:

1. The Struggle for Identity: Each character grapples with their sense of
self within the confines of societal expectations, reflecting the broader



theme of identity exploration during adolescence.

2. Friendship and Betrayal: The dynamics within The Circle showcase the
complexities of friendship, highlighting how loyalty can be tested when power
and ambition come into play.

3. The Consequences of Power: Through Gemma's journey and her interactions
with the supernatural, the novel explores the moral implications of wielding
power and the responsibilities that accompany it.

Conclusion

In "A Great and Terrible Beauty," Libba Bray masterfully constructs a cast of
characters that are as complex as the themes they represent. From Gemma
Doyle’s transformative journey to the intricate relationships within The
Circle, each character contributes to a rich narrative tapestry that explores
the challenges of young womanhood in a restrictive society. As readers follow
Gemma and her friends through their trials and triumphs, they are invited to
reflect on the nature of friendship, the struggle for identity, and the
seductive allure of power. The characters' journeys resonate with universal
truths, ensuring the novel's place as a timeless exploration of the beautiful
and terrible aspects of growing up.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Gemma Doyle and what is her significance in
'A Great and Terrible Beauty'?

Gemma Doyle is the protagonist of 'A Great and Terrible Beauty'. She is a
young girl with a mysterious heritage and the ability to enter the realms of
magic. Her journey revolves around self-discovery, friendship, and the
struggle between light and darkness within herself and in the world around
her.

What role do the 'sisters' play in Gemma's life?

The 'sisters' refer to the group of friends Gemma forms at Spence Academy.
They include Felicity, Ann, and Pippa. Together, they navigate the challenges
of adolescence, societal expectations, and the allure of magic, serving as
both allies and sources of conflict for Gemma as they explore their powers.

How does Felicity Worthington's character influence
the story's dynamics?

Felicity Worthington is a complex character who embodies ambition, charm, and
manipulation. Her desire for power and control often challenges Gemma's moral
compass, creating tension and driving much of the plot as she encourages
Gemma to embrace the darker aspects of their magical abilities.



What is the significance of the character of Pippa
in the narrative?

Pippa is one of Gemma's closest friends, and her character highlights themes
of sacrifice and the consequences of choices. Her tragic fate serves as a
catalyst for Gemma and the others, prompting them to confront the darker side
of their magical pursuits and the nature of their desires.

Who is Miss McCleethy and what does she represent in
the story?

Miss McCleethy is a teacher at Spence Academy who represents the restrictive
societal norms and expectations placed on young women. Her character serves
as a foil to Gemma's desire for freedom and self-expression, emphasizing the
conflict between tradition and individuality.

What internal conflicts does Gemma face throughout
the novel?

Gemma faces significant internal conflicts regarding her identity, her
powers, and her relationships with her friends. She struggles with the
temptation of using her magic for personal gain versus the responsibility
that comes with such power, ultimately questioning what kind of person she
wants to become.

How does the character of the spirits impact the
story's themes?

The spirits in 'A Great and Terrible Beauty' symbolize the allure and danger
of unchecked power. They represent the consequences of desire and the
complexities of freedom, serving as a reminder that with great power comes
great responsibility, and that the pursuit of one's desires can lead to
unforeseen consequences.
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