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Preface

Dialogue is.

A friend called one day. "Someane ve known for thirty years
sentmea manscrit he said.-A accinatng slory. Youl loe o

*A published writer?" | asked.

"She sets the story in Charleston, South Carolina, at the tum of

century—the old South embracing the Industrial Revolution,
black-white love interests. .." My fiend paused. "She's always
wanted to wite."

Unpublshed. gt "ou wartme o ookt ot

D wuen‘nyveadmg\
'Shefs a socal worker—sho undorstands peope.
nuscript armived two days later, neaty bundied, with the
barest note from my fiiend. Three hundred and forty typewritien
pages, centered properly, a prefalory statement and a brief
background on the author. I began reading,

‘And by page fifteen | knew the manuscript had no hope. The
tonfine was interesting, the characters  richly endowed, the
historical perspective clear and accurate.

pened?
This happened: on page four the young hero's superior says to
" Tak to Haison,show him what here,then call me.*
"Yes it
"You know what's here?"

page six:
"Good morring, Mr.Harrison-"
*Good morir
MWoud youiketo see some samples?”

“They are over here s

*Good morming, Mr. Harrison, have you seen the samples?"
"Your young man has been showing them to me—what's your
name again, son.

Dialogue. This is what tipped the author and tumed what could
have been an interesting story into one that barely plods. Dialogue.
must move a story, Peggy Simpson Curry wrole more than 20
years ago, and when it doesn', everything—storyine, character
evelopment, mood enhancement—grinds o a hatt

Let's be clear about one thing, though: dialogue is one of the
most difficult skills for any writer to master. The sense of reallty to
be comeyed is often misunderstood because we're dealing with
an essential sleight-of-hand. What s, is often not enough, just as
what passes as fact s not the same as trih. Dial

must not only be factual, it must be dramatically factual, and in
this way the writer must convey not so much what s said as the
sense ofrealty, spced dramatcaly.

n the passages of dialogue by the social worker-author,
cant. ey e evident conecieniousness. She. has. iy
fecorded each convereaton

“The reader's reaction is—so what?



Maybe, but it doesnit ate 8 story. Here's Samuel Johnson,
more than two hundred years ago:

Tom Birch is as brisk s a bee in conversation, but no sooner
oes he take a penin hand, than it becomes a torpedo to him, and
benumbs all his faculties.

Conversation, then, is not dial
conversation on the wiitien page assummg || is gaad mahsnn
dialogue, is like throwing cold water on whatever dram:
building. Conversation is. . cunversanon‘ Gelogue 1 g,
‘They are easyto mix up and hard to sej

Bl he diigent wier perseveres, e of she knos what il
crackle on the written page, and what il die.

Hyeuvantiocal g
Mats
Fespocts good disogue-wiing is 2 mirage. &
o b0 oo 1 soume o poway skl people ceig schel
i
But it doesrit Not really.
Here' from his book, You Can W
Of all aspects of novel writing, none plays a greater con
job on the reader than dialogue. The art of dialogue lies in
leading the reader to think that the characters are speaking as
they do in everyday ife, when they are doing nothing of the sort
What people speak in normal Ife is conversation, not dialogue.
onversation is exchange of information: "What' the time?” 'Six
ofclock’ Thats conversation, buttis not dialogue.
et s dbogue? Portaps e enever o o esie
than /e can say what it s not, and that might be a
good deal aas\ar(hﬂnamﬁ:lal mlas to define whattis. But we do
read it
e crabbed o shaken by s veraty 5 ere any doust i
flowing passage from John O'Hara's Ten North Frederick
sparkles as dialogue?
"What do you think Ive had you in my office for? To tak about

*Then answer my questor
“Which question, sir? Gosh, you ask me a thousand questions,
and dort know which msuppose o anever
“There' question. Are you guiy of smoking
igarees i e oletara endangerng th propes e ies and
hool?"

"l smoked. You know that, sir. | was caught”

Perhaps like a beautiful woman or a mystical experience, good
dialogue is easier (o recognize than i ut there are
certain guides we can follow: good dialogue will do each of the
following

- characterize the speaker;

- establish the setting;

jai
For example, suppose we want to show a character's cyical
nature. A physical description willhardly do it and if we callthe.
person cynical, it certainly loses something in dramatic efect. So
we put words in the character's mouth:

Life's a bitch, man”

or
"I never trust a man who parts his name to the left He's hiding
something ™
Here's John O'Hara again. A judge and lawyer are talking
informally, and the judge suggests that a recently widowed female
friend fire a young, bngm rosh lawyer, sot him up i pracico, and
wselimas s s
eling you. 5.8 mn.argam Allshe does is support him
4l gts ossbliahed. Wy s i o much worse for a young uy 10
sleep with an elderly woman than a young girl to go to bed ith an
elderly man? You look around this club. You know yourseff, haif the
members of this club are giving money to young girs for some



“Atthur, your own fiends are doing it, and you know it

“No, I don' know it said McHenry. I suppose there are two or
three..*

Now there's a cynical man, and O'Hara paints him through the
use of his own words. The essence of his cyicismis futhered by
the contrast with the other speaker who s certainly more forgiving,
‘The two sides of the equation demonstrate character rats in both
men and we get o kraw b eacha e betr

Dialogue in a vacuum, however, serves litte pupose. A
characer saying something for no reason or vibou adding to the
story wastes the reader's time and patience. I's lie insering an
unwanted ingrediert into a carefuly orchestrated meal—it can
have the effect of contaminating everyhing. Anthony Trolope said
that dialogue must contribute 1o the teling of the story and that
when exraneous matter is added the reader feels cheated. Arturo
Vivarle agrees. "There shoud be a nexus, link or comnection
between one line and another. The dialogue shoud make a point
Thegstofl s puport shoud come trogh”

Suppose two characters are discussing a matter of importance,
and I T oowss o i discisaion ey bocore Incessing!
agitated with one another. The tersion between them is paipable.
Atthis pointthe author has a choice: the verbal tension can resut

id strke the other, or
in disgust. Or the verbal pamying coud be cifiused by words that
neutralize the conflict quickly. I each case, though, the author has
o be on top of the characters' reactions. Nothing shouid nterfere
to misdirect the reader’s attertion. Otherwise the effect of the
scene is lost, and so are the significance of the disagreement and
its aftermath. For example, i the author interrupts the dialogue with
a descriptive passage about the weather or about some third
party not involved in the scere, or ifthe dialogue has lte relation
to what the characters are speaking about,the reader will just be
confused. Trollope would ask: does it contibute to the telling of the:
story?

Craractes graet each ohar and ssy gooc e n s hases of
literature. They ask questions of and leam about one another
repeatedly. But lheydon‘! do tthe way its done inreal lfe!

Bob"

"What kind of work do you do?"
nnd bye, Bob.

Jane.”
Roal i questions and comments like these. Good writien

dialogue ignores such phrases. Comings and goings don't need

to be marked so assiduously, they can be implied by a descriptive

passage indicafing that so-and-so came in or eft. n addition, one

character might begin a statement with a declarative sentence:
“Glad you coud makeit..."

or
“Mistop at Harry's on my way home.
Arturo Vivante calls questions such as "when were you bom?"
‘and "how old are you?" irrelevant and pointless. In his mind they
are pa: uestions, the type of dramairee interrogation we.

dramatic, such s in a courtroom or a police intermogation), they
don't make a story. Take age, for example. The only time it is
important in dialogue is when it conlributes 1o the teling of the
story. i one of the characters lies about hisier age, then we have
the tip of a curtain raised on characterization as wel as on piot
line. The story will move forward because the reader knows
somating 1 last one of e terscirs doesnt know, Ara
rhaps the misstaled age wil aflect the actions of ofher

Craracers. Ths h plotis ancod. Otherwss, g0 g smir
passport questions are best left to descriptive passages where
they can be disposed of with a broader Sweep.

What about this passage of dialogue?

“T-ttthank you, Henry”

"Aaaargh. ... He sputtered, downing the milk.

“Unn.... youahstl L4hink we. .. um. . should do it um. .. tt-



Deome downstairs. ... um. . . aren't so sure.”

“Aaa

T4 bt ik doesnt ook resh

In real life we all hem and haw, sometimes uncertain how to
phrase words or uncertain even whether they shouid be said.

And | don't think there's anyone who hasn't sputtered wher
arinking something that went down the wrong way. Nor do | believe
that at some point in our fves each of us hasn' stuttered out of
‘embarrassment, nevousness, or simple uncertainty.

But do these things add to the teling of the story? The question
s a key one. Are these mannerisms helpful in pushing the drama
along? There's no doubt that such things occur in real ile—we've
all been exposed to them. Yet they have a tendency o distract the
reader, to deflect attention from the unfolding story.

Its realy the same distinction we made between conversation
and dialogue. One is fact, the otheris art. We can draw characters
with fe-fike mannerisms, and we've achieved a realstic portrait.
Butwhatdoes o o e rams ofour soy?

siows it down and neuralize:

Thenwe have a story going rowters

This doosrt mean howeve, el we cari fave characers who
will sputter or stuter or hem and haw, bu the key is that we needrit

s incessantl. A siutterer, especially If this
haraceris s imporart o o e stry uiods,can show his
ficton orc, oo at e ousst and then arely agan. Respect
the reader's abilty to ivonic sucn a a1 e & et
image of be. characer A character who sputrs. can be
presumed to act this way whenever the stimulus that brought on
the initial sputiering reappears. It isnit necessary to show it
repeatedly, even if such a rait dees add to the telling of the story.

Let's examine sputtering a bit. When might it occur? Perhaps

from indignation o pomposity o overinduigence. . its a
memerism Vel indioales clssalfacton a1 @ksive rlesse
might describe a character sputtering, as in: "I carit

neneve I b sputered .. it o zi\emp( 2 word description of
has and to wite it repeatedly to define a
Creractors roacton s a ol s Use o oovacers oo o
o portray the sputtering, not the sounds he/she makes.
n though we've all heard the real-ife noise.

But sometimes we put our words on the witten page, we follow
all the rules, and it stil isnit right. We know what we want our
characters 1o say, we think we have them saying those things and
inthe way we'd fike them said, but it just doesnt flow, We restudy

we've writen, we even walk away and focus on something
else, thinking this might break the patiem.

n that doesn't work. What, then, can we do?

Here's John Sayles: | always read my dialogue out loud, give it

actors call a ‘cold reading' without dramatics or a great deal
of inflection. Typewitten words have a lot of power—they look very
official and convincing even though you know you just made them
up. Your ear may catch what your eye is fooled by."

Consider this:

. me go, me

%
“The problem st you, ifs me. fm the problem, ust me. | wart
youto g, Irealy do”
writlen page it reads as two people in an intense
dnsagmemem Claty ey are fan amolora pich. B resd 1
aloud, give the words o inflection. ruritten.
Tho ropottvansss doeertadd 1 o mgn Tovof i omtons.

“Idonit want 1o go, you can't make me." she said.
“The problem isrit you, its me.” His voice was tired
A cold reading means a tight reading, it means dialogue that
has no fat and full contributes o the teling of the story. Try it
But remember... no inflections, no drama. Avoid characerizing
anyting ven though e rge may be verpower
xan i of cisogue withg s o fastion
sy spaschaoit dcesnlhnng the story 1o a dead stop. Wi
ha eting one another and the dialogue appears
m\swa
“How are you, Bot
“Im fine, thark you. oware your"
“Imfine.”
*Good!"
hasnit moved a bit. As we've seen, such exchanges
may mirtor real ife, but they really have no place in ficion. Now.



suppose we cany the exchange a bit further to where
haraciers ao sested ooty
u nolice the Wedgewood plate hanging In Sarah's
s
"No, didrit"
“Iwould have thought you'd seenit”
"Inever looked at iL”
“Why didrtyou ook at it
"Because |didn't”
“Tyoutsd coked. youmight hve seen someting.
"Suct
e Saren had moved it he past 24 hours."
7% batimporar
s important . . * This dialogue isrit bad, realy, its
st il Cunsliots and srovers, &ach pacsage. rsponing
directly o the one immediately preceding. A symmetry that coud
ullus 0 sleep.

Most good dialogue, however, doesnit work this way. The
questions and answers donit folow one another; in facl, some
questions are never answered, and in any event good dialogue
passages are not simple decirations or tidy examinations. They
are what generaly goes on between people when they'e taking
wneven, sometimes unvesponsive, often unprepared commenis
that provide a giimpse inlo the character of each speaker and into

even though what the characters say may not be in neat
order with each passage directy responsive o the one preceding
it

“This ship barely answers her helm."
"Maybe we belter think about pumping the forward tarks.”
The second passage is ol recy responsve o e frs et
the story does move forward. Compare
TS ship barly ansversher o
"Yeah, | know what you mean" Ford Mad ox Ford, a prolific
ier and contemporay of Horngway. Flsgerad, and Corvad
puts the approach to responsive dialogue in perspective: "One
urstarsle 1o wo fec” o wiles, “r e rondering of
reatons. for genune comersations that are an exchange of
gt ot nerogaioncs or Setemerts of fack was ek ho
speech of one character could ever answer the speech that goes
before it. This is almost invariably the case in real lfe where few
people listen, because they are aways preparing their own next
speeches.
Well see in the succeeding chapters how authors through the
ages have ulzed the technique Ford Madox Ford doscribes. But

"Tell me,” he said, "what is mpperlhg attre front?"
*lwould not know about the
“Isaw you come down the wall. You came off th train "

the papers. What happens? i it over?”
"I dontt think so. .. F. Scot Fitzgerald in The Beautiful and
Damned:

"When we have a baby” she began one day—ihis, had
already been decided, was 10 be afer tvee years—' | want it to
look like you.

“Exeplttge he sluatad s
n ciep s logs. ' gol o have myleg. But e restof
him can be you." "M

"How umaluraly quiel! 1 is 2'ike a desert of land and water
withouta living
0no man atesstdwoll i 1 s Acace . and ifhe

"Do you tirk 11 7 M. Tivers asked. Before answering

d'Alcacer tried to see the expression on her face but the obscurity
was oo profound already.

“Howcan onssee  dak thon sicha dr ight” b ssid

"Butts easy o believe in e, here or anywhere

e, Dilogue wiing = ramatic g, and o tecmaes

there for us to follow. More than sixy years ago—about the

time Ford Madox Ford was describing his approach o dialogue-

writing—an obscure teacher of English set forth some ideas which

Zpanded Fords concopt. Glem Clrk, o lcer sted

1. Mo Your speeches short. No one I real e taks I g



sentences, and no one except on platforms makes ten-minute
speect

2. Do not hesilate to have one speaker break in on another.
Interruptions and rapidity in 'taking one's cues’ keep the dialogue
live

ly.
3. Instead of answering @ question, have the character
addressed ask another.
4. Instead of a character answering a question with a
statement of what was done, have him tellwhy it was dore.
a character ignore the question and anticipate the next
ond sesuer tallend
Have a different character answer a question by using
dmarem vordsfom e quesone.
. what do we have? One simple rue, really.
Tml\epes dictum dra!ogue should contibute o he teling o the
story! How its done and the specificinstances in which itis done
are what we'l explore in the chapters to come,

Part A

The Master Keys to Dialogue

Prelude
‘The opportunities for the use of dialogue in fiction and nonfiction

impact on storyiine in these contexs. Dialogue use—or misuse—
is crcial hro b 1o sflecivensss of e soy and s ot done
wiel, we won't be happy with the rest

“Think of dialogue s oceurring in  Sustons Dialogue is part of
the overall structure, o more important than character or piot
development, but o less so. We wart o use dialogue, and we

now that it should serve some useful purpose. It must do
something! it must perform.

‘The essential question is. . .how do we do it? The answer is in
understanding the situations in which we want our dialogue (o
appear. | don't mean the fact situations in our story, such as the
bedroom scene, the car chase, the torture scene. | mean the
ppose wo wantau isoguo o prfom, Onco v como up i

the scene and decide there should be dialogue in it, then we face
the u.asu: quesnon of which dialogue situation or situations we
wantto

And specmcawy we'l fall back on those that are most substantial
‘and most common.
I call these the Master Keys to Dialogue because they have the
power (o unlock the creative mysteries in all of us. They provide us
the power to master the many dialogue situations.
only six Master Key situations, and they are crucial for
evoping & bl it soyine. Ty e been Use by e
vough the ages, and their importance lies not so much in melr
nque of se as in their pervasive influence over the wa
story proceeds.

n we imagine, for example, not using dialogue 10 show o
develop character? Can we wite about people and put words in
theii mouths without, at the same time, being fuly aware of what
the words might show about them? Do we, in real i, tur off our
anlennae when we are speaking with another; do we simply block



id,
Key situations should be well handied in order for
good, believable dialogue to ensue. It matters litte that narrative
portions of the work ring with trith and clarty o that descriptive
passages evoke mind-tingling images or even that the style is
unique and eye catching. I the dialogue doesrit work, the result
willbe no different than when a work of art i defaced. People look
forward to reading dialogue. Some even skip narative passages
in order to feast on the dialogue, and when it doesnit measure up,
the feast soon tums o tasteless fare.
Become fanilar i ese Mastr Ke. Use trem o gererate
the story and be happy that they work for
Because they

Suppose We Want to Create Tension

Whatdo e statons ave i commor
- A man and woman are walking hand in P band. The manis n
Jove i he woman and wara 1 el ho S0, Thre 1 s way of
knowing how the woman willrespond.
- Ris a hot, tropic evening and a man and woman have just
finished making love. They are close together on the bed, their
attention on one another. A black widow spider crawls under the

heets.
- A woman has beon abducted. bt sho has fought off ot
Kidnappers. S| rself alone, on a dirt road, in an unk
place with the (emperamre dropping. She has had litle expenence
with the outdoors,
As storyines, the three snuanam ton o cach o e, Thare o
uncertainty and mystery ar characters are not

plodding along in relative Imnthly Sometmng s troubling them.
Matters are not under absolute cortrol,
Tension is the answer. Each of the storyines has tension or
Tersionis of
a story; its what catches the reader's eye and holds the reader's
atention. Tosion o key at s dul matral o samoting
we allwar
Torton \s appmpna(e\y porrayed through dialogue; in fact,
tension has fitle going for it. Consider the

Its the woman's answer that determines the level of tension. in
the frst example, her uncertainly projects (o the reader. Whyis she
uncertain, what's she afraid of? I the second example, she's
agreeing but there's no drama in it. Hence, no tension. s like a
report. There's no mystery here, no unanswered questions.

nor a basic "yes-no" siandoft. The disagreement can be portrayed
sublly yet distinctly.In The Cider House Rules, John Ining has his
protagonist Homer Wells in conversation with Candy Kendal
alongside the conveyor bltal o packing house. They as aking

“rf 1 wmk s hard as | can, Candy told him, *is possible that Ml

arry.”
" i not possible, Homer Wels kne
What fort wani you t miscamy? Homer aske her.
hat f?" Candy asked
“What if | want you to marry me, and to have the baby?" Homer




asked.

‘They stood at one end of the conveyor beftin the packing house;
Candy was at the head of the ine of women who sized and sorted
the apples—who either packaged them or banished them 1o cider.
Candy was retching even though she had chosen the head of the
line because that put her nearest the open door.

"We have to wait and see,” Candy said between retches.

“We donit have long to wait,” said Homer Welss.''We dorit have
long to see”

hat Ining is doing is using questions and declarative
stalements. "What if... 7" is really another way of saying "l dorit.
= and by doing this he is developing the disagreement between
Candy and Homer. The subtlty of the disagreementis apparent in
the fact that neither Homer nor Candy provides a direct, stiff
resounding “Nol" 1o the other's suggestions, yet is there any doubt
about who feels which way?

And by having Candy retch during the comversation, iving is
underining her feelings about having the baby and about the
immediacy of having 1o make a decision. These uncerainties,
coupled with the disagreement, are what build tension into this

hange.

Sometimes, however, disagreement can rise bey
sublieties and become  blatant anger. This disagreement has
escalated into sheer fury. Though examples in erature abound,
suppose we bok at ona by 8 ilr vhose maskr portayls
have fough the _ceriuries, - Wilam

ts father, Capuiet,
just informed that Juliet will = ey Pars. o s hr i
has chosen. The tension in the scene s evident from the intersity
of Capulet's wrath
Capuiet:...Butfette your fine oints against
Thursday next, go with Paris 1o Saint Peter's Church, or | wil
drag thee on a hurdle thther. Oul, you green-sickness carrion! Out,
you baggage! You tallow face!
Lady Capulet: e, fiel What, are you mad
et Ghod tane Ibosoachyou n oy ksss,hear e with
patience but o speak a wor
ng thee, young baggage! disobedient wretchi | tll
thee what: get thee to church o' Thursday, or never afte look me in
the face; speak not, reply not, do not answer me; my fingers itch
Wife, we scarce thought us blest that God had lent us bu tis only
child; but now | see this one is one too much, and that we have a
curse in having her. Out on her hilding!

Note how Capulet extibits his fuy: name caling, theats,
disgust, even a refusal {0 listen. The anger is not on both sides—
only from Capulet, yet tension is certainly crealed. A disagreement
does not have 10 show anger reflected from each of the parties. Its
enough i one of them is angry and the anger is sharp and loud.

t others in the scene ty 1o calm Capuiet, even
appease him, does not limit the tension. It is the anger, itsell,
which creates the tension.

Sometimes, it isn't even necessary to produce give-and-ake
dialogue when there is anger. An appropriate monologue can do
the tick, the words themselves conveying the depth of feeling by
vitue of the subject matter. Suppose we have a young man at his
father's graveside, swearing vengeance on those he believes
Killed fis father? Or suppose we have a young woman who has

suffered much and who yeams for the release of dealh? Her
soltary plea for the courage of suicide is certainly tension-
provoking.

Or suppose we have a man whose faily had swom allegiance

ne of the claimans (o a Euopean throne and had suffered
grievously for it Now suppose that allegiance s 10 be renounced.

In Wiliam Thackeray's 19th-century work, Henry Esmond, this is
hat takes pl his all tothe

Pretender:

"You il please, sir o remember;” he confinued, “that my family
hath ruined itself by fideily to yours; that my grandfather spent his

state and gave his blood and his son 1o die In your service; that
my dear lord's grandfather . .. died for the same cause; that my
poor kinswoman, my father's second wife, after giving away her
honor to your wicked perjured race, sent all her wealth o the King;

ind got in retun that precious itle that lies in ashes, and this
inestimable yard of blue ribbon. | lay this at your feet and stamp
upon it | draw this sword and break it and deny you; and had you
completed the wrong you designed us, by Heaven, | woud have



e g Your ear

veat and anger, rmodifed by oter disoge, ot
esv.ahhshmg the scene and motivation. There is no need for
another character (o speak, there is no need to break up the
speech for any other purpose. Esmond tells us why he feels the
way he does, he tells us what he intends to do about t, he tells who
he believes wronged him. The disagreement s there, of course, in
the nature of Esmond's words, yetits all done by monologue.

s there any doubt we have tension? The anger's there, the
disagreement is plain, and we certainly want (o know what will
happen next

And if's obvious, to echo Trollope's words, that this dialogue
contributes 1o the teling of the story. The storyine is certainly
moved forward.

Sometimes, the most effective tension-building comes not so
much from what the characters say to one another as from what
they don't say. What they hold back, what they hide, brings the
reader directly into the scene, assuming the reader knows what s
being held back. The reader becomes a partner with the author,
watching and judging reactions. Suppose, for example, one
brother suspects another brother of a crime, but he knows hefll be
lied 1o f he asks. He has to know, yet he canit come right out and
ask

*You got home late last right”
“Lousy g, og, heroads were sick”
paper this moring’

ametting 1 shoud koW
"You ought o get home earter. You look shot."

He laughs. "Ease up on the booze, you mean”

"lguess.”

"Hey" He taps him on the shouider. "Who's got the oid mars.
booze talent in his family?"

"Look

“Gatia go: e say, nmaging in the coset fr s coat
“What about the pa

i i forion of e unsad s, which can bo a powertl
story-mover. Note how nothing was said about the cime or about
the suspicion. Yet we feel the uncerta

Raymond Carver does his beautiuly. h his short story, What
Is 7, he has Leo on the phone with fis wife whom he sent
downtown o sel their convertible for cash. Leo needs the money
desperately because he is bankrupt, and his wie calls him from a
downtown restaurart. She is having dinner with a sales manager
from a used car ot to whom she has sold the car, and the sales
manager will drive her home. Leo s jealous and upset, but he
dossrtvantostow

* Honey?" he says. He holds the recelver against his ear and
ook ot and o eyes cosed

T go." she says. "I wanted 1o call. Anyway, guess how
wch?"

"Honey?" he says.

"Six and a quarter;” she says. "l have itin my purse. He said
there’s no market for converibles. | guess we're born lucky.” she
says and laughs. "l told him evenyhing Ihink | had to.*

"Honey?" he says.

"What?" she sa

"Please honey,” Leo sa

“He said he sympathized," she says. "But he would have said
" She laughs again. "He said personaly he'd rather be
Gossiiod & obbar or  rapist tan & SamkuPL, H's ics Srough
though,” she says.

" Gome homr o says Take a cab and come Fome.”

Does Leo shout or cry or scream? Does he wam his wife that
the sales manager may be a treat to her or to both of them?
Does Carver show Leo tight ipped with anger?

FHe has im plead, he s im suppress s felirgs o one
Plamve vord—honey—ard we know wrat he must be feeing

discomfort, ye beifLeo
had shoted outhis arger.

Which of the two methods produces the greater tension? in
Ganvors story Loas stuggle s ealy & doupl batio— baties

his wife, who Seems not o be responding to his urgings, and he
batties himself as he tries to suppress his tue feelings.  he had
shouted out s anger, then the batto would be fimited to is wite,
and a layer of tension woukd be wiped of.

ut note the artistry—one word, honey, can accomplish so



wch.
“The underplayed scene is a useful device for provoking tension
because there is that double batte, and often the bigger struggle
is the one of restraint. But underplaying a scene can be just as
effective when nothing is held back. The tension of underplaying
comes i tho calmnes of players against the exploding imensity
of dangers lurk,
away from them. Iis the tension of two conficting circumstances.

has taken Clements away from him and has it resting

in the middle of the table. Notice the seeming rationality with
which Raymond discusses the issue with Clement; notice, t0o, that
Clementis not so cam:

... This i fair, s t? You said, why don't we have a shooting
match. Okay we're doing it"

"Just grab for the guns, huh?"

Wit a minute," Raymond said. * No. | thirk the way we ought
to do it—pick up the gun and hold it at your side. Go ahead. | thirk
thatll be better.” Raymond brought the Colt toward him and held it
pointing down, the barrel extending below the edge of the desk.
“Yeah, that's better. See, then when you bring it up, you have to
clear the desk and there’s less chance of geting shot in the balis.”

*Come on.” Clement said, "cut the shit"

"Al right, then you reach for yours and | aise mine,” Raymond

Its up to you.” He waited.
s a murderous scene, and at the least there should be sweat,
heavy breathing, and the beginnings of terror. Someone is going
die.

said,

But Raymond taks as if he's directing a bake sale.
calmness i the midst of excruciating uncertainty. The oo ot
opposito mums'ances

Tythese.

- ar\genmhe et of peacetu cerance;
- giddiness in the midst of usrmiling gravity.
- unscrupulousness in the midst of trusting acceptance.
We couid develop dialogue for each of these situations, and
we'd have a mirror image of what Elmore Leonerd does. At
least one of the characters refiects a point of view or a posture
directly opposite o the general atmosphere. The tension of
opposite circumstances,
“The reader remains a key player in dialogue tension, and as
story ifthe
of o caracrs oesttiron, rers'san olmortof ss-
s is especialy true when what is unsaid becomes a
reaton fo somaiing Rappering. K basomes matvaton, b orly
Gro o1 the characiers oowe. it Tha. ddodue. becomes. an
exchange between people on diflerent levels,  basicaly
unresponsive.

Deborah Singmaster shows tis wel in her story, The Buril, set
i Feland. Pat and Maureen have been engaged 1o be married for
four years. Pat meels an exciling young woman on the beach and
oo har o e uns e ey make v, Falher Sulan,
ol anund n the pariah, cors ipon e, b sajs o

ks it Fotan Moo v marmed e yours
later Famersuuw cies and Pt dives thahearse contaiang he

H

pinges il the s6a wih a1 e mauners wamnr\g Ve oo
moments later.

Maureen looked at him, trying to catch his eye. Pat avoided her
gaze, he was staring down at the mud one moment and up at the
sky the nex, biinking as If there were sunight pouring down on
him.

“Look at me.” she said, keeping her voice low. Pat looked at
her. He was grinning. Befind him the men were heaving the
hearse back on the irack. Maureen said, *That was no accident,
was it? Youdid it on purpose, didn't you?"

“And why wou 1o a thing like that?"

"God alone knows, for what harm did he ever do you, Pat
Riordan?"

"Whatindeed."

Maureen tumed her back on her husband and walked up the hil
tojoin the other mourners.



The only thing Maureen really knows is that things aren't quite
ight. She doesrit know why, and she doesnit know how. Just that
her husband allowed the priests body to find a watery grave,
clearly a violation of ordered civily.

But Pat knows. And the reader knows. The why of it is simple
retribution. Woud he have married Maureen if the priest hadrit
spotted him in the dunes? Was his short leap for freedom
aborted? Has he blamed the priest for his dul, conventional ife
with Maureen?

. Expocisly vhen ho e tasiad what s i b B, hewerer

Smgmaslsv doesnit spell it out for us. But the inferences are
st A sos e malaton Singmasterras Pt piayrg

s wife's inquisiion, but we, the readers, know that he
Colocod .o

Unsaid, unmertioned.

The essence of dialogue tension, of course, is in the words we
use. Certain words or phrases create tension, such as he barked,
she screamed, he shouted, she Slapped. . verbs, in other words,
that signify action or anger or some aspect of confict, There are
nouns, 100, that get the job done. When we talk about hate, fear.
death, bully, winner and loser, crminal, we are seting a certain
mark on the page thet must be countered. For example, if
someone is a bully, there must be someone else to push around,
e very it ofthe rltonipleads o trsionand confict.
Or if we call someone a criminal, then something
paaps v e st hove Tappons A amate o
sides question. the good guys and the bad guys. The word
“criminal" implies this from ts very appearance on the page.

The importance of careful selection of words and phrases that
promote tension and confict must be emphasized. The words,
themselves, set up the scene and carry it forward. The words are

foundation blocks. f we_have one character call another
“pleasant delighit, enjoyable"” we have no tension; f we have the

Take John Updike. Many of his scenes are set in mannered
circumstances. There is general polteness, and usually an air of
civity. How does he creale tersion without at the same time
dissoling the entire scene info chaos? He uses tension-producing
words, and he lays emphasis in certain places. Words and
emphasis, a good combination.

n his story, Manry Me, he has two couples in a showdown over
the affair between Jerry (married to Ruth) and Sally (married to
Richard). Sally and Ruth are having it out with husbands looking
on. Salyis speaking.

- cried plenty on your account. | feel somy for anybody
who's o sefsh, whos 50 sl she wor et 2 man go when e

e boid my children's father with them. Was that so
contemptible?”
s

like
baggege: Bk i ket o satyouo hen s you®
hildren, but | have respect for my husband, too,
emugn respect that if he made up s mind d let him do what he
degided
Jerry never decided anything.”

*He's 100 kind, You abused that kindness. You used i. You carit
give him what | can give him, you donitlove him,

“Girs, gi sai

Sally cries.. feels somy. . ‘she accuses Ruh of sefishness,
weakness, of abusing kindness, of using it . .she can give Jerry

Ruth accuses Sally of treating her children ike baggage . . like
tinkets.. . she puts Jerry down because he never decided

anyting. .
Simple words and phrases, but they carry the seeds of confict.
Updike pits the women against each other, not in any violent
‘manner but with sharp, civiized thrusts. Note that he. emnmslzes
the word "affair” giving it a greater significance thereby
of it might have been missed, if he Wemphaslmd i Sote
s it as an addiional epithet, as a highly charged tension-
producer. "Affai” s not only a description here‘ ATY
characterization. That “affair” means an immoral event only an
especially immoral person would undertake. s the same as
eritcizing Someone who treats children fike baggage.




And dialogue tension can be substantialy erhanced along the
way.

2

Would He/She Say That?

"Her voice is ful of money.” Jay Gatsby says, describing Daisy
Bucharen i P Scot Figerlds The Grat Galshy. Doss et

build an image for us, can we picture what Fitzgerald means? Her
money! Vinen Daisy speaks. meus us irge about
7, she becomes more 1 n character, she

distinction we remember.

Rtels us she s fich, it tells us she doesn' hide the fact she is
fich.

And if she's rich, other characteristics flow: self-cofidence,
good taste, easy gratifcation.

s full of money!

Dialogue is an essenial ingredient for the portrayal and
development of character. Narrative describes a character but
dialogue humarizes and personifies the character. R gives
dimension and_substance and individuaity. "We all sound
diferot, uso iferotvords, exprossions, ophamiss. dialct,
sposch Mes and varied inflections,” wiote Robyn Carr some

o. “What we say, howwe say it when we
e reticts whowe e
Dialogue, then, must be fashioned in the manner of a scuip-

tor molding a piece of ciay. t must indiidualize the speaker,
n K s b somating h spoter woud sa P exsmple,

forth

with a imited
Highy tacvical matrs, or v we have an adery porson
speak in the jargon of a teenager. of course, are extreme

examples, e choras 3w e o o v
bl distintons such s
eacion of asingle moter (o ciicism of b cid by hr
newlover woda e anger, excuse-making, guil
- the reaction of a quiet, studious young man to unexpected
honors; would it be boastiuiness, modesty, withdrawal
Wouid she/e say that? An important thing to remember. n the
case of the single mother, her first reaction might be to defend her
chid, without thinking of the divisive effect It could have on the
relationship with her lover. * 'He didrit mean it ke that!” is one
thing she could say. "He's tried to do things the way you wantl" is
another way. Make her defensive, make her uneasy with her
lovers critcism, espeuany directed at her child. The mother stays
incharacr and th s
s for T yourg man. s reecton wouk! seern 10 bo more
" the

plaque and check? | hate speeches,” is one reaction he could
have. His withdrawal might be silence or unavailabilty or tearful
avoidance. He could say or o these things and stil remain in
character.
Would shere say that?
of the more useful techniques for dialogue is to have one
character talk about another, give us clues to that others

Buchanan? Her voice is full of money .. when Daisy speaks we

e Kranes doos o aame ting in s stcy, Desler, about a

man, Hatch, an expert dealer of cards at a Nevada gaming club.

Hatch rarely loses, and like the gunfighter of the Old West, he has

a reputation that attracts people who try to beat him. One night a

worman comes (o fis table to play, and later Hatch runs into her at
ba

r
"You're very good," she said.
Hatch nodded.

"Buy me a drink?”



o fory nand p. The bartender came. Hatch pointed at

“Mhave a whwskey Sor, please,” she said.
The bartender
"Ml bet you're a ver‘/ cruel man," she said, her voice uneven.
"The way you deal. There's something very.
just deal,” Hatch ol her.
o you dorit.” Sometring approached a smie on her ips. "No
youdont N
Three things happen here, each brought out in the woman's
s You'e ver good. he sy, and s e e act Pt
helagood. it o v good dea\er o voransae o
, Til bet you new
fistvid bars\y it at 1 row Woulda ot cedlr b6 & crel
man? Ve could make a case for . . unemotional, opportunsic,
kind,svongly competve ke allf hese e ond mors
—to make a successful card dealer. One ounce of compassion
and the dealeroses the edge.
So when the woman calks him cruel, we can be prety sure
hes g hmpegged
third thing the woman does is to disagree with his * aw—
shucks™ sewdesmp(mn No you don't, she says, No you don'

“This reinforces her description of him s cruel. n repeating her
staorion sho s adding someting ss: whan e ssid st coal.
and she disagrees, the sense of it is much more significant. The
womanis tipping us off, even though she doesnt offer

anything more, and it encourages s to read on and find

O ot pacisge s A1 i ks O erarnctr cosenbivg
another, and a solid mental image emerges.

Hatch is a very good dealer; he's cruel, and he's more, much
more, than s self-effacing seff-description tes us.

Sometimes, the character being described does ot even have
o be eesent. Lot ma ldyou hat I foud ot st Hory .7 &

go. "He's the man wilh the pufy red cheeks and
o lopedesgmn Vou canftmiss him.
Ik about women, wormen
even though the opposite sexes are ot presen. We can cal i
gossip or a bul session, but it does develop character, it can

scribe and iluminate. And once in a while we meet a
descriptive passage of dialogue that fs us beyond the usual.k is
uncommon enoughto set an example.

Suchis Mrs. Bat hurs, a story by Rudyard Kiping set at the tum
of the certury. British army eniisted personnel are taking about
thlr fvorl Sbjec—women-—ard a8 thy ak. e rame of .

mes

espemauy oonrasiio e mens alluce toward o

Said sudderly: *How many women heve o vou besn
Inimel v cver b vk

Prictard st ot 10 o short hlrs o s severigen-

ierods” said Pyecroft. *So've L How many ofem can you
remember in your own mind, setin aside the first—and' perhaps
the last—and one morel"

“Few, wonderiul few, now | tax myself” said Sergeant Pritchard,
relieved.

“An' how many times might you've been at Auckland?"

“One-two," he began. "Why, | can't make it more than thiee
times. m«en years. But| can remember every time | saw Mrs. B."

"So can —and' Ive or

secrel. Tisnit beauty, so to speak, nor good tak necessarily. Its
just & Some women'11 stay in a manis memory if they once
walked down the stroet.

The curious thing about this story is that Mrs. Bathurst never
appears. She remains a vivid memory (o al, nothing more. She
has *I" and Kipling is smart enough not to get more specific. I

s contrasted with the other women—who clearly
becomes even more significant.

Mrs. Bathurst isnit the only one being developed here; the
soldiers, themselves, are porirayed. By leaming what they feel is
important in a worman, we leam what they might be ike. What they
find aractive, in other words, is what gives us clues to their




characters.
Suppose, though, we tu it around and look at attraction from
the woman's perspective. What is it that a woman finds atiractive
in a man, and how does the woman say it? I the soidiers in
plng'sstor ok for 1 whatmightavomaniookfor?
Moon and Sixpence, W. Somerset Maughar's lengthy
ja of the tals of club-ooted Philip Carey and his barely
equted love for e osive Midred we ses o portaval of &
iferent kind. Mikired is talking with Phip about herself and she
Jts us s her inprovocaie aston. We leam a bt of her
background and her standards for judging m
s ot ncen wen Iathslbundmat 1rad a over” she

*Gho sighed a e, Thoy say = oman always mears e
first lover with affection; but perhaps she does not always
remember him,

“My father was a sensible man.*

“What did he do?" asked.

*He thrashed me within an inch of my life, and then he made me
marry Captain Johnson. | did not mind. He was older, of course,
but he was good-ooking,

For Midred "good-looking" is the operative phrase. k became
sufficient motivation for her to enler a teenaged marriage without
resentment. What can this tellus about her?

The thngs ateast

- she was a sexually precocious fiteen-year-old;
- supermal good looks were sufficient justfcation for almost

<ra heki o g towards hr fahor o oring the marriage,
When we translate this info how the adut Mildred speaks and
behaves, we see her as experienced, confident with men, and stil
highly charged with sexuality. When Maugham gives us a portrait
of Midred s a fifteen-year-old, he's providing reasons why, later
i ife, she might treat the bumbling, Lncertain attentions of Philip
il disdin Widred b been around,and her words and marner
L from

the way she Goncrbed hoeelae s teenager.
" A" good-looking” man tumed her on when she was young.
Would it be any diferent now that she is older?
An_important _consideration with most ficion is that the
characters—or at least the main characters—grow or change as
ves along. If characters remain static, they become
dul, and page after page the reader can only look forward to more
of the same. Characer rigor mortis has setin.
Lively dialogue, however, can bring on character development
‘and show changes happening right before the reader. Characters
Iy grow kinder, wiser, angrier, meaner, healthier

rsn e readr e things happen, we can show them taking

ot ok want o sl my uncle's drawings."
nths ago you begged me to buy them."

“My mother died last week. fve no family now.”

A characler changing before our eyes, becoming something
different, acquiring difierent values. The reader has to be
interested because the story will change. The expected is now the
unexpected, and the other characters willhave to adjust.

A recent literary example of this is a comersation between
father and son in Louis Auchincloss's novel, Honorable Men. Chip
Benedict, the son, is abou to erter law school and he has decided

ver his financial affairs. He has directed
the bank trust officer to send him whatever money is due from
family trusts and not to pay it over to his father as has been done.
His father invitos him to the Ya\a Ciub to discuss it

ineresta? | hovght you and 1ad agreed bt | shoud andie any
money settled on you for tax reasons while you were busy being
educated."
jed my mind. That s, i | ever really made it up. From
now on, Tl be my own boss.”
“You don' consider that you may hold money that your mofher
ond igave youing dndof s et
I dor money trust can be moral. But of course |
undersana what you'e Gring al. Youd bo aniel ustied in
disinheriting me. Go ahead.
Chip Benedict is making a stike for independence, he is
changing, he Is o longer the dulifu son. He s challenging his



father, offering to take the consquences if his father picks up the
challenge

Chip Benedict has become a different character, and the writer's
task now becomes to portray him in this manner.
Two questions must be dealt with:
ioes he react with the other characters—what changes
intheir relationships take place?

One thing only can we be confident about: an independent
o

Al because a character changed. Doesnit it fit Trolope's

From rational, gentlemanly behavior, dialogue can certainly
produce highly-charged circumstances. Neither Chip Benedict nor
his father raises his voice. Their manners are most civiized, yet
Chip offers a profound attemative—disinheritance. The passions
are there—they are orly subdued.

But the passion need not be hidden. Dialogue can show
changes in character in the midst of electric emotion. Emest
Hemingway porirays this wel in The Sun Also Rises, his story of
American expatiates in Euope following World War | Jake
Barnes, the sexually impotent hero, is speaking with Brett Ashiey
about a young bulighter both have come to know. Jake is clearly
inlove with Brett who is compuisive, neurotic, and obviously in an
agitated frame of mind.

0 you il love me, Jake?"

"Because m a goner." Brett said,
iow?"

"I a goner. fm mad about the Romero boy. fm in love with
him, Ithink*

“lwouldn't be if | were you:"

"l carithelp i. 1 a goner. s tearing me all up inside.”

“Donitdoit”

“lcarit help it fve never been able to help anything.”

"You ought o stop it™

“How canstop 12 | cait stop tgs. Feelhat*

Her hand was trembling

"I ike that althrough *

"You oughtritto do it”

“lcarithelp it.fm a goner anyway.

Brett is changing here. Through her own words we see her
admiting a weakness and an inabily to cope. She is asking for
e,y sayirg i he sam imo s i beyon . Notsher

fm a she says it four imes, and we
ek a  diferent person than she was before el o e
bulfigher

The characters own words s th change s tking place.

“The passion and the excruciating discomfort of the event keep
us interested.

Dialogue is the key. The characters come o ife.

Keep these items in mind:

- know the characters (their habits, backgrounds, points of
view)

- understand the characters' motivations (why they say what
they say);

ke the characters consistent (dorit have them saying
uncharacteisic tings).

Disogue withg mus ikrinale characier developmart, ot
suppress it Coraidar e bolowng:

ey expoct you 1o uerstand my reasons e said

“Im not going to listen.” she said. "SIt He backhanded her
across the room.

s the man stay in character? s there motivation for his
striking the worman? Do we know why he gets ar

Doesn' his response really hide the fact that there might be
cogent exparatios orwhy s hes o i n e understaring?

we

St o o abc story.

Wouldrta beterresporse frombimb

vor sinco we were ten years od, Yoive bollved that crazy

story Aunt Minerva sprea

What crazy story, we ask? How does it bear on this incident,
‘and what will happen next?

“This is character development, not suppression, and the story
moves along.



Suppose we have a scene with more than

aach 1 difrent onough S0 that indvidual ma\ngus passagss
e 1o be distinclive. We

able to identiy who is speaking, even f there are no modifiers or

descripive aids.

Ken Kesey performs this sort of thing with his story of e in a
mental instiution, One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest. Note in the
following passage how he sticks (o the rules about knowing his

racters and their motivations. Note, t0o, that by their words we

We have three characters: McMurphy, the irepressible, con-

man rebe, Haring e deeated mnecmal and Bill the wishy-

washy good boy. sue is whether they will badger Nuse

Rached 1o m on e Word Sarios oven mough it wil change the
e in the war

“ltellya, | canit figure it out. Harding, whats wrong with
cning ot You faid fyouaiss your hand rat ol vty
aitof

Hammg lifts one thin eyebrow. * ‘Perhaps | am perhaps | am
afraid shelllcut it of if | raise it

"What about you Billy? s that what youre scared of?"

"No, I dorit think she'd d-d-do anything, but—he shrugs and
sighs and climbs up on the big panel that conlrols the nozzes on
theshover.Perches up hro ke a morkey—but st doit ik
a ot wioud do any good. Notn the T-ong rn. K s
use, M-mack”

“Bo any good! Hooee! 4 do you irds some good st 1 get
the exercise lifing that

" sl ik, my o, Sho atways s tho capacty o make
things worse for us. A basebal game isn't worth the risk," Harding

says.
“wm the hell says s0? Jesus, | haven't missed a Worid Series
Even if Kosey had lot off he descriptive modifer in each
passage,we woukd krow who s speaking. Mclhuphy i ceary
, as are Harding and Bill. Each one shows us a side of
imee consent i . general portait already put together.
/e see McMurphy trying to rally the inmates, and his rebelious
con-man instincis shine thvough; we see Harding, admitting fear of
Nurse Ratched, showing defeat even before the batte is started;
we see Bill, unable to muster any strong erthusiasm even though
he might give the project some personal support. His stiter adds
o his uncertain
t comes back, then, to one simple phrase. Would she/he say
that?

e anveris os, shrscar dveloprat i
nswer is o, the dialogue lessons haverit been well

3

Where Am I?

A writer fiend once remarked, “Whenever fm stuck how to
begin a piece, | fall back on the weather” It was a sparkling fall
day, and the breeze had a touch of chill.

His techrique. Overworked, perhaps, but it does get him going.
By the time e firishes, the story may be much different, and the
opening may have been discarded. Yet there is something special
inwhat he does.

Yo 2 sinple picil: techniqus opans to witng doon

Method. mething. For my wrter
rena. s desetphi pa passage oot - wear il st e
creative jices flowing. For each of us it might be something
different. But techniques—which we can leam—not only speed Lp
the writing process, they can precipitate it as well

The way we set a story or set a scene is especially determined
by technique. There are methods for seting a story, and theyaid in
creating mood or atmosphere. We must answer the simple



question, where am [? We look at it geographically, temporally (is
the story contemporaneous, n the past or in the future?), culuraly,
socially. Are we in London? I so, we must set the story 1o reflect
that. No strange events or people or physi-

cal presence that might be found only in New York. Are we with
a poor white immigrant family? We wouldrit have them taking with

happenings beyond their sphere of interest. Are we developing
atmosphere heavy with politics? We'd encourage pragmatism,
partsanship,loud speaking, heavy body odors.

7 We answer by seting te scene.

Remember my writer friend. His technique called for a narrative
approach. k needrit bo tis way, however. Dilogue s just as.
valuable  t0ol for scene-seting, and in some ways it is more
et T et bcas or b o eader v o
parag hs. People talk about where they are and what they are
domg Js.st as easily as we can dewnbswﬁa is going on.

e the diference: This s narative:

e it cold foe,even g vt s e
‘sun hung like a searing eye.... This is dialogue:

*Ive gotto make a rai i fen minctes." m off uty” the cabby
said. “Bul your ghts on. | need help. .. * "Veah?* the cabbie
reached undor i dash and fsped o Igh. Ho resumed
reading his pay

St approaches se e scere, but e one with g accs

dimension—there's confiict and emotion. The narafive tells
what me i shows s, Whers A 1 becomes & i
portra

The isciicues trough disogue for seting the soo
umerots, and n one of he mos: requent used. he characiers
‘comment upon and judge their suroundings. They talk about what
they see, and the reader sees it through their eyes. Here's William
Faukner, in Light In August, wriing about two white farmers
walching a poor white il Lena, trudging up the dusty road past
them.

While Armstid and Winterbottom were squatiing

against the shady wal of Winterbotiom's s'ah\e ey saw b
pass in the road. They saw at once that she w . pregnant
e Sranger " wonr where v ot et by Witootom

sa

I wonder how far she has brought it afoot.” Armstid said.

“Visiting somebody back down the road, | reckon’
Winterbotiom said.

"I reckon not. Or | would have heard. And it ain't nobody up my
way neither. |woukd have heard that too.

"I reckon she knows where she's going,” Winterbotiom said.
“She walks fike it"

“She'l have company, before she goes much further

sparsely settled (they claim to know who is visiting whom at any
time), suspicious of strangers (whas a pregnant gir doing on this
road, on foof?), with horse-sense judgment (she knows where
she's going, she walks ke i),
generl aimosphers s on of ctcsty and suspicion,but

we sense other things—a dusty road, hot sun, grizzled fai
{acos 5 whilofsemaity Th 1 al pat ofseing e scene, even
though i the passage above not one word of narative is used to
describe the landscape or the appearance of the characters or
even the weather! Not or

Yo 22 At and Wirbol isciss and Jige Lare we

aspects of an unfamillar way of fe. It is another techrique for
setting a scene or story, and as we develop the conflict, the setting
itseff emerges in mutti-dimension.

Consider, for example, an exlic wedding senvice on an island
in the South Pacific. f the mood is o be peacefu, we certainly
wouidnt have conflict, and we'd probably describe the wedding
using naration in order to set the scene. We'd geta feeling for the
way people live

But if peace and hamony are not key, then conflict could erupt
during the ceremony, and by means of dialogue we could get just



jood people lived ugl

Where am /2 could be answered with either approach. But tink
how much more dramatic confict and dialogue coukd be; again,
its a case of showing rather than teling.

Have a good look at Alice Walker's novel, Meridian, the story of
 young black gir in the south, rying to cope with her own feelings
about civil ights (she has joined the "Movement') and the promise
of a better fe even while she has become a teenaged mother.
She gets a chance to attend colege through the generosity of a
skl whio i, s sho mus ive p har young son, ke,

o do 30, She goss o el ar Mot scoopenied b
Batores o v

oushoud venlEddl, Jr “Ta . il “Urioss ot some
kind of monster. And no r of mine is a monster, surely.”

Verclancosed hr eyes as 8ght 28 she couk]

Delores cleared her throat. “The only way Meridian can take
care of Eddie Jr. i if she moves in here with you and gets a job in
Somebody’s Kitchen whie you take care of the Kid."

“Of course Ml help out” said Mrs. Hill "l woudn' e either of ‘em
stare, but— sho contiued speaking lo Dalores as i Moridan

were not present— This is a clean, upright Christian home. We
betevs nGod s oo

"Whats that got to do with anyhing?”" asked Delores, whose
faco expressed beligrerce and confson. "The lst e God
had a baby he skipped, to

s 1s genratonalconfct, o3 welas a phloscphicalone,

‘The new, young, upwardly mobile black woman against the
status-quo conscious, stict moral-bered older black woman. But
donit we also get a gimmer of the way these people ive? Alice
Walker sets the scene by porraying a disagreement over whether
10 give the baby away, and this, In itself, Shows us motivation.
Meridian will give her baby away so she can atiend college. I
college that important? Shoud it be that important? Mrs. Hill
obviously doesnit think so, but then she's from the old school
Meridian and Delores think its appropriate, and in this we see the
blossoming of a black urge for upward mobility. But what a price o

Doesittis tell us a lot about these characters, the way theylive
and what they consider 1o be important? Isnit the confict really
about values and how the people cope? If we understand the
molivations of these characters, can't we visuaiize the pain and the
anger and the impatience and the insults?

Do we need a narrative o describe the physical setting, o
emphasize the feeiings on each face? | donit think so.
dialogue itself should be suficient

Confict, then, s a technique for establishing seting. Al
a corollary to confict is another technique which olors s e
. Galit contast ad e more v he betr. Conast ot

st is eviert when ot feast one person in the scene
doesnitseem in harmony with the background of the scene. When,
for example, an exofic-ooking woman steps from a ffeboat filed
with shipwreck survivors or a welHknown baseball player wears
sarkogs 38 I icha Condon's Prizas Hanor o Head e s
Contrast

characler speaking and acting in such a way as (o inject m

adeonaln i he scane's porveyel The bassnel pleyer woarng
earrings, for example, can stil tak baseball, but even as he
discorses, ws isiakzs s carings ard th bizane sfec hey

" iesis, tese new sarigs pnch. Ho massaged Ns eer obe,
Your arm sirong enough to go seven today?" the skipper

asked

"Howie says flblow ‘em away.

Sunlight glinted from the danglmg gold designs. The skipper
faced the outfield. "No self respectn’

Contrast and conflct are simiar as tools for seting a scene.
Both rely on the attraction of opposites, b there are differences.
With corfict there s cotention and antagonism. People are at
odds: Tis docent have 1 be e case wih conras. Trere may
be confict, bu there doesnit have 1o be. Contrast may be merely
iferot shadings or vated approaches, Pops dont ha 1o oo
i contention for there to be cortrast

Consider the folowing. s Philp Caputo's Del Corso's
Gallery, the story of war photo-jouaiists working first n Viet Nam
and then in Bein. Boton, one of the characters, is in Beirut near
the Green Line separating Christian and Moslem millias. He



e o e o e e o
upper floor of a building where a telephone is available. He erters
1% ro0m ol 1o 66  dark eyod, beautitd woman at ho window

“Su Ynuave a joumalist."

“Amenczn"' “"Right"

“Iihought s

"What do- yﬂu mean, you thought s0?"

uessed you were an American.”

I dontget t”

“ouive on the eighth floor of the Mazzan Buiking ™

A faint, uncomfortable buzz traveled up and down Bolton's
spine.
"This," she said, pointing wih a lacquered fingemail al the
scope of her Winchester. “There are all Moslems in your bulding.
The first time | saw you, through the jalousies, | was that close"—
the finger with which she'd poinled

within 2 haifs breadth of her thumb—"but then | saw

youright hair and how tallyou are and | knew you couid not be an
Arab.."

Do we smel the atmosphere, do we get a sense of the scene?
Would it have been as effective ifthe person holding the rife had
been a dusty, grubby milliaman? Doesnt the horror of e scene
become vivid because a beautiful woman with lacquered
fingemals holds a fife and casually admits she aimost kiled
Bollon because he happened to come Ino her sighis?

point_0_understand is the contrast here. War and
destructon are not 50 unique that a witer can paint them with
complete singuiarity. But I one of the participanis—in this case a
beaulil woman—is acive and deadly, then the war seting
becomes a ite diferen, and memorable

 we wart 1o create a sinister mood, one that crackles
with Suspense yet s caried ot with the characters acting in
normal fashion. Suppose, furthr, that our mood is ot dependent
on how people speak but on what they say. . against a backdrop
of eeri goings-on.
trange

But something s happening.

See Stephen King. See especialy his work, Pet Semetary.
Stephen King, the master of horror and weird occurrences,
devises a story that takes piace in a small Maine town. Louis
Creed, his wife, and their children have moved from Chicago.
Louis s a doctor and his nearest neighbor is 83-year-oid Jud
Crandal. One day, shorty after they move in, Jud tels thern there
is & pet cemelery in the woods behind their house. Local people
have been burying their pets there for years. Jud takes Louis and
his famiyto seo it

Imaod s sombr, 5 Lk staes at e cameley

"How far do these go back

“Gory 1 ot ko 54, puing i hands deep n s
pockets. "Place was here when Spot died, of couse. | had a
whole gang of friends n those days. They helped me dig the hole
for Spot. Digging here airit that easy, either—ground's awlul
stoney, you know, hard o tum. And | helped them sometimes.” He
pointed here and there with a homey finger. “That there was Pete
LaVasseurs dog, i | remember right, and there's three of Albion
Groatleys bamcats buried rightin a fow there

20ld man Frichie kep racingpigeors. e and Al Groatey and
Gararman b o o e vt 2 g ot Hes g
e bt gy 1 e otof ot apenioh youkrow Al
cead oy gang. Al gone:

Louis said notting, only stood looking at the pet graves with his
hands in his pockets

"Ground's stoney.” Jud repeated. *Coudt plat nothing here
ot orpses, anpvay

eting and mood are clearly sirister. s Stephen King at

arunc. Tho iaogue and o place Ineactioform the mocd, and
we know that something weird wil hay
s tochicue, o ourse. I we went & sirster mood, we put
sinister words in the mouths of our characters, and we place them
ina sinister location.
Ican work with other categories of ficion, as well. Suppose we



cemetery, they'd be lunching at Saimagundi's in San Francisco or
crising the canals of Verice in the stary moonight. Theyd speak
of the joy of tender touching, the thrill of sparkiing eyes.

In shor, the words we use and the location where we speak
them shouid go hand-in-hand. They form a team, especially when
we wish to develop a mood and enhance our setiing.

Emest Hebert does this wel in a scene from his book, The.
‘The story is set in New Hampshire, and it deals
with poorly educated Howard Eman's daily batte to sunive in a
hosiile word. What Hebert has done i to develop Stephen King's
use of individual words a bit further. Not only can words create a
mood but Hebert uses sounds to do the same
lend substance to the seting and characterize it
Elman and his family are at Thanksgiving dinner with friends,
Parker and Charlene Haris. Eiman's son, Freddie, is there,
wearing a beard which Elman doesrit approve of. In this scene,
the sounds develop disorder, commotion, and general

chaos.
 Hotp. houp toup, houp” Presery. Parkerlaughed t Frecdi's

Fleddle uerod o faugh nled anger bu s fater e ha-
to come 1o hs defens:
arker vl you ipa dowr 8o e rest of s i aat” h shouied
Charlene gave Howard a vicious look.
“Charlene!" belowed Howard.
“I's his house. He can say what he pleases,” said Charlene.
“He donit say nothing. He just goes haw-haw,” said Howard in a
poor imitation of Parker's whooping cough laugh.
“Don't pick on him,” said Chariene.
“You both pick," said Elenore, almost as an aside.
“Houp, houp, houp, houp.” The tears came, and Parker almost
felloffhis chair, and he laughed allthe more at himself.
e in this scene? kit it a usual hoiday
meal tumed topsy-turvy by bickering and _insensitivity and
impatience? Where's the holiday spirit? Where couid it be in the
face of a whooping laugh that drowns oL conversation and seems

Sounds. That's Emest Hebert' technique, and it portrays a
mood wel, precipitating disorder which then characterizes the
Jes-hanSalstingnakure of e Foliday e

o we wart 1o Maninats & broad pincipe, someting

Je characler trail or physical setting. We want o

gt sometmng that has become the general theme for what
The fechmiques we'e alteady discussed could be

it 2omd mctons g anowers O craractr
questions, another answers and explains. ks dialogue directed to
2 specific end, that of preseriing a general theme or overallpoint
of view. The book, rather than the scene, s set in tis way, and we
learm where the author is coming from.

Consider this patch of dialogue from Emest Hemingway's
World War | novel, A Farevell to Arms. Lieutenant Herry has
deserted his ambulance uit on the kalian front and fled with
Gatvetins Batiy,  Bsh arso i whom s s ke nove

e trying to make the Swiss border, and they have come o
ol Resporn whero thoy sop brcf Homry rolaes by
4 halian. They

"What do you tink priv .eaw» lasked.
“lthink it stupic.”

Why?
*Theyare a younger ation.”
"Do younger nations always win wars?"
“Theyare aptto fora ime."
"Then whathappens?
ns." “You said -
“Daafbvy thatis not wlsdum thatis cynicism.”
wise o m

o paricsary 1 6oud auole you e xampes on the
omevsme. Butitis not bad.

\n anti-war theme sharply articulated and driven home by the
sparse dialogue. In the book, of course, Hemingway delves inlo




technique. There is no attlempt to characterize the speakers or o
provide them with special molives. The characters, reall, are just
veicies for an ant-war presentation, and the important thing to
keep in mind is how this contributes to the general theme of the

Suppose we ask the basic question. . .where am /2 In
Hemingway's scene, the physical location is not imporiant; but we
know we're contending with anti-war sertiment, Thatis the general
selting for the book.

Anti-war is the book's theme.

ts also the garden from which the story grows.

jighing the value of anti-war views.
Learning through questions and answers.
“The simplest techrique, really.

4

What’s Happening?
The plot. Its the essence of any story. Without it there is no
e s
R,

o, m, yﬂu have it wrong," said the King of Hearts.
b
T e smei et i Y
i
"The plot rsihe story“‘ sam Mlce not so sure.
"No, no, the story
T
e S, ot
twist N Oﬁymsn is the story tellable.”
"Poor plot, it must hurt to be pushed around.

P e i S o e e
I e e
L T L

The plot, however, is never static. | is constantly in motion,
bringing the story o its resolution. The srevs rrough wich e pot
S S

That is why the King can tell Alice that Dther things can do to
et
Search em ambmon ‘move the plot; ear and horror do, too.
wmarcan narrat@ Daga after DEQS of circumstances that carry- 0!
S

Or he can accomplish the same thing with dialogue.

Poor plot, it must hurt to be pushed around...

G e
a1 L L o e

furdock 's Law

shove it

"What's your business?"

“Fage Mrdack Wirsd yu est week fom Helera looking for
‘2 Deane-Adams. You said you had or

"Hel of a long ride justfor a gun-"

"lwas coming anyway."

His eyes narrowed. "You some kind of law?"

"Does it show?"

“Youcoud be on oo sideor e e, o te ok o ou
tisbuiness (o9 my shar

o Youve seon Chis Shedwel lately” 1 sad. "My boss



got a report he's on his way here. He's wanied for a mail rain
robbery near Wiitatn years sgo.

imost every fine of dialogue pushes the story along.
Nommg is wasted or nonvinformational. Murdock has only four
individual speeches and look what he tells us:

e aleady had plas o come o o

- he adrmits he's a laws

here looking for Ghie Shedwel, a rain robber who is on his
wayto town;

- he wired ahead looking for a special gun.

Each o these speeches nudges the plot. They tell us things we
didnt know, and they add substance to the story. After reading the.
short passage, we know more about what's happening than we
did before.

‘Another exampl is from Bobbi Ann Mason's recent work, In-
country , the story of Kentucky hill people coming 1o grips with the
final memories of Viet Nam. For Sam, a teenaged gir, the

was born and never retumed. She wans to know about him and
approaches rergrarcnober Manaw:
Suffcomo wih tpo body?” Sam asked. " mean ike
his personal stuff. His clothes and thi
e here want o 1 gave away the clothes,
andmace v ke e flag, but she wouldn' take anything else.
I didn'tunderstand that."
Mom said there might be a notebook."
"There was a ltee diary. s around here somewhere.”
Do you care if | have it?"
| can'timagine what you want with it There's not muchin t. He
told more in his letters. He wrole the lov-ingest letters. | wouldrit
take anything for them. But Ml ook for that nolebook..”
again, we're finding out things we didrit know before.
Most of the information comes from Mamaw in response to Sam's
questions (and of course, the question-and-answer technique is
useu for prodding the plot). Mamaw tels us:
- how she disposed of her son's effects;
- thatthere's a diary;.
- that her son's letters were more impressive;
- that Sam can have the diary if she wants it
Note that here, as with Loren Estleman’s work, almost every

about the existence of the diary to Mamaw's agreeing to look for it,
e Pave substance being added lo e pol and he story el
‘moving forwar
Whts happening? Sam warts © fnd the diary Mamaw says
she has it, Mamaw says she'l give it (o S
‘That's plot movement.
‘Sometimes a storyline can bog down; it runs out of gas because
e has been nothing to simuate it. Plots need stimulus, they
need to be pushed and prodded. Imagine a mystery-suspense
story where the major character spends his days searching for
clues and information. Imagine further that his search never seems
to come any closer to what he is seeking, that his elusive prize
remains well outside his grasp. Eventualy, readers will e of it
they'l become bored because othing new seems 1o hapy
“This is a plot bogged down. And even the most enfertaiing
dialogue might not save it
How do we avoid bogging down a plot? One way is o vary the
pace of the story. I its a mystery-suspense tale, then we shouid

less or greater and greater—either will do—and this wil keep the
readers attention

Another method would have extemal everts take place tht vary
the intensity of the protagonist’ interest in resolving things. For
example, something can happento the protagonist (he can almost
be killed or taken prisoner or inured) and this can complicate his
urge to resolve matters. The point is that these extemal events
also push the plot along: they add variety to the pace and they
keep the plotfrom bogging down.

‘See how Martin Cruz Sith does it i his novel, Gorky Park. We
have three unexplained homicides found frozen in the snow, and
the Russian mestgato, Aty Renko, begins a long i o
resolve things. Along the way two of his best men are
e 15 impeded by e KGB. Ho senses that an Amercan may he
behind these murders, but he receives litte support from his
superiors. Finally, he seeks ot the state prosecutor and indicates
he wanis to leave the case. At this point the search has yielded



some information, but things have not moved much ahead, and
Wbt someting ise o pol coud bog dow. Neto how tirgs
chargerpidy e foluigpas

W 6 you care whebor | stay on this case?” Arkady fined

him.
“Histrionics aside, you'e the best homicide investigator | have.

“I the Kille in Gorky Park was this American—" "Bring me the
evidence, and we will write the order for arrest together;" lamskoy
said generously.

“I it was this American, | only have rine days. He leaves May

ay

“Maybe you made more progress than you know” “Nine days. f
never get him-" "Do whatever you see fit, Investigator. You have
great alents..”

What's happening here is that Smith is reinforcing the stor
direction. Unless something happened o push the investigation
along, there would have been danger of plot bogdown. But Smith
has the prosecutor give Arkady a verbal pat on the back. The
investigation is recharged and the plot tseff buids up steam

o reinforcing the story direction is to bring something
new, some new fact or feeling that must be faced. For Arkady the
newfact was the prosecutors strengthened support, and this, then,
provides the molivation for Arkady 1o continue the investigation.
The introduction of something new is a technique that can be used
ina variety of situations.

- Alove affair is dying. Should it be rekindied?

- A businessman has single-minded ambition. Should it be
deflected?

- A shipboard cnise seems intemminable. Should it be
interrupted?

Something new. The instant cure for plot bogdown. What's
happening ? will geta shot i the arm.

Another example of ths can be found in Margaret Atwood's

tis set sometime in the fure, afer the United States has

and their worth is_directly proportonal to_how they produce.
Certain younger women are trained as handmaids and assigned
o households where they service the male in charge. Offied, the
heroine, has not been abe to conceive, and she wories that soon
she will be dropped to *unwoman status and exiled. She is at the
doctor's, undergoing her reguiar morthiy physical examination:

“Icouid help you” he says. Whispers.

“What?" Isa

“Shhh,” he says. "I coukd help you. Ive hefped others,

“Help me?" ksay, my voice s low as his. "How?" Does he know
something, has he seen Lk, has he found, Gan he bring back?

"How 06 you k™ he says, sl barel breathng I that s
hand, siiding up my leg? He's taken off the glove. *This doors
focked. No one wil come in. They/l never know itisrthis."

He lifs the sheet. The lower part of his face is covered by the
white gauze mask, reguation. Two brown eyes, a nose, a head
with brown hair on it Hs hand in between my legs. "Most of these
old guys can' make it anymore." he says. "Or they'e steile.."

Here again, something new hias been injected. Unti this moment
Offred has no saivation from her inability to conceive. But in one
conversation she has been offered a chance to confirm herseff as
a valuable member of the new society, and in the process we see
the story take on added substance. Now there are altematives for
Offred, and she must grapple with a decision she didt have to
consider before the conversation

In Gorky Park, Arkady is given new energy by the prosecutor's
wnexpected support; in The Handmaid's Tale,

Ofited is given a choice she didnt have before. I both cases
the stories become more interesting because the authors have
relieved the unwavering path the characiers were on. And
dialogue is the technique both authors chose 1o use.

st we forget. isnit this another appication of Trolope's
reminder: dialogue should contrbute to the telling of the story’

As we explore how dialogue can move a piot along, we shoud
remember that dialogue is, tsel, a technique for accomplishing
the same pupose. Plot can certainly be pushed along by
narative; the story can be told in straightforward form, one
sentence faling after the nex, without any dialogue passages. But
as we've seen, one healthy pupose of dialogue is to give



—d\a\cgua ot only predominates, itis, by and large, the only form

Dnzbgue then, s a tool, and to be effective it must accompiish
some purpose. As we've seen, it can highiight new circumstances,
and it can do it in a way that will breathe new lifo into the story.
Each passage of dialogue must do something o justiy its use,
otherwise it has no business in the story. William Sloane said it
el some years ago
ne common error with new wiiters is static dialogue. Wiiters.
gumy of this faut are aware that people tak, So they invent
characters that talk, too. But these characters are dulltalkers. They
o not say anything. They do not talk to the point of the book...”
Which of the ollowing moves the plot?
"Yes, Iagree its beena lovely day. . " or
*16id someting oday e reverdone before”
thought or circumstance.
tis ot static ma\og\e From s o ol o dialogue to
accomplish other purposes. Questions and answers could be

Youseo ttiovelysvaninthe par ke
*The kids chasec

"Youstopped Ihe"\ amnnyom“

*"Your Rosie was at the front o the fine...”

New facts and circumstances are introduced, and the piot
doesnit have a chance o bog down.

Another technique s 1o have the characters discuss a third
character (not present) and to plan someting in relation to that
third character. The plan itself will divige new facts and
circumstances. It wil add depth to the plot. Take a look at the way
John O'Hara does this in his novel Ten North Frederick. This is
the story of a family in a small Pennsyfvania town. They have lived
me house for two generations, and O'Hara is relating a
discussion between . the mistress of ]
friend, both of whose sons were sent home from a birthday pary
because they misbehaved. The two women feel their sons were
treated unfairly, and they plot retaliation, looking for ways o punish
Blanche Monigomery, the mother who sent their boys home.
Charlotte has an idea:

“Well the organized things, like the sewing club and the Afar
Guild, one carit do anything about them. But there are other things
thal arenit organizations. There's that group you'e getting together
fornoxtyoar, e e imorc”

" Arthur's

30 Bantok e, Natsaly, inmycoriionwe rad o
deciine, but so far you havent even got a niame for i, have
you?
name for it 5o far. I
it i . Onen o o Novemoer: Bocomen Janary,
February, March”

*“Just the sortof thing Blanche Montgomery's dying to getin. An
wpstart from Reading and some rice people that have lived all
their ives here won't even know about the club. After e way she's
reated our children, | know | woukdn't enjoy siting down to dinner
with her. Well, 1 tink that would do it for a start"

'O, | can see to it they dorit get an invitaton.

n talking about Blanche Monigomery the two wormen not orly
reveal their own characters, they move the story along. Up to the
moment of this passage of dialogue, the existence of the dinner
club has not been mentioned. Now, not only do we have Charlotte
and her fiend bringing it inlo the story, but using it as wel, as a
strap to beat Blanche Monigomery with. From this bit of new
information we find the plot movi

~The dinner ciub wilbe by inviation only.

- willbe prestigious.

~Blanche Montgomery will not get an invtation.

~Blanche Montgomery will never become Chariotte's fiend.

- Charlotie can veto any social aspirations Blanche
Montgomery may have.

Doesn this give the plot some substance? Now we know that
whenever Charlotte does an unkind thing to Blanche Montgomery,
the reason is clear. We also know that, because of her feelings,
Charlotte definitely coud do an urkind thing to Blanche,i the




‘occasion demands it, at some point in the fuure. We anticipate,
t might happen later, knowing that Chariotte

the motivation. This anticipation, as well as the actual events
continues o move the plot along.

What's happening?

Dialogue has taken us 10 a point in the story where we hadrit
been moments before. That's plot movement.

‘And that's good witing

5

Fiction or Fact?

Fact someting that has actual existence, an actual

Fiction-, Something invented by the imagination or eigned, an
invented story.
‘An actual occurence.
Aninvented story.
Two separto s, sccording 10 Wabste, Afer al, i
somettingis fck, how anitbe ftons
imagined, how o ihove oseds
tegories of story-wiing, kept apart by the
impenetrable wall of reaity. We understand the differences, and
ive credence o the distinctions. Writing about facts is what
we've come to call nonfiction wiiting, and we know the kinds of
witing it covers:
~journalism;
~how-t0 books;
-ograpny and acbiography
-acaderic treaise
“aronse o
The it couid go on much longer, but the point s that whatis
nonfiction represents a wide body of work approximating
eighty to_ninety per cent of al pubiishing in any one year. The
norfiction witer is ot the stepchild of the wiiting profession, as
might have been the case a couple of generations ago. Norfiction
wiling has developed its own products, and what we see today is
an art form every bit as demanding as fiction, yet designed for
different purposes.
here fiction must create drama, norfiction can report it where
fiction must develop character and plot, norfiction has ther at its
fingertips.

But it of cislogus? At the s the same for fieon and
nonfcto

“The answer has o be yes and no. Obviously, if we're reporting
an event, and we quote Someone at the scene, the quotation has
10 be accurate. We can' make it up, because that woud tum itinto
fiction

same s true with biographies of reakife profies. f we put
strange words in the mouths of the people who appear on the
page, there’s bound to be someone who will say, "He (or she)
ver said thatl” or ' That's not the way | emember t being said.”
Fictionalizing dialogue in a biography will certainy afect its
credibilty and impact

But what if we carve the dialogue around the edges, keeping ts
essential veracity, to make it dramatic?

Ah, thats when things get interesting. Because during the past
twentyfive years or so, the lines between fiction and non-fiction
have been getiing blurred. In all seriousness, Tom Wolfe, the
Journalst, coukd say about his book, The Right Stuff

Goddamit, Ive got 1o think of ways 1o get people reading, to
create an atmosphere right away that would absorb them. | just
had to grab them by the lapels—and just hold them there. . .So |
started developing a sty that could capture the spontaneity of
o, ol speech

rs' heads he went, leting us know what they
s, i oachons e ot oatsone it ey variod &



say and to whom. It was dialogue, ye( it wasn't, but it surely
sounded as if someone might be talki

"The scene i he nfoducion of he seven Mercury asironauss o
the press in 1959- Things go along in understated fashion il a
reporter asks what the wives and children might have said about
husbands and fathers as part of the space program. John Glenn
starts to speak about how much he is supported by his wife and
children, and then Tom Wolte, the author, intermupts:

What the hell was he talking about? | don't think any of us could

really
a wie's atiitude make about an opportunily for a giant step up the
great ziggurat? What was with ths guy? It kept on n that fastion. .

s this one of the other astronauts thinking, is it a member of the
press crew, s i, perhaps, one of the NASA people? Wolle doesrit
make any identification, but the impact of the words is clear. John
Glenn's squeaky-clean approach to Mom, Country, and apple pie
oesritsit well with some of those in atiendance.

Now, in the strictest sense, this isnt dialogue. But it isnit true
narration, either. I's something else, more like an authors aside
but seeming to reflect words that are on the tips of more than one
tongue.

ng
Wolte is a careful author, and he wouidnt fabricate dialogue or
st it nsido out st o ramatc value But ashe merionod. o
capture the spontaneity of thought, he wanted 1o grab
s donce Ly lapae, Since e was desing wih ronfoton.
imited, and he u
iy ot dovelopig immeciacy and
o, it ot diaogue,bif s probably as close as a roncion
writer it
the actual thought processes someone has,

But suppose a writer wants 1o use dialogue, even though he or
she is dealing with a factual issue? Suppose, futher, the writer
doesrit have the exact words available, only the general sequence
of event. Puting words in the mouts of characers s 3 lerry

and Ive seen otherwise stalwart books ripped apart
crmcs because o e loonse e autor oo

thing, of course, if we're dealing with history, and we

Wi 1o ke e Beanes oi s el ko figure,
George Washington, for instance, or Marco Polo or a wel-
remembered Roman Emperor. The reader knows the author is
taking dramatic license and makes allowance, especialy when
that historical figure is only one of numerous characters in the
story. Infact, ntroducing reakife characters into a work of fiction s
an often-used tacic, but the reader knows, and the author knows
the reader knows, that dramatic icense is being taken.

nonficton have words put into their mouths. How can the reader
sssume e auerkcly of whats writer?
e can',

Unioes th auorlys is cards ot table. Uress e aihor
makes the reader s partner n the progress of the wo

We are going o wite this a different way, the author can say. |
want tis to be nonficion, but | want 1o use fabricated dialogue,
100, o dlorgwihmo, st e, Wl g1 yoututh

These, then, are the soeds of what has s the
*norficton novel”  type of work that s a sa.w epressntzton of
fact but uses fictonal techniques (o tel the st

Troman Gapot is ediod i doving o form, e
presarted it fo the first me in his sory of the multiple murders of
o Gt iy n 1250 m Karwas. Iy Golt oo o deceion
o write a book ke this

ona theory Ive harbored since | first began witing
profssional. [t ssamed o mo et jourksn, raporiage, coud
yield a serious new art form: the "non ficton” rovel.

Vi maginaive. raratve epor

Capote’s eyes were those of the reporter; but his instincts were
those of the ficton wier, and s his work folows the everis
closely, from the moment the murder scheme is hatched, through
its executon, the fight of the Kilers, their evetual capture and

nfessions, thir trials and their execuions. The way he preserts
i story however, is far removed from straight reportage. nstead
of chronological progression and unbroken narration, he uses
fectriques such as flashbacks, foreshadowing, infrculing of
ifforentstory srands—just as any fcion wrier would o

And he uses dialogue. But the question is—the dialogue of te
fiction writer or the reporter?



In a key scene in the book, the two killers have been captured
and are being taken in separate cars back o the town where the
crime occurred. Dick, one of the killrs, has confessed, but Perry,
the other, has denied any involvement. The police by to prod Perry
by telling him about Dick's confession, but fo no avail. Then one of
detectives mentions an incident some years before wher

Perry is supposed 1o have beaten a black man to death. Perry
gasps.

He twists around in his seat unil he can se,
rear wind

through the.
the motorcade’s second car, see inside it "The
Turning back, he stares at the dark streak of desert
Highway.1hought{Lwas a st 1 dicrtbeeve you. That Dick e
.o ough by O real brassboy. Wodrt ham e feas

@305, st ran ver b dog. Fo sl ver Kl ony lgoer.
But he thought so. | atways. oo e ver got caught if Dick ever
realylet fiy, dropped his gus all over the goddam floor—I knew
he'd tell about the rigger” He spifs again. "So Dick was afraid of
me? Thats amusing., Im very amused. What he don't know is, |

Capote couid not possibly have gotten this quotation directy
m the policemen in the car (i fact, at the subsequen tial, the
pelwcemen vtk rscolectons of he conversaton, and tese
arely touch on what Capote has Perry say). Capote had o have
manmacma this dialogue, at least suficiently o provide it with
drar

There o, of coure, mary b exaples of recastdikogue In

the book. But Capote had no reason to hang his head. By caling

the book a "nonfiction" novel, he pemitted himself the freedom to
more than simpl

He gave it substance, and he gave it immediacy.

sita fact, then? Of course it s,

But it is not stict joumalism. The events Capote describes
actually took place; the words the people say may or may ot have
been uttered.

te wams us in the beginning. Itis to be a “nonfiction’ novel,
‘and from this we shouid know there will be ficense taken.

Disogue, bus. nead ot b imled o roportors acurscy.oan
blossom to develop character, plot along, set a mood.
aa Jong a5 he generalsense of what & tharacir is supposed o
have said is maintaine

I the example given, Capote knew Perry had reacted
sardorical when 104 f Dicks corfession. Capole kept Pery in
character with the dialogue; he didn't stray far from what he had
been told about Perry’s actual reaction.

inthis sense he retained a certain journalistic integity. One

can fabricate dialogue in a nonfiction novel, but the closer to what
was actualy said, the better. The dramatic license for the
ronfcton v, rrolore s e o pupose and consequence
f wat  vant 15 o it for. . s ia whet { ven it &

Soveral years after Capote's book, Norman Maler came along
with his "norfiction’ novel, The Executioner's Song. Here again
we see the same dilemma with respect to how much to dramatize
and how much to keep in its unadormed state. Mailer, though, felt
at ease with substanial use of dialogue. In this story of the last
nine months of the life of murderer Gary Gilmore, Mailer
researched senvely. liming o fuve driawed veloverore
hundred people and 10 have examined a variety of documents.
Ui T Gapete, ellr satos hat i book 5 2 e e iy
based on fact. He indicates, however, that the facts we're going to
getmay not be without some question:

“This book does ts best to be a factual account of the activiies
of Gary Gilmore from April 9th, 1976. . .unil is execution a ltle
‘more than nine months later. .. this does not mean it has come a

Maller does not claim, nor did Capote, that their books were
joumalistic reproductions of events and statements. Mailer says
im at

o Mauev can feel free to wiite of Gary Gilmore's conversation
with hi in, Brenda, after he fries to shopiift a tape deck, is
Soppe 5y & secunty gu:vd floes in He gi flens car, tun

He had it figured o o “obin'o e polce thal Neok e
nothing to do with it That way, they!llet her have the car back."

"You're a man.” Brenda said. "Go down and get o co back
yourselt”



"You won't help
Mihopyou o coression e s dolvered-
, there's a ot ofloudspeakers i the back of the car. |
ioped e oflns v mmov
“How many?
"Five or six”
"Justto be doing someting,” said Brenda. "Like a il kid."
Gary nodded. There was the somow in his eyes of knowing he
would never see Canada
How mih of s dd the paricipants sctaly remarmber? Do
people remenmber conversations this w
Perhaps the best question is: does it realy mater, if we're
witg  ordicon vt
Norman Maller, however, does more with The Executioner's
‘Song ian it relay logue. He asc characierizes that dicogee

Note above that Mailer has Gimore with sorow in fis eyes
because he'll never see Canada. Clearly,this is fiction technique,
2 way of adding dimension to what is said. Maler does this over
and over in the book:
looked disappointed, "Tris is one movie.” he told her

want 1o see again.

- Gary sl b bl 1w TV. He aapocily et e
police shows. Ni

oiHegave s o fo his mouth tat was almost a il You

said,

“Mler embeiahes s disogue with gestres, habis, and
manners, and the same questions apply: how does he know, and
do his intenviews reveal these ircumstances?

Or, because he has called this a "nonfiction” novel, is there
really no problem?

F1his were straight joumalism, or a how-to book or a biography,
such characterizations of dialogue woukd be omitted, unless the
sutor coud poln s sotrce ko eidarcs, Eve thn e

be aised ecause we're relying on
Somoone deds sumecnve elgmert to provde a word petse
each of us can gras

Thot I, el an tendewer on ofthe characies had an angry
look when something was said, can we assume | am correct?
Perhaps the angry look was because of a sudden toothache .. or
an unhappy memory ot related 1o the action on the page. The
point is, my subjective judgment could influence the dialogue and
the action that follows i....and | could be incorrect!

T felon rler s ich easer—to o sho knows uhat e
delogue clemalsrizalore mesn and can maripuste e
Charatlr 1 respon propey. F he foton wler describes e

Copcarance of & hsh on s cheractes nec, e chances e e
in relation to heightened emotions:
"H dontt 10 say. " she mumured, a rose hue
blossorming along her neck.

But if s nonfiction, that fiush coud be from any number of
causes, and it may have litle 1o do with the storyine. The non-
fiction writer can make only an educated guess, unless he has
specific information from

‘The object lesson? Be careful characterizing dialogue when
witing nonfiction,

And make sure whatever dialogue characterizations are used
follow the words of Anthony Trollope: they must contibute to the
teling of the story.

Dialogue’s Many Faces

me years ago the word got around that | was writing—and
seling— erotic fiction. It was true, though I didn't beat my breast
over it. | used pen names, and | didnit let it interfere with other



writing projects
Gna day  fiond sought me out. " Why" she asked, *do you

write that StUf? Its trash.
Trash ?

*lerjoy doing t" | answered.
Thereare 0 man e tigs you coukd it
“tm ety good ™

m
“nnsnsm Meraure? so tied o ol

e old asom sprarg & my mind. . one persors ash,
another person’s

g pomt- 15314, 18 1 112 good story. U doesrt matir what
youcallit™

“Trash or treasure, erofic stories can tell a good story. They

for a type of
writing caled "genre" or *category’ or *formula” iction. The words
mean, simply, that stories are standardized o conform to certain
reconceived patiers. There are rues 1o the game of witing

mystery.
Pits iin: soch calegory are Simlar . oms ancther, b
characterizations straightforward, and the Setings appropriate o
the atmosphere the author wishes to achieve. Thus a romance

b se e rerenessofan Alskan g camp

Trat i, e dalogue must not do moro than coiiute fo wat
the category fiction s designe
me s teson. calegory The cowboy and his
horse and his gun and the outaws.
cion,acon,acion's e g, 50 org 2 youkesp yourbero
jumping through fiery hoops on every page youre allright.
has to be a woman, but not much of one. A good horse is T
more important
Max Brand wrote that some time ago, and he meant it to apply.
to witing for the pulps. But t st has relevance today. Which of the
following would be more appropriate to current wester iction?
“Your eyes sparkle with the dust of staright, your beauty
overwhelms me."

“Hmmm." she smiled, | guess that's a compliment
Certainly, the second passage is something even the most
stereotypical wester character would feel comfortable saying. Its
simple and direct, and it caries the implication of much more.
woman excites him because she's round, that impies a
burgeoning sexuality, and that, of course, opens the doorto
further imaginings.
But the dialogue in the first passage is not something we would
2 westemer to say—especially the man. K too poetic, too
image-conveying. This doest mean, of course, that the western
character can't do all of this and more; rather it means that in
wester-category fiction, such dialogue seems out of place.
point, then, is simply this: dialogue must conform 1o the
demands of the fiction category being presented. We carit have
an efolic story dwell on the safest manner of tethering a horse, any
more than we can have a mystery story over-concem itself with
whether John loves Mary or Mary loves John, as the romance
calegory requires.
We might cal this *standardization” of the technique of writing
dialogue because it means that the dialogue must fit a patiem.
its a westem. . ifts erotic...f s suspense.

stips in order to sell. Throughou the story there are references o
the legends of the Kaltsina spirt and Yellow Woman, but nothing



el et o o oo
Maxu:c 10 sell the meat, which Silva has strapped on the woman's
et a white rancher on the trail
» mer i youget e Fesh et 7 o il mon sked
. Silva said, and in
the sacidletheleather creaked.
- u have, indian. Youve been rusting catte. We've
beenooking or the tief a ong time.”
The rancher was fat and sweat bogan to soak trough s white
lyfat. Ho
almost seemed to be panting from the exertion of Lalkmg and he
smelld rancd, maype becaiso Sk scaed i
va tumed and smiled. “Go back up the mountain, Yellow
Woman®
“The white man got angry when he heard Silva speak a language
e coukit dersiand. “Dont y ayting, ban. st keep g
o Marquez. We'l cal the state police from
Not i olomers of andrsaton nre: o white man cals
Sila Indian, showing barely-concealed contempt and disdain
There's an automatic jump 10 the conciusion that Sita must be a

re the basics of westem-category fiction, and the
dialogue must not seem out of place. Suppose, for example, the
‘cowboy had ridden up and said, “Hi there! My name’s Tex Cody.
Mighty nice day for a ride." And Sita, instead of projecting
menace, had said, "Ive heard of you. Run the big spread over
yonder, right?”

Such ciche -western dialogue would hardly fit the occasion of
the story. But Silko kept the dialogue within the characterizations,
the whis man cotamphous of Sike and Sitv contamphovs of
the white

What i s eroic sioy we'e going o wle? s the diclogue
capable of being standardized?

course itis.

But be sure we understand....erofic is nof pomographic, it is
ot the writing of sexually explicit material for the sole purpose of
portraying sexual conduct. Erotic literature uses sexually explcit
material, but only in furtherance of an underlying story. It is not sex
for the sake of sex.

‘Anthony Burgess gives us a good yardstick:

A pomograptic work reprosers socialacts o sex fequerty

rverse or wholly fantasic nature, often without consuling the
i of physical posaibily. Sueh worke. encourage. sotary
fantasy.. The book is, ina sense, a subsiitute for a sexual partner..

Now, the following would be appropriate dialogue for an erotic
stor

"Do youlike it this way?" he whispered.

*Oh yes. | never knew it could be like this" she said.

"You really think fm that good?"

"Marvelous. The best.™

"Honest? You really mean it?*

"Marvelous," she groaned. “One of the two best sexual
expeiencas v e inmy ke e Ouc Wiat e you doirg™

o oan. Greenbergs Sy, Was it Good For You
Too? & s sar, and 1 ‘woman are in a sexual
experimant wih wires atachod 1o el bocles and & covey of
doctors obsenving them. They had never met before the
experiment, and suddenly, infimacy grows.

Jealousy, too. Which dooms the experiment. The underiying
theme is clear, of course—it is the bizame nature of the
experiment. But note the dialogue: intimate, highly emotional,
pleasure-producing, and sexualy explcit

Al of which is standard fare for erolic fiction. Greenber
dossrthaue He cerscors s et words, h dooset e

Nt or scream, he doesnt have them resort to jungle
co
Erohc stores ki be plesastl it being demearing.
and the dialogue must abide by
Yet, witing category ficion means more than keeping the
dialogue standardized. The style of the writing itself must be
considered. Category fiction does not encourage what we might
call a highflown literary sble (style, in other words, that is



complicated, multi-dimensional, aimost analytical). Dialogue which
atlompts 10 prove something or which says one thing but means
Something else or which does ot try to involve the reader has no
place in category fiction. In basic_terms, dialogue in calegory
ficion must.

~be simple;
~be emotionaly charged;

- encourage reader invoivement;

- emphasize acton.

na suspense stor. f a characteris running for his ife, we ought

o feel is fear:
"L1m not sure,” he said, gulping or breath. "Every
exits blocked
line of dialogue means what it says. K's simple, direct,
uncomplicated. If the prior passages have been done propery,
feaders, v been pulad sog wi g Flncion
e ertered o Stuggle 100, and ow we, aso, face 6
characier' dilemma.

We've become involved in the emotion and the action. Category
fietion demands tis involvement, and clean, simple dialogue that

tonis the

o0 how Robet Lud does i The Aquiaine Frogression

1 story of an American lavye, Joal Conierse, o
Sumbles o1 3 dobal portcl eanepracy Wi n G
Switzeriand. o e e caniacs wih Gonora B6r
et 3 Toied French army offcer, hoping 1o gan e
informalion. He tells Bertholdier he has traced foreign arms
shipments from the United States to various foreign destnations.

Bortholdicr's eyes were fixed, controled. "I woud know nothing
about such things, of course,” he said.

"Of Gourse,” agreed Converse. "Bt th fact that my client does
—ihvough me—and the additional fact tht neiter he nor | have
any desire whatsoever 1o call attention o them must tell you
Something”

Frankl, nota tring”

“Please, Genoral O o o st picplesof oo enterpris s

1o cripple your compeiton, step inan il e
oo care. ghoping e gats Ty e overe i and
spoke Wiy 10 you some s e

“Because you were there.”

“What

%

‘s nothing complicated in this passage. Ludium has
created tension between his characters, he has emotion and the
promise of action spiling out. Note the suspense techniques here:
Converse knows something Bertholdier does not know. We—the:
readers—know that Comverse knows. The Suspense is in

Comerse toys with him brify, and the suspense grows higher.
Willhe or won'the.

‘Then he does tell h\m‘ and the result s an explosive reaction.

Clearly, Ludlum, in this passage, has followed the basics of
category-fiction writing. . . the writing is simple and emotionally
charged, it encourages reader involvement through Converse's
struggle o find answers, and it emphasizes action.

But suspense stories are not the only vehicles in which these
items shoukd flourish. Other fiction categories use them, as well
Mystery stories, for instance.

re is a diference between suspense and mystery stories.
We shoud bo awareof that. i mysiery sories tbore staly s @

character s often caught up in the action, and whatever solution he
further dange
In the parlance of another time, characters in suspense stories are
part of the problem, characlers in mystery stories are part of the
solution.
Eleanor Sulivan puts t succinctl
A detective story is objective. A suspense story, on the other
hand, is subjective, and is more often than not a study in some
depth of the ark side of human nature. . . In suspense the reader
canknow ings et meor chersciers
he myler scane, hes s scarcaly  batr oown wlar
milions
of copies, and when VocDonard Pts one together, the pieces
slide firmly into place.
is McGee stories are mystery stories (though an argument




M o e b o
Goreo). MacDonakl dobs not dovato fom o basic nes
dialogue; he doesnit pretend to be wnn anything more high-
fown e readable, workmanike myteny.

He knows his audience, and he knows what it wars.

In The Lonely Silver Rain, he has McGee search for a stolen
yacht which he believes to be stashed somewhere in the Florida
Keys. McGee hires his friend Mick, a pilot, to do some flyovers,
and Mick is able to locate the yacht, hidden in dense brush
McGee goes 1o the yacht, where he finds three dead bodies. But
he nolifies the owners, and is rewarded with a substantial amount
of cash. He has just handed Mick twenty thousand doliars:

"Hoo weee!" he said. "Makes my teeth hurt"

‘Some welldressed litle Latin types came to my client o find
found the boat”

“Wonder who wasted those kids,” he said, frowning.
“What kids?"
*Okay, okay, okay," he said. "You get real cautious, dorit you?"
MacDonald touches each of the elements we need for good
category-fiction wriing. His dialogue is simple and emotionally
char Mick discuss the fact someone is looking
oo ound. the Nddn yach, and the menace of ah that
seethes from their talk. They do not want fo be tied info the matter
at all, and this serves o heighten the tension. The fact that both
men are concemed for their safely gives us a lever by which to
reach out for reader identfication. (I's a ciassic situation—
innocent men targeted for something unpleasant even though they.
have done nothing wrong.) We feel for the unfaimess of their
predicament
And then, of course, their conspiracy of silence emphasizes
how they hope to avoid the unpleasaniness. I isn't action, realy,
except in the negative sense, but what is underscored here is the
fact that they must avoid a confrontation with the itle Latin types
who are looking for them.
ts the menace of being discovered, and to avoid this there will
certainly be actior
Mystery, suspense, erofic, westem. . these stories all move
across the same field, representing yardsicks and boundaries
and content to provide a good story. Romance writing, also, falls
o e area, an orce agaln e e pinipes pp.
' hers aryiflaroncs when
2o helpng m. . 1m nlo vewlth
“P\sase ot Sease, H cant ofer i, ran when
we wii
“Somennesaskmg questions about us.”
“Outthe back way. Quickiy.

The first passage s in the romance category, and it hits the
elements we've oulined for this type of fiction. The dialogue must
draw emotion out of the characlers, and in the process draw
empathy from the readers. Romance stories demand wide-
ranging emotions, and the hope s that these emotions wilalso be
felt by the readers.

Reader idenifcaon, imple, emoloraly charged, and hking
the promise of acti

Socond passago. This coud work in suspense or
mystery stories and meet the same tesls as does the romance
passage. Without more dialogue it might also appear in ofher
forms of category fiction, because it sketches a predicament that
couk o pesartnal of e

realy. C:
il ferchangezile. The same passage of daiogue Ina
romance, for instance, can also appear in a westem. Anoter

it could advance a

Suspense story.
X mears oy i we leam hw b il for ane categary
wo canurte
s don gt o g that doesr e catgory s
wea icky 284, mois i
e coot g e



Part B

The Details of Dialogue

Prelude
An important aspect of dialogue witing is to cope with the litle
situations, the defails that can cause a perfectly well-planned
passage lo appear siited. We know that the Master Key situations
address the foundations of good dialogue writing, and that these
foundations must be sturdy enough to support a story well tod with
believable piot, and The

Master Keys el us how the essentials of good dialogue writing
contribute fo—in fact, control—the progress of a story, but they
on't provide the more highly calibrated techniques that can bring

For this we must narfow our focus, moving away ffom the broad
perspective of dialogue that furthers characterization, for example,
and catch up with dialogue techniques that do less substantiai—
though no less important—things. | call these the details of

9
entire dialogue passage yet will infuence a line or even a phrase
dialogue.

The detais of dialogue are important precisely for this reason.
Each tiny step we take to improve our dialogue writng—even to
changing "he says" 1o "he exclaims,” for example—has the effect
of channeling our attention 1o the individual words we are using.
And itis those individual words that make Up the ulimate product
we offer as witers.

0 we start with detais, and we begin to understand that a
daogus pessage e o hrbe of vorte p\mu on te psge

words,
tht order, modifed by Lol sher worts are here. W 2tk
ourselves some important questions:

does e mood of e sor?

-are we being consistent?

- can—or shoud—we do without?

- is there sometfing else more appropriate?

- will the reader be confused?

The details of dialogue have to be addressed if we want to
answer questions like these properly. Take the matter of gesturing
a5 a companion to a dialogue passage, for example. ff we want to
highiight a particuiar emoion, we might use a physical gesture to

butlress a passage of dialogue like this:

*Im damned if fll make any more excuses for youl" he said,
slamming his fiston the desk

‘wantto make the gesture less combative:

He tapped the pencil against his pinky ring. *Im damned if f
make any more excuses for you,” he said, softy.

‘This is a detail of dialogue. It does not affect the general mood of
an enlire passage, nor does it ry to move the story ahead to any
degree. Yet a detail such as this—ahether to gesture and how to
do il roato an mag i h roader min, von o only an
instant, and that image, along with all the of have
estabiished, will combine to produce a pnmmlma Cheracier ot 8
lace oran ever et forms the backbore of e sl

of couse, many moro dotas at dialogue in the

hl\uwmg sac\mn than there were Master Keys, and this is as it
cir Keys a0 more. genoral, more

emompassmg‘ o el ere a1 only so many pillrs
needed But!




tried I those details that to arise most frequenty
because, after al, the point of this book is o get on with the
business of wiiting dialogt uld not be tempted

search out the most esoteric elemens of dialogue production just
S0 we can say we have touched every base.
“The point s that in the fourteen chapters to follow, the bases are
covered, and what i there willserve the writer well
These details of dialogue are mirrored in literature through the
ages, and as we go over them their relevance will become
us.

7

Do I Show, Do I Tell?

In Viadimir Nabokovs novel, Lolita, a character rushes in with

“Mrs. Humbert, sir, has been run over and youd betier come
quick.”

To the protagonist, Humbert Humbert, this is news with a joylul
twist; now he can have his young stepdaugher to himself, now he
can shuck the pretense of the duliful husband.

tis this event which allows Humbert 1o begin a cross-country.
sexual odyssey with his ymphet, Lolita. A key passage and a key
transition.

Note that Nabokov accomplishes all of this with one simple
sentence of dialogue. He could, of course, have described Mrs.
Humberts death, and the plot itself would not have been affected.
Mes Hombert wou\d il die, and Humbert wouid still go on his
sexal ody

But Nahokov chose dialogue instead of narration, and somehow
it seems proj

o key g wit dialogu i s immediacy. What s being said
i happening now; what the characters tak about is occurting now
Inthe Jbove, Humbe

news of his wife's accident is brought. The immediacy of the news
s underscored by the abrupt change in the conversational pattem
it produces. Think of it. . wee discussing a new book or
someone’s st alergy uhen h word lashes:your spose s
metuitan scoid
imediscy o o nows s apparent—it has just happened
now this minut
Namaion dosat ‘accomplish this sortof thing as wel. I takes &
longer-range view of events, more concemed vith the fulless of
description than with the rush of instant action. Narration gives us
a tool lo paint time and space in broader perspecives than does
dialogue, yet both shouid work together.
Generally, dialogue is best used when we:
- wish to focus on a specific event and need the reactions of
the partcipants;
- want 0 bréak up lengthy narrative passages, gain a change
ofpi
“want o develop a shortcut o characterizators;
- wish!o inject a sense of ife info the scene.
Narrative, on the other hand, takes us further and can show
us more. K is description and summary and scene-business
rolled together. I is expository writing with the purpose of moving
the story along. Wiliam Sloane gives us a pretty good handle on
the elements of narration:
3 y atit
0 say that it is all that part of a manuscript that answers tivee
basic questions. What has happened? What is happening? What
is going to happen?
f dialogue shows us immediacy, then namative tells us what is
happening.
Note

together. A B. Guthrie



of each in The Way West, his story of people pushing westward
during the nineteenth century. The narative portion describes the
andscape, and the dialogue characterizes the speakers.

Lile whooed his oxen when he came to the top of the hil
Rebecca waked up o him and saw the train winding down and,
below i, Fort Laraie, wite as fresh wash, with trees waving and

1 finged with More to
herself than to Lije she said, "l never thought to be so glad just to

Notbecauso t Ns o JLst bocause ifs a buiding”
“Is Fort Larar
“You reckon beyve got chars here, Lie? Real chairs?
‘There was a light in his eyes. He said, *'Sure." and cut a lite
caper with his feet and sa
o the far-off Pacific sea, Will you go, will you go, old girl with

me?”

‘She said,"just wan o sitin a chair

We leam much more about the surounding terrain than about
Lije and Rebecca through the narrative. We see the Fort and the
fiver and hill and the woods. The narrative prowides us, as it is
sopasad o, erse ot s going on b s case 1 Lje and
Rebecca cresting the hil and reaching their objective, Fort
Uoranie Kt ek v el 1o cmmync s T e Lo
and Rebecca hope (o ftin.

The dialogue shows us the relef the couple feel on reaching
el objective, and its obvious they are both ied. We should be
able o foel their faigue if the dialogue contains a sense of
immediacy.

the foel s there. .. Rebecca warts fo it in a chair. Haverit
we all had that feeling at some lime? Just a chair, any chair. A
place (o est weary bore:

What Guv s cone o i g us o brosde icure i
s ramaive n focus on the dialogue for ciose-ups of Lije

Reboccs ki & Cassic ae o th twg Bchvicues and, o5 W
Soe wora el

Suppose we want to describe a sireet scene, and we want o
establish an aimosphere of menace. We can do it either way:

The shadows cuved away and evaporated Into blackness,
vague lights muted the curb edges, and a fine dust seemed to
hang inthe ai. Rough brck wall towered over them, folowing the
shadows info the igh, and the stness was palpable

or

s 100 quiet” he said.
"Who's walking the streets at 3 AM., anyway?"
"Wonder what's behind those brick walls."

n, let's move it

"Wish we had a moon o go by."

"Watchitl The curb.

"Why didrit we wait bl it was light out for God's sake!"

porirayed in just a few lines. For the narrative passage to work it
would take more time and even then woud we have the
immediacy we seck?

This doesrit mean, of course, that a narrative passage carit
painta scene of conflict or menace—in fact, we have a good start
on one right here. But what dialogue can accompiish with just a
few lines might take narrative several paragraphs o do.

we 1o ask ourselves when we have the choice
between narrative and dialogue—do we want it short and fvely, or
do we want itlonger and more sedate’

The question hangs there for each of us.

Generally, though, dialogue and narrative work together, as a
team. There's a place for each one in a piece of witten work, and
itis the witer' task to blend them wel.

Consicor change of pacs. Native proceac for 8 coupleof
pages, then we inject some dialogue, then we go back to
Ranatie. X can work i e reverse, of couss. . diakogue, hon
narrative, then dialogue. . but it seems less important to break up
the flow of dialogue than it does to break up the flow of narrative.
What we seek 10 do is never allow the reader’s atiention (o flag;
we keep the pace of the wrillen work ebbing and flowing 5o the
reader must stay on op of things.

Dialogue as a change of pace works well. See how Judith




Rossner does it with Attachments, her novel of a young woman,
Nadine, who has a passionate crush on a pair of Siamese twins,
Amos and Eddie. She conspires to ive with them in California
where they have a large house and pool. One day Nadine swims
in the nude while they watch. Just before the dialogue passage

elow, there are two long namative paragraphs describing how
she slowly removes her clothes, tests the water, languidly dives in
and swims a few laps. She climbs out, towels off in front of them,
then drops to the grass

"How do we go about his?” 1asked.

"Tell s what you want us 1o do.” Eddie asked

“lwant to get in between you." I old him.

Obligingly, they went back to thei fying down, facing-each-other
position. | climbed over Eddie’s legs and inched up on my belly
unil my nose was touching their joint, which was closer to the
round ban dhoped. Too s frme o crav nder.

"Youre making told the joint.

Hore, ot s "o down over here He pointed to the
grass near their feet. Obedierntly | lay flat on my back on the grass,
sexwal desire temporarily smothered by aniety. But t was 100 late
o tum back. My heart beat wily. They squirmed onto their knees.

“Now lie on your side," Eddie said.

Then, for the next two pages its all namation. In almost four
pages the only dialogue is what we have above. Rossner could
have described everything without dialogue, but doesnit it make
things more interesting if we have the characters doing some
taking? We get gimpses of their character, and we can find
ourselves dontiying wih o casiy

ner has changed the pace with her dialogue, breaking up a

pair of Siamese twins. The reader is bound to pay more attertion
the characters are talking because it interesting (o see
that.

But then dialogue canit give us the long-range view of events
either. Dialogue is for close-ups, for immediacy, for breathing a
sense of ife into a scene.

member that, and the blend between dialogue and narrative
willbe smooth, indeed.

He Says. . .Or Does He?

I recall reading one of James Thurber's works dealing with
reminiscences of Harold Ross, the highly praised, unprediciable,

editor of The New Yorker. Ross and his ediorial
s'a«—espa-cauy Weloot Gibbe-—developed some sciktl s
for manuscripts,

e o e niee aconmmg o Tuber was rata passage of
dialogue is best followed by "said." Anyting else—"shouts" or
“exclaims” or “retorts,” for example—is just wasted motion. No

id substitue for *said.”

It got me thinking. . "SWf it in your eart” he. . said? Woukdrit
“retort”be befter

"My God!" he...said? t seemed to me "exclaimed” would
it more easily.

1 thought further. The sense of Ross's ruke began to dawn. A
writer should be able o phrase dialogue so the impact of the
words would be clear. "Go (o Hell" he shouted—coud be a

redundancy. "Go to Hell" itself is a strongly worded statement,
anduiydo wo noed e shoutd

maybe we donit need any modifying phrase at all.

“Go to el cou stand by a6l No shou 1o -sad” o
nothing. The reader's imagination coud probably conjure  fiting
modifie.

Today, even The New Yorker allows substituions for “said. Yot
the rule shoudrit be dismissed because what Ross and his



‘editors were trying to accomplish had considerable merit. A writer
should. e dialogue that doesnit rely on the
descriptive modifier the words a character speaks shoukd carry
the emotion in which the words are
"You-you aren't my dead undle’s long-lost great-great
randson!”.
"Oh Everet, llove these children so.
In the first sentence do we need modifiers like he gasped, or he
blurted out....? Wouidnt he said work as well? Perhaps we dorit
reed 1 sayaryéing—maybe et wouk work aven ot
I the second sentence, do we need d

whispered—? We could insert said, and it ‘orkomt doiac fom
theimpsct of hdisogue Th, 10, perieps notig at sl woukd
be even beter

“There are no precise ues on when to use "he s:
st 5 ubstte, anl when t e noting s a mater of oot

by a rush of descriptive modifiers. Generally, however, we can say
this:

/she said" is the basic modifier, and it shouid be used at
least three-quarters of the time any modifier is used;
- a page of dialogue should not go by without a couple of
“helshe saids';
~when in doubt, leave the "said" ot—add nofhi
 nciaoguo betweon two paopl. se ersh sai wilh oy
her.

n the cleanest writing, of course, we don't use anything at all
We et the dialogue passages stand for themselves. Butif we have
o use a descriptive modifier, the important thing to remermber is
that * helshe said" serves two purposes: it is an identification
device (letting the reader know who Is speaking and what the
speaker is feeling), and it can change the pace of the dialogue,
allowing the reader a slight respite from one unmdified dialogue

implor 5 fo th verage reader o come & grpe wih ik
he meant was that readers fasten on dialogue passages,
enabling themselves to gain a better understanding of the story.

ing b
irats tatsupposed o mean? s rat dian ak
“ld

et Yo name*
"David Catches.”
“Well theyre going to bury my sister. Will you be go-ing?"
* Youl make another speech. | dorit want to hear that kind of
thing”

“Then why don't you come to the house toright’
Excopt ot fst i, every passage s ik  modifier. We
know who s talking, donit we? The emotions of the characters are
clear from the words they use—we dorit need any help. This reads
almost ike a script.

lote one thir ver: McGuane uses a question-and-
answer techmique, an this i one wiay of avoicng any "saids.”
we know th idenity o te quesloner, ten we lso know the
identity of the responder (assuming there are only two people in
the scene), and one of the reasons—that of identification—for
using "helshe saic” doesitt appl. Nole, 00, hat the natre of te
queslionard-ansver exchange tends 1o be confictproducing,
andso realyneed
further depiction through dasenmwe modifiers.
what f ve fortable urlss we use "helshe
id™? A gy passbgs itk o S might rot be o oe
Thing:

My e is tis: aways use 'said urless you must characterize
the action further by teling how Something is said... L s best o
remember that what is said in any page of dialogue is at least
three times as important as howit is said

Marjorie Franco wiote that a while ago, and it siil works.
Suppose we want a characler to show disagreement, He can say:



"No! Iwon't buy that!"
But, suppose we want anger o be demonstrated, as well. Then
we wiite:

“Nol Iwon't buy thatt® He slammed his fist o the table..
The dialogue passage tells us what is said—that there is
the

“llove you,” he said, stroking the back of her neck. (nimate.)

You; he cor
“llove you. he shouted. (Prideful)
The words of each dialogue passage are the same, but the way
the words are said differs. How the dialogue is uered becomes
important when we want to underine the dialogue words

Callit dialogue, perhaps, and
far off. We are actually giving some personality to the dialogue.
But there is more than one way to characterize the dialogue; we
worit have to be limited to synonyms for the “saids." In the hands
of an accomplished witer the personality of the dialogue can
blossom through the use of inerior monologue—thatis, by having
the actor think of the words heishe has just used and characterize
them. The *saids" then take on added substance,

See how Eudora Welly does it with her story, Death of a
Traveling Salesman. Bowman, a shoe salesman, raveling in the
remol fam couny of Misisspp s a ca accident. and e
approaches a_lone use. He is tred, unwell, and
d d. He

who allows him nto the house:
“Ihave a nice line of women's low priced shoes.. he said.
But the woman answered, "Somyll be here. He's sirong.
‘Sonny'11 move your car.
"Where is he now?"
“Farms for Mr. Redmond.*

. Redmond. Mr. Redmond. That was someone he woud
never have 1o encounter, and he was glad. Somehow the name
did not appeal to him... 1 a flare of touchiness and anxiety,

o avoid their

koo s

0 you live here alone?" He was suprised to hear his old
voice chatty, confidential, inflected for seling shoes, asking a
question ke that—a ting he did not even wart to know.

Yes. We are alone.”

nstead of the "saids" and the modifying phvase that woukd give:
further meaning to the dialogue, Welly has gone inside Bowman's
head. The way he feels, his despair and even his surprise come
off better through the interior monologue than they would have if
she had subsiituted a word or two for he '‘saids.”

“Do youive here alone?” he said despairing.

*Do you live here alone?" His voice sounded with a mixture of

despair and surprise.

Doesn't Welty do it better? The interior-monologue technique,
which we'l get to in Chapter Twelve, is useful, and it can
graphicaly depict a passage of dialogue.

The rules change a bit, however, when we have more than two
characters in the scene, and all of them speak. Two persons are

we
*saids” or their equivalents fairy regularly. In the earlier Master
Key chapter on how dialogue portrays characterizations, we saw
that each speaker must sound different enough so that the reader
Peve a perpetaly orat menilimage. Yo sometimes s
ot ancugt,an hao s whers th "ssids”comein. The
e hae t b for dentncaton

Sy Brosis el Table Money, e hve Oney i e
amy and geting ready to ship out for Viet Nam. He's home in
Queens, and he's at a soda fountain vith his fiend, Glenn, and
Delores, a woman he has just met (and who is destined to
become s ). Es & Iee-uay comersaton and e
appearat the appropriate time

Ouney loked atDelores et do you think?”
hide him in my hor
he your boy mem’?“
No e o
dortwant i"ybcdy 1o hide me.” Owney said
Then werttide o

i trk Glonn i scared?” she asked him
"L Gon ak ko Dat. Gl s my Hend. He can co anyiing o
wants. Run, hide, fight. Whatever he does is fine with me. We're

i



e o s b oy 2Ying under the
bed: Gernsad. 1190 up o trao's e
. ey

send youletters.
"Where from?" "Where there's ice."
“Who wans to hear about some glacier? | want her to write
me.” Owney was looking at Delores. "M wrie,” Delores said

We have no doubt who is saying what at any given moment. No

confusion, no uncertainty. The "saids" are dispersed economically

ut the passage, and Bresiin alows the dialogue itself to

characterize the speaker. This is the way it shoud be done. A
writerin complete controlof his material

Should He Gesture, Too?

jon: Are there times when fiction and nonfiction writing
are barely distinguishabe from play writing?

Ansver: Absolutely. Stage business, for one thing, must be
considered in both cases.

Stage business?

The nonplaywright calls it gesturing.

“Thank you," he said, smiling.

Wy vot7ho sais whagm.

“Noway!" he said, his eyes

“Corainy” e sid arcing overthe documorts,

D.C. Fortana, former story editor of Star Trek, says stage
business, o Gestoing, incides "a ok, or move. & fagkl
expression. a tone of voice, a mood, a pause in speech. . * k
means that the writer wars o couple some physical action with
the dialogue. On the stage this s called "business.” as when an
actor delivers lines and does something physical at the same
time. *Business" is crucial to performance in a play and it is no
less crucial on the written page. "Business” is the bridge that ties
lines of dialogue toget

For example, if we want o show mild rebuke, we could write:
"You're home late," he said, tapping the pencil on the
counter.

The gesture—apping the penci—characterizes the dialogue
passage and, in fact, underscores it The tapping pencilis a sign
of agitation, and that, In tum, must flow from some element of
distross.
re are, basicaly, four reasons why we use gestures in
conjunction with our dialogue:
10 portray character (as in: *Im leaving now" he said, Kicking
inthe glass door panels with a vicious swi
10 develop mood (as in:* 'l won't hurt you” he said, running a
fingeracross horchook and nock
1o emphasize a crucial momentin e storyasin” Lesve me
alone!” she said, the tears sireaming
face.

ce...);
- to allow a pause between dialogue passages (as in: "Let's
)

g0’ he sawd siuggling nto i leaher ackeL.'| moan now”

g
10 do more than simply uter unadomed dialogue. We wat (o
inject some form of movement in the scene so things won't—or
canft—bog down. On the stage, characters rarely speak their ines
vithout doing something—siting or walking or drirking or making
a face—a host of physical mamerisms that complement the
spokenword

The situation shoud be the same on the witien page. Gestures
—business—must complement the dialogue.

See how Jayne Am Phillps does it in her story, Souvenis which
is about the relationship between Kate, who is studying for her
doctorate, and her mother, who remains in the family home. Kate
has just gotten word her mother is In the hospital for tests. She



thinks back to the prior summer when the two of them were in the
kitchen and her mother was stirring gravy and they were arguing.
Her mother speat

*"Think of what you put yourself thvough. And how can

you feel right about t? You were bom here. | donit care what
you'say." Her voice broke and she looked, perplexed, at the broth
inthe pan.

"But hypotnetically” Kate continued, her own voice
unaccountably shaking, "if I wiling to endure whatever | have o,
do you have  right to object? Youire my mother. You're supposed
to defend my choices.”

"You'l have enough troubles without choosing more for yourselr
Using birth control that'l uin your insides, moving from one place
to another. | canit defend your choices. | carit even defend myself
against you" She wiped her eyes on napkin

do you have to make me feel so guity?" Kate said,
fighting tears of frustration.

Note the gesturing the author uses here: the mother looks at the
broth, perplexed.. Kale's voice Is shaking.. the mother wipes her
eyes on a napkin. . Kate fights tears of rustration. Each of these
points of business serves a basic story purpose.

They emphasize the dialogue itself

Mother and daughler are arguing; there is corflict and tension in

‘ages-old generational corfiict. & is certainly a crucial point in the
story. The gesturing, then, highlights the disagreement between

make mo foel guitty?" Kate said. . Do we know the precise frame
of mind Kat s n when s says bose woris? 1 Jane A
Phillps had not added the phrase, fighting tears of frustration
ight aceume Kato was a4k e quesion at o fowet smatonel
pitch. The words challenge her mather, of course, but there are
different levels of challenge, and this one could be less confict-
laden, more like a recurring complaint

Exoopt hen e esd th ag na—fghting fears of ustafon,
Then we know. This is a ighly emotional moment. f frustrati
g toers 1 'S e, B 1 deo fesing, el he over 3
underscored for us.

Suppose we want to create an atmosphere that will ampify
and explain our dialogue. Gesturing is an easy way 1o o it and it
can serve to develop the character of the speakers, as well f we
want to show contentment,for example, we can have a character

say
"Sueha mesl e said stotcing beckin e chak.”
Orifits uncertainty we want to sho
"My gooansse! she sa, reaching ou fo ouch the scarf but
draving her fingers bat
See how Joseph Corrad does it in is novel, Under Wester
Eyes, the story of Russian exies in Geneva, Swilzeriand, during
the time of the Tsars. Razumov s a student who has come flom
Russia o help plot some type of govement overthrow in his
native land. He and others are at a small meeting in an apartment
when the stbject of phantoms and apparitions comes up. The
atmosphere tms ity and uncertain
‘The tenseness of Madame de S~s stare had relaxed
and now she looked at Razumov in a silence that had become
disconcerting
7| misel have had an experience: be sammered o, 25
compeled. T seen phartom

adead pevsom'
v

was not a woman, then?”
“Avomart” repeatsd Rezimou s ey ooy
straightinto the eyes of Madame de S-. "Wt
ihave beena woman? And whyis Conchsion? Why shouid |
we been able 1o hate a woman?"

The gssmm e a1 conibutos making the atmosphere
chalienging and uncertain silence is disconcerti
Razumov s'ammers, as if compelled. . unnaturally red fips frame a

"

Allof these thi




parry questions and answers we know it is not a pleasant,
friendly conversation. Both are on guard.
this if there had been no gesturing? Try
reading the dialogue without the stage business; read it out loud
‘and see how it sounds.

Tryit, go ahead.

Rdoesnit seem the same, does it? We need Conrad's gestures
in order 1o get the particuiar flavor of this scene. Without the
gesturing, the uncertainty and the tenseness between  the
characters don't seem so sigrificart.

And if they're not sngmnnam then what purpose does the scene,
itself, nam Not much, re

Amosprers, thon. and wih it sloments of crracitzaon, s an
imporions. by-pmduc\ of stage business. I influence and us
should not be ignor

il another reason for gesturing is 1o inject a pause between
dialogue passages. Why do we need a pause? We don't wart to
overwhelm the reader with an avalanche of "he says." "she says,"
nor do we want to trivialize the dialogue tsel. By that we mean
offering so much dialogue it just runs together and no passage
caries any special significance. Breaking up dialogue by
gesturing serves 1o change the pace and keep the reader's

Take a look at this passage from T. Coraghessan Boyle's novel,
Budding Prospects, the story of Felix and his friends who have
een tending a huge marijuana plot in the uninhabited count
north of San Francisco. Their hopes for a major financial kiling

factors, ar
satisfaction ffom Viogelsang who put up the money for the land and
the culivating equipment in the first place. Felix suspects
Vogelsang has twisted things so he, Vogelsang, will come out

ahead

Suddenly he was on his feet, catty, loric, the old Vogelsang. He
paced o the end of the table and swung around. *I bought that
property in February, like 1told you. But ot this February. February
two years ago. You know what | paid?"

Iknew nothing. Iwas a loser.

"Ninety-two."

Chink doom, went the goatherd, doom-doom.

"You know what fm geting—what | got? Aready?" The cords.
s100d out in his neck like sttches in a sweater. *| signed over the
title yesterday—the deas been cooking for morihs. Months.” He
was twitching, jerking, dancing in place like an Indian whooping
over the corpse of an enemy. “One-seventy. And do you know
why? Because you improved the place for me.”

Isat down. Hard.

The pieces of stage business between the dialogue passages
are imporiant bocause oy ot oy empfasize Vogasang's sef-

satisfaction and Feiixs despair, but because they make the words
even more signicant Vogelsang's coup on the price e
all high

excitement—he's won, he's won big. By stinging out the
revelation, the author has made the tiumph even more substanial,
and the dialogue passages become the highiights that reveal the
triumph. & is simply a more dramatic way of showing the

Tyt et R e cilogus it gesres.
s notthe same, i
Sevral genéraites can bo draun about o uso of gesires
with dialogue. Earier in the chapter we saw why gestures are
used, their application and their value. Now we need to know
they Shouid be used.

- Gestures and dialogue should match. (Note the il of this
book: "Shut Up!" He Explained. This is not a match, and Ring
Lardner knew .

- Too many gesiures shouid be avoided. (The best e is to
limit gesturing to one piece of business per dialogue passage.)

- Gestures shoud be believable. (The person doing the
gesturing must be the kind of person who would do such things.
For example, a griefstricken character would probably not break
into a broad smile.)

- The gesture shoud have a pupose e wier must a;k

atall?)
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Supposc I Want Dialect?

‘e done much writing, aren't we tempted sometimes to
shde o standard Engléh wsage and &y out rands wih Stange

rtain diction? I mean, it can be quite different, it can push
i an vt whars e going to have our characters saying
things arrestingly, in ways that are unusual.

Dialect can do this, dialogue in dialect.

We have an older man on board ship, and a storm is coming.
we have him speak without dialect, he migh say:

‘The sea grows rougher he said, noting the deepering
caverns between

Now let's make him an old kish sea dog:

,its makin' up a wel-rough of greeney brine, suds're fin',
and's0's me soul.

Garit v visalz the grized o folow, oyes sauried. ipe
clamped between his teeth, amost daring
i n i dialectgies hin dmension, and s, i, gwes us,
the readers, the chance to identify with and em-phathize with him.

Dialect usage is important because it can help portray character
and stonfine. The key is o understand why this happens. Arturo
Vivante gives us one good reason:

What a characer says shoud be disict, shoud dife from
what says, enough o idenify him or her
|mmedwa(e\yam tomake uunneness.arymmemmm etuno s
speal

have a character speak with a dialect. .. doesnit that make.
vim lfrent Gsinct? Ha spoaks, and wo know s hl (o She)
Using dialect, however, must be carefully done. t cannot be
allowed o flower untended. It will lose its effect quickly and
become an impediment 1o the readers enjoyment. There are, o
be sure, some general guidelines to folow when using dialect with
our dialogue, and the best approach is to put them in the form of
questions. Suppose we ask ourselves:
- does using dialect have a legitimate purpose inthe story?
- am | familir with the dialect fm using—am | able 1o think in
this idiom?
- am | limiting my use of dialect o a few key suggestive

o dvelop ycraraiers?
b. change my story pace?
an answer honestly in the affimative, then we are using
dialect wisely and wel in our dialogue.
See how Wright Morris does it with a passage from Love
Among the Carnibals, s story of a couple of songwiters and

trem, cpers w a veoovd player, and starts playing one of their
songs. They a conversation, though she  thinks
Vacoregors e s MG, T story is seen through Horter's

eyes:
“Baby—you sing?"
“Mistuh McGraw!" she said, shocked with recognition. "Why,
Mistuh McGraw.”
Miss—" I began.
"What in the wohid shoud evah make you think so, Mistah
McGraw? Ah do sing. Ah suppose ah shouid say ah wanna sing."
Mass Garnd—T | . Tha k. et o o the

quick
Harcum, sho saic, “Miss Biio Harcum. A a slooun of
Mariene Mazda Joyce, although yuh-all probly know huh, an refuh



s some rice contacts, Miss Harcum, | said
“We sometimes find a cage for her ltte songbirds. You dance?"

“Why Mistuh—"

*Horter. Of MacGregor and Horter."

“Aim the awfullst fool, Mistuh Hortuh. Ah know yoh name as
wellas mah ow”

What's Wright Moris's purpose with this overdrawn dialect?
i Harcum spoaks i @ coop southomn acerdfor a paricuar
reason, and Morts portra erfection. Tum the question
oo —auppos ik Hareum spéass wih o Souher sccent?
How does she come across?

Like any young singer on the make, probably. There wouid be
itle about her that was special enough for us to wani (0 find out
more. Her beach ploy—fopping down next 1o the song witers and
then playing one of their songs—is run-ofthe-mill stuff. Unless
she's sugary sweet, seemingly naive and 500000 embarrassed
aboutitall

Her character,in other words, is depicted not by her words but
by her actions. Watch what do, doritsten o what 52

What,then, is Wright Moris's purpose?

Satire, of course. How can a girl who sounds so sweet be as
ambitious as this? I takes guts 1o do what she does, and she
her ground in spite of the sardonic snapping from Horter

protestations of innacence. We are all ambiious, he seems to be
saying, in spite of ourselves.

then,

notbeen a sweet-mouthed southemer?
Hard

Character development is one of the key reasons for using
dialect with dialogue. Something that might have no impact if said
in a straightiorward manner changes with dialect. s as if the

ave. Hock has st ot Jm hat Fronch people o ik the
same way Americans do, and Jim is perplexed. Huck asks Jim
whether a cat or a cow talks ike humans o, and Jim admits they
don't. Cats and cows don't even talk like one another.
ts natural and right for ‘em to tak different from each other,
aintit?”

“Cour

from us?"
“Why, mos' sholy is."
Wl hen why sint trars{ and gt for a Franchiman o tak
diferet o s, ¥ e that”
' 2 e man,

fightfor a catand a

o

“Wel, den. dey airt no sense in a cat taki like a man. s a
cowaman—er is a cow a cat?
“No, she airit either of them.
"Well, den, she ain't got no business 1o talk like either er the.
yborofem s aFrerchmana man?”

e den,Da blame 1, why doan e alk ke  mar? You
answer me dail* Jim is obviously uneducated, but is words carry
a notso-subtle message: all men are the same, al men should
Speak the

we
wish, but Jim is showing us that his idea of equality is simple and
straightiorward. Jim's sense of right and wrong beles the dialect
and uneducated form of expression he uses. Jim is uttering truth.

And Twain's use of dialect enhances that The message
wouldnit be nearly so effective without the dialect. We perk up our
attention at the things Jim Says, precisely becatse he is the one.
saying them. Would they be as effective if said by an educated
man with familiar diction? The analogies would probably be
leugrablo and stain behevanmly, and the effectiveness of the
words would lose.

i Says t oot pmmediy and with drama. His character is.
delineated by what he says, not by how he says It

afacet of his charactr.
of the same rules that apply to dialogue generally also



lect. We use dialogue as a change of pace. And we
inge of pace in the narrative

“Inglis bad. Boy bad.”
JBers kst a ud. o Gode sa
w he diclec iemupts e pace of the dislogue. The

speakers don't seem on the same level of understanding, each
one talking about something differert, and this ragged hythm
produces a sharp contrast which holds our attention. Dialect like
this should ot be allowed o run on too long because it becomes
difficut to follow after a while. Yet, a few passages of barely
inteligible dialogue serve the useful puose of depicting
character and holding the spolight on one of the speakers. As in

jven, the_dialect-speaker s showing animosity and
teling us something. But fthis went on for a page or more, we, the
readers, woud grow weary of t. The use of dialect, however, does
make s take nolice of a character in ways we might not otherwise
o, and 1 trange o-he-car fom keeps s inerested. ot east
fora it while.

n an earier chapter, we touched on how dialogue can change
the pace in a flow of narative. f we add dialect to the dialogue, the
change of pace becomes even sharper. Why would we need such
a sharp change of pace? For purposes of characterization, of
course, and also to delineate strong cortrasts between the
speaker and the narration itself. The more erudite the narration,
the sharper the contrast with one who speaks in dialect.
becomes a case of double emphasis.

“This is what happens in Willam Faulkner's story, Pantaloon in
Black, where Rider has just buried his wife and his aunt urges him

raryouguine?” sh sa.

*Afim goan hom

o dont wants o g0 hack by yoself” she said. "You need to
eat. You come home and eat”

AR goan home," he repeated, walking out from under her
hands, his forearm ke iron, as if the weight on it were no more
than that of a fly the other members of the mill gang whose head
he was giving way quietly (o let him pass. But before he reached
the fence one of them overtook him; he did not need to be told it

Said. "We gots a jug in de bushes.”

o e Cantoe b e sinle G5 e s

raton. The naration changes the pace of the dialogue, the

Gakogus doss he same 1o b remston, yot bl o uimately
influenced by the dialect which adds flavor o the

Ridor o0, Ho May o ay Much, Ik we Kiow—ns foo—N

suffering at this moment. The simpiicit of what the characters say

v fesling.
a drawnout scene on grief and misery and pain. The words,
*AN'm goan home” say it al.
And that is why dialect can be so useful. & can accomplish
ind it can lend a what our

characters sa)
Providing wo remenber o tings:
- dontt overdo the use of dial
- don't use dialect we aren't mmple(e\y familiar with.
Gotthat, vall?

11

What About Transitions and Flashbacks?

What do all of these have in common?



better be there tomorrow where | can see
owar oo come 1eso oast o wasks Two daya eterho S0

They imply change. There has been or wil be disnption in the
storyie. A period of fime has passed or will pass between
everis.

Phases like this are known as transitions, and they are a
common techrique for highighting the passage of time. Most
stories pass through everts in such a way that periods of time
must be accounted for as unobirusively as possible. These time
pariods may eve oy perpers nhance on the sianre, e
they are ignored, the reader could be
o we ooy 3 tarettonsl dovcs o skt tho eader tat a
period ofime wil bo passing. The st usual vefice for s is
e standard ime-passing pheases: The noxt ‘One mont
later. It vas six months before . . . And d\e\ngue is a handy
adunct 1o all of this. One month later he said. . We can even
begin the transitional passage with dialogue:
"You didt act this way two weeks ago when.
“The pointis that we must highight the change, and dialogue, by

years, dialogue will bring the flavor of immediacy 1o the act of
tarion I doing i Ll lend credibily o e foct i vere
has been a chang that things have occurred during that
charge which prosably evo il fctan o storyine. What the
characters are saying nowis the important thing. The transition
has given us a leap through time.

Generally, however, dialogue has a diffcult time if it is in both
ends of the transition. Its hard 1o mesh properly two different
stages of dialogue without some device for intervention. The
reason shouid be apparent: because dialogue carries such a
strong sense of immediacy, two passages, one right afer the
Sther must have Something inseed 56 belr e elvance can
be distinguished.

re are two ways, atleast,to do this:

- use a narative insertion, such as One month later.

i Sovral s looure, space I the manuscrpt,
separating the two sections so that different periods of time are
apparen.

Ther

also, a third technique which can—though it doesrit
have to—combine the two above. Dialogue is especialy helpful

use a namative insertion defining the passage of time, nor do we

have to separate our text or mark out a different scene. This is

what W. Somerset Maugham does with his story, The Colorel's

Lady. One of his lead characters, a welkknown Britsh autor, is
a

book. A cocktail party has been arranged, and the a
atiempting to conince a friend to atend:
"l expect it be very dul, but they're making rather a point of it
And the day after, the American publisher
giving a cocktail 1]
like you to come to that,if you wouidn't mind.”
“Sounds like a crashing bore, but if you really want me to come
i come.”

would be sweetof you."
SeorgePeregrin was dazed by hecockall pary.

how_the delogue aripates the ransition.  The

the

pass. Maugham doesnit bother skipping ines when he wites:

regrine was dazed...nor does ho need to insert Two
days laler George Peregrine was dazed. The ches in the
dialogue made all thal nnecessary. The time change has
occured simply, easiy,with the reader in step.

Flashbacks, fike ransitions, also call for change, and similar
techniques can be used. Its important to understand, though, that
while al fashbacks are wansilons, the reverse is not rue; al
ransitions are ot flashbacks, or put another way, lashbacks are

Al writers use flashbacks, and they are a most useful device.

They can give body to a story, provide motivation, flesh out
even offer

a central theme. But flashbacks need to be handled properly, and,

when dialogue is involved, that means understanding the sense of




e a1 5ona to the moat veual fasnk

most usual fashback fechiques. . 1
oo e s and i evinc me. sal el
Veiee ook e back 10, ol . apout et oo
these “memory lane” devices, and they are perfecty appropriate
fora story.

n using them—or any other method—there are some general
principles we should keep in mind.

~Flashbacks require careful use ofterses; it may be

sary o start with a past tense, but hings should be

broughtto the present tense as quickly as possible o preserve
the sense of immediacy.

fashbacks must be relevart to the action; they must play an
integral partn the story.

~Fiashbacks shoukd occasion no break in the story flow; i the
reader has to go back and forth to understand where heishe is in
the story, he flashiback it of much use.

- Flashbacks need not be provided in just one segment;
porions can be applied throughout the story. it contibutes to the
teling of the story.

s look at one of the twentieth century's finest pieces of
iteralure, Robert Penn Warten's Al the King's Men. The story
takes place in Louisiana. Jack Burden,the narrator,is assistant (o
Wille Stark, the Governor. Burden has been told by Stark 10 go fo
Mason City and find something derogatory about Judge vin who

s become a poliical obstacle. As the next chapter opers,
Burden remembers the last time he had been sent o Mason City
soventoen years before.

“The managing editor of the Chronicle called me in and said,
Jake get in your car and go up to Mason City and see who the hel
hat felow Stark is who thinks he s Jesus Christ scourging the
money-changers outof the shinplaster couthouse up there.”

“He married a school teacher; | said. "Wel, it must have gone to
hishead," Jim Madison, who was managing editor of the
Chronicie, said. "Does he tink he is th first one ever popped a
schoolteacher?"

“The bond ssus s for bl  schookase | sld, ‘and
looks like Lucy figures. they might keep some of It
apose W 0 Tl 8 Loy -Luy 1o e schoocacher |

The key here is the immediacy of the dialogue. This
conversation is taking place now even though Warren made it
plain it actuall occurred seventeen years before. The immediacy,
however, comes from the verb tenses Waen uses. .. said. . Jim
Madison said. .. rather than | had said, etc. In this way Warer
makes us understand that Burden and Madison are speaking in a
contemporary frame. See how the technique works: going o
Mason City makes Burden remember (the “memory lane" device);
the first passage of dialogue uses "said" and from that point we
e the sense of the present tense; and everything spoken is
taking place as we read. Our awareness is not of a past event but
of a current conversation. Then, when Warren wants o pull Burden
back to the real present, he simply has him stop remembering. An
important thing 1o catch here is the insight this flashback scene
also provides into the character of Wille Stark. We find out his
was a_schoofteacher, we find out who gave him the
information about construction defects in the school building, and
we find out how he used this information. By preserving the Sense
of immediacy in the dialogue, Warren has made the revelation
‘about Stark's character more dramatic—and more interesting

“Thirty years ago | had had the same experience. My father had
beenthere to see it."Look!" he had said. °A cloud in the shape of
the dovil”

"Does it mean bad luck?” | had asked. "Your mother woud call
ita sign of evil” he had scoffed.

Al of this is in the past tense, and the element of immediacy is
certainly reduced. It may stil read dramaticall, but it probably
woud read more dramaticaly if we got info the present as quickly
a5 possible,Th operng ineof e astback coud emai: Thiy
years ago | . but after that we could write.../ said.. .1
Lo e et ove immediacy back again

s s the way John Steinbeck does itin a scene from s book
The Winter of Our Discontent. Ethan Allen Hawiey lives in New
England and is beset by pressures from his wife and family o ive
a better ffe, one that would require him to compromise some of
his moral values. He recals the death of hs brother-n-faw the year



before, a death he witnessed, and the sudden horrifying apparition
Wt appearad bors i, and Ho g 1o bits out o ppariorts

oen twas over, in panic quiet, | confessed what | had felt to
old Doc Peele, who signed the death certificate.

"I dont think its unusual” he said. "Ive seen it on people’s
faces, butfew admitit”

"But what causes it? iked him.”

“Might be an old memory. he said. "Maybe a retum to the time
of the pack when a sick or hurt member was in danger. Some
simale s st sl oun a1 ot o weskaned o

"But Im not an animal—or a

"No, you're not. And Demaps s why you find it foreign. But
its there. I's allthere.”

He's a good man, Doc Peele, a tired old man. He's birthed and
buried us for years.

Note that Steinbeck uses the past tense to get us info the
flashback. . what | had felt.. but afer this its allthe present tense.
As Doc Peele and Ethan discuss the apparition and s normal
occurence, they might as well be speaking in front of us. There is
o indication—except for the original fiashback eniry—that the
conversation took place one year before. The drama in the
passage bursts upon us because it is immediate. I's as if we're

“Then when Steinbeck warts 1o take us out of the flashback, he
moves away fom the dialogue into a narrative of Doc Peele and
gradualy easiy we are brouht back b the presert. . He's

yea egin
with dialogue or namative, but we can be back in the present
without anything further. Steinbeck has given us a bridge, and with
 word ke now or a phase 10 indicate contemporaneity such as
All of that vas a year ago, we're ot of the flashback.

As with any story device, we have o make surs the flashback
it in well with the story we are writing. The flashback must serve a
purpose; it must highiight character, advance the plot or deveiop

storyhm in<ome wey. it inober wors, i
seon in an earfier
chaptersatic weing. Neling move, nobing s,
So, in our flashback, the dialogue must do something o the

story.
See how Mary Lee Settle does it with The Killing Ground.
Hannah, now a famous author, has retumed to her West Virginia

Nolice, in the folowing passage, how Setle' uses the "memor
lane" flashback device

Kity Puss had called up an ol tral and | was back witin it A
headine in the morming paper -ads march..” My
fathr was sinking he paper againe Hs hand whis b stood ot
the door of my apartment at seven 'clock in the moming. He
strode into the room without looking at me. How did he begin? |
only heard again ... Some consideration for our place In the
community. . under no circumstances are you ever to humiliate us
again.." as if | were sixteen nstead of tirty-eight years old.

nths passage, we have only snatches of the dialogue, but it s
enough to give us the favor of the scene. The flashback erupls
because of a confict ( e old iaF) and continues inlo confict
between Hannah and her father.

Butthe real koy is what it tels us about the relatonstip between
Harnah and her parents and aboul Hama's poiiical views. This
is character development n the primary sense because we leam
tings we never knew before, not only about Hannah and her
parents but about Kity Puss. The characters come o ife.

The storyine develops. The flashiback i.. relevant

5
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Suppose I Want to

"You are the one who wites, and the one who is writien”
Edmond Jabes offered that a number of years ago in his The
Book of Questions. He is referring 1o a witing technique where we:
ikl ousales abs crsees 1 o prvacy of our own psychic

P clogue it ony one laker and ne isene,a tage v
onlyone performer.

Feope cal I seam of corciasness or rlefor morogoe
(essentally they are the same thing), and it is the p

o characie and winessing the peyonc 1o
cyce of a portion of that characer's existence.
Stream of
has come Iy Tlr 103 e o presani, 2 I dhocty and
vithout mediation, the flowing o jagged sequence of the thoughis,
perceptions, preconscious association, memories, half reaiized
impressions, and so on, of one or more characters—he attempt,
inficon, o imfal thecomplete mertal e 3 t manfest el n
ngo

I Smples s, il means we have characers irking and
takig o ersshessbout ity ars kg
consciousness has been used for many years by
some o ot antre Vit Wolt. rcesPrah, ot
Stein, Samuel Becket,, Manuel Puig, among others. ILis a way of
deling o characterization far beyond the imits of objective
portrayal. We can get to know the characters 5o much better

Think of it .. Usual dialogue Is limited by what people actually
53y10 0ne another. Not 5o with siream of consciousness. We can
have the characiers thinking much more broadly, much more
deeply than wouid be shown by what we could have them say out
foud

%

Ihate

youl" she said.
ftknow why she les fom it he s seid el o
we might figure it out from things that have happened to her i t
course of the story. But if we use stream of consciousness,
would know, not only why she hates, but what effect it migh have
on her moral balance, whether she's ever hated before, how it
‘might affect her behiavior towards others, what philosophical give-
and-take she has encountered or will encounter, what role hating
can play in her ife as wel as in the ives of others, and so fort.

We read it from her perspective, and when we're finished, there
fsntmuch abem berus dortco

one of the foremost practoners of e
avvamofcomdoumnoe technique, and in his novel, Ulysses,
‘employs it over and over. Joyce, however, isn't content with slmple
Gocaraive phrasing ne offrs 3 Somelimes-pootic, somolimes.
obtuse, sometimes-unfinished thought style which could reflect the
true psychic process in motion.

See how he handies his lead character, Stephan Dedalus, and
his impressions of the moment of awareness. Does Dedalus see
things firstor does he feel them?

Weluctable modality of the visible: at least that if no more,
thought through my eyes. Signature of al things |am here to read,
seapawn and seawrack, the nearing tide, that rusty boat
Snotgreen, bluesilver, rust: colored signs, Limits of the diaphone.
But he adds: in bodies, then he was aware of them bodies before
of them coloured. How? By knocking his sconce against them,
sure. Go easy.

These are seemingly disjointed thoughts, but there is an actual
patiem to them. Joyce is showing that the eye can take in only so
much, that the other senses have to take over in order to make a
complete picture. This is what is going through Dedalus's head;
the thoughts are flying around ke electrons inside the atom. Yet

Talk to Myself?



the process prod
Decale betor tan f Joyoo hed witer: "l me wht ou see”
“What | feel, you mean. Seeing comes later
(Ovjcive dilogue may Gwe s e message, bul siream of
consciousness gives the message substance and flavor. When we
talk fo ourselves, we are simply less inhibited. Note how Joyce is
ot bound by pronoun conventions. He uses T and ' ‘my’
interchangeably with "he.” Its all the same person. As the mind
fisks fom concept to concopt. pirase o pvase, st he change
of pronoun perfect
Wibat Joyee's s saya e is: e i st s ot subject to
an edilor's biue pencl. It can't be and remain in psychic freedom.
it is trly stream of consciousness, it must be allowed to flow
unimpedes
Most writers use this technique only sparingly, and even then,
they avoid the total free flow that Joyce gives us. Sentences are
more conventional, vocabuiary more every-day, but the purpose is
still the same: to_probe the limits of the mind through the free
association of thoughs.
ihen we tak o ourselves, we seek answers, or atleast partial
now something, we wart to understand
sememmq Stream of consciousness is a way of leting us leam

“Aners,we vt answers
So, e ask questons.
Its a most appropriate stream-of-consciousness technique.
Questons ad arewers
See how Gail Godwin does it with her novel, A Mother and Two
'Daughters. Nl is in her garden, remembering times long past. A
jow, she is entering a comfortable old age, content in her
relationship with her daughters and the ciose farmily ties
we were ot morta, she thougf; if ony we were ot
personal, there would be 50 much less pain. But how o 1 know
that? This flower is not mortal, it is not personal. But i | wrenched
offits taut,prim petals, i snatched the bulb rom ts hole and left it
Iying to bake in the sun, to die, it would feel its own kind of pain
and betrayal. Wou [ prefer to be this crocus and take my chances
Kind of pain? Even if | coud live longer than the
human being who planted me, evenif| couid be spared the human
pains of memory, or anxety about the future?.
Nell explores her own feelings about mortalty, and she does it
by asking herseli—how and what ? Howdo | knowthat?. . what if

The question approach is hardly new, yet it remains a most
useful way of handing stream of consciousness. We tak (o
ourselves, we ask and we answer, and in this way we explore the
i reaim. Mary pocplo rfer f tho queston tecmiaue 2
"Socratic dialogue."” meaning that the true answers come o
‘question, question, question. The first answer, even the
tenth answer, might not be sufficient, but with each question and
answer, we come closer and closer (o what we sek.
The point is that stream of consciousness (or interior
mriogue)prbes e s of s paicha I an ol o show
s rature of the character. Edouard Desjardin wrofe that
it morlogus & - . speech of & characer in 8 soens,
having for its object to introduce us directly inlo the interior life of
et charscer, et autor leanion #rough &xpaton or

taries.”
“The itrior e ofthe haracter.
oesnit the question technique operate wel here? How better to
expose a character's interior life than 1o have him or her ask
themsefves personal questions and then answer them?
Desiardin goes on, .. it is an expression of the most inimate
thought that lies nearest the unconscious..”
The most intimate thought!Bul did 1 . 2 Suppose 1. . 7 How
canL....? Whyshould L..?
Sometimes, stream of consciousness comes off better when we
stay sway om e frst peson—| o e use e second
n—you. Then, its—you thirk. . you don't . you wil . you
2 o foakng combs acuse ot s et s onost b
inimalo_ because tirgs sre more  decirsive and  less

e hat i scem ke inEmest Hemingway's For Whom
The Bell Tolls? Robert Jordan, an American fighting with the
Republican forces in the Spanish Civil W, is part of a guerila
band planning 1o blow up a key bridge. He thinks about his



‘members of the group:
it is not that which will happen to yourself but that which may
happen 1o the woman and the gl and to the others that you thirk
of. Al right. What would have happened o them if you had ot
2 What happened 1o them and what passed with them
before you were ever here? You must not think in that way. You
have no responsibilty for them except action. The orders do not
come from you. They come from Golz. And who is Golz? A good
general. The best you've served under. But shoud a man carry out
impossible orders knowing what they lead to?.
usly, here (oo, Hemingway uses the question technique,
but note he Stays with “you.” I's as if he wants Jordan to square his
shoviders and stop thrking and actg in oo loss aowmams
. Hemingway has Jordan rap himself across the p:

Try it in the first person. | must not think. . .1 have no
responsibiliy . it doesn't feel the same, it doesn't command the
same atenton.

Using the second person gives the explanation sirength, as if
another individual i inside the character's head, wagging a finger
and giving encouragement. Ifs hard to visuaize the same thing
when we use the first person.

Stream of consciousness presents a rich canvas upon which to

flexible enough to do what objective dialogue does best —give a
sense of immediacy and drama (o the script

Objective dialogue can show characters with al their wars; it
can present them as caricatures or as heroes; it can tum them into
objects of derision and ridicue as wel as into instruments of
mockery and iro

But so can strearm of consciousness.

e how Jerzy Kozinski does it in his novel, Pinball. 1 is the
o

fight would he have 1o proselyize? Furthermore, if in search of

decide o define himself as an American Vasectomite, where
uid he feel confident wearing the National Vasectomy Club
Iapel pin or the tie tack? To cocklails? To dinner with a date? To
church? And what about the membership card? Why and where
wou b need 12 o whom cous he sFow 7 Ho imagined beirg
stopped by the highway patrol for speeding and saw himself
producing, in addition to his driver's Ih:ense his National
Uncestomycars
This, of courss, is satire, and its done as Domostroy talks with
himself. The question technique is apparent and useful, and note
how the questions take us further and futher from the reality of a
simple vasectomy. Kozinski is skewering maikorder  club
memberships, the American penchant for ciub_joining, the
Ircaton 1o prsehze, the uge kr sekiorieasion a sek-
pressin. .. Kok ssan 1 be s s t maly necassery
(ool o worid overyting] Must haro 1 a3
point is that by poriraying the it lengths to which
such a thing can go, he shows us its essental flaws. This is fine

also shows us ingredients of Domostroy's character. We see
the level of his modesty, as wel as the sardonic cut of his wit. We
come to know him bette.

‘And s because we can see him tak to himsef
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What If It’s a Short Story? A Novel?

uppose we tell the tale of a man and woman and their
mariage? is breaking up, though only one of them is conscious
of it. We want to portray why and how and when, and we want to

wer, of course, is yes 10 both questions; but the story,
obviously, wouid be stuciured differenty. Some years ago, LA.G.
Strong gave us the short story approach:

“The modern short story writeris content i, alowing the reader to
glance at his characters as through a window, he shows them
making a gesture which is typical: that is to say, a gesture which
enabls the readacs imsgitaon ® il in al e o e ursid.
Instead of giving us a finshed action to admire, or pricki
bubble of some problem, he may give us only the key piece ov a
mosai, arou which,f suffionty percapie. wo can e i

shadowy outine the completed pa
dissolving-mariage Shaton, we might have  the
characters say:
"Would you ike eggs Benedict or lunch?” she asked.
"Did you see the paper this moming?
havent to
mean, did you read it?
*lwish the newsprint wouldn't come off on my fingers. Ugh!"

Neverminar

"Let's have siiced tomatoes, too. .."

This is short-story-dialogue writing. Quick, pointed, letting us
obsenve a lack of communication. f two or three more passages
like this were all that appeared in the story, we woukd be able to
grasp a picture of the incompatibilty in the marriage. The short-
story witer doesn't atiempt to lay it al out, but aims to present a
flavor which we can then extend in our imaginations.

Now, i the same senliments were to appear in a novel, they
might take this form:

oud you ke eggs Benedict for nch?” she asked

"Long memory, you have.
"We haverithad them for monihs."
iow about yesterday?"
* Not 50, daring. You never even made it home for dinner;

remember?"
" Cholesterol. Im talking about that. You said our diets shouid
change.”
*And our drinking habits, oo, | said
This is not short-story writing. No doubt we might sense the
o but th

be more fuly fleshed oul before we can say there is
incompatibiity. All we have above is some polite confict with
maybe, maybs.  deepar stin ks ol 5 poied, and it shows
there is a hislory to the individual passages of dialogue (for
example, has their drinking been a problem through the
mariage?). In effect, for this passage o mean something, we
would need to know a great deal more, while for the short-story
passage, the diioguo wh have anouid f 1 good shars of whet
we need to know.
f we need fo put it into images, here's how Arturo Vivante
would do it
Not only does a shortstory have a different length, it also has
a diflerent pace from a novel. A novel is the sustained fight of
geese fom Labrador to Florida, a short story, the fight of a
sparrow across a fence from field to fiekd
re some generaliies we can make about wriing



seere. Aryhing tat dossrt it iin hese ndes en bocomes
appropriate for the o\
We shouid remet
- 1o use dialogue when portraying character in short stories;
narative portrayal is not effective;
- to make short-story dialogue of the moment, donit carry the
action back for days or forward for days;
have short-story dialogue teach only bits and pieces of
:haracl.ers oot o depit a e o
o have shortstory dialogue seek only simple tnuths; dorit
oo th crarciers ook o coamic et
66 how we come fo know the characters in Penelope Giliatts
short story, On Each Other's Time, and what we.
short space. Two brothers are speaking on the telephone as the
story opens
Ao You 3 ow sa | ssld Aled Rowet,sged i,
yelling lephone from B
morni
1 ot know how tht i shoulad s bratrer Fraderic, aged
was five past sixin the evering

K v o e a7 sid Froderck

“InLiverpool," said Alfred.

Probably lower, though fm more resilient” said Frederick who
had polio. "l can hear your breakast coming in

“That isn' breakfast, thats my bed. They dorit do breakfast
here. They bring the bed instead. | suppose so that they don't have
to make it because its gone again In the evening. | have 1o sleep
on the floor. | have o wait for it in the moming and tip them,
because otherwise they make a mess of my notes.”

now these characters quickly, and this, of course,

i the essence of the short story. f we had been reading a novel,
the dialogue would have been more siowly paced, perhaps with

issages of namative, but cerainly with less frenetic character

inlo the situation, events could have proceeded more siowly and
with lengthier examination. Instead of a sparmow flying from post to
post, we coud have had a flock of geese on a cross-country
migration.

o ider
Affair of Honor. Jan Hartog and her father, Maximilian, live in

meets Sherry Melnick who is doing real estate work for her father,

have never laid eyes on one another. Jan
begins an affair with Sherry, and they are fling in from Miami. The
plane s uxuriously appoiried:

"It impresses a ot of people.” Jan studied him. "Somehow |
it think it would impress you."

"It doesnit. Not the way you mean. I's the power it represents.”

ed the subject. & would be difficut to explain what he
meant."Do you ealy want me (o stay at your pace

“Are you afraid of the old man?”

“No. Curious."

"We may not even see him. Its that sort of household. We
sometimes go days at a time without running into each other.
Latel, though, he has been Softering up a lte, geting patemal,
worrying about my fuure. Do you know notion interested
her." The two of you might ike each other.” She broke off.

“Unil he finds fm a Jew?"

“You dont have 1o be so damned offersive, So roady to be
chalienged. Are you aways this way, looking for troubie?”

falogue here does give us insights into characterization.
We leam, for example, that Sherry carries a medium-sized chip on
his shoulder and that another mar's power and authority are not to
red, but understood. We find, also, that Jan sees her father
as a comfortable protection and as an instrument to measure
others vith. But the more important thing to note is the matter of
fime i the sequence of dialogue. Time is moving here. The story
i not like a block of ice cut from a huge, frozen mountain, to be
flavored and lost in a moment. Time is running on ahead of the
characters as well as moving off behind them. It controls what the
characters say to one anather, why and where they s:
Take alook at what's implied in Wilder's words: Sherry wil meet
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will probably talk about why e comen s chip on s ooy
‘something that.

But see how Penelope Giliatt did it with her story. Even with the
opening dialogue we can sense that time is of the moment, that
what the brothers say to one another reflects orly that which is
going on right iow The story carit move into the past or project
much into the future because then it will lose character as a short
story. Dialogue must do the same thing: when we're writing short
stories, the words must be an accurale portiayal of things
Pappenig ght now Witout Pought of coverng fa o past
evens, exceptn passing,Diglogue mustspesk o
st 250 (o us 8 1 & shortspace, s a shrt
smry Gl i tht wel i her stry 6 6065 A Gopparcwth
his A Field of Mustard, Rose and Dinah are retuming from picking
firewood in the forest, and Rose mentions how she envies Dinah
and her chidren.

“Theyre good children. Dinah, yours are. And they make you a
valentine, and give you a ribbon on your bithday, | expect?*

“Theyre naught but a racket from cockcrow til the okd man
snores—and thenis worse.”

“Oh, but the creatures, Dinah!”

“You—you get your quiet, trim house, and only your man to look
after, a kind man, and you'l set with him in the everings and play
your dominoes or your draughts, and he'l look at you—the nice
man—over the board, and stroke you hand now and then”

“The wind hustied the two women close together, and as they
stumbled under their burdens Dinah Lock stretched out a hand
and touched the other womaris arm. "l ike you, Rose, | wish you
were aman.. *

Note the shorttakes here. Dinah has lite use for her husband,
‘and she finds her children a nuisance. She woud prefer tofive ina
qiet house with someone who was kind and who woud ook after
her. Rose, on the other hand, sees Dinah with her children,
something she wouid love o have but doesrit. What we have in

dialogue is pointed and immediate, which is what i is supposed
tobeina shortstor

nd if this story had been a novel? Each element of
dissatisfaction coud have had a scene or two 1o itself, and a
conversation such as the one above would have been aimost anti-
climacic

Novels do cover a lot of ground, and for that reason the stories
can develop more substaniial thoughts and ideas. A short story

show us a simple truth about human nature, but novels can
highight the tnth, the essentials of who we are and why we do the

ings we do. Look at it tis way: a short story may show that a

ile a
novel wil show why that is and why we tend to wan the good heart
and the good ooks to coincide.

Novels can tink in big ways, and their dialogue can reflct that
Wiliam Kennedy in his novel, Ironweed, set in the 1930s, shows
s this. For the past fourteen years Francis Phelan has been a
hobo, @ bum, having fled his native Albany afeer kiling a man in the
midst of a labor dispute in 1919- Now he is back in Albany, but he
Sparca Ha ti in o ot fagle amorg use ho is most

fortable with. He is speaking to s pal, Rudy, who asks why
Daaple call them both bums:
“lcantu
“They feel better when they say
Tt e It you Francs s, “Fyoie 2 bum,
youre a bum.*

"L hurt alotta bums. Airt many of the old ones left.

*A lot_of good men died. Good mechanics, machiiss,
lumberjacks."

"Some of ‘em ain' dead." Francis said. "You and me, we ain't
dead”

“They say there's no God," Rudy said. "But there must be
God. He protects bus.

Two major thoughs are revealed here: there is a sadistic streak
to human nature; people grow in self-importance when they build




Iy it good and b

nyme e of 5 mans franees. God can approve ora manovon f
he is a bum. These are cosmic thoughis, and they belong in
novel where they can be expanded upon, debated, even highly
critcized. Such effort would have o place in  short story because
the subjects are simply too substantial for the medium. Note here,
too, that dialogue, not naration, presenis the thoughis. I is
dialogue that s speaking with a cosmic voice.

Aberto Moravia, the falian novelist, gives us a good
perspeciive: "The novel,” he says, "has a bone structure holding it
together from 10p 10 toe, whereas the short story i, 5o 10 speak,
boneless.”

Think Big . . says the novelist

Think Now. . says the short-story witer.
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Suppose I Want Dialogue Within Dialogue?

Conversation s but canving! Give no more to every guest Than
he's able to digest. Give him aiways of the prime, And but ltle at a
time. Carve to all butjust enough, Let them neither starve nor stuff,
And that you may have your due, Let your neighbor carve for you.

Tris it dity s by Joratren Swit, s, appropitalyancugh
its found in his essay, Conversations,
o and ity yoort age. T we. cxchange ~dakogie” e
word "conversationt i the firstine (1 know—in te beginning of the
book we decided dialogue was nof conversation and it isrit, but
bear with me), it gives us some of the elusive secrets to witing
good dialogue.

Give no more to every guest / Than he's able to digest: keep
the dialogue sparse and lean, don't overwhelm the reader.... Give
him alueys of the prime: the dialogue must mean something, it
must do something. . And but it ata time:

ration the dialogue 50 the reader looks for more. . Let them
neither starve nor stuff manage the pace of the dialogue, keep it

Let your neighbor canve for your cast a
reader's citical eye on the dialogue thats been witten; make sure
itmeets the tests we've just gone through.

0, conversation is ot dialogue, but they have enough
resemblance so we can leam a few things by interchanging them
Switts verse isrit eling us how to wite dialogue, he's prescribing
ow otk n publc and camy on coiersaton. Swil. fer l.

its

e Socal comanion. Bt o s o comersaton or St
well with the rules of dialogue: keep it lean, keep it under control,
keep it purposeful. If we think in Swifts image of lean canings off
a block of meaty social interaction—it might be simpler to
remember.

Following this metaphor is especialy important when we're
faced with what some call interior dialogue."

Dialogue within dialogue.

First thing to understand: inferior dialogue s not the same as
interior monologue. Iterior monologue s talking 1o oursehves;
interior dialogue is taking with others. Conceivably, interior
dialogue couid include interior monologue, but not the other way
around.

Suppose we have two characters talking, and one is relating a

story:

*Strange thing, Bobby, the way the car was runirt, and Harry,
there, just smili at the road, goir' seventy-five, Suckir! in the sun.
*Hey! I yell 'you notice the shimmy?" ‘Nope. He shakes his head,
pals e dash. Car's a road gger, old rofabo. What ot et
1. Fasl " Vibatons ars ank it T wind
shouts, smiles. ‘Gusty today.”

This is interior dialogue, a story within another passage of




dialogue, re times when it is most effective. But it must
bo andiod delcats\y 50 that the main dialogue passage worit
lose its meaning and effect. We dorit want to pour too much into
the 9.

nd leave the for
breath,
Remember Jonathan Swift! He gives us three keepsakes:
~keepitlean;

~keep it under control
- keep it purposeful
Folowthes, ard e nerir isogue can bossam wih poiss
and dra
When 0 ve use Imerr dislogue? 8is ol approprae o ol
icumsiances bul somelmes il works we. Pertaps e most

amseies o dalect porayal. "ATGOF I h vocabulry of crics
and reviewers—siang and cologuialisms. "Lingo" to us. Risnt just
an occasional word or phrase; its an entre manner of speaking
See how Sarah Orme Jewet, who wote of her beloved Maine
and its people, did itin a sketch of a family reunion in her lengthy
portrayal, The Country of Pointed Firs. Mrs. Todd is speaking of
her husband's cousin who appears at the reunion: "You wouldn't
think such a great creature's | be could feel al over pins and

own cousin of his for my near relation allthe rest o’ my I
seemed as if die | shoud. Poor Na
o had very nice feelings—and when he asked me

what 't was, 1 old him. 'l never coud fike her mysel
shalrit be bothered, dear, he says; an twas one o' the things that
made me set a good deal by Nathan, he didnt make a habit of
always opposin like some men. “Yes,' says |, ‘but think o'
Tranksgivin' times an' funerals; she's our relation, an we've got to
ot Yourg s ot ik ose
two things here: there is added dramatic value from the
ot dialogue between Mrs. Todd and Nathan, and the dialect
gives it a special authenticity. This isrit some outander atiempting
to mirror the way the people talked, itis a native teling a storyin a
native tongue. The passage reeks of authenticity. Jewett is careful
1o keep her characters in line, and when they speak through
interior dialogue, they maintain the * tingo" of the overall scene
‘shan' be bothered. . .e've got (o own her ... We shouid
pay as much attention to the dialect in the interior dialogue as we
o lo the diaect in the underbing didogue; hey mist mesh
moothy.
*"Wila Gatrer Shows s why s type of wiing—eie ‘aror —
can mean so mu
“The 'sayings” oo comminity s provers, ar s haracorisic
commert upon lfe they imply s fistor. suggest fs atic
foward e word, and i way of accepting fe. Such an dom

He didn't make a habit of always opposin’.
We've gotto own her.
we have characters speak in this fashion, it sn't only the
authenticity that we appreciate, its the fact that no writer could
invent it properiy. t s beyond our creative powers to develop such
a complex lingo and keep it going. Only where the writer's ear can
pick up the dialect and become totally familiar with it long before
he or she wites it, does the language resound with tnth and
realism.

que is a trve
we seek 1o employ. Its one thing 1o have a character use
unmodified dialogue, but it's something else to have that same
character relate another conversafion within the context of that
underlying dialogue. The infernal dialogue has to be consistent
with the speech pattems the character has already shown, and it
must do something for the story—either develop characterization
frtheror puah e ot s
George Higgins approaches his work. Most of
his fiction is In dialogue, and as the characters speak, the story is
developed. Frequently, he uses interior dialogue because his

trooper stops Franklin's wife and eals her registration and then



mests her, as well. Teddy refers to his brother-in-aw, Jake, who
the police:

tell Jake about my license. "He doin this to her, account
of you?" Jake says. Itell him, ‘Sure!” Jake says, 'l dunno this guy. |
gotta find out who this guy is. There's gotta be somethin' wrong
with him, he's doin'things like this, and if there's somethir’ wrong
with him, there's gotta be somebody around | knew, knows about
it

Which,” Teddy said, "is how find out about the knife"

The speech pattems are consistent here, and as Jake talks, we
can visualze him. Teddy is a smalktime huster, 50 the story he
e abou s bl st et i ko side o

manmersm, Hs coloqushams and Hs abikty o ted &
gocd oy Doestigire siecoed
passage without e, cn\bqu\a\ vorts, phrases,
anas stye. .1 don't knowthis man . .| must
Thero must be someing wong with him. .

‘We lose authenticty,don'twe?

/e lose drama, t0o. Somehow the sense of immediacy has
vanished, and we'e leftwith some polite conversation

Which it quite what the author hiad in mind for tis passage.

We dortofcouse, iy 1 0 s “argo i rder o wite
a scene with interior dialogue, though we shouid re
o6 Keapsakes fom Jonaben Swifk kesp i can. keep 1 ander
caniol keepit pupos

now let's add a fourth: keep it believablel

Wk a coracer suddenly begin o tell @ story wilh interior
dialogue, i he or she hadit shown an inciination before this? We
have to prepare the reader n the sense that the character must be
the kind of person who can tel a story within a story and do it well

technician. She telis him about the time a limousine picked her up
ile she was waiting for a ta
Tho keyis tis: Zuckermanis ning o femormbor ovry word sho
said and is doing the eling nto a tape recor
P e or kgl 1 thought | was
going to the subway, and then he stopped and he said that | owed
him twenty dolars. And | didnt have twenty dollars. And | said,
"Wel, | can only wite you a check. And he said, "How can | know
the check is good?' And | said, "You can call my husband. That is
the last thing | wanted to do, but | was so drunk, and so | didrit
know what I was doing..."
“The tape recorder makes a difference here. Zuckermanis doing
2 monologue and e as o audierce ul el o el o
tape recorder sucks p all his words, not like another
characier who oy be waling 1o spedk, and 85 e can cramatze
and develop interior dialogue without fear of interruption. Since
Zuckerman is trying to give a complete replay of events, it would
e natural for him
she had with the limousine driver.
“The interior dialogue comes across as a perfectly appropriate
part of the scene. And the tape recorder is a fine piece of stage
usiness

Still Roth s careful. He doesnt spend much time with the
ik disiogi bacaiss o ocus s aa can be Eagle. Like

The roasort Tho sffocivanoss of e wnderhing diakogus is
lost, othervise.

Jonathan Swift gave us some keepsakes, and if we were o
build on them, we might remember that interior dialogue has to be
pursued careful, yet with direciness (we can't weasel our way into
it) and it must be believable. It also:

st not be overused; when i doub, leave it out

- must have a purpose, either to develop characterization or to

move the plot along;
| and
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How Do I Handle Questions and Answets?

he swerved across the white fine and just missed an
oncoming car. .. " the professor said. He waited while the sixy law

uncomfortably.
He leaned forward, his words ciipped. *. . about opposite the
schoolyard..”

Again, incomprehension.

“C'mon, foks,” he urged.

“Give us a clue,” a voice from the back said.

“The professor waited another momert, then he shrugged. “What
courseis this?"

“Evidence!” came a small chorus,

He held his paims up, ams apart.*So?"

More incomprehension. Then, rom the back, a hand shot up.

Theproessormadded.

‘Questions,” came the reply. "You want questions. Finding

evidence is asking good questions.”
the p

Igave you?"
“Answers.

'So give me the questions,” the professor said, and the students
did. When they were finshed, the professor told them, * ‘The
lesson is simple. We've got o ask the right question to get the
ight answer. I we want the right answer, be sure to ask the right
question.”

Questions and answers, they do not spin in separate worlds,
Indeperdae of one anotet Thay work il one aroter 55 &

and when we wiite dialogue that inciudes questions and

v, e mist bo awere, ot oy iy e aro sing e, bt
o sfecive oy wil bs.Im o faring o cneor o quasions

e i cowso o iarclogue e s s iS00y
o conol What we wart t ook a here e Giteumetances where
the buik of dialogue in a series of passages is heavily weighted
with questions and answers.

‘Such as ina courtroom or an nterrogation.

How do we handie this kind of thing? The key is: questions and
answers must be woven into the fabric of the story so they seem
natural and consistent.

Natural and consistent

o sasietappoachis o udrstad ot oo uestons
‘and answers must and must not do.

it ropel e plo orwars: Robyn Cat says s is 5o rat

e * 'get to know the characters through the way they react to
exteral stimui®;

~must avoid pointiess, extraneous debate;

- must not be overused; Peggy Simson Cury says oo
uesiors and arsies “ghe the dogie a ek of orwart

et ot do th ob of omesiion.
n a0 earler chapier we saw Afuro Vivae poctay cadain

questions and answers as passpm\ dialogue’

name?".

R Sou vz and o forh. s veasomﬂg
was that these items simply do not move the story along. They are
extraneous 1o the action and could be summarized much more

simply in naration, or in cerlain cases not even mentioned. We
must ask ourselves. . are these questions and their answers
important to the story? Do they, in Anthony Trollope's words,
contribute to the teling of the story?
To wite a good slory, s necessary lo imit these "passport’
questions and answers, as Vivante makes clear, but, if we use
have to make sure they will propel the story forward. Yet
in the hands of a highly accomplished writer even ' ‘passport”
questions and answers can work wel. See how Frank O'Connor,
the kish short-story writer, does it with his tale, The Pretender



e e s e B et e
informed by their mother that she's invited Denis, whom they have
v met,for dinner. Aftenwards, the children are upstairs talking,
and Denis stares at the toys Michael and Susie have. Michael i
the narrator
"Haven't you any toys of your own?” | asked.

" he said.

"Where do you ive?"
“The Buildings."
s thata nice place?"
is all ight” Everything was "all ight with him.
Now, | knew The Buildings because | passed it every day on
the way to school and | knew it was not al right, K was far from it &

sked Susie.

wornen sat all day on the doorsteps taking.
"Haven' you any brothers and sisters?" Susie went on.
*No. Only me mudder. .. and me Aunt Nelie,” he added after
amoment
"Who's your Aunt Nelle?"
My Auntie. She lives down the couniry. She comes up of an
odd time."
"And where's your daddy?" asked Suzie.
"Whats that?"
lost of Suzie's questions and Denis's answers are of the
“passport” variety, but somehow they work well. The first thing to
note is that the characters are children, and as with 5o many other
circumstances, we tend 1o forgive children for those things we
might condemn in their parents. In other words, kids ask a
mutitude of questions. We expect it, and we're not put off by it
Kids don't have the inhibitions we adus o, so a conversation like
this is customary, and entertaini
Secondly. see how these questions actually do prope the plot
the

l\as 0 .t h s wih s ot oad Aud Neli. As we
enis, we see the vast difference between him and
Mlchae\ onc Site, and s o &florance et moves o story

e is anotrer thing to be aware of here, too: O'Connor
breaks up his questions and answers with a passage of naration,
and this serves to change the pace and to underscore some of the
information the earfier questions and answers provided. t also
prevents the action in the story from growing static, and it injects
an ominous note ("a low-class sort of place. . kids went barefoot”

) which then can be the springboard for succeeding questions
and answers.

Al of i in one short passage. Bul we shoud be caref

s sams questons and snswers in e mauts of sdts and
see the difere
orng, e say No movemert, o sory push

The ciassic quesiion-and-answer situaion in erature is in the
courtroom. The action revolves around questions and answers,
and the drama is often supplied by the atmosphere itsel. Yet
unreieved questions and answers wil eventually ead to boredom,
100. S0 we have to know how 1o break things up and give the

readeradifret perspecive
Not much. acuahy o amired because e curoom drama s
general nisnae i and o sel B for change of pace and
add to characirzaton, tho most appropriae fecriaue is 1o
provide gemmg to the char
Why ge:

gota beter as k.
Lets take a look at the famous courtmartial scene from The
Caine Mutiny by Herman Wouk. Commander Philip Queeg is on
stand, and he's being questioned about the incident where he
dropped a yellow dye marker off the beach at Kwasjalein lsland as
he led a flotila of invasion boats towards shore. He was Supposed
o stay with the boats unil they made their final run for the beach,
bt he accsallonis tat he came aboul and lef the scene early,
thus_ leaving tection. Queeg is being
questioned hy Capram slake\y, i charge of e courtmarie

time you made rendezvous with the boats,
Commander, uni e me you dropped the marker, what was the
widest gap between you and the boats'

"Well. distances are decepiive over water, partculary with
those lowying boas.



"'Did them?"
asiightimpatient tone.
wHalkog disarce? No We comaicald by semeptars. |

Blakely pointed at e 1 noad afcor a1 he. o i of th
bench.“Liauanan: Marpy fome the cout rat ho wss o boat
officer in similar situations in these invasions. He says the
common praciice was o siay wittn hailing distance, never more
than a hundred or a hundred fifty yards apar

Qusag skmped In s ses, iooked ot o rr s eysbrows
at the lieutenant, "Well, that may be. R was a windy day and the
Bowwave made a ot ofwash. as smper o semaphor than'ta

nes,

Note the gestures: Blakely said with a slight impatient tore
Blakely pointed. . .Queeg slumped. . Iooked out from under his
eyebrows. .. Queeg paused. . Each of these breaks p the rapid-
fire question-and-answer process, but not to the extent that the
impact of the dialogue is lost. nstead, we get a small change of
pace, coupled with a sense of how the characters are feeling as

ysay Once we that
Queeg s sumped i is cheic we can imagine ono characers
loss of sympathy coinciding with another character's growing
daienswensss The corfict in ater words, becomes eigenac,
‘and the drama grows more inte
Those of s who e spent more than a fow momert in a
courtroom know the action is often tedious. There isn't much body
movement, words themselves are the source of what is
happening. So, as writers, we have to make those words become
the story. How something is asked and the way it s responded to
are the cuial items, and we try to color the questions and
answers with characierization:
nex?" His ey
s \5uppose o i vy o sop Him" 6 S0, Saing out
att
o ik et understan” sh said, massaging her empty
ting finger.
Questions and answers with gestures; there are no dead spots
now.

ing we must be careful with is 1o avoid letting our
questions and answers do the job of narration, or exposition. Each
question and each answer should be designed to move the story
forward. Let's leave major explanations, such as chronicles of
family history, lengthy. compiicated anecdotes, detailed physical
descriplions, arduous journeys, to narration, and concenlrale on
building tension and character with our dial
Dialogue, in other words, shoukd not be packed with exraneous
matter. Questions and answers, useful as they are, are simply a
tool for moving the story along. The shorter we keep them, and the
more focused, the fess likely we will be to siip offthe path.

"You think he'l come back for us?"

“That's a dumb question.” If the characterization is clear, no
further words are needed 10 tell us whats going to happen. We
demand:

o lengthy explanations;

2o polniessdebates Wo nder

hat good questions - revers in dizlogue are

Thats.
supposed o sccomplish

What About Terms of Art and Slang?

*I guess | bter stump the pew.” (1 pay a deby) "Lookit im,
old gotchguted. . * (pot-belied) *A real pea wacker wefre in.
(heavy fog)



of snober day srcans refecions of spsach patems
were in everyday
Slang!
5id oope rely speak s way? Of courso oy did but s i
many other aspects of the language, the words and phrases
Poopl use changs and change again.es he year 6o
We see it in our lfetimes. Is anyone a beatnik these days? Do
we siil gild the lly ? How about catching the milk run ?
n we put words in the mouths of characters, we have (o be
csrsMd wih he coloquskas v use—_sarg. iy othr werds.
has had its pe
oW i onee apP 10 G Sek 13
Ratgh held per Goss, sheking her from the scafiold
construction in the courtyard. “Prithee, dear Lady” he consoled,
“the media il cover this hanging welr
Is media a proper word (o use with this scene? The media are a
product of the second half of the twentieth century, and they donit it
a medieval castle scene. This, obviously,is an extreme example,
but it points to the importance of weighing our colloquialisms
caretly so ve dort rave o charactrs souing a3 f e
been siop o ey o
chlem 15 compounace by e fact rat what s g
kzday oy lsappear Qo oy o be ropaced by somoing
 comes il e arguage siso eaves it s if we put
Gt words in o moulof  rew characte, we'e iab 0 have b
Teadir shake s head... ot s witer knowanyihing?
We lose the respect of the reader, and then we lose the reader.
Simple as tha.
fo walch out for is slang that seems to have
blossomed with a heady burst, more on quickness than on
longevity. Trendy words and phrases, for example. Here's Wiliam
Zinsser on the subject
only rouble with accepting words that entered the language
ovemigh s at ey e 2 ety o leave s abnply as ey
me. The Tappenis'of e te 1960 o orger happen autof
Gt is ou of g, nohody doss e 1. arymote, Toevet
% beer hooted o1k o e Toom, anl where ony yesieniay we
Varicg ou leader o have Ghansa oy we want & man who
has ‘clout.

Slang definitely has a place in dialogue; its the means by which
we reach the reader and encourage his or her sense of identiy
We use comfortable, familiar words, we set an informa tone, and
then we settle back—reader and writer—and pursue the story
together. There s, however, good slang and bad slang, and when
we choose our idioms, we must be conscious that what was a
character's cup oftea tirty years ago might be hs bag today.
Bad slang can take several forms: it can be offensive, in the
t any crude word or phrase is
inappropriate, in the sense that it is no longer pertiner
uncharacteristic i the sense that certain characters would simply
ot use these idioms; it can be overbearing, i the sense that the
word or phrase is used to the point of gagging us, and we want to
scream "enough enough!”
Good siang, though, can inject fe and immediacy into a story. k
nplace tale into high drama. This is what kwin
Faust does with his The Year of the Hot Jock, old in the igiom of
the thoroughbred jockey, without quotation marks. Pablo is o ride
Wineglo in the Preakness, and he runs into his oid friend Rafael in
the lobby of the hotel
Listen, he says fast and jerky, dortt win
e, open mouth, close, open. Did I hear what Iheard?
Dontwin, Paul,
Face gets hot, keep voice down. Soft low: tis horse canftmiss,
Rae
Eyes stop shifing gears, voice levels off. You got the hands

Don't answer, not yet, maybe he exits while he can. Sits there,
ot going anywhere. He once told me: I this world anything can
happen. Think of that, finally, say it, Rafael, you asking me to pull
my horse’

Tm asking you not to killim to win,

‘You asking me to pull him?

Don't be so damn techvical

“The situation is stereotypicai—a jockey being asked to prevert
his horse from winning—and there are orly so many ways this can
be presented. Utimately, the proposal has to be made —pull the.



‘horse, don't let him win—and the reaction has to be portrayed—/
wil(or von') do as you ask
Bt ot e st eacs ke o gram abprevatedpesses,

i T Genera diogus, and is pesecty approprice fo e
mood of the story.

The slang is as natural as the story seff

Good siang because it blends well

Doesn' the story benefit from the siang? The immediacy and
thedrama ar gt befre our yes. Anyhng ess cologuial woud
take that

ets subtite—this hors is the best in the fed. . e want

you knowhowto o it

There's  holownsss 0 hars, & ek ofsurentcly Thate what
good siang s designed to a\

Good S0 alows s o use familar coloquasms, bul what
about those times when we have unfamiliar words and phrases,
‘and there justisn't an effective substitute? Or when we want o use
unfarmiliar words and phrases 10 add to the mood of our story?

cal these "terms of art” and they represent a body of
language which must be carefuly weighed before being used. We
see these terms appear when something of a scienific nature is
discussed, or something medical or something artistc. . anything,
in fact, which has developed its own language so that a non-
member of i growp vould b at a oss b0 udorstand Supposo,
for example, we're in a coutroom, and the opposing lawyers
discussing a point of law before the Bench:
I think its appropriate to bring in res ipsa loquitur, Your
ror..”

Hor
* Not unless the Parole Evidence Rule has been repealed.
There's no way we're going lo impeach our extrajudicial
testimony
*Gentlemen,” the Judge reminded them, " tis is not a Court of

Eq

The talicized words, of course, are terms of ar, the lawyer's art,
but under differen circumstances they could be the physicist's art,
the trumpet player's art the adverlising man's art, and so forth. The

point is that whenever we have a character with a specialty, and
the sclon revhes around i specialy e e o o e o
art, and whether to

and Dhrasss to a quizzical reader. I's the same judgment we
make with bad slang: if we lose the reader’s respect with bad
slang, we cause the reader to become confused with esoteric
terms of art. I either case, the result s the same:

We lose the reader.

Terms of art, then, must be carefully offered. The first and most
importan g o remerr s never o overdo L When i dou,
ut back on he orms of ar keapig hem aroud oy o propel
the story

"And, 1 posibi, provide some form of expanation,or at least
offer reasons why the terms of art are relevan

See how Edward Stewart does it in his book, Ballerina, the
story of young baleet dancers in an intemational ballet company in
New York. Chls, one of the dancers, is to work on a new balet
with Wally Colins, a highly respected male dancer. Marius
Volimar. h el mase, s o eheare e

Volat et tre muaic coriue 1o the end. e tharked b
it gotio i fao and began o wan

"Music is our staircase. This is simple music; matesa simple
sircasa. N lo spirals, no zigzags, no drooping over the banister
come down agair

are the stairs steopest?”* ‘The last allegro."*Christine?"
She hesitated to disagree with her partner, bul. . . "The second
ndante.”
"What phrase in the second andante?"" The two silences..”
Andante. . allegro. . piu mosso. . there is no atiempt to define
o explain these musical terms, yet they are essential o the ballet

plot
Probably not. We know several things from this passage: the
anew ballet, and




mpo,

We also get some implied explanation of the terms of art; note
Volmar's description of the music—a *simple staircase." Dorit we
“hear" how it sounds, can't we imagine the dancers moving to this

ic?

And isrit this all we need to know to keep up with the plot? The
terms of art add a certain mood to the scene, but for us who have
o musical background, its enough (o know the general trend of
the music and to see that Chis picks up its sublelies more easily
pan iy

oint is this: urless it is necessary for an understanding of
tre sy, et explaneions of e of artars ot eceseay.
We can imply meanings, if we wish, but even ths shouid be done
only when we wish to nudge the piot along,

There are times, though, when we must add an explanation to
the unfamiliar terms we use. We shoukd ask ourselves: would | be
confused if | didnt get an explanation? This is especially tiue
where several tems of art appear within a short space; some, at
least, shoukd be explained, 50 that the reader can get the drift of
whats happeni

n Gerald Green's The Hostage Heart, we see an example of
explanation and non-expianation, but there's fitle doubt about
what's happening. In this passage Dr. Eric Lake is about fo
operate on Walter Trench for a coronary by-pass:

Dr. Lake put his scalpel at a point on Trench's aorta about one
inch above the heart. "Right here for the graft to the LAD.* he said.
He moved the scalpel up an inch. "And here for the gratt 1o the
diagonal. How does that look, Jack?”

Looks fine, Eric.”

Mitvab nodded. Lake wouid put the grafts where he wated. But
he always included the junior surgeons inhis decisiors.

"There's an artery thats really shot” Lake said. He touched the
widor e i e o fogrs. “Geadg A oo part o be

own st o mater o i befor i losed of Foal 1, k-
Boacing desctived he bis of rrdnoes i vessolgrown
obstructing the flow of biood.

Green does not explain his reference to LAD, but he does give
us a ful explanation for "beading.” What's the diference? Ks
probably a case of not ltting too many terms of art go on without
remembering the reader. Then, too, "beading’ is a condition that
aflecs e paruar palnts healh, 2 key symplom; LAD reers
10 a piece of tissue, something common i all of us. “Eeaﬂv\g
spacal difers. uncommon, LAD s roneoftese

we ot an evplaation of e less farily erm of v, And it
doment memt e fow of he story does 0 b fat by

eading,”
e condon s soiust
- The man might
- Thark God, we operated in timel
*Terms of art should be sprinkled delicately," says the writer.
*Terms of art help me to understand.” says the reader
And slang brings us together.

17

What If I Want to Get a Few Laughs?

4 ko oo ony” sad Ao “Crp doun iy vocs i o
forest," responded the King ting his ample bely,
Wow et ks me a5 O . ofcorse o
rny!” "Why wouid | want fo be ey T b 00 who warts 6
be funy:” said Alice witha frown
"See! Already you are becoming funny. “Tm serious!” Alce
stamped her o0t “Of couse, smiled the king... Humor writing is
broady represeted in ou lterature, and we can use it o make a




variety of points, from criticism to adulation. In this refitted segment
from Lewis Carrolfs story about Alice in Wonderland, there is a
point: humor s serious business; in order (o wite funny, we have
to.be unfunny. No, nota misstatement
- Wiliam Zinsser: ... f youte trying to write humor, amost
everything that you do is serious.”
- EB. White-. Humor *. . need orly speak the truth— and |
notice it aways does "
When the King tells Alce to chop down rees in the forest, he's
saying that if she wars to be funny, she should leam how 10 be
rious

with chopping down trees? When Alice feels frustration and

stamps her foot, the first strrings of seriousness appear. When

she admits 1o becoming serious, the King is satisfied. Now, she
funny.

Humor comes in many forms—imitation, mockery, nonsense,
incongruity. They all depend on a receptive audience and a
serious-minded writer, and what they ty to o, all of them, is to
take an average, normal happening or circumstance and flip it—
make it atleast one beat ofi—so it sparks a laugh or a chuckle.

Dialogue, it safe 1o say, is one of the most useful devices for
developing and presenting humor, especially with ficion.
‘Someone can say something funny much more quickly and easily
than a passage of namative can describe it. Also, as we've seen,
dialogue gives us that sense of immediacy and drama that allows
the spoken word to explode on our reading consciousness.
are caught up in the scene, and we can appreciate the humor
easily

See, for example, how Donald Westlake handles humor in this
scene from his book, High Adventure. The story is set in Belize,
c n

the passage below, Whitman Lemuel, an antiques expert and
museum curator, is seated in a large hotel dining room across
o o gay New York aniques desies, Wichas and Feldspen,
who are trying 10 smuggle antiquites out of the country. Somehow,
Wicher an Falispan v ihe fdoa Lomeel 5 @ dus eder
instead of the harmess, selfimportant character he realy
Lemaol  watting someons £6 i g roam whm e
believes is outto get hi
i nervousness, Lemel rnched duckiig bones, caing e
wings enre.
“He's eating bones Feldspan said
“Gerry,stop looking at i
Feldspan biinked. He warted Witcher's Gibson, but Witcher
Kaptholding i H sed. He uoksle ey Laraky”
: said, though he didt tum around to
ook “Wever Lorsywas b4 hred, and Jowih
“He coud be Jows

"Meyer Lansky wasnt always a hundred. Its just ke The
Godfather; they amost look like normal people, but they have
dead eyes. I's because their souls are black"

Two classic humor techniques are revealed here: mistaken
identty and exaggeration. Neither woud work 50 well alone, but
together they bring a smile. I we had only mistaken idenfty, and
the menacing character Lemuel was thougft o be was someone
whose name wouldrit ring with instant recogrition, is there humor?
Not much, certainly. And if the exaggeration relates 1o the self-
importart Lomuel. ol 35 2 dru dedler,bu as someting ess
menacing, there islitte room for

Bkt them togeler a blgger harife sinstr charactr with
seemingly murderous designs, and the image is humorous,
especiall when we know that Lemuel is anything but a Mafia type.
That,in fact,is the key to why this is 50 fumy. . Lemuel is a sily
e man, and the thought of his portraying a Mafia leader is so
fidiculous as to be laughable.

Whichis the point, of course.

Had the author depended upon narrative techrique hers, he
woud have had a more difficult time showing the. humor in this

e, the gross exaggerations and distortions, the overreactions
and panic explosions, with the dramatic effect that the dialogue
has produced. The humor is in what the characters say. in how

Some people have tried o categorize humor, as if in doing so,
‘special insights into the writing of it can be achieved. Perhaps this
has some appiication when working with plot or characterization,
but insofar as dialogue is concemed, it matters litte what type of



humor  we portray. Parody or satire, nonsense or
Do, he dakogie most st bo sharp are o and
believable!

Thatis, we must see it as humor.

"On the whole,"said E.B. White, many years ago, “the humorists
who contribute pleasure (o a wide audience are the ones who
create characters and tel taes, the ones who are story telles at
heart”

Story tllers.

we're ot adept at teling a story, then we worlt be adept at
creating humor. But if we can tell @ Story, it remains a story no
matter the humor category. So the same dialogue rules that apply
10 other forms of witng apply o humor, alo, Dialogue that moves
the plt, dialogue that develops characierization. dialogue that
sefs the mood and so forth, even if done humorously. must stil

eet napters

Yet there are some specifcs we ought 1o be aware of even with
humorous-dialogue writing. Al but one coud probably be applied
equaly to most non-humorous writing forms, bt they shoud be
emphasized here, in any case.

- Humor does ot need a leadin. (This s the one that most
apples to humor dialogue; it means we don' write ' Now for a
funny story..” s funny,the reader willget it fom the portrayal )

- T Humor s be contoled. (Dot verdo e porayel
dontit unonae o and anado
ow he roaders imaginaton o Tower, (Evry dtall,

ey aSpec e ot e 6t hmer v ot fom

suggestion than flom decaration,) - When in doubt, tink
logue. s the bast way (o get humor across.

Humor,” wrote Mark Twain, is only a ragrance,
Oftenitis merely an odd tick of speech and speling.
sthe old master correct?
t this passage from Confessions of a
Gallomaniac, by Frank Moore Golby. The author decided he
would leam French, and he sought out those who s
language. He met a Frenchman whose Engish matched Colby's

French, and they agreed 1 inerchange their languages, the autho
talking in French and the Frenchman taking in Engish. They met
daily for two weeks and walked for an hour in the park. The athor
recalls a typical conversaton:

"I calls to walk.” said he brilanty.

is good morning,” said | "better than I had extended "
was at you yestairday zo moring, but | deed not find.”
I was obliged o leap eary” said |"and | hark, but positvely
are you ot dera

“Dont il sad L “Neve ek agaln. & yas ealy g

anywhere. | had been very happy, | - The_humor

Totact what Twan was tain abou. An odd 1k of $p00ch or
spelling . .. makes us chuckle because the conversation is s
Iudicrous. Each knows Just enough about the other's language (o
say sl things in a silly manner. The eflects of a it knowedge
are exaggerated o the point whore they become funy.

Because the author and his fiend are tying to be serious. Coby
doesrit porray them as setting out to do Something funny, nor
does he say 10 us as anaside. . watch this! Whata laugh!

Each man is tning o leam the others language, and the
passage shows s what happens when the speaker doesn'
understand the words he is using

“The resuls are utter nonsense.

And that's funny.

y far the mnst  inelectualy domareing of e fos of o

decoration.

Gitonce, 50 any wriing done In hess reas must bo ey
pointed and clearty done. Broad humor, for example, woud not
work here; clownish actions and dialogue, slapstick, and foolish
pratials deflect the poirt of the stor

E.B. White feels that almost all humor can be satire, and in a
broad sense he's probably correct. f we define satire as a series
of comments—sometimes savagely written—designed 1o point

out flaws.
just human weirdness, we coud cover almost anything. To satirize
something is 1o portray it with wit yet not alow oursehes to
descend (o guffas.

The chuckle, the wry smill, are what safire is intended to

roduce.

Parodies are designed 1o spoof something or someone, usually
by exaggerating those things we wish to comment on. Suppose



we want to skewer the wholesomeness of holier-than-thou Sunday
school outings? Donald Stewart begins his story, The Whiskey
Rebellion, this way:

*Justthe day for a Whiskey Rebellon.” said Aunt Poly and off
they ran lipperty-ipperty-ip o get a few shooting rifles.

70 goody goody” cried litke Emily.'"Now we can all shoot at

those horrid Revenue Offcers

Good parody, EB. White goes on, *shoud be funny in itsef,
whethor or ot on has read the book or aulhor parodied” Ho

feels that agood ear and
ofthe audience.

And in this sense both parody and satire work the same way. To
doiitright, we.

- must have a thorough understanding of our subject;
- must recognize that the audience will be educated and
inteligent
cur dislogue mist be carshuly dawn b efct e atre
of those we're wriing
Eoucated and neligent
But there are many other humor forms, some of them much
more fun to read than a parody or satire. This book certainy
woudrit be complete without a contrbution from the witer who
gave us the book ite. Here's Ring Lardners story, Sit Stil, about
a man hailing and riding in a taxi. The reference to Mr. Schwartz
means sbeokdoly roting
re you headed for?” | etorted. "Nowhere special,”

" ek s, *Ifigured we might as well ide together as long as
aded in the same direction. How did Mr. Schwartz

want me 1o take you." "Youl be one of the
frstpoople el g5 soonas 16 ut. st v skong a ways snd
nyting, Tl get n touch with you.™
said the diver, "and maybe you'd better rap twice on

the window so Il know it you. That will be the signal. Have you
gotit?" “Two raps," I sai

"You pick things up quickly, but whether you remermber them is.
the question. Perhaps it will help if you connect t in your mind with

me common fact like how many legs on a man, or how ma
rear wheels on a car.” "Or how many times Ive been abroad.” |
chuckied.

re nonsense, simply a series of absurd dialogue lines
which willlead to an absurd ending. Why s it fur

use it sounds reasonable, though it really isit. Is
ssggerstonto anirpisile degrse

o e o ing serse iy o tremselves. To i s rorsarse- o
e funny.

nonsense can

How Do I Foreshadow Future Events?

Itis Act |, Scene 2, of Shakespeare's Julius Caesar. Caesar
and Mark Anlony enter the public square and note Brutus and
Cassius in quiet conversation. Caesar remarks that he would
prefer docile, welkfed men as his supporters. Then he say
+Yon Cassuehas  ean and gy ok;Ho tirks oo much
schman ae darger
“And ofcous b 1 ight Before the play s ended, Caesar has
beo assaasinaiod by Brs who wee u3ed on by Gassis i 8
wide-ranging plot o remove Caesar from the throne.
Cassius is dangerous, indeed!
we, the readers, leam of Caesar's suspicions early so we
can keep watch and see if they are wel founded. What we are
givenis a hint of something to come later.



its foreshadowing. s a technique or device to provide an
satymobatonior Someing to come
Toreshadoning? One reason, according to

Lovrenee Bock s 0. e wier prepares the reader for a sharp
tumin the plot, without tipping his hand altogether." Another way of
saying this is that the reader wortt feel jerked around when the
unexpected event or events take placs

An additional reason s «o build suspense. Dialogue works here
easiy. Consider th folowi

we've nel
ach of haso muhss scmating more ac we ory fnd ou
we continue with ry. For example, I never forget a
imples that sumemmg rappenea..someting srister pertape.
which etched the face in the memory. The speaker may be having
difficuty now in remembering, but what about the future? I he
remembers, what will that do 1o the story? What,in fact, might he
remember, and once having remembered, what further might he
do about t?

Tom wrlr gives s Hirknow, and f e sty it e sy el
receive the entire package later. We wonder, we guess, we groy
concemed—al the elemens that make up sispere. From 2
Gimole passage of Galogue we are caugh up n o web of e
S, ond scrmewhers, s know, h ioy ik b e bythe
hint we received.

Foreshadowing can be applied to many situations. tis a device,
after al, which infeences a variety of plot fines, from stories of
romance 1o stories of courage, from stories of horror 1o stories of
beauty and grace. It is most often used (o reflect the promise of
heightened tension—that s, we are offered the hint of greater
conct o come at some poit in e fure. Danger, dissiec
se jony wil accompany this use of foreshadowing, and its
aoparent i he sorine,in orde o accommocate hose sovers
cormepances, will zig and zag
it Lavrerto Block foreshadowing - proparos
e roader for a Sharp i the plot
any plot, any tum,

re s one general imitation: foreshadowing shoud ot be

suficient upiit to a passage of dialogue. Too much foreshadowing
will corfuse the reader because the plot will maneuver fike a jack
rabbit on the run. Its best to foreshadow or

pique the reader’s inlerest about a fulure event or circumstance,
and we want 10 lay the groundwork now. & should no be used
when e feion of he momert i aeady igh or shoud it be
used when the event 1o be foreshadowed is not of great
importanca (o he stonine.

Foreshadowing, in other words, has only limited purpose and
application. It is not a substitute for the action, itseff, and it must
offer enough so that the reader will take notice and be impressed.

‘The way foreshadowing is applied becomes the key 1o ts use.
Generally, it has three distinct approaches:

~blatant,straightiorward;

The. bltant approach is ceriainy th casiet o use, ard its
it commnon, See how Roselen Brown deals w1 cvel

Fender Merci Laura is
flion quadmmegnc Secause of & boaing accident where Dan
was at the wheel. Dan is hiring a nurse for Laura who s confined
o the upstairs bedroom. The nurse, who has been on duty for only
two days, comes downstairs and confronis Dan:

"I camot work with her If she tells me how o go about my
business,” the nurse says. “Patients are notoriously sure they

Krow wta s bt for themsahves when they e infctofen e
last ones 1o knoy

" Wel wha Kind of problems are you having? As far as | can
see your business s her comfort. sn'tt?” He asks himself; double
checks. Surely itsrit the nurse's comfort that's at stake. He wishes
they had hired a fiend.

Then I think you'l understand if 1 say this s a situation that is not
—is not—going to work out to my safisfaction. As a professional,
this is. Your wife is a perfectl nice young woman but she is going
to make o progress with her inirmity if she doesn't take herself in



of a quadraplegic attemping (o contrl what's being done (0 her.
s we read, we got the fecling tht the situation remains barel
manageable, and that at some point it may actualy become
chaoic
How do we sense tis? By the nurse’s adamant stand, by Dar's
el esporse o s i dsconlor, by e e raly
that the situation is impossible. Note her words: (his is a
Sition that Is nofs ob-going © work out Ts s
foreshadowing in the most direct way. We are fold, blatantly, that
there are problems with the care of the patiert, and we aro left o

what was said, but the nurse’s tightipped response can only spel
rouble for her successor.

And that’s the true essence of oreshadowing. We, the readers,
can now say to ourseives, Sol A problem here. Let's remember.

n,as y
‘again and again. We donit feel cheated or confused, because we
were alerted (0 it
furs's worss, o couse, are much e then it of
something to come. They spell out the dimensions of the difficuty
et Lawa s an iy patent s il ot do s sho i oki—
we discover the specific reasons
e has or acing hie way, and th speciic acions she wil ke
o confront the problem.
The foreshadowing is clear and unambiguous. There is no
atiempt 1o softenitor obfuscale it
Another approach o foreshadowing, however, is not as blatant
inits preseniaton. This s whero he i of furo acion is most
appropriate, where the foreshadowing comes off as a "teaser” or
“lickler" of Something that will happen later. Subtiety is important
cause

%
s
2
H
!
i

ing said
or oampe in o sbovo passage from Tender Moris,
suppose we have the nurse saying in response 1o Dan's question
oot her problems wit Laura
"We're going o try very hard. s not easy, you know.

“This s not as blatant as the response in the book, yet we geta
flavor of the same situation. s more fike a hint, but we know there
coud be rouble dant e

ser” effect bulds tension and suspense more
del\cam\y e tho- bltant approach, lowing ot st ore but

e o Michaet oo oee 1 it v iy T Darger
Within, about prisoners at a World War Il Gemnan prison camp
planring a mass escape. One of the prisoners had been moved to
a cell and was about 1o be hanged, but was freed at the last
moment because of the death of Mussolin. He s retumed to the
prisoners' barmacks where he is questioned by the olher prisoners:
*"Was there anything else you icked up that might be usef?”
“Well—no. Notring in particur.” For a moment Byfold looked

i

es, qutecorain. 1 do irkof anyting, et you krow”

AL this point we have a hint that perhay i fact, hear
someting. Bthe oesnt i timportantonough o dhndge
A few momens later, he is questioned again:

Did you pick up snying oke hat mght bo sst il you
were over the other sid

“No sir. Nothing suwmg

¥ ero was, onco agein,  certain hesiancy i By marrer,
Colonel Lavery apparentlydidnt not

Later, Bylold confides that by Ihnughl he heard someone
speaking English, and this, of course, means there is a traitor in
their midst, In Lawrence Block's words, the uncovering of this
information s the sharp plot-tum, and the hits concerring it come

ich
Noasers: menonbd earler. and Belr appearancs s orough o
make us acrech our fands. . udy (8 be 80 aue. ve esk
ourselves. What happened?. . Then, later, when the tnth i

uncwelsd e ool Comforiatle that wo knew somolhing wasnt

e other side of the teaser” approach is to make our



foreshadowing so overstated it oo
Teacion Inotber o, we doit oreshada na bt e

ot overuheimingh, Tnping the scaies S0 fa in one irecion
thatany thoughifulreader has to smile and say... the author means
s 10 go in the opposite direction!

Overstatement 1o this degree isrit the sole province of
foreshadowing. I's a device that can be used to encourage any
type of response in any type of relationship. For example, a
woman going on and on about how she dislkes a certain man can
meke 13 order . n Stkespsare' vorce she dothprotst 0

Overstatement is a valuable tool, and it works with
vmesnaaowmg Note how Viadimir Nabokov uses it i s short
novel, The Enchanter. This book is really a forerunner of his work,
Lolita, and in it he has his narrator mad for a nubile young girl who
happens 1o be the daughter of a sickly, overbearing mother. The
narrator cozies up to the mother and convinces her they should
may, 50 the namator can have the young girl within easy reach.
The i, Fiever, has baen o vt e moters frc, snd

show the ythe g move
they marry. The mother ved.
"Of course you can do as you please.” he said nervously,

i had gone too far
P arsaly sy she e wih thet sama lcous
marty-ike e
and ot K1t s drptad | shall G - Liston: ore sho goos
scraping her foot on the floor or banging something—it wasn't very
loud, was it?—yet its already enough o give me a nervous spasm
and mako mo seo spos beore my eyos. Ard  cid camat ive

u banging around; even if there are twenty-five rooms al
twenlvae willbe roisy. ‘Throfore youl have o chooso between

“No, no—don't even say such things!" he cried with a paricky
catch in his throat.* There isrit even any question of choosing.
Hasan ot Russ bt tharelelconsidrstion

miscalcuated. The mother is ot yet ready to have the gir in the
house, 50 he must blunt any suspicions she might have. How does
he do this? By melodramatic posturing.

Yetwe know, don't we, that the namator has no intention of giving
up his quest? We know it because his response signified
overreaction, and the question we, as readers, have to ask
ourselves is why he should overreact uess he has other mofives.

Thus there's more 1o the overstatement than appears. The
words say one_thing, but taken logether their meaning is
something else. That' the key 1o using overstatement: ook at the
words together, in total, say them out loud, and they should imply
the opposite of what they seem to say.

The foreshadowing, then, tells us that the narrator has no
intention of going along wih the mother's wishes, but that for the
moment he will accede to these wishes because the situation is
100 tenuous. He has no intention of giving up his demon urge for
the young girl, but he certainly doesrit want the mother to
that

So Nabokov overstales the response, and we realize that the
et wilive o el s desies o anter day

"X slinhow youlok at - says o
Tong 25 you koep e Hint coming.-

ays the reader.
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Suppose I Open With Dialogue? Suppose I Close?

The lead
The end.



0 much goes on in a story after the lead and before the end
that we might forget how crucial the opening and the closing realy
are.
The way we opena story sets the story tone.
way we close a story provides the final impression the

Jouaisis ‘spoak of ha lead as the most importan sertorce
in an entire work, and fiction writers talk about endings in terms of
satisiing o reader n both intances the Irneren; qualy of a
piece of writing is being held up to scrutiny, and a standard is
being set. Does the lead set the tone. . does the end fulil most
expectations?

‘As writers we stive (o answer with a resounding yes!

But sometimes—te dliche goes—it ain't so easy.

Dialogue, however, is a tool that can help. Beca the
sense of mmediacy 1t cares and because it can pac a ot o
drama in just a few lines, d\a\ugne can do the job that many more
lines of narative migh strug

ebas o b0 an i sk Holon said o her pouting mother

said her brother, Harley Hanscomb. *Circus claimed
itwas a West Afiican tree squirrel”

I dorit see why you won't move back home for a ltle while,”
said their mother to Helen. "How can working in a circus be good
for you?"

“You can see the stripe marks down his back," said Helen. .

In a few shortlines we have moved right into this story, we get
the tension between Helen and her mother, we find out Helen
works for a circus, we leam she has a brother. Woud we ke to

oint. An opening that doesit encourage:
us to read futher doesrit make for much of a story. And an ending
that doesnit leave us with satisfaction doesnit do its job. While
there arenit exact rles on how all of this is done, there are two
general principles we shoud remember.
ings must be attention-catching.
Closings must provide a slight surprise.
Inourlead, ifwe hook the reader, we have him or her for at least
next few paragraphs, where we must continue the process of

imbedaing the hook.

n our endings, we want the reader to walk away thinking how it
all came out wasnit quite what was expected. Not a huge twist,
mind, but something a bit ifferent yet perfecty reasonable. Why a
suprise at this point? Remember, the ending is the final
impression the reader takes away, and woudn' we want him o
her 1o feel that the story has 1o be followed 10 the end, that
stopping before that reduces the pleasure? We want that reading
pleasure to be paramourt, and therefore we continue to develop
the story o the end, so the pleastre is mainiained.

Lets go back o openings. In J.F. Powers's story. The Valiant
Worman, we have thvee people seated around the dinner table:
two priests and the rectory housekeeper. Remembering that we
want to catch the reader’s attention rapidly and hold
Powers begins:

‘They had come to the dessertin a dinner that was a shambies.
“Well John” Father Nuty said, tuming away from Mrs. Stone and
o Father Fiman long qoe sert s oun abe."Yuve gt e
bisop comig o corkmationri

tone cu in, "and for Gier. And if he dont eat
anymore th e 1 st year

Fater Fiman,in  are moment faced it “Mrs. S the
bishop is not well You know

"o e | e e coner and a1 s Slone pouted n
Father Nty direction.

The tension is palpable. Mrs. Stone is complaining and the
priests are defending. There's disagreement and dissatisfaction,
and we'd like o know more. Why is the bishop coming, will Mrs.
Stone continue to complain, will the priests finally exert authority
over her and stop the complaining. will the complaining lead fo
other diffculies, how can the priests co-exist with Mrs. Stone?

we have here is quick tension, and the reader shoud be
hooked by the second dialogue passage.

ways 1o catch the reader’s attertion, though

tersionted dsoge s cariy e quckest an ssses Bt

te how Ray Bradbury accomplishes it with his story, The Veldt.

podivobict i e Piindiotess indared




Py mew mme they have a large room they call the
‘nursery." The st

“Gobrge, 1wish yord \oak at the nursery” "What's wrong with
2" "I dorit know.” "Well then;
atit is all or cal ook

atit”

"What woukd a psychologist want with a nursery?"

“You know very well what he'd want" His wife paused in the
micde of e Kichen and walched the siove bisy Fumming to

tsef, making supper for fo

" et ot b mursery 4 dfferent row it was

“All ight, let's have a lo0K”.

s o s atterkon-atcing? Cold wo siop eadin afr o
firstfow lines’? Would we

Bradbury uses at least ool Lel:hmques o hook us:

- Questions and answers. There's inherent tension in this
‘approach; its almost always adversarial.
izarte circumstances. Who ever heard of an inarimate
object like a nursery needing a psychologist?
inexplained change. The nursery is "diflerent’ from what it
was; why? what happened? and even more imporiant, what's
going to happen?

‘The dialogue here catches us a bit off balance because its a
quiet, seemingly innocuous conversation between husband and
wife; its only when we focus on what they are saying that we
realize something weird is going on. That weirdness is what
imbeds the hook and pulls the reader along with the story. Most
witers know that hooking th reader s @ deicals ar and it ust

it here with consummate skil, maintaining, e same e e
forward the first

Would we want o read on?

Sure oo

Wher to endings, the key element remains to provide
asmal surpnse for the reader. k must be logical, of course, and it

st be hanging threads of the story shouid be left
\merded, Bl wumse 18 vhat makes. b sioy omig
memorable.

This is what Wiliam Wharton did with his highly acclaimed
novel, Birdy. A1 and Birdy are boyhood friends, and they both find
themselves under treatment in a US. Army psychiatric hospital
during World War I. Birdy has had obsessive boyhood fantasies
about becoming a canary, and he dreams of fying off into
freedom. They are treated by the hospital psychiatist, and as the
last scene begins the fantasies retum. Birdy sees himself with A1
standing on the hospital roof throwing baseballs at the sky. The
psyehialrist appears and slowly sheds his skin, becoming a
golden duckling and urging the young men to follow him into the
sky. A1 speaks:

“"Not me, Birdy. fm not even going near the edge. fm not going
tojump of  buiing ad get myse ke

“fm not either, AL"

eh e ks h it bt Wess ol and wo putitinthe box
with whatre lefl of the moldy baseballs. We go back downstairs
and check the box at the entrance. Then we walk right on out of

Noting. ALt e storoues
"l that

arealr

“And that's the way it ends?

“Not realy, Al. fs never that easy. Nobody gets offthat easy."

Butits worth ty

surprise s ths. . although Birdy's obsession was

tofylike a bird, inthis, his final fantasy, he reaches for freedom by

salisbing because it conches e fantasy and Wit I e
obsession.

Notice that this is a surprise only in the sense that one would
expect Birdy and Al to fly afler the psychiatist, given the



whole, and Birdy and Al have been undergoing reatment for an
extended period. Now, all of a sudden, they seem cured—at least
inthe fantasy.

Surprise!

Sometimes we can couple tension with modest surprise and

member, though, we must make it logical and sat
e how James McKimmey does it wih his mystery-suspense
story, Environment. Ambleton kiled his wife,

apart. Harms lefl Ambleton's employ and every year the money
was paid as promised. One day Ambleton's son, Kevin, overhears
his father and Harms on the telephone talking about the murder.
Kevin, an avid collector of magic ticks, puts disappearing ink into
the inkwel of his father's desk, knowing the nex! delivery of money.
to Harms would be addressed with ths ink. Later, Kevin confronts
his father about murdering his mother

“Killer” K

“If yould only been oid enough to know what she really was."

“You didnit ive me the chance,” Kevin said cooly.

Behind Kevin, as he spoke, Edward Hams appeared in the
doorway, looking much as he had the day seven years before
when the boy had been asleep in his room.

"No!" Ambeton told fim. "No no no no not”.

“This is the tension of corlontation—between father and son—

sad some way hes o be fund I resche It The soy sm\piy

epithets about.
Enlr EdardHarms. Wo krow h'sviious and bl and we
now s to do. This will resolve the confrontation,
certainly, o i o provide 3 ice, logical, safisfying end to
the story. There's surprise, 100, in the sense that Harms's entry at

to be inthe house (because he didn' receive his money, since the

dscsset sumns&mbg\c and satsfaction.

“The most effecti sumrise for o endings conos n o
ool rovarsal o it e somo o expect. Thatis, things go
along in one direction, and then, in the end, things get reversed.
We mentioned the "tum-table” effect, and this s really only an
extension. Butits effective and it common.

H. Lawrence uses it his story, The Captain's Doll,
about a romantic tiangle involing a refugee German baroness
and an English Amy captain and his wife. The baroness makes
dolls, She created one of the Captain which both he and she
cherished. Finally,the romance ends, and the Englishman and his
wife retum to England, while the baroness continues 10 ive on the

continent. Years pass, the wife dies, and the Engishman finally
locas he baroness i Satbur, A, They it and, during
a quiet boat ride, discuss whether they should marry
Beronoss says sho wil marry him. bt she wort promiae 1 roner
and obey him. The Englishman says in that cas the marriage will
never take place. The boat comes to a stop at the dock of the
baroness's vila,
foull come in?"
o Mrowstaightback”

"But you wortt have me evenif llove you?" she asked him.
You'must. pmm\se the other,” he said, “it comes in the
Marriage Servi

"Doritbe a solermn ass. Do come n”
"No," he said, "l don't want o come in*
udo. But 1
worfsay t befoe 1 mariage sendce. | neacint need P
‘She stepped from the
*And come to me tomorrow, will you?" she said.
"Yes, inthe morning.




He pulled quietly into the dark. .
Inthe end, she agrees 1o the Marriage Senvice and to inciuding
the words. obey.” ILis a reversal of her longstanding
point of view, and since it comes at the end of the story, it is
surprising. But there's motivation: she does love him, and she
wants to be with him. I tis is the only way it will happen, she will
o along. . reluctanty. But note something else. I the earlier years
the baroness had her English Captain dol, and it was satisfying
for her. She made the doll and she controlled it. Now, suddenly.
she has become his doll. "Honor and obey” put her in tis position,
and the roles have been sublly but definitely reversed.

“This is Lawrence at his bes!, and we can appreciate how deftly
he maneuvers his characters. But what of the ending? s it logical,
is itsatisfying?

An old love offers an aging beauty secuity and deep feeling.
Allshe has to do is say a couple of words.

“The baroness gets what she wans. The Engish Captain gets
what he wans.

We, the readers, get what we want—a story we'l remember.
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Should I Be Aware of the Rhythm of My Dialogue?

Here's a famous passage from a famous story:

* “The cannonading has got the wind up in young Raleigh, sir*
said e sergoant. Caplain iy oked up a hm o totsled
hair. "Get hi said wearily. "With the others. Il fiy
on "Bt you cant st sad he sergeant aniousy t iakes
two mento handle that bomber and the Archies are pounding hell
outof the ai. Von Richtman's Gircus is between here and Sauier.”
*Somebody’s gol to get that ammuniion dump,” said Mity. "I
going over. Spo of brandy

What makes s story memorabe? s e disogue sl
doss it cresle urforetle images in our mind? Are

with wordsmanship?

T Sl i st s passage fows smooih as sk tere
i nothing magic in the dialogue, other than its leanness and its
fichtone. We can believe what the characters are saying because
it seems o real, yet we also understand how unreal it al s. This,
of course, is The Secret Life of Walter Mity, by James Thurber,
and what we see here is plain fantasy.

And it holds.together s well No awkward phrasing, no
uncertain cadence, no abrupt changes of pace or tempo.

ien works!

Every story has o be concemed with ythm. & is to the wrter
what time is t the musician and angles are 1o the sculptor. kis the
waya story moves, the way its audience is caught up.

Bad Mythm causes us to sense something out of place,

But (o use bad rhythm we have to know why it's bad and when its
bad,
For example, we could have a characer say: "Whatin the

world are 7
“The rhythm is clean, the tempo even. Is a simple phrase, simply.
said,
Butstoposo, ntead, o aracto amouncos:
“The wor youtecoirg omeing ik aretyour

doesnit have the evenness of the earier phrase.
Rhythm affects not only what the reader sees but what he or she:
hears. Thats right.. hears! William Zinsser, in his book, On
Witing Wel, pus it succinctly
Also bear in mind, when you are choosing words and stringing
them together, how they sound. This may seem absurd: readers



read with their eyes. But actually, they hear what they are reading
—in thir iner ear—far more than you realize

e how the following passage affects us in this way. s from
Russell Bark's novel, Continental Drift. I the story, a young
Haitian woman and her baby son and young nephew are in a
frantic escape from Haiti, on a perilous joumey towards Florida.

e Haitians are in the hold of an island freighter when the

freighter picks up some other Hailians whor the captain orders
ino he hok. The Hallans wan to stay above deck. bu the
Captain ties to convince them
ot sumpin down dere etorup here,mon”

aitn' for a big of black

2
"Got a gal. Hait gal down dere. jus'
Haiti mon 1o come down an' chat wid her.

o

Haitl gal an’ her pickney an' a pretty bwoy down dere wid her.”
"Yes? A pretty boy, eh? Massisi?.
Tt manlaughed.+Yas, moc, i prty by, s igh. but
de gal, dat de real beef. Make the journey s\
fe5. Sowe, dryem v o\mw inthe mummg sun, eh? Then
the Haiti gal and pretty boy, eh?"
“Eneiveh? the Gapain g aughing, waking afttowards the
wheelhol

Dorft e oar o groving nerost n o Haian, and dort wo

sense the growing feror in the woman as she hears this

Conversatond Cantwe hear inose words, a3 wel s ad hom?
Why

First, listen o the dialect, Its amost a singsong cadence. Say

the words ot loud, speak them. They have a natural tempo, a flid

ce. If the same phrases were stripped of dialect and read as
dictionary English, they would ose their flavor—and their rhythim,

rd, note the repettveness of “yes?” K set up a regular

along M

ms 1s ot because it s 50 ) requar and because it olows &

s, see how the Captairis speech rhytm differs from the
attom. T Captain talks in longer sentences, he sounds more

provides us with another insight: it shows us character, and this, in
tum, makes us hear not only whatis said, but howitis said
Writers, somelimes, forget the importance of rhythm in
developing the tone of their stories. Good rhythm means a story
fits together well; bad rhythm means it is lopsided and uneven. To
John Gardner, the late novelist, awareness of hythm is crucial
Evenamous uelars, b s
ith no consciousness of the poetic effects available
through Dmse hythm. They put wine on the table, put the cigarette
in the ashiray, paint the lovers, start the clock ticking, all with o
sentences should be fast or slow, fight
hearted or solemn with wedge-in judaposed siresses.
L

hrase:
“Im not sure Iwant to
We can lengthenitand fcomplcate it

n use kit words (note the same number of
o 2 he oGl howe

i ivocdod whother he frts wort L

In sither case we have slowed things down, and this, then, says
o the reader n the subtiest manner that the tempo and the pace of
the story may be changing—at least in this short passage. The
writer must know, of course, why he wants the pace to change and
what he hopes it wil accomplish. But if he's aware of what he's
doing, his work willcarry his intentions much further.

it if we want to speed things up? What if we want our
sentences to move rapidly? Take a look a this passage flom
2

“This s the way the story opens:
Itwas now lunch time and they were allsiting under the double
oroenofth dining et protocing et rting ad hapoor

Tihave s iril Rnber\ Wilson told him

Teuppose ot 1 do Macomoer sgress ek 15
make three gimiets".
the tautness and the tension here. Something has



happened, and the characters are obviously affected by it. The
ing it buldstho amosphers s the Sacentolike dsogus, the
clipped phrases, the short, quick responses. ks the
iblogu ot set the mood 8nd s acled bl o what s e
nces_are short and poirted. and the words are
uncomplicated. The characters ask, tel, say and agree. . .o one
wonders. . shudders. cries. . itis a civiized scene,
yet undemeath that patina of civilty fies a mass of raging
emotions. It is this cortrolled tension that Hemingway's words 5o
well portray, and it is the rhythm of his writing that gives us the
mood without his having to spell it outin detail

The key is something we shoud remember: Hemingway is
‘showing us the drama, notteling us.

William Sioane believed that people have at least two
Vocabuiaries and that they switch in and out depending upon to
whom they are talking and what they are talking about. What he
really means is that our reactions are cortroled by the
emvironment within which we find ourselves. "A convic talks one
way 1o his mother,” he wrtes, "another way 10 his gil or 10 the
warden or 1o a fellow inmate. A woman tells the same thing
ifferentlyto @ man and to another woman-"

Doss one ak sbout e sordd realty o prison de with e
same degree of venom no matter who the fstener? I its Mother,
GOt o ings iferety i s Cel Mte?

e heve o cocide whst
oo 9o 1 5, v 1 o homwo'

L W migh 15e aimost e s words wih bot Teorers-
hate this foul place!... though we might add an adjective with Cel
Mate that we wouidrit with Mother.

With Mother, we are looking for sympathy, stroking, nurturing, so
our tone of voice would be prodding and plaintive. . 7 hate this
foul place, he sobbed.

m
H

I hate this miserable foul place, be spat out.

Different vocabuiries, diferent fytims. . . though the same
words.

Thelone s uso v be difernt; with Gl Vte [t woud be
aggressive, disgusted, certainly mean-sounding;
e sy et pastly sotking o Yk soanded
the dialogue, the words with Cel Mate woud be short, snappy,
harsh, buiking an atmosphere of binding fury, and the words with
Mother woukd be lengthier phrases, sofler on the ear, slower

Tempo and pace are what we mean by rythm. We must be
aware of and control these elements (o achieve the best dialogue.
John Sayes puts it well when he writes:

Rhyihm appiies 10 the individual speaker's style and to the
pace of the story. People speak in different tempos, breathe more
or less in phrasing a sertence, put their sentences together simply
or in a more complex way. . f you control
dialogue, of your story, you can better hold the reader where you
want him, make him want to listen to you.

Part C

Misuse and Abuse of Dialogue
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Will T Be Sued?

We'e in a typewriter trance (or computer catalepsy). Eight
the keys. There's a whisper ot

inour brain stem.
/o stretch out uncertain
Tho lastino, he fatword, e st sylabe, e st latir

Finished! Our creative soul stares back, phrases and
pargraphs and pages shinmerg i he good o,

/e've created something and it is ours. No one else has ever
writon these words and produced thess paragraphe ™ quite the
same way.

We own

it

Justas if we'd bought it outrigh.

Its become property, and it belongs 10 us. Ask a lawyer, and
he or she will say, "people who create works of art have a property
1ghl i a oy have creatd. The lw recogizes s and
supports it”

Haw\g Spropey gt mears:

-we can sell what we've created;

-we canicense its use;

W cansue b protcl rom beng coped:

- we can pass it along 1o our hei

‘And f what wo'e Ereaiod ncdes diaogue, is that prolecied
to0?

The lawyer will have no problem wih that. “Dialogue that's
created as part of the story s ako part of the property. ¥ the
creative work s protected, sois the dialogue.

Sounds simple, but of course, it isnt. Sometimes what we
create isnit fully protected, even though we may continue 10 call it
our own property. Even though judges and lawyers agree its our
own property.

We're siting in a movie theatre. s dark and our attertion is

b on e screen. Sudar. o e back, erena shout

Thena scream, en anotershos

“Firol"

Panic erupts, there is pandemonium, people get trampled on
their wayto the exits.

Later, we find there has been no fire

" create a realistic crowd scene,” explains the
restslenperetsor. A vorkof it

s the somber judge at his sentencing, "no
s o Rt o oty Firel n a crowaod heate and da 1 bo
art. There are limits to everything.”
Including "free speech” he might have added.

‘And including the uses to which we put the property right in our
creative work.

The point is: we may own what we create, but the law says we
on't have an uncontrolied right to publish it Writing and publishing
on't always go hand-in-hand. What we're going 1o look at i this
chapter are some of the limits our legal system has in place. The
“controls’ on us as writers.

We start with the general idea that whate
whalover wo wile—diaiogue or naralon—has i, O \ega\
rightiocrato and publish s nof nimied.

Impoctan distinfon har, Gresle rd puiah.Publairg.In
16 logal sense, mean g  of, eing otes see |
read it. Even one other pe
¥ ourcreation s neve publishe, ever seen, e lamyers carit
make a case. Creation, alone, is one thing; publishing is
something else.
“The "contror* s in the publishing.



Now, assuming we decide to publish, various legal limits come
into play. The easiest way to understand them i to see the

- cmld ruin another's reputation (with certain excer
n anothers private world and discloses facts
publh:ly (with cerlain exceptons);
- copies olher writers' words, phvases, senfences and
paragraphs and claims ownership:
~ puls words in the mouths of celebrities for commercial
purposes, evenif they are dead
s casy o gel he idea thata piece of wing has (o negoliale a
legal jungle helms it can emerge unscathed. Lawyers, perhaps,
might have us tink this way, but the truth i that witing, like any
atr o ofcreatie uerarco (1, speaches, msic painig.

Consttton, and for the most part e couts ao caro o avmd

many cooks in the kitchen, can spml the product. One .msn \Mng
R Kaufman of the Second Circuit Court of Appeals, puts it tis

pemmmg plats b pocovr money damages, sometimes.

from writers and_publishers
moesszmy e cveamnly Erery ease tat s bt v 110
doos not resutn an avard, encotrages potenal doferants o

Vo oeraise have boen avllole

We know, then, that the lawyerly tail shoukd not wag the creafive
dog, and that wiiters have a strong presumption in favor of their
own creative effors. Yet the legal jungle does not disappear just

Temenber hat a5 we comé lo undersiand what 1 3kes 1 inre
someone else through the words and phrases we use.
Libel

Sevenyo yeas ago  man by e e of Hovard o o
novel, God's Man, in which he depicted adventures in the
underworid of New York City. t was a *sensatonal” book, full of
poliical revelations, bribery. payoffs, cruelies, and other unsavory
acts. One chapter he filed “Jusice—i la Comigan; and it
concerned the barely civized conduct of a public magistrate
named Comigan who sat in New York's Jefferson Market Cout
and dipensed uneven, whinsics. ofen rasy stcs. Ho was
described as "ignorant, brutal, hypocitcal, comupt, shunned by hi

fellows, bestial of courterance, unjst, dominaied by Soiica
dscissionsand grossly

low, it happened that Howard, the author, had once appeared
sl reativ Now Yok gt rame Comigan.and
Howard had come away ffom that encounter with a bad taste in his
mouth

And after the book appeared, Judge Corrigan also tasted bile.

Alawsutfolowed.

Tm none of the things he says | am, the reakife judge said. fm
honest and hard working, and | resent being held up 1o pubiic
scom...and lied about!

We never knew a judge with almost the same name could be
siting on the same cour, said the pubiisher. An inadverlent error,

'ro sory.

Too bad, the cout said, but the reakife Judge Corrigan has
been libeld by the novel. There's litke doubt the character in the
book is the same person as the reakife judge. The fact tht one
letter in the name is difirent doesnit mean much. Howard, the

* "Actual malice might
from the falsity of the publication.
Libel. e das onthese o rac: s the person being weten
shou e same orreary e same person who sppsars n e
vel? Are the things that are witlen false and therefore
aitious?

Rwouldn't hurt to gain familiarty with the way judges and lawyers
define el because, after all it s they who render final judgment
on how offensive—or inoffensive—our words will be. Libel,
remember, is a form of inury for which damages can be claimed,
and the courts try 0 evaluate such a right to damages against the
crucial need to protect and preserve the First Amendment. Every

e inferred as against the author



libel case is a balancing between these two forces.
publication is libelous on its face when the words impute

are spoken or published vith respectto his profession or trade, or
o disparage him in publc office, or tend to bring him into ridicule
and contemy
A judge wrote those words some years ago, bu they are stil
effective today. The law has meandered somewhat, but the
il cime. ..

disparage. .ridicule and contempt

1964 o Suprome it changad g a bi. 1 o s
case of New York Times Co. v. Sullivan, an advertisement
icized pporerts o the -fghts ool paricury heme

Mortgomery, Alabama. The Ghief of Police (who wasnt
mentioned by name in the advertisement) 100k issue with this and
claimed he had boen iibaled. The Supreme Court said that the
Chief was a public person, and therefore, to win on ibel, he had o
show the newspaper had "actual” malice towards him—ies and
misstatements that were directed precisely at him. The fact that

vat ba o o of malos_tleas 0 i 22 bl
persons are concemed—o_prove libel, and the more we tell
ursavory bes b anothr, o mors maicious e o i

Wit et persors e siandardis dfrrt solorg as wat s
published is false and defamatory and s "of and concerming” the
personwho is doing the complaining, ibel can bo claimed.

But lots stick with malice for a momenL Ifs a deep-seated
disiike, often with an urge to see someone e suffer and suffer
severely. t is hard-hearted, revenge-seeking words and phases
that go far beyond simple faisehoods, and in a legal context they
must be untrue. And if the courts find malice—it doesrit matter

whether the subject s  public or private person—tat person has
beunilaled.

290, Guen D it pbished a seamy el
cated Touching n 1t tere was & scone f & sl encoumer
Session heiween th therapist i charge of he procedurs and 2
minister whose wife had been reluctant to join in. The author had
actually attended such a session, and before being alowed ©
come had signed an agreement not to wits about what she saw
and heard. Nevertheless, two monihs later she began her book,
and when the psychologist n charge of the therapy session saw it

sued, claiming a nude encounler session in the book was a
medcos topay of ot of Mo sesscrs el I vas oo
defamalory and held him up 10 ridicule and contemy

Not 50,39 1o auor. Tho heraistin iy book s a“fat Sania
Claus type with long white hair, white sidebums, a cherubic rosy
face and rosy forearms.” You, Dr. Plaintf, are clean shaven wi
shorthair

s il me, insisted the plaintif. You vilated our agreement, and
you have defamed me. Compare your dialogue with what went on
atthe session you attended.

“The court did, and here's the crucial sinilariy:
'Book Excerpt Actual Session Transcipt



Book BExcerpt Actual Session Transeript

The minister was telling us  *“I've come a litce way.""
how the experience had gotten  “I'd like to know about
him further back 10 God.  your wife. She hasn't been toa

And all the time he was ger-  marathon?”
ting closer 1o God, he was be-  *“No.’
o o b gt she interested? Has
his wife, who didn’t under-  no nced?'
sand, she din' undersand 1 don't—she did finally
ac all. She didn't realize what say she would like to go to 3
s coming out of the sensitiv-  standard sensitivity _training
ity waining sessions he was session somewhere. She would
conducting in the church.  be—I can’t imagine her in a
(H)e felt, he more than felt, marathon. She can’t imagine
he knew, tha if she dida’t be-
gin coming to the nude mara-

thons and try to grasp what it “thcr could T when 1
was all abour, the marriage first came.’

would be over “Yeh. She might. I don't
““You beer bring her w0 the  know.”

next marathon, " Simon said “Ie cerainly would be a
“I've been ying," said the  good idea for two reasons:
minister. “1 only pray she one, the minor onc is that you
comes.” are involved here, and if she
“You better do bewer than  were in the same thing, and
pray,” said Simon. ““You bet-  you could come to some of the

ter grab her by the c___and  couple ones, it would be help-

drag her here.” {10 you. But more than
T can only uy."" thar, almost a definite recipe
“*You can do more than try, for breaking up a marriage is

Book Excerpt Actual Session Transcript

Alex. You can grab her by the for one person to go into

P growth groups and sense
R i it WA O Shange S o

power, whether it comes from T know that."

God or from his own manly *“Bay they sure don't want

strength he doesn’t know he  chat, and once they're clear
has, an dag bis wife hre by hey don'e ced drat mate

the £ anymore, and they are not
“L know, " Alex widsofly, very paient”
“I know.” “Buc i is true, the more |

pen the more walls are
built berween us. And it be-
coming a faidly intelligent
place, a faitly open place, do-
ing moderate sensitivity cye-
balling seuff with the kids. [
use some of these techiques
teaching our class work."”

Both passages deal with the general subject of enticing the
man’s wife 10 artend a nude encounter session. Both discuss the
face thar when only one member of  couple expetiences the ef-
fects of nude encounter, the marriage itself is in jeopardy. And
both touch on how reluctant the wife is to come.

But note the diffetcnt tone of the dialoguc in each passage. In
the book excerpt the therapist is foul-mouthed, threatening,
overbearing and utterly male chauvinistic. In the actual
wanseript session, the cherapist is tempeed, reasoned, con-
cerned. He's imcrested in his subject without wying to bully
him in any way

Can dvﬂlngu: bl libeflous?

Here's the cous

Ml veckles degibd o e i i g
from her knowledge of the truh of what transpired a the
‘encounter, and the literary portrayals of that encounter. Since she




attended sessions, there can be no suggestion that she did not
know the true facts.
Actual malice, said the cour, a “reckless disregard for the
truth." Mitchell knew the reakife therapist didn' use foul language
during a therapy session and didn't conduct his session the way
Simon Herford did. She provided a false portrayal, and she did so
with fullknowledge of what the tnth was.
Dialogue fibel s the result. Actual malice is the reason.
Generally, the tip-off inquiry in any libel mater is whether the
published material is "of and concering" whois doi
the complaining. That s, can a paricular person be identified and

does!
the o
oo, w either of these questions can be answered "
e has been no libel.
Bt o docide whother anying has been “of and conceming"
someone, there are certain steps we can follow.

-Is the work presented as fiction ? K it s, then the chances are
reduced there couid be libel expostre because fiction, by ts very
nature, i of the imagination.

- How closely does the character in the book resemble the

characters for any similariies, and we can see how paralel the
location of the action s and whether there is a close identiy of
occupation.

in the Iife of the person complaining ? The closer the simiariies
are, of course, the more wuinerable we make ouselves.

- Howbig a role does the character play in the book ? The
more important the character, the more extensive the information
1o establish "of and conceming.”

Some years ago, a wel-conceived novel was published,
detailing events leading up to and during a tial for murder on
Micigaris Upper Peinua. Anatomy of  Murer wes e siry

Killed another because the victim had raped the
era wio po ppnas his orallod  roife musder nd
tral in the same geographic location, and the widow of the rapist
claimed she had been iibeled in'the book.

keyis how she was porrayed. "Janice Quil’ was described
as “that dame with the dyed red hair and liid scar on her right
cheek who had swom at him in everything but Arabian. . . who'd
ver forget such a noisy fou-mouthed harridan?”

have me using foul language and doing other disreputable
tnge, Hozs Whesr e reatife vidon e m ol bat

ch\se\y e point,said the pubisher.How can it be you wher
o words dony 1 Ikeness? The porraya s cenainy rot
Yofand congerming: you.

Its e, allight, continued the widow, even if you have me acting
like a diflerent person. You describe me with dyed red hair and a
scar on the cheek. . well,duing the tial | used a henna rinse on
my hair, and my face showed | had been recently scratched.

Sorry, said the cout. "I our opinion, any reasonable person
who read the book and was in a positon to identify Hazel Wheeler
with Janice Quill woud more likely conclude that the author
ctusld e it I gy way 20 it o one woad ey e
with Hazel Wheel

orrayal 5 ot of and concoming’” anyone. ki fcion
nd treating it as fiction makes a big difference. Where is the
libel if the characters are ficional? Who has been injured, what
fas been be damage?
, the person doing the complaining has to show that the
ammr e & descrbe N o bet vith be ofersive vorss,
Soy bt o acualydrected a et realy otreion

And the closer the similariies come, the more chance there
o be el Unlss 5 cear bt fclonl wor v nlerded

am kilings in New York during the.

19708 Cleaﬂy "nese wers eaHe avots, but ey roaha ne

ick Schaap wrote a novel, 44, about the crimes, the police

investigation to Solve them, and the ulimate disposition of the

re was no attempt to make this into a ' ‘docudramat or to

portray it as any other form of norfiction. t was fiction, and the

book so stated. However, one passage caughtthe critical eye of a



sheriff in upstate New York. passage desciibes a
Conversation botween Gark, an lmpsl:lnr onthe New York police

rce, and two of his men, Swanson and Seibert. They have been
orking thelr way rough & computr prntout of o egisored
owners of 44-caliber Buldog revohers in the New York, New
Jersey, Comnecticut, and Pennsyharia areas.

"We been up to our asses in this thing,* Seibert said. He had
feceived the communication and was aitempling o answer it
*See Inspector? We ot a guy here in Malone, New York. We ask

herifup there to go 10 the guy and have him firo s weapon
and send us the slug so we can lest it and you know wha the
Sheriffin Malone says? He says, I got no way 1o do that” We tell
i, st get o ad shoot down e pipe o a b o waler
The Sherifisays to me, Send me a pipe’"

"What i you do i the gy Calo asked.

“Nothing, Inspector” Seibert said. "Thats what wefe siting
here talking about.”

Ahand began to scour Carilo's insides with sandpaper

"This is tough going, Inspector,” Swanson said. * Maybe here
and there only we geta break. Like this one here in Hamden, up in
Comecticut. Guy died. So we can go past him now. Otherwise,
we'd have (0 stop at the

through what we'r

inMalone.”
heriff, whose name was Lyons, was not pleased with the
dialogue between the police offcers. He found it offensive and
defamatory.
He was, after al the Sherifin Malone, New York
You accuse me of incompetence, he ciaimed, and you call me
names. ‘Quif" is a wel-known slang phrase for a sexual pervert
Your accusations are false, and | demand damages.
You werert ovenimohed n the SanokSam inssigaton, e
uAsher aored. Howcan i e of s concem
any o Shorf in Majone, New vork. and s me,

participate in onoi.Sam investgaton, requres
conclusion that the passage is not actionable.”
Sheriff Lyons has no claim

But note carefully that the offending language was the dialogue.
And note, 100, that if Lyons had been part of the investigation, the

contempt within his localit, provided it coud be shown the
cheracler descibed in e bock schnly wes e, ut the

Libel must bo considorod agairt  background e sutors
intention. I the show there was malice in the offersi
portayal (2 rockioss d‘sregsm o1 e i, and tat 1 was fabe
and that the similarities between the person doing the complaining
‘and the character in the book are substanial, we're going o have
a problem.

-t e s Tlora sk
- avoid a disreputable portrayal of a character known 1o be
aive (oloss 15 &l porvayal,
- avoid a disreputable porrayal of a fictonal character who
closely resembles a known ling person (uress its a tuhul
ortrayal)

- when we put words in a ficional character's mouih, make

Righto Privacy
Morris Polokoff was an elderly lawyer, iving out the fus of a
successiul law practice. One day he was surprised to discover he
made the pages of a novel, The Algonguin Project. kwas the
ung aides to General Eisenhower during the
Second World War and their planned assassination of a miltary
ed

members of the OSS (forerunner of the CIA), and their request for
help. Polokoff, many years before the book came o, had helped
represent Luciano in a compuisory prostituion charge (in which
there was a conviction) and then handied certain work relating o



appeal. During the war, Polokoff had also assisted U.S. Naval
\msmgem b seirg 8 aninkomaton condut bebwsen b and

Tve o Ioeled! Shouted Poloka Te s you neve me do
inthe book never happened. s faise and defamaor

ts a novel, a work of fiction, stated the publisher. We're ot
claiming you actualy did those things

's "of and concerning” me—you even use my fight name! What
could be clearer?
sid tho court Even hough he book paralels Pololfs
wartime experiences, a reader of average inteligence
conclude that the author inlended people (o believe o]
acaly ied o procuro an ssasein No el
Maice ifs not Bbel Pobkof scknowedged. b you fave
certainly invaded my right p vacy,

How can that be? the pubiisher argued. This is a work of iction;
everyone knows its not a rue story.

You have interferred with my right 1o be et alone, Polokoff
argued. It doesn't matter whether the book is fiction, you used my.
real name and you "paraleled" my wartime experiences. No one
has a right to o that without my permission.

We agree, said the court. Polokoffwins.

“The right o privacy s just thi: the right to be let alone, to be free.
from unwarranted intrusion. As writers, we must understand these

Our
Privacy is not based on damages to our reputation, as is fibel, nor
is itbased on the truh or fality of what is writien. Privacy is simply
our right o have nothing written about our private affairs—good or
bad—or o have ourselves porirayed— good or bad—without our
pemission.
The general feeling is that our privacy is invaded when one or

more of the following things ocours:

- our physical soltude has been disruptet

~aspects of our private lfe have been| P\blm\y disclosed;

- there has been publicity which has placed us in a false light;

- our name or likeness has been appropriated and used for

bereft.

Dialogue can be a privacy invader just as any form of narrative:
can. Our own private words can be published. . .or we can
portrayed and words put into our mouths. . or we can be named
and described, even debated about.the important thing to
remember s that whatever dialogue is used, itis our right o be let
alone that we can protect.

Our privacy right—insofar as it is protected in court—is only
shou s unrad yers okt Tha Englah comn e rer peid
L

Roviowby Lous D. Brandeis and Samue! D, Waron proposed
the

proffralon of gossp tat ed found s way o newspapers,
hed by photographs. Gossip had become a business,
they argued, and there need to be limits: The intensity and
complexity of lfe, attendant upon advancing civization, have
rendered necessary some retreat from the world, and man, under
the refining influence of culture, has become more sensitive (o
publty S0 that sofude and privay have bocome more essenal
tothe el
Many sta A 1ped on the idea and within a short period a right
o privcy besams esiolished logal docine. Newswerty Homs,
f course were oxcopions, a5 wero most subjecs of iograpries
and autobiographies. But that left a large area of uncertainty. a
the courts became the place to e things.

Zelma Cason was an earthy, sirong-willd Florida woman who
had been appointed a census-taker in 1930. In tose days Florida
had large rural pockets, and the census-taker ravelled the bush on
horseback. Margorie Kinnan Rawings decided to accompany
Z8ima on hor conts-aking, and th resut was a book. Gross-
Groak, wtich wss tighy paise. n o book, Rawings rfes o
“Zelma" and describes her as "an ageless spirs!

T eamen dacide whebe i spods v boan a man or 8

and
nothing of being cursed loudly at the very instant of being tenderly
fed, clothed, nursed or guided thiough their troubles...”

Zelma was bothered by this namafive description, but then
Rawlings went further; she used dialogue, she gave us the words
out of Zelma's mouth



"It's a_blessing for us not many Yankees have
seen country fike this, or they'd move in on us worse than
said.

Zelma said, I forgot that woman was buried back here."

My profane fiiend Zeima, the census-taker, said “The

b_s killed the egrets for their plummage unilthe

egrets gave out. They killed aligators for their hides unil the
aligtors gave o e 12 ever gie o he sons of s il
stane 3

"Well? Ze\ma said, "a Mediterransan fit fiyd be a fool to lay.
anegg toright.

You make me sound awlu, Zelma compiained, you'e taken
my private words and put them out for al to see.

s a loving portrayal, Rawings argued, fm not tnying to hold
You up o ridicule. Anyway, at no time in the book do | use your last
name. No one has to know t was you.

That doesnt matter, Zelma insisted. You and  know those are
my private words, said privately. You have no right o publish them
without my permission

The cout agreed and disagreed with both Zeima and
Rawings. The book *porrays the plainif as a fine and atractive
personally, [bul] it is nevertheless a rather vivid and intimate
character sketch.

harm to Zelma's reputation, ...

-An invasion of er privacy, even though.

fnancial damages.

Frigtic e repealing: be careful whose words we use

ind when we use them; if they are inimate words, i they are said
et i th spoakes donity 1S known, pvacy has boan
invaded.

And we'l have some explaining to do.

Dialogue remains a prime privacy invader, and we need look

riher than a purporled biography of a Hall of Fame baseball
pitcher, Warren Spain, a few years back. The author
never interviewed his subject and relied on newspaper and
magazine copy for most of his information. Even 5o, the story is
dramatized to the point of mandfactured dialogue. Here's a
conversaton bebeen SpaPn anl e fahers dodor conoeming
the psychlogicl effecsof an ko Sl sbou:
li—breakdown lets call it - might have happened at
nma for any number of similar reasons. No, Warren, it woud
e oraly wrorg, In my cpiion, i b Bama fo you fatars
illess on your misfortune.”
Warren nodded grimly. "What you're trying t tell me is ifs not
my fault that its my faut, isnt that right, Doctor? That my getting
hurtwas kind of the straw that broke Pop's back?”

ole, his
fiancee at his surprise retum from Europe:

n, in Tusa one evening, Lorene Southard was just siting
down to dinner when the door-bel rang. "Now who can that be?"
she said aloud o herself. She strode briskly across the room and
‘opened the door. A starlled cry escaped her ips.

"Warren!" she gasped.

"Surprisel” Spahn cried. He swept Lorene off her feet and
carried her into the room. “Surprise! Suprise!” he kept shotting

inhis ams.

"Warren! Warren!" she laughed and cried at the same time. "Put
me down”

“This is an invasion of privacy. Spahn argued. The auithor even
has the facts wrong, When | retumed from Europe, | telephoned
Lorene first and then she met me at the train station and we went
offto dinner.

Im enited to use lterary license, the author insisted. Everyone
knows a book fike this doesnit have to be word-for-word accurate.
Anyway, what are you complaining about? The book praises you.
Dramalic license is my right, especialy since you are a public
figure.

made me say and o things that werenit true, Spahn shot

back. You are holding me up to false light, and tha's a violation of
myrightlo precy eveniffm pated on e back

ven though Spahn is a public figure and

efforts showed the broad license the author intended to take. An
invasion of privacy, absolutely!



key is this: beware of manufactured dialogue,
aspac\aﬂywﬂan Itpus e autectn el ligh (s hm or
saying and doing things helshe did not say or o, so that a false

ted). Otherwise, we are

fighto be letalone.
general rn o privacy Gases has also spawned an offshoot

we call the * right of publicity” This s the right of celebries o
prevent their persona from being used for commercial purposes
it corsen. T ey aspectof s s e
likeness, efc.)

e wih b conrl fc whar we 818 coleiies, we ave % Hgh

tis the private el
And the mlsrssnng Fing o et s gt of pusAcly s ey
our own deaths. The general right of privacy such as the or

Zoima Cason pursued aganet Marone Kineen Reviings stope o
death. But with the right of pubicity it can go on and on:

- Clyde Beattys heirs sued (0 stop the use of his name in
comecten with circuses, even though he had been dead some

"EWis Prosleys ostae has been vigorous in preverting e
une of M name 11 comecton wih conmercel prodicts aimost
from the moment he died.

Dialogue fits in here, too. Suppose we take a deceased
celebiity and put words in hs or her mouth and wtilze his or her
likeness for commercial puposes, such as the promotion of
certain products, or revelation of heretofore Urknown facts. We
couid have a problem. We use dialogue to make our poirt, and we
mustbe caref

Remember Agatha Chistie? Way back in 1923, as a young
bride, she disappeared for eleven days while she was married o
Sir Archibald Christie. Throughout her ife she never divuiged

d gone or whom she had seen, even though the
disappearance had been widely publicized. Shorty after her
death, a book, Agatha, was published, and it set out o recreate
what had happened to her during that time. The book portrayed
her as unstable and engaged in a sinister plot fo murder her
husband's mistress and then regain his love. The author never
indicated whether this scenario was true, but simply let the book
stand for itsef (though it was called a *nover” on the dust jacket)
Worcs, oc course, were put in Agatha Christie's mouth, and the
boo se was 1o exploit her name, reputation, and an
emurmg mystery in her own ife.

cortrol who will publcize Agatha's name and persona, said
T asat, and oy suec caiming & ot o e HGh. of
publicty.

Ever

e knows tis is a fictionalized tmatmem. answered the
publster Noono woud olve  actely e

The sssl et condnced. Y use Agamas name, you are
exp\mlmg Lo sl your booke, ey s

Not 5o, retorted the publisher. We are spememg on an event

inuth about,

Correct, said the court.* The only facts contained in the book
appear 10 be the names of Nrs. Christie, her husband, her
aughter, and Mir. Neeley; and that Mrs. Christie disappeared for
eloven days. The remainder is mainly conjecture, sumise and
fiction..”

No gl puicly

ihe court mado cloar hal th pociar facs of tis case
skt b ovorione. T key is whether or rot the average

oo wouk beeve hat whal was dopicled actll happencd. I
the reader could be led in this direction, then Agatha Chrislie's
estate wouid have a strong claim for a violation of her right of
publicity even though she was long gone.

e couts wor:
fight of publicity does not atiach here, where a
cionaioed sosount o an v h o of a public figure is
depicted in a novel or movie it is evident to the public that the
events so depicted are ficttious.

But f the events are porirayed as having taken place, even
s subjecs dead.and ilgte s patof o mix?

We coudbo infor a ong dayincart

Urless we make sure that what we write is ficion and everyone
Knows it fiction.

Dialogue we create must be judged on the same legal basis as
‘any other aspect of iction writing.  can be hammiul, if another can
demonstrate the dialogue was directed at him or her and the




T wrere
mtirsars dvged aba a el and o overidig pubdc
tool,a

il s mete mporlrt o embmber bt couts 1 s oy
in fimiting our ght to free expression. What we produce as
dialogue s the essence of creativiy, and how it has worked itself
outon the writen page is part of a process that mystfies as much
as it enightens
And 5o it s that the work of a witr reflects the parls that he
has collected throughout fis lfe. Events and characters may be
refined and modified so that even the.
author woud not recognize them as resuling from real .
Nevertheless, reakife experiences are the source of al artisio
inspiration...L "Seel" says the author, ‘my ife is my treasure."
“And;" adds the reader,"dialogue is why it sparides!”
.1 “Resl People an Fictar by Dan Rosen and Crars L
stings Joumal of - Communication and
EnteramentLowss1 irver 1965



