Sansing McPherson, 04/04/2011


Writing Dialogue
(Some information is based on a writing workshop by Steve Berry)
The mechanics of dialogue in American English: 

· Begin a new paragraph every time the speaker changes. (See next page for example.)
· Enclose only the words spoken with quotation marks at opening and closing. 
· Tag –tells who has spoken the line and is always outside the quotation marks.  It can come in the beginning, at the end, or at any effective spot in the middle.  
1. Liz announced, “Ladies, Richard from Texas has entered the room.” 
2. “Americans know entertainment, but they don’t know pleasure,” Luca said.
3. “It won’t last forever,” she said.  “Nothing does.”
4. “And what is the use of a book,” asked Alice, “without pictures or conversation?”
· Beat –tells indirectly but clearly who has spoken.
5. Alan picked up the Chinese figurine and examined it.  “This could be valuable.”  
6. “Why do you think,” Jo shook her head,  “that Mom would own anything expensive?”
· Notice above how an interrupted quote is punctuated.  
· If the tag or beat interrupts a sentence before it is over  (as in 4 and 6), use commas so that the thought continues until the sentence ends. 
· If a tag or beat falls at the end of a sentence (3 and 5), put the period after the tag.  

· Keep tag verbs simple – (said, asked, replied.)  A tag should be invisible.  Fancy tags call attention and distract the reader (opined, offered, instructed, uttered, elaborated, parried).
· In back-and-forth dialogue between just 2 people, tags can be omitted after first exchange, but throw in an occasional clue so reader won’t lose track in a long conversation.
The Art of Dialogue 
· Keep it tight.  Every line serves a purpose to advance plot, increase tension, reveal character, or give comic relief.

· It does not mirror how real people speak.  Never do a mechanical Q & A.

· In a phone conversation, never include Hello and Goodbye. Never start with words such as Well, Um, or Oh unless it is essential to establishing character; then don’t overdo.  

· Avoid heavy dialects; you may use occasional clues like y’all, yes’m, dis or dat.  

· For characters speaking in foreign language, don’t use contractions; use proper English.

· Two types of dialogue – direct and oblique. The most efficient dialogue is oblique - indirectly stated; not straightforward, but can omit inconsequential words or details. 
Direct dialogue example (99 words):

Anne rang her new neighbor’s bell, and when the paneled door opened, she said, “Hello, I’m your next door neighbor, Anne Hill.  I want to welcome you to the neighborhood.”

“It’s nice to meet you.  I’m Merritt Rollins,” the woman replied and shook Anne’s hand.

“Oh, I know,” Anne said.  “I saw your name on your box.  It’s nice to meet you too.  I just wondered if you by chance could join our bridge group this afternoon.  We’re short one today.”

“Oh, I’m a lousy player,” Merritt replied.



“Well, don’t worry; we’re all equally awful, “ Anne said, smiling.

Oblique version (39 words):
Anne rang her new neighbor’s bell.  After introductions she got right to the point and asked her to substitute in her bridge group that afternoon.

“I’m a lousy player,” Merritt replied.

Anne smiled. “Don’t worry. We’re all equally awful.”

Internal monologue, or thoughts – When a person is thinking something but does not speak it aloud, the most common convention in American publishing is not to put the words in quotes but to print them in italics.   Use the present tense unless the thoughts are about something that took place in the past.  See example in dialogue below. 

Rules are made to be broken for special purpose or effect, but know what you are doing.  
Improve & tighten the following. The main point of this plot section is a mail mix-up.
Tony Smith had just turned the shower off when he heard his cell phone ringing.  He grabbed a towel, wrapped it around him, and dashed into his bedroom to try to locate where he had left his cell.  He saw it on the dresser beside his sunglasses and grabbed it with a still-damp hand. “Hello?” he said breathlessly.

“Is this Tony Smith?” a woman’s voice asked.

“Yes, I’m Tony Smith,” he answered.

“Well, I’m your new neighbor,” the voice intoned.  “My name is Tonya Smith.”

“Well, it’s nice to meet another Smith, Tonya,” Tony enthused.

“We’re a dime a dozen,” Tonya quipped.

“I think we’re worth more than that,” he parried.

Tonya sounded irritated when she told him, “I think we’re going to have a big problem with our mail.”

She sounds mad at me for some reason, he thought, so he asked, “Why do you say that?” 

 “I have a stack of mail addressed to Tony Smith,” she complained.  “But I’m not getting any mail in my own name.  My first name is spelled like yours except it has an a on the end of it.  Our mail carrier obviously can’t read.  I’ve gotten your mail for three days in a row.  Did any of my mail get delivered to you?” 

“Um, no, I don’t think so,” he muttered.

“Will you go check? I’ve been expecting a really important document all week, and if that half-wit postal carrier has misdelivered it, I’m in big trouble,” she grumbled.  

“Can I call you back in about ten minutes?”

“I’ll be waiting.  Good-bye,” she said.

“Good-bye,” said Tony.







(266 words)

Tony Smith answered his cell phone with hands still wet from his shower.  The voice of his new neighbor, Tonya Smith, sounded irritated.

“I think we’re going to have a big problem with our mail,” she said.

When he asked why, she explained there was only one letter difference in their names, and she had been getting his mail for the past three days.  “Did any of my mail get delivered to you?” she asked.

“I don’t think so.” 

“Will you go check? I’ve been expecting a really important document all week, and if that half-wit postal carrier has misdelivered it, I’m in big trouble.”


       (105 words)

