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-If in the last session we talked about how to build a world in this session in the two videos we have 
for your enjoyment we will talk about how to animate that world, first through the creation of 
character in the craft talk that the Iranian writer and alumnus of the IWP Mahsa Mohebali talks 
about and then in the art of dialogue by the Scottish writer Margot Livesey. Mahsa Mohebali is the 
author of many books including the collections of stories The Voices and Lovemaking and 
Footnotes as well as most recently a novel called Don't Worry. 

-And Margot Livesey is the author of seven novels including The Flight of Gemma Hardy and she's 
brand new faculty at the Iowa Writers' Workshop. 

-I think the most important thing for a writer is that you know we shouldn't be a writer just for the 
time we sit at the table and we start to write. It doesn't work. When you want to write you should be 
a writer all of your life. For example when you take a shower, when you make love, when you are 
shopping, whatever you do you should be a writer and you should think about... you must think 
about what you write. 

And of course if you want to write a novel and you create a character it would be really helpful if 
always you think as if the protagonist lives inside you and you do all of the things from the point of 
view of him or her, how she drives, how she takes a shower, how she cooks, how she... and I know, 
it makes you crazy, but it's the way that you can really feel the character which you want to make and 
create. 

When you make a character, it's like an iceberg. Most of your character is under the water, and you 
show just one-sixth of your character to your audience, but you should know, you must know the 
other parts under the water. For example even if you don't mention it in your book, you should 
know how tall she is, how fat she is, how she laughs, and all the history of the character. You should 
know all of it. And if you open up a file on your computer and write about a character as much as 
you can, even find some picture from somewhere, some people, and put that... always look at her or 
him and imagine that this is my character, she lived with this family. This happened when for 
example when she's six, this happens to her and that and that and that. Maybe you never use them in 
your book, but knowing them will help you make your character better, create it better. I think this is 
the most important thing for creating characters. 

And the other thing I always think is important for a writer... when you start writing, you write and 
the day after you come back and you think that they are not good, but don't erase them. Just make 
another folder and put all of the things you don't like at that moment to that folder like a closet. Put 
them there and then go further. Maybe someday you get back to your closet and find some part 
really fantastic and you can put them back. So in this way you are free to erase things because you 
know that you don't lose them. You just put them somewhere else and maybe someday you can use 
them. 
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I always act like a documentary director of a movie. I make a lot of shots, for example, of this scene. 
I write a scene and put it in a folder. And I write another scene and put it in a folder. And a lot of 
scenes, I wrote them, and then I sit and edit them, put part of it here and put some part here. And I 
didn't go like this, write this and then this and then this, no. Sometimes I'm in a mood to write a 
fighting scene, so I write that part. Sometimes I feel like writing making love, so I write that part. 
Sometimes I feel like I want to edit some part, so I go for it. Don't if you want to go straight write 
this and then this and then this. It doesn't work. You should feel yourself and in your feeling, just 
write them. But make sure they don't mix up. You should organize all of them in the folder so when 
you wake up in the morning and think about your writing, just OK, now I'd like to write something 
about these characters, so I go for it, this scene. And then you can edit them. Of course at the end 
then you want to mix them up and edit them like a puzzle. 

And the other thing that I do and it's a little strange, but I love it... I write in bed. I wrote one book 
of short stories and one novel, both of them are banned, but I wrote both of them in the bed. And 
nobody believes it because they are such active novels and short stories. And then people ask me 
why to work in the bed and my answer is... well I sit at the table and I try to write. After one, two, 
three hours, I feel tired. My back, everywhere. And I feel like oh, I write a lot. But when I am in the 
bed, I work for eight, nine hours and I don't feel tired. Even if I feel tired I just put my laptop there 
and just relax and then... And it makes me... the feeling that it's not work. It's enjoyable work staying 
in bed all the day. Of course it's hard; it's not easy work. But it's good for me. Of course I don't 
think writing is acting like you should always go somewhere and research, no. You should just leave. 
Leave and taste all the things and experience everything and don't be a writer as a writer, no. 

And the most important thing, the other most important because I said a lot of most important 
things... But the other thing I think is really important... when you get up in the morning and you 
want to go to the grocery and buy some things, just listen to everything that you heard: the sounds 
of birds, the car passing, all the noise around you and also try to smell everything and also try to 
remember the ambience of a room, the light, everything. If you always try to use all of your senses, 
the touch, your smell, your tongue, your ear, and your eyes, and put them together when you want 
to write a scene, don't write a scene just as dialog with two persons or a monologue. If you want to 
write a scene and use all of the senses, the smell of the room, the light of the room, the sense of 
touching the dress or a coat or everything or the taste of the tea or coffee and if you write all of 
them and then mix them with dialog you can make it make a real scene that the audience 
understands. But most of the time we forget that we should really make ambience of our work. And 
if you want to write this, you couldn't just say OK I drink a Coke and it is like that, no. You should 
create a new sense of tasting, new sense of smelling, new sense of touching and you should add 
something to the feeling of your audience so your audience goes for it and tries to touch something 
and says, Oh yes, it feels like that or, Oh, I never understood that this really smells like that, so you 
start to make your audience go for extra experience so it's very important... at first I told you that it's 
very important to be a writer always, not for your friends, just for yourself. It means at the first early 
moment you open your eyes, try to imagine that if you want to write this moment, how do you write 
it? The way you come out of your bed, the way you brush your teeth, the smell of toothpaste, the 
taste of your mouth when you're hung over. All these things help you to make your scene well done, 
I don't know, in a way. 
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-Hush! Please be quiet. Shut the hell up! Keep it down! Silence! Put a sock in it! May I kindly have 
your attention? Each of these remarks conveys the same basic information, a request for silence, but 
conveys it very differently. Clearly the speakers or the situations are different and the connotations 
are different. We'd be surprised, perhaps pleasantly, if a Robert Stone character said Hush! Or if one 
of Alice Munro's country widows said Please put a sock in it! 

Dialogue ought to be the jewel in our crown as fiction writers. It's the kind of writing we get to do 
that no one else does. Certainly playwrights don't write dialogue. It's the part of the story where the 
characters get to speak for themselves, but it can be surprisingly hard to make the jewel shine. What 
I'm going to do today is offer some observations, suggestions, questions, and I think admonitions 
about the art of dialogue. 

One of the reasons it's so hard to write good dialogue is that dialogue has to appear natural or 
lifelike in most fiction, and that's a very complicated undertaking, as anyone who's ever taped an 
interview or transcribed an actual conversation quickly realizes. What we don't want in fiction is to 
read dialogue that completely echoes how people actually talk.  

Another thing that makes dialogue difficult I think, and this is quite mysterious, is the way in which 
dialogue is connected to the narrative voice of the story. So take three writers, Ernest Hemingway, 
Deborah Eisenberg, Grace Paley. The voices in which their characters speak are subtly connected to 
those writers' very powerful narrative voices and how that connection functions is something that I 
think nobody really can explain but which we intuit as readers. 

And that brings me to another thing that readers rather wonderfully do in the presence of dialogue... 
readers for the most part willingly suspend their disbelief about the fact that first person narrators 
have one voice for telling a story and another voice for conversation. So someone can say quite 
intellectual, eloquent things as a narrator and then in dialogue be saying Awesome! and Oh, shucks! 

One reason that playwrights aren't writing dialogue is that dialogue in fiction typically includes stage 
directions, gestures, and glimpses of the setting. All of these help to create the pauses, and the 
pauses in turn help to reveal the hidden meaning of the spoken words. "I love you." She reached for 
the carving knife. "At least I think I do." Indirect speech plays a hugely important part in dialogue. 
We don't necessarily want to hear every word a character says about the weather, the traffic, their 
health, what they had for breakfast, but sometimes we do want the effect of hearing it and indirect 
speech which can summarize dialogue efficiently is immensely helpful. 

To paraphrase a very opinionated and old-fashioned writer Sidney Cox, good dialogue reveals the 
characters and advances the plot in fiction while hopefully not seeming too obvious in either 
mission. The best scenes in dialogue I would argue are doing several things at once. If a scene is only 
doing one thing, then maybe you don't need a scene. Subtext: good. Exposition: bad. "Now that our 
children, despite numerous setbacks, are safely at university, darling, and you've been promoted to 
deputy manager, it's time to finally visit Cuba and see the bathroom where Hemingway weighed 
himself each morning." We can't have too many characters talking like that in our stories, pointing 
out obvious information to each other. Although of course there are occasions when characters are 
flagrantly stating the obvious. "Now that you're unemployed, can't you wash the dishes?" 
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What we don't say or can't say or won't say is often a very powerful part of dialogue. Coming from 
Scotland, I grew up surrounded by repressed, reserved people. And I think one of the things that 
makes dialogue seem more natural or more lifelike is when people don't say the obvious, don't speak 
their deepest feelings. And to follow through on that, the British novelist Ford Madox Ford wrote a 
wonderfully eccentric book about writing in which he claims that no two characters should ever 
answer each other in conversation. If you follow this rule too strictly, you'll get very surreal and 
rather exasperating dialogue, but it's a good reminder that people answering each other too precisely 
can become tedious and artificial. "Your petunias are looking grand, Mrs. Ashton," I said, waving my 
umbrella towards her exuberant window boxes. "I noticed your granddaughter hasn't stopped in this 
month," she said, "nor last either." I praise the window boxes, but Mrs. Ashton will have none of it. 
She has something she wants to say and she's going to say it. 

I think most readers of fiction really look forward to dialogue. Dialogue creates energy and space in 
a story. In any story with more than one scene, a rhythm gradually emerges as the narrative goes 
back and forth between scene and narration or exposition or summary. As readers we gradually 
figure out this rhythm. And as writers, of course, there's the pleasure of subversion once we've 
established the rhythm. 

Another mysterious question about dialogue is what dictates the choice of whether to present 
material dramatically as a scene or in narrative or summary. One thing dialogue can do is enable the 
writer to convey information, emotional information, psychological information, of which neither 
the characters nor the narrator are yet fully aware. I would argue that dialogue is not only showing as 
opposed to telling, dialogue is showing what can't be told. And that's part of the reason it's so crucial 
in fiction writing. So for example I could write the following sentence. As they walked into the 
woods, Tabitha and Rachel argued about their chemistry test. Or I could write... As she opened the 
gate, Tabitha said to Rachel, "Did you steal my chemistry test answers again?" "No," said Rachel. 
"Why would I do that? You got a C-plus on your last exam." "We should've brought Wellingtons," 
Tabitha said. Etcetera. Obviously the second takes a lot longer but I can show more about Tabitha 
and Rachel and their relationship.  

Not all dialogue occurs in full scenes. Brief moments of dialogue, quotations, or what I would call 
mini-scenes of which Alice Munro is a mistress can be wonderfully helpful in enlivening a story. My 
mother never had a good word to say about nature. On the balmiest of May evenings after a long 
hard winter when we were all gathered on the bridge to watch my brother fish, she would remark 
that she'd heard that buttercups emit a dangerous gas, and lilacs, she went on, warming to her 
subject, can be fatal to people who are lactose intolerant. You'll see there that I'm combining indirect 
speech, summarizing the mother's conversation, while giving one quotation from her. And I stole 
the idea of lactose intolerance and lilacs from my mother-in-law who has a number of theories on 
the subject. 

I grew up not only with reserved and repressed people, but with very polite people. So of course I 
believe politeness is a virtue in daily life. We want people to ask after each other's health, to say 
please and thank you, to offer cups of tea, and comment on the weather. But politeness can make 
for very tedious dialogue in part because it often lacks subtext. So I would say that rudeness or at 
least brevity can be a useful strategy. Let us have good-mannered characters, characters with good 
manners, but perhaps the good manners can be implied rather than spelled out at length on the 
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page. So for instance...John stopped by Mary's office. "I was just going to the kitchen," he said. "I 
wondered if you'd like a cup of tea." "Oh, how kind," said Mary. "I would love a cup of tea." "Milk?" 
said John. "Yes, please," said Mary. "And do you take sugar?" said John."Just one teaspoon full," 
said Mary. "I'm trying to give it up." "Great," said John. "I'll be right back." "Do you need a hand?" 
said Mary. "No, I can manage," said John. This kind of conversation, lovely in real life, John being 
thoughtful to Mary, is usually not helpful in fiction unless for instance John is going to poison the 
cup of tea, in which case it becomes crucially relevant. 

The telephone represents a special challenge for the contemporary writer because so many 
conversation do nowadays take place on the phone. So once again I would say that rudeness or 
implied politeness has its place, that perhaps not every character has to introduce her or himself or 
describe at length that they're on the train or walking by Prairie Lights or whatever it is they're doing 
as they talk on the phone. 

In his classic book about writing The Art of Fiction, John Gardner argues persuasively about 
phonetic spelling and how it can quickly grow wearisome. And if you really think about it, phonetic 
spelling is really hard to do well. A better strategy I would argue in most dialogue is to convey how a 
character speaks by your choice of diction and your syntax. 

Adverbs should add information. "Get the monkey out of here!" I yelled loudly. "I love hostas!" Lisa 
said, enthusiastically. Loudly and enthusiastically don't tell us anything we don't already know. 
Yelling is loud. On the other hand, if you write "I love hostas," Lisa said wanly, you're telling the 
reader something new, that there's something more complicated about Lisa and her relationship 
with hostas or perhaps her relationship with the person she's talking to. 

Watch your verbs. As Ernest Hemingway and Raymond Carver demonstrate, the word 'said' can be 
used over and over. But words like reply, answer, retort, repeat, whisper, hesitate, question, argue, 
continue, add, cry, respond, stammer, stutter, etc. etc. while they're much more vivid can easily 
become repetitive and it's surprising how long your reader will remember your using the word argue 
on page two. 

I would suggest looking at the pattern of your dialogue and your prose in general. I think many 
writers fall into a habit of having everyone talk in one-and-a-half lines of a dialogue or everyone talk 
in five-line speeches and I think one of the things that brings dialogue to life is to have characters 
make speeches of different lengths. And I think as a reader you discover that lots of one-line 
dialogue can become quite tiring. 

One way to improve any scene is to rewrite it from the point of view of the non point of view 
character. I think we often bully our non point of view characters. They just get to say what's 
convenient for the point of view character or the narrator. And rewriting a scene from their point of 
view is a chance to discover what they're thinking and what they're feeling and to get their dialogue 
with gestures and glimpses of the setting to a higher level. I'm not suggesting for a moment you 
change the point of view of a story but that you then take what you've learned from that rewriting 
and revise the scene in the original point of view. 

As for punctuation, a subject that makes the heart leap up, I would say that most kinds of 
punctuation have now been experimented with in dialogue so if you're conducting an experiment, 
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why not look at one of your predecessors and see whether for instance you really enjoy as a reader a 
dialogue without punctuation marks, dialogue that has run into paragraphs, dialogue that is in italics. 
If you don't enjoy the experiment as a reader, then perhaps your readers won't enjoy that experiment 
when you try it. 

It's a good idea to vary your sentence structure and your means of attribution. "I love hostas," Lisa 
said, buttering a slice of toast. "I love hostas." Lisa buttered a slice of toast in one efficient smear. 
"They make me think of our dog, Nero." Both the first and the second work well, but either can 
become repetitive if overused and sometimes adding the gesture, buttering a slice of toast, onto the 
dialogue, onto the spoken part of the dialogue, does make the dialogue less vivid, makes us see the 
gesture a bit less vividly. 

And lastly I'd say be careful not to overuse italics, capitals, exclamation marks, and my own 
particular Achilles' Heel, the rhetorical question. For some reason I love writing rhetorical questions 
but as a reader I actually quite quickly find them rather aggravating. I don't want to have to keep 
thinking about how I'd answer a question, so I've learned in editing my first drafts to take out those 
unnecessary adverbs, to look at my verbs very closely, to vary my means of attribution, and to 
change some of my rhetorical questions into statements, which is in fact what they really are. 

-Mahsa Mohebali reminds us that we don't need to disclose everything about a character and Margot 
Livesey has reminded us that subtext is a very important part of how we create story and character. 
So what we'd like you to do for this exercise is to take those two hints about what it is to write and 
put characters, at least three, into a conversation in a scene where they don't know something about 
what one or another is speaking, or they're in an environment that's surprising and unfamiliar. So 
they might be in a traffic jam and not know what's going on up ahead of them. They might go to a 
regular club and suddenly for some strange reason the doors are locked and they don't understand 
and your characters have to kind of figure out the situation. Let misunderstanding be your friend. 
Let misunderstanding be part of the energy here. Resist easy identification of the problem. Resist 
easy solutions and let imagination emerge from what is unsaid. 

-And we're about halfway through the course now, so if you haven't had a chance to be contributing 
your writings now would be a good time to start. Writing goes in fits and starts for everybody. We all 
enter the process at different times and different stages in seasons in our lives and the only constant 
here is that make sure you write a little bit less than four hundred words. 

 


