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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. 

 

[00:19:10] 

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 Monroe's 

country widows said, please put a sock in it. Dialogue ought to be the jewel in our crown as fiction 

writers. 

 

[00:19:31] 

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. 

 

[00:20:00] 

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 taped an 

interview or transcribed an actual conversation quickly realizes. What we don't want in fiction is to 

read dialogue completely echoes how people actually talk. 

 

[00:20:31] 

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. 



 

 

[00:21:00] 

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. 

 

[00:21:30] 

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. 

 

[00:22:07] 

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. 

 

[00:22:38] 

To paraphrase a very opinionated and old fashioned writer, Sydney 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. 

 

[00:23:05] 

Subtext, good, [LAUGH] exposition, bad. [LAUGH] Now that our children, despite numerous 

setbacks, are 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. 

 

[00:23:34] 

Although, of course, there are occasions when characters are flagrantly stating the obvious. Now 

that you're unemployed, can't you wash the dishes? 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. 

 

[00:24:13] 

And to follow through on that, the British novelist, Ford Maddux 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. 

 

[00:24:50] 

Your petunias are looking grand Mrs. Ashton, I said waving my umbrella towards her exuberant 

window-boxes. I notice 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. 

 

[00:25:14] 

I think most readers of fiction really look forward to dialogue. Dialogue creates energy and space in 

the 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. 

 



 

[00:25:47] 

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. 

 

[00:26:14] 

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. 

 

[00:26:39] 

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 have brought Wellington's, Tabitha said. etc. Obviously, the second takes a lot longer, but I 

can show more about Tabitha and Rachel and their relationship. 

 

[00:27:07] 

Not all dialogue occurs in full scenes. Brief moments of dialogue, quotations, or what I would call 

mini-scenes of which Alice Monroe 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, where we were all gathered on the bridge to watch my brother fish, she would 

remark that she had heard that buttercups emit a dangerous gas. 

 

[00:27:39] 

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. 

 

[00:28:10] 

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. 

 

[00:28:28] 

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 page. 

 

[00:28:56] 

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. 

 

[00:29:14] 

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. 

 

[00:29:40] 

The telephone represents a special challenge for the contemporary writer because so many 

conversations do nowadays take place on the phone. So, once again I would say that rudeness or 

implied politeness has its place. Perhaps not every character has to introduce Harold 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. 

 

[00:30:12] 

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 

very 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. 

 

[00:30:42] 

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 warmly. You're telling the reader 

something new. 

 

[00:31:08] 

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. 

 

[00:31:46] 

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 dialogue, or everyone talk in fiveline 
speeches. 

 

[00:32:13] 

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. 

 

[00:32:39] 

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. 

 

[00:33:04] 

I'm not suggesting for a moment you change the point of view of the story. But that you then take 

what you learned from that re-writing, 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. 

 

[00:33:29] 

So if you're conducting an experiment, why not look at one of your predecessors and see whether, 

for instance, you really enjoy as a reader, dialogue without punctuation marks, dialogue that is 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. 

 

[00:33:57] 

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 the slice of toast in one efficient smear. 

Then make me think of our dog Nero. Both the first and the second work well, but either can 

become repetitive if overused. 

 

[00:34:25] 



 

And sometimes adding the gesture, buttering a slice of toast, onto the dialogue, on to 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 Achille's heel, the rhetorical question. 

 

[00:34:55] 

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 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. 

 

[00:35:20] 

And to change some of my rhetorical questions into statements, which is, in fact, what they really 

are. 

 

>> Welcome back. Doesn't Margot Livesey just have an amazing accent? 

 

>> Yes she does [LAUGH]. 

 

>> It's so delightful. I hope you all enjoy my talk and Margot's talk. And I'm curious, Chris, is there 

a book that stands out in your mind as far as handling a large cast of characters very successfully? 

 

[00:35:48] 

>> There are many books and I was just thinking that there's nothing more irritating than to read a 

large cast of characters and you can't keep them straight. But because I was just in Cartagena,  

Colombia and I went on a wonderful Gabriel Garcia Marquez tour, and started thinking about 

Autumn of the Patriarch, and A Hundred Years of Solitude. 

 

[00:36:11] 



 

Each character in those novels is so vivid, and the reason that they're vivid is because he has such a 

terrific eye for details. And I'm remembering this story about his first night in Cartagena. There was 

just an assassination in Bogota and he had no money at all, so he slept on a park bench. 

 

[00:36:32] 

And of course, he violated the curfew and was arrested, but what did the police do before they took 

him to jail? They took him to a restaurant for dinner and fed him. Now that's the kind of detail that 

only Garcia Marquez could come up with, but it's what makes for a memorable story. 

 

[00:36:50] 

>> Food is definitely an entry point and a way to kind of plant characters, and separate them from 

one another, and differentiate them. I remember in my novel, early on there's the character Tina. 

And one of the many siblings, Russel, it's the first time we're seeing them, and they have this 

argument over the chicken that she's making for a woman's ministry retreat. 

 

[00:37:09] 

And it's a moment that sort of solidifies both of them. And it's all about just making chicken for 

people to eat so, definitely. 

 

>> And it makes us hungry, as readers, right? 

 

>> Exactly. 

 

>> Onward. 


