DIALOGUE

Whilst dialogue in films may seem natural and authentic, it is in fact very different to real-life conversation. As an exercise, try recording a real conversation, and then play it back. You will notice how rambling and un-engaging it is.

When we speak we 

· Hesitate

· Say ‘um’ and ‘ah’

· Say something and change our mind in the middle of the sentence

· Loose the thread of what we are saying

· Stop when other people interrupt us and interrupt other people

· Use a dozen words when a couple would do

· Often never get to the point at all

Since your film should be about the most significant episode of a character’s life, you must be select in choosing the words you give them.  Film is a metaphor, not real life; all dialogue must be functional to the story. 

Thus dramatic dialogue in a script is simulated ‘natural’ dialogue. It is honed and filtered and meticulously selected.  Script dialogue needs to be a great deal wittier and sharper than most of us produce in natural conversation. 

For instance – characters that are typified as stupid, mentally lazy or naïve are not given boring lines. An example is Joel Cohen’s Fargo. Jerry is presented as a naïve, timid figure who prefers to shy away from action.  However, a ‘boring’ guy under pressure prove very funny:

                         MARGE

               So how do you - have you done any

               kind of inventory recently?

                         JERRY

               The car's not from our lot, ma'am.

                         MARGE

               but do you know that for sure

               without -

                         JERRY

               Well, I would know.  I'm the

               Executive Sales Manager.

                         MARGE

               Yah, but -

                         JERRY

               We run a pretty tight ship here.

                         MARGE

               I know, but - well, how do you

               establish that, sir?  Are the

               cars, uh, counted daily or what

               kind of -

                         JERRY

               Ma'am, I answered your question.

There is a silent beat.

                         MARGE

               ...  I'm sorry, sir?

                         JERRY

               Ma'am, I answered your question.

               I answered the darn -  I'm

               cooperating here, and I...

                         MARGE

               Sir, you have no call to get

               snippy with me.  I'm just doin'

               my job here.

                         JERRY

               I'm not, uh, I'm not arguin' here.

               I'm cooperating...  There's no, uh

               - we're doin' all we can...
He trails off into silence.

                         MARGE

               Sir, could I talk to Mr. Gustafson?

Jerry stares at her.

                         MARGE

               ...  Mr. Lundegaard?

Jerry explodes:

                         JERRY

               Well, heck, if you wanna, if you

               wanna play games here!  I'm

               workin' with ya on this thing, but

               I...

He is getting angrily off his feet.

                         JERRY

               Okay, I'll do a damned lot count!

                         MARGE

               Sir?  Right now?

                         JERRY

               Sure right now!  You're darned

               tootin'!
Jerry’s language is highly revealing. This is a man under stress, trying to cover up the fact that he has just had his wife assassinated.  Given the situation, however, his language is reserved and twee. The tensions at play are dealt with brilliantly. On the one hand Jerry is from a sleepy village, reflected by his ‘hick’ like vocabulary, yet at the same time he is implicit in a murder. We see how functional the dialogue is and how much it tells us about the character. We also see how heightened conversation is when put under tension. 

There is no excuse for making your characters boring. The Dude in The Big Lebowski is another good example. Quintessentially cool and laid back, his language is nevertheless strategic:

The Dude blows bubbles.

VOICE

We want that money, Lebowski.  Bunny said you were good for it.

Hands haul the Dude out of the toilet. The Dude blubbers and gasps for air.

VOICE

                         Where's the money, Lebowski!

His head is plunged back into the toilet.

VOICE

Where's the money, Lebowski!

The hands haul him out again, dripping and gasping.

VOICE

WHERE'S THE FUCKING MONEY, SHITHEAD!

DUDE

               It's uh, it's down there somewhere.  

               Lemme take another look.
His head is plunged back in.

No moment is wasted in the dialogue. This last utterance is the first time we hear him speak and rather than using any response, the Dude is given one with surprising philosophical depth and resonance; even when faced with catastrophe, the Dude is still relaxed and contemplative. There is a sense of resignation to his fate  - in essence he is asking for his head to be put down the toilet again. It demonstrates the Dude doesn’t suffer bullies easily and refuses to be hurried or pushed in anyway. It shows a strength of character and makes an unlikely figure a hero because he stands up to the antagonist in his own way. 

As a result, we see the dialogue is highly functional. Much of the film is about the ability of a man to be persuaded into doing something he doesn’t want to.  This dialogue ironically shows a contradiction in the Dude’s nature. On the one hand he stands up to bullies, yet he is unable to stand up to his friends. 

Because of this ‘flaw’ or ‘contradiction’, the audience identifies with him immediately;  we recognise him as ‘human’. With every successful protagonist, it is essential that the audience builds sympathy for the character as soon as possible as it is through this emotional commitment to the character that we are dragged through the story. 

The way to show a character is a ‘slacker’ is not by giving him slack speech. You have to demonstrate their inner logic and moral values. It is important to consider that people are never stupid. They just relate to the outside world in a different way and often are simply poor communicators. You must give a window on their inner world through dialogue. 


If we look at Forrest Gump, one notices that his dialogue is written very simply.  At the same time, however, this gives us an important insight into the intricacies of his character early on.

EXT. PARK - DAY

A BLACK WOMAN in a nurse's outfit steps up and sits down at the bus bench next to Forrest. The nurse begins to read a magazine as Forrest looks at her.

FORREST

Hello. My name's Forrest Gump.

He opens a box of chocolates and holds it out for the nurse.

FORREST

You want a chocolate?

The nurse shakes her head, a bit apprehensive about this 

strange man next to her.

FORREST

I could eat about a million and a half of these. My momma always said, "Life was like a box of chocolates. You never know what you're gonna get."

This shows that Forrest has a lack of understanding of small details but he does understand greater, more philosophical concepts such as fate. Another quote;  ‘Stupid is as stupid does’ shows his strong moral code.  He realises that true intelligence is achieved through the way one conducts oneself. 

Let us now look at witty speech. A good example is in Erin Brokovitch: 

ERIN

 You want my number?

                              GEORGE

               I do.

                              ERIN

               Which number do you want, George?

                              GEORGE

               You got more than one?

                              ERIN

               Shit, yeah.  I got numbers coming out of

               my ears.  Like, for instance, ten.

                              GEORGE

               Ten?

                              ERIN

               Sure.  That's one of my numbers.  It's

               how many months old my little girl is.

                              GEORGE

               You got a little girl?

                              ERIN

               Yeah.  Sexy, huh?  And here's another:

               five.  That's how old my other daughter

               is.  Seven is my son's age.  Two is how

               many times I been married and divorced.

               You getting all this?  16 is the

               number of dollars in my bank account.

               454-3943 is my phone number.  And with

               all the numbers I gave you, I'm guessing

               zero is the number of times you're gonna

               call it.

     She turns and heads inside.  He calls out after her:

                              GEORGE

               How the hell do you know your bank

               balance right off the top of your head

               like that?  See, that impresses me.
In a brief amount of time, profound insights into Brokovitz’s character are revealed. She is cynical, having been let down by men, defensive -turning people away on her own terms, but at the same time, the dialogue creates tension with the romantic interest. From their first meeting it seems impossible that they would get together after this introduction. 

This scene certainly stands by the screenwriters’ mantra, never put two people in the same room who agree with each other. It gives them greater emotional journeys as characters and creates tension. In addition, it is an excellent way to get across exposition. For instance we learn here that she has been married and divorced two times. W e are less aware of exposition w hen it is communicated through tension. Ironically it seems more ‘natural’. 

Another excellent example of a quick-witted character is Will in Good Will Hunting. 
INT. SEAN'S OFFICE -- NIGHT

Will sits across from Sean.

                        SEAN

           So you might be working for Uncle Sam.

                        WILL

           I don't know.

                        SEAN

           Gerry says the meeting went well.

                        WILL

           I guess.

                        SEAN

           What did you think?

                        WILL

           What did I think?

A beat. Will has obviously been stewing on this.

                        WILL (cont'd)

           Say I'm working at N.S.A. Somebody

           puts a code on my desk, something nobody

           else can break. So I take a shot at

           it and maybe I break it. And I'm real

           happy with myself, 'cause I did my job

           well. But maybe that code was the

           location of some rebel army in North

           Africa or the Middle East. Once they

           have that location, they bomb the

           village where the rebels were hiding

           and fifteen hundred people I never had

           a problem with get killed.

                 (rapid fire)

           Now the politicians are sayin' "send

           in the Marines to secure the area"

           'cause they don't give a shit. It

           won't be their kid over there, gettin'

           shot. Just like it wasn't them when

           their number got called, 'cause they

           were pullin' a tour in the National

           Guard. It'll be some guy from Southie

           takin' shrapnel in the ass. And he

           comes home to find that the plant he

           used to work at got exported to the

           country he just got back from.

           And the guy who put the shrapnel in

           his ass got his old job, 'cause he'll

           work for fifteen cents a day and no

           bathroom breaks.

           Meanwhile my buddy from Southie realizes

           the only reason he was over there was

           so we could install a government that

           would sell us oil at a good price.

           And of course the oil companies used

           the skirmish to scare up oil prices so

           they could turn a quick buck. A cute,

           little ancillary benefit for them but

           it ain't helping my buddy at two-fifty

           a gallon. And naturally they're takin'

           their sweet time bringin' the oil back

           and maybe even took the liberty of

           hiring an alcoholic skipper who likes

           to drink seven and sevens and play

           slalom with the icebergs and it ain't

           too long 'til he hits one, spills the

           oil, and kills all the sea-life in the

           North Atlantic. So my buddy's out of

           work and he can't afford to drive so

           he's got to walk to the job interviews

           which sucks 'cause the shrapnel in his

           ass is givin' him chronic hemorrhoids.

           And meanwhile he's starvin' 'cause every

           time he tries to get a bite to eat the

           only blue-plate special they're servin'

           is North Atlantic scrod with Quaker State.

A beat.

                        WILL (cont'd)

           So what'd I think? I'm holdin' out

           for somethin' better. I figure I'll

           eliminate the middle man. Why not

           just shoot my buddy, take his job and

           give it to his sworn enemy, hike up

           gas prices, bomb a village, club a

           baby seal, hit the hash pipe and join

           the National Guard? Christ, I could

           be elected President.

                        SEAN

           Do you think you're alone?
This is an extremely long monologue for a film. However, it is well thought through, witty, concise, and also gives us an insight into his moral world – Will is not prepared to go against his moral values for money and success. Importantly it marks a transition in Will’s character – not only did he go to the interview (something he was previously against), but has strengthened his inner moral law. It makes us admire him; we are fascinated by his intelligence and wit. 

Of course, in reality he is just a fictional character and this monologue may have taken weeks to research. Once you have the function you are trying to express through your dialogue, it is not too hard to write it so it is interesting. After all you have all the time in the world to come up with words that a character is meant to have thought off the top of his head. 

The function of the dialogue here is to show Will’s strong stance against the establishment. It is also to indicate the fact that he is lonely. Why else would he construct such elaborate defences?  

To reiterate once more, characters in films should always be under PRESSURE. Hence, their wit will always be sharpened and their views strong. You get the best out of people when they are pressurised. 

Also, remember that you have no excuse but to write good dialogue. Whilst the characters must come across as spontaneous, you have all the time you need. All you have to do is write something that has a depth of research or a level of wit, then put it into the vernacular of the character.

However, don’t use wit for the sake of it.  Consider these examples taken from Rib Davies’ ‘Writing Dialogue for Scripts’: 

Father: Don’t argue with me. I’m your father!

Daughter: So what?

Rather: So do as you are told!
The father expects to be obeyed. The girl is slightly resentful and gives a cliché answer, but the man’s final remark is a clear indication of his authority and their relationship.

Father: Don’t argue with me. I’m your farther!

Daughter: And that makes you right?

A more intelligent answer from the daughter. It suggests she is capable of the logical deduction that paternity has absolutely nothing to do with the merits of the argument. If he replies, 

Father:  …..so do as you are told!

It suggests he is not capable of, nor prepared to enter into an argument based on reason and appears the weaker of the two characters. 

Father:  Don’t argue with me. I’m your father!

Daughter: You sure?
Totally different relationship suggested. One flip remark or smart retort, that might seem as you write it to brighten up the dialogue, can leave you stuck with attitudes you had not intended and that do not fit in properly with the rest of the story. If you have defined your character strongly enough, this will be avoided, however.  

Try basing your characters on real people you know. As a writer you should make continuous notes on the words and phrases people use. Every interchange between the characters should “illuminate” different aspects of the main character. At the end of the Good Will Hunting extract we have:

SEAN

           Do you think you're alone?
A clever twist – we expect Sean to be as engrossed in Will Hunting’s monologue as we are, but in fact he has been keeping his cool and has been listening from a professional perspective.  It is as illuminating for Sean’s character as it is for Will Hunting’s. 

It is essential to let your characters mature, let them speak to you. 

Callie Khouri, writer of Thelma and Louise says, ‘I think it’s something like preparing the soil for planting,” she says. “What I’ll do is go out in the backyard in the morning, and just sit there and try to open myself up and let the characters come to me; let them talk to me. So much of writing is about getting quiet enough so you can hear your characters talking. Sometimes I felt they choose you because they know you’re listening. You just have to shut up and listen.’
Geena Davis who starred in Thelma and Louise once said in an interview that if she wanted to know what kind of toothpaste Thelma used she could call Khouri and she would know right away. 

The way people speak and the vocabulary they use are usually positive indications of their class, background, occupation, temperament and attitudes. It frequently happens that a short telephone conversation with someone we have never actually met leaves us with an indelible impression of what the person is like. However, impressions can be false and vocabulary and accents can and are commonly used to deliberately build preconceptions in the minds of the audience, only to contract them later. .

In the words of Lewis Herman who wrote ‘A Practical Manual of Screen Playwriting’, 

‘The stubborn bite off each word with clipped determination: the meek meander along with faltering ‘uh’s’ and ‘ah’s’ and interjected ‘ands’; the pedantic use long-winded sentences; the strong willed speak with determination; the aged speak slowly, contemplatively; the young gust out their thoughts like a spring freshet; poetic folks use high-flown tropes; the dull and unimaginative resort continually to clichés.’
· Be constantly alert for colourful expressions to flesh out characters and bring originality and individuality to the script. 

· Make sure the speech patterns and vocabulary of the characters varies. Make sure they don’t all just speak as you do.

· Make sure your jargon is accurate – don’t try and portray slang from the East London Asian community unless you are familiar with it. You will just show yourself up as ignorant and badly researched. It is the same for technical or professional lingo. 

· But don’t overdo it and make your dialogue unintelligible. It should just push as the boundaries of the audiences frame of reference. 

· Language is a living thing – make sure it is up to date or accurate for the time period you are portraying. If it is a period piece, watch plays or film from the era and read novels for authentic phrases. 

· Try and avoid clichés. This is a trap that is easy to fall into when writing a thriller because you cannot avoid the situations. But you must try and think of original replacements for ‘That’s a risk I’ll have to take’. Or There’s no time to explain’ or ‘Before I kill you , tell me what you have told your associates.’ . Unless you are writing James Bond where clichés are what gives the film longevity. 

· Sometimes spaces between words or unfinished sentences can say more than the words themselves – pregnant pauses between two lovers – can say more than a bitter argument between them.

· Terminology can demonstrate political attitudes. Left wingers:  ‘The Soviet Union’, ‘a Chinese’, ‘Mrs Joan Smith’, and ‘Britain’ Right wingers: ‘Russia’, a ‘Chinaman’, Mr Joan Smith’, and ‘Great Britain

When writing characters, you have to make them talk if they are to ring true, but once again, you must try to think of original replacements, analogies and expression that seem somehow to have a familiar feel about them even though they are original to you. You have to make the characters original – just because they are cockney, don’t give them typical cockney expressions. IN Lock Stock AND TWO SMOKING BARRELS, the characters talk cockney, but in a way that makes them not just cockney characters, but interesting cockney characters. 

Conclusion

Know your characters intimately – this will inform how they react to situations. Know the purpose of each scene – give it a goal so you know where the dialogue is heading. Like everything else in the script, dialogue should ultimately move plot forward and illuminate character – preferably both. 

