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Cinematic Writing – Suggested Dialogue

What is the function of dialogue?


Dialogue is related to your character’s need, his hopes and dreams.


What should dialogue do? 


Dialogue must communicate information or the facts of your story to the audience. It must move the story forward. It must reveal character. Dialogue must reveal conflicts between and within characters, and emotional states and personality quirks of character; dialogue comes out of character.


—from Screenplay, by Syd Field

Of course, you already know all this about dialogue. Just as with everything else in your writing, each word of dialogue must be there for a reason. Your dialogue is a part of the whole structure of your novel, and it conveys plot and theme and character. 
Now, consider a scene from a movie in which two characters interact. Only one of the characters speaks, and the other character remains silent. Yet through the silent character’s actions, we understand what he or she is thinking—in other words, the silent character’s responses are suggested through the characters movements, facial expressions, posture, and any other myriad clues. In our own lives, we’ve probably all experienced speaking to a person who didn’t respond, and yet in retrospect we remember having a conversation, and we distinctly remember the person’s mood and responses, because we were able to interpret the person’s body language.
Exercise
(1)
Look through your novel and choose a scene that includes an exchange of dialogue between two characters. Identify two lines of the dialogue that can be rendered physically. Replace the two lines of dialogue with physical actions and concrete details that suggest the information that was presented in the dialogue. Of course, the action won’t be as literal as the dialogue, but the action should present to your reader the same basic information (agreement or disagreement, petulance, lust, or whatever).
(2) Use the same scene, or choose another scene that includes dialogue. Rewrite the scene so that one character does all the speaking, while the other character responds only with gestures and action. Let us learn about the silent character through what he or she doesn’t say, how he or she responds physically to different statements, and so on. The silent character’s part in the scene should be just as clear as the speaking character’s part, and we should come away from the scene with a clear sense of each character’s engagement in and emotional and intellectual response to the exchange.
Objective

To learn that silence can be as evocative as speech. To focus on all the different ways in which to evoke a character’s engagement in a scene.
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