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Introduction

Poor dialogue is one of the main reasons for a publisher’s reader glazing over when reading a first-time novel, where the author has seen fit to include every superfluous utterance of every-day speech. The purpose of dialogue is to move the story along and to give added dimension to the characters through what they say, and often think. Creating Meaningful Dialogue helps to get rid of the dross from your typescript and retain the gold in the story. Try to incorporate the exercises given at the end of each chapter into your own writing where appropriate and see how it improves the flow of the dialogue by making the characters come alive. With added input from publishers and publisher’s readers, this book is invaluable for all would-be novelists and fiction writers.


Chapter One

Speech Therapy

“Damn!” said the Duchess – is probably one of the most famous opening snatches of dialogue in contemporary literature and yet no one seems to know where it originally came from. A Google entry suggests Agatha Christie but I’ve yet to locate it in my complete collection of Dame Agatha’s creations. Regardless of its provenance, however, this opening line is arresting, or was in its day. “Damn” was still a gentleman’s oath during mid-war years and rarely uttered in female company never mind attributing it to a lady of such high social standing. So, an opening line such as ‘“Damn,” said the Duchess’ was written to shock, to intrigue, to grab the readers’ attention – which it certainly did.

Simon Raven used a similar shock tactic some 75-years later with the opening for Islands of Sorrow: “Last night,” said Adam Ogilvie, “I dreamt I had two pricks.” “Where was the second one?” I enquired. This conversation was taking place between two former soldiers and no longer has the power to shock but still managed to intrigue and grab the reader’s attention, especially as it was written by literature’s premier enfant terrible of the time. Here dialogue provides that essential ‘hook’ that writing tutors talk about for setting the opening of the novel; without that captivating hook the novel flounders before it even gets off the first page. A snappy one-liner uttered by the novel’s principal character still has the power to grip the imagination and get the reader gasping for more lines of captivating dialogue.

The Chambers Concise Dictionary’s definition of ‘dialogue’ is ‘conversation between two or more people, especially of a formal or imaginary nature; the lines spoken by characters in plays, films, novels, etc; an exchange of views in the hope of ultimately reaching agreement’. Sounds quite easy and straightforward? On the contrary. Good dialogue is extremely difficult to write and taking into account that – by rule of thumb – a novel should consist of 50-60 per cent dialogue, we begin to realise just how important it is to understand the mechanics of it if we are going to produce a saleable novel.

Publishers from one John Hunt Publishing imprint often act as readers for the other imprints, and are asked to prepare readers’ reports for a wide variety of novels aimed at an even wider variety of genres. And the most common fault that throws a spanner in the works in the readability stakes is the poor use of dialogue – either pages of meaningless rambling, or hardly any dialogue at all. In fact, as Compass Books author Susan Palmquist so rightly observes in How To Write A Romance Novel, dialogue can make or break a story.

Dialogue has several roles to play in novel writing but these tricks should be used in tandem with the narrative, not as a replacement. For example it can be used to:


•  move the plot along

•  reveal character and personality

•  impart information

•  condense history or background

•  introduce drama

•  deliberately mislead

•  cause confusion

•  inject humour



Move the plot along

If we’re writing a family saga we will follow our characters literally from the cradle to the grave but in the majority of novels, we begin with the current day’s action – which means there are large gaps to be filled in along the way. Background detail can be added quickly by characters who were around at the time recounting their memories of what happened under a variety of different circumstances pertaining to the plot. A good example is the way the dialogue with researchers, librarians or archivists is included in the television programme Who Do You Think You Are? – there is an economy of language in the programme editing that moves the story along to fit the one hour slot while still conveying the important points of the story. Elderly relatives and family friends are useful for this particular technique and are characters that can be wheeled in purely for this purpose – and wheeled out again.

In Douglas Kennedy’s novel The Woman in the Fifth, the background information for the story was supplied by a friend of the main character keeping him informed by e-mail of what was happening on the other side of the world – the emails counting as dialogue. Using this device means that information can be included at the right time in the narrative without any lengthy preliminary build-up; it can also be used without the need for a character having a valid reason for being in a particular location in order to receive the information. Or finding old letters, or diaries – such as those used by Harlan Coben in Play Dead, where the descendants discover a dire family secret that pulls all the strands of the mystery together as they discuss it between themselves.

Reveal character and personality

The personality, and often character, of a person can be portrayed in the way they speak. We can also learn a lot from well-written television where snappy lines have been written around often-conflicting characters. Study the popular series New Tricks, for instance and the diverse characters who deliver the dialogue: the abrasive and ambitious female lead, Sandra; Jack, the grieving widower and former murder squad detective; lecherous Gerry and the compulsive-obsessive alcoholic Brian. As The Guardian’s reviewer wrote: “Fresh, original and funny … for a masterclass in effortless character acting look no further.” The sharp, witty dialogue is set against a brutal backdrop of murder but the scriptwriting allows each character to stamp their own mark on each episode through the medium of good dialogue.

Television drama at its best is often the best way to study how to write dialogue since scriptwriting has to make every line count by being both pertinent to the story and the character delivering the lines. We watch the finished visual product but in the creative stages, the scriptwriter is ‘seeing’ the characters speaking the lines in his mind’s eye – just as the novelist is doing when putting words into their characters’ mouths. Where the story is characterled the dialogue focuses on building the main character(s); where the story is plot-led the drama doesn’t have time for extraneous dialogue and the mood is often set by the banter between colleagues or friends during the action. Crime thriller writers Jonathan Kellerman, Harlan Coben and Michael Connelly are excellent examples of this technique.

Impart information

Sometimes it’s necessary to impart technical or background information to the reader and rather than using pages of research notes to pad out the story, one character can give the information to another in a variety of different scenarios. Usually this type of information is an important part of the story and needs to be covered in some depth within the narrative – but often over a period of time. In Riptide by Lincoln Preston, and possibly the best treasure hunt adventure since Treasure Island, the author uses pages of the kidnapped architect’s coded journal to add to the sense of 17th-century drama coupled with 21st-century technology, while the ensuing dialogue between the members of the team explains things in lay-terms to the reader.

The Wild Horseman is set during the first two weeks of WWII following Dunkirk, and the dialogue is taken from actual events and happenings that were reported on a weekly basis by The War Illustrated, the British propaganda newspaper of the time. The whole novel revolves around two characters whose mission is to bring two valuable racehorses back to England before they can be requisitioned by the advancing German army. The text is mainly dialogue as the older man tries to teach a naive 16-year old girl how to live off the land and survive the perils they encounter. At the start, dialogue is formal as it would have been between a 1930s landowner and a stable-girl, but as the adventure unfolds and the camaraderie grows, the conversation develops into something much more relaxed and familiar.

By contrast Polar Shift by Clive Cussler tries to avert a catastrophic event that will cause earthquakes, lava eruptions, tsunamis and giant whirlpools in what is best described as a science fiction adventure. The dialogue between the scientists leaves no room for lay-person’s terminology so any problematic theories are dealt with by another member of the team asking questions to clarify the situation, especially when the subject under discussion isn’t his particular discipline and he needs an explanation.

Condense history or background

Even contemporary novels require a certain amount of ‘history’ or background to give the characters a setting in which to act. A conversation between two people is an effective way of providing this information where a long screed of detail would throw the narrative out of kilter. For example:


“You know Simon’s background, of course. Father was a Billingsgate porter who married a coloured dancer,” remarked Betty.




“No, I didn’t know, but that must account for those sultry good looks,” replied Babs.




“Personally, I find him rather oily,” came the response.




You old cat, thought Babs, you didn’t think like that at Veronica’s 40th when you tried to get him into your bedroom.



Fuller details of Simon’s parentage can be dealt with in depth where appropriate in the narrative, but for now it’s only hinted at during a bout of gossip to give the reader a tang of mystery. The question of how Simon improved himself socially is what would encourage the reader to read on.

Introduce drama

All novels contain an element of drama – a series of exciting, tense, tragic events that bring out the vices and virtues of the characters. Even the most genteel romance needs to have tension to give substance to a story and this is often created by one character alluding to some mysterious happening that subsequently erupts into a full-scale drama. Using dialogue to create drama can be an overheard conversation, or a repeated exchange that is quoted out of context – deliberately or otherwise. The introduction of drama is all a matter of timing and a technique that can often be used to kick-start a flagging story-line: “Did you know that your mother had an affair with the Aga Khan?” cousin Millie asked a little too casually – is the kind of line that would produce a reaction under any circumstances.

Perhaps the ace of writers of this technique is non-fiction writer Richard Preston (and brother of fiction author Douglas Preston), a science writer who tells his factual stories in the style of a novel. The Hot Zone and First Light are light years away from each other in subject matter but by using the technique of writing dialogue for the real people featured in the text, there is a very human interest angle injected into these dramatic true stories.

Deliberately mislead

Misunderstanding is the other essential element of the novel because without the misunderstandings between the principal characters the story has no momentum. This is, of course, the quintessential verbal ‘red herring’ so important to the thriller writer and particularly Agatha Christie who was so adept at misleading her readers into suspecting completely the wrong person until the dénouement tidies up all the loose ends.

In my horror novel, Whittlewood, I used an interview with a journalist to include an extract from a book to side-step a pertinent question about the personal beliefs of the speaker and to provide some important background information about the character:


“The few journalists I have talked to, seem to prefer ideas in set out paragraphs, in words they can spell. For the benefit of your readership I’ll quote you a passage by William James, which is far more eloquent than I could ever be. Bearing in mind he made his observations in 1890, very few original ideas have actually been added since.” She indicated with her hand that she wished him to use his small tape recorder and removing a book from the shelf, began to read.

“The phenomena are there, lying broadcast over the surface of history. No matter where you open its pages, you find things recorded under the name of divinations, inspirations, demoniacal possessions, apparitions, traces, ecstasies, miraculous healings, productions of disease and occult powers, possessed by peculiar individuals over persons and things in their neighbourhood.

“We suppose that mediumship originated in Rochester and animal magnetism with Mesmer but one look behind the pages of official history, in personal memoirs, legal documents, popular narratives and books of anecdote, and you will find that there never was a time when these things were not reported just as abundantly as now … a public no less large keeps and transmits from generation to generation the traditions and practices of the occult.”

There was a brief silence in the room as she replaced the book.

“Do you want me to quote James?”

“As you wish but I doubt if either you or I could explain any better where my ideas come from. I don’t go in for gore, my style is to create a story around historical phenomena that hopefully encourages people to consider the paranormal as something perfectly natural.”

“Natural?”

“Just because there is no immediate explanation on tap, it doesn’t mean that it’s unnatural or that a solution doesn’t exist.”



This short extract serves a triple purpose in that it shifts the onus of defining the main character’s belief onto another author, and imparts information pertinent to the story – while indicating that the character has little time or trust when it comes to journalists.

The conversation between the US President and the television anchor-woman in the opening chapters of Edwin Corley’s Sargasso prevents a potentially damaging broadcast from going out as the two characters bandy words in an almost flirtatious manner. By the time the woman realises that the compliments and small talk are serving a different purpose, the FBI have moved in and everyone is being detained – with the minimum amount of fuss and news coverage! It is not until the dialogue at the end of the novel that the President’s motives are made clear but up until then he’s been considered the bad guy.
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