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The technique of writing in-character may, at first, seem daunting*. But
instinctively you've done this all your life. After every confrontation* you've ever
had with another person, what have you done? You've rerun* the scene through
your imagination, re-creating it and rewriting it the way it should have gone
down. You've put yourself inside your own head and the head of your antagonist,
and then imaginatively reinvented the conflict beat by beat. And I'll bet that your
rewrites of life are always vivid, always effective. To write dialogue, you essentially
do the same thing you do when you rewrite life.

To create character-specific dialogue, you need to gather knowledge of human
behavior through close observations of people around you and through reading
both fiction and nonfiction. On the balance, however, the source of all fine
character writing is rooted in self-knowledge. As Anton Chekhov said: “Everything
I know about human nature I learned from me.”

Ultimately, you find your characters in yourself; you find their words in your
imagination. Ask the Magic If: “If I were this character in these circumstances,
what would [ do? What would [ say?” Then listen for the honest answer, for it is
always correct. You would do and say the human thing. The more you penetratex
the mysteries of your own humanity, the more you're able to understand the
humanity of others and the unique ways they express it. As your self-awareness
grows, you will discover you can be many people. You can create them, act them,
and speak in their voices.

“Here’s looking at you, kid.”

* daunting : discouraging through fear
* confrontation : a bold challenge / discord resulting from a clash of ideas or opinions
* rerun :a program that is broadcast again
* penetrate : pass into or through, often by overcoming resistance
/ come to understand
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We shall consider a narrative to be a chain of events in cause-effect relationship occurring in time and
space. A narrative is thus what we usually mean by the term “story,” although we shall be using that
term in a slightly different way later. Typically, a narrative begins with one situation; a series of changes
occurs according to a pattern of cause and effect; finally, a new situation arises that brings about the
end of the narrative.

All the components of our definition—causality, time, and space—are important to narratives in most
media, but causality and time are central. A random string of events is hard to perceive as a story.
Consider the following actions: “A man tosses and turns, unable to sleep. A mirror breaks. A telephone
rings.” We have trouble grasping this as a narrative because we are unable to guess at causal and
temporal relations among the events.

Consider a new description of these same events: “A man has a fight with his boss; He tosses and
turns that night, unable to sleep. In the morning, he is still so angry that he smashes the mirror while
shaving. Then his telephone rings; his boss has called to apologize.”

We now have a narrative. We can connect the events spatially. The man is in the office, then in his
bed; the mirror is in the bathroom; the phone is somewhere else in his home. More important, we can
understand that the three events are part of a series of causes and effects. The argument with the boss
causes the sleeplessness and the broken mirror. A phone call from the boss resolves the conflict; the
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narrative ends. In this example, time is also important. The sleepless night occurs before the breaking of
the mirror, which in turn occurs before the phone call; all of the action runs from one day to the
following morning. The narrative develops from an initial situation of conflict between employee and
boss, through a series of events caused by the conflict, to the resolution of the conflict. Simple and

minimal as our example is, it shows how important causality, space, and time are to narrative form.

(A2 2]

We make sense of a narrative, then, by identifying its events and linking them by cause and effect, time,
and space. As viewers, we do other things as well. We often infer events that are not explicitly
presented, and we recognize the presence of material that is extraneous to the story world. In order to
describe how we perform such activities, we can draw a distinction between story and plot (sometimes
called “story” and “discourse”). Since this distinction is basic to understanding narrative form, we need
to examine it in a little more detail.

The total world of the story action is sometimes called the film's diegesis (the Greek word for
“recounted story”). In the opening of North by Northwest, the traffic, streets, skyscrapers, and people we
see, as well as the traffic, streets, skyscrapers, and people we assume to be offscreen, are all diegetic
because they are assumed to exist in the world that the film depicts.

(V) The term plot is used to describe everything visibly and audibly present in the film before us. The

plot includes, first, all the story events that are directly depicted. Secondly, the film’s plot may contain

material that is extraneous to the story world. For example, while the opening of North by Northwest is

portraying rush hour in Manhattan, we also see the film’'s credits and hear orchestral music. Neither of

these elements is diegetic, since they are brought in from outside the story world. (The characters

cannot read the credits or hear the music.) Credits and such extraneous music are thus nondiegetic

elements. At this point, we need only notice that the film's plot—the totality of the film—can bring in
nondiegetic material.

(4) In sum, story and plot overlap in one respect and diverge in others. The plot explicitly presents

certain story events, so these events are common to both domains. The story goes beyond the plot in

suggesting some events which we never witness. The plot goes beyond the story world by presenting

nondiegetic images and sounds which may affect our understanding of the story.

(t}) We can think about these differences between story and plot from two perspectives. From the

standpoint of the storyteller, the filmmaker, the story is the sum total of all the events in the narrative.

The storyteller can present some of these events directly (that is, make them part of the plot), can hint

at events that are not presented, and can simply ignore other events. For instance, though we learn

later in North by Northwest that Roger has a mother, we never learn what happened to his father. In a
sense, then, the filmmaker makes a story into a plot.
(2}) From the perceiver’'s standpoint, things look somewhat different. All we have before us is the plot

—the arrangement of material in the film as it stands. We create the story in our minds on the basis of

cues in the plot. We also recognize when the plot presents nondiegetic material.

The story—plot distinction suggests that if you want to give someone a synopsis of a narrative film,
you can proceed in two ways. You can summarize the story, staring from the very earliest incident
which the plot cues you to infer and running straight through to the end. Or you can tell the plot,
starting with the first incident you encountered in watching the film.
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