
Mastering Dialogue in Fiction

◈ Dialogue as both art and craft

◈ Drives story forward

◈ Engages readers emotionally

◈ Reveals character dynamics



Every Line Must Serve a Purpose

◈ Advance plot or reveal character

◈ Create or resolve conflict

◈ Establish tone or mood

◈ Foreshadow future events



Cut What Doesn’t Matter

◈ Trim greetings and pleasantries

◈ Avoid filler talk

◈ Cut dialogue that repeats narrative

◈ Ask: Does this line change something?



Good Dialogue = Escalating Joust

◈ Characters pursue their own goals

◈ Tension rises as they clash

◈ Avoid neutral or stagnant exchanges

◈ Dialogue must build toward something



Don’t Keep It Too Real

◈ Skip long small talk

◈ Minimize verbal tics unless 

meaningful

◈ Focus on essence of real talk

◈ Keep it purposeful



Sounds Real, Isn’t Real

◈ Dialogue mimics reality, not copies it

◈ Cut the boring parts

◈ Retain natural rhythm without clutter

◈ Aim for believability, not transcription



Avoid Ping-Pong Dialogue

◈ Break predictable Q&A patterns

◈ Use interruptions and non-sequiturs

◈ Inject character agendas

◈ Surprise the reader



Developing Voice Is Crucial

◈ Each character has unique rhythm

◈ Reflect personality, culture, 

background

◈ Diction and syntax reveal traits

◈ Reader should identify speaker 

instantly



Relationships Shape Conversation

◈ Tone shifts with intimacy or distance

◈ Power dynamics affect phrasing

◈ Friend vs. rival = different rhythms

◈ Conversations reflect emotional stakes



People Don’t Always Say What They Mean

◈ Subtext carries hidden meaning

◈ Characters disguise intentions

◈ Words chosen for effect, not honesty

◈ Show complexity of human interaction



Leave Things Unsaid

◈ Power of silence and brevity

◈ Let emotions simmer under words

◈ Unspoken tension engages reader

◈ Less can mean more



Differentiate Voices by Background

◈ Word choice = upbringing + class

◈ Regional or cultural variations

◈ Syntax shows identity

◈ Vocabulary hints at worldview



Don’t Be Afraid to Get Messy

◈ Use fragments and unfinished 

sentences

◈ Allow slang and colloquialisms

◈ Characters break grammar rules

◈ Messiness makes speech authentic



Body Language Matters

◈ Gestures = emotional cues

◈ Eye contact builds tension

◈ Mannerisms reveal 

nervousness/confidence

◈ Actions add depth to words



Balance the Players

◈ Not all voices need equal weight

◈ Some dominate, others stay quiet

◈ Reflect natural group dynamics

◈ Use imbalance to create tension



Work With Tension

◈ Dialogue should shift conflict

◈ Heighten suspense in scene

◈ Resolve some threads, open others

◈ Readers turn pages for tension



Exposition Dumps Kill Dialogue

◈ Don’t info-dump in speech

◈ Characters know their own history

◈ Reveal facts organically

◈ Show discovery in action, not recaps



Say Less, Mean More

◈ Use shorthand between characters

◈ Let history be implied

◈ Trust reader to infer meaning

◈ Hint instead of explaining fully



Clip Your Speech

◈ Enter late, exit early

◈ Trim unnecessary words

◈ Skip greetings/pleasantries

◈ Dialogue should be sharp



Go Easy on Exclamations

◈ Interjections lose impact if overused

◈ Limit tics and crutches

◈ Use sparingly for emotional punch

◈ Dilute so they don’t overwhelm



Ditch Unnecessary Tags

◈ Use tags sparingly

◈ Avoid overexplaining tone

◈ Trust context and voice

◈ Too many tags slow pace



'Said' Isn’t Dead

◈ Invisible to readers

◈ Provides clarity without distraction

◈ Readers skip over it naturally

◈ Default tag for clean prose



Use Action Tags Instead

◈ Attribution through gestures

◈ Keeps scene moving

◈ Adds character depth

◈ Balances dialogue with action



Strong, Realistic Tags

◈ Use precise verbs like 'whispered'

◈ Avoid impossible tags (gasped words)

◈ Tone should fit scene

◈ Clarity first, creativity second



Cut Redundancies

◈ Don’t double verbs + actions

◈ One cue is enough

◈ Avoid repetition in tag + dialogue

◈ Streamline for impact



Avoid Name Drops

◈ People rarely repeat names

◈ Feels unnatural in excess

◈ Use only for emphasis or greetings

◈ Minimize to maintain flow



Use Clean Tags & Few Adverbs

◈ Keep tags invisible

◈ Limit adverbs unless surprising

◈ Trust dialogue to convey tone

◈ Adverbs weaken strong words



Dialogue Breaks Narrative Blocks

◈ Relieves heavy exposition

◈ Adds white space for reader

◈ Engages characters with world

◈ Keeps pacing dynamic



Read Aloud Test

◈ Check rhythm and flow

◈ Reveal awkward phrasing

◈ Hear characters’ distinct voices

◈ Spot clunky or flat dialogue



Practice & Play

◈ Eavesdrop for realism

◈ Study great film/novel dialogue

◈ Copy down lines you admire

◈ Draft, revise, and refine
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THANKS!
Any questions?

You can find me @

LSHAWKER.COM
LSHawker@gmail.com

This presentation is available in PDF format at LSHawker.com/writing-resources
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