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Introduction

This is the fourth book I’ve written devoted to the craft of screenwriting. The first three covered a variety of areas. Aspects of the Screenplay (Heinemann, 2001) dealt with the overall structure of feature screenplays including notions of mythic structure used by Joseph Campbell Northrop Frye, Jessie Weston among others; Conflict and Character (Heinemann Drama, 2004) focused on those two aspects using several case studies including Good Will Hunting, Driven, and Amélie; and I Read it at the Movies (Heinemann Drama, 2006), focused on adaptation and the adaptation process including Lolita, Death in Venice, Bladerunner, and Il Postino. Constructing Dialogue is the natural extension of what I’ve already written in that it’s specifically devoted to the construction of dialogue writing and how that aspect of screenwriting is fundamental to creating a viable scene.

What I intend to present in this book is why and how dialogue is the fundamental catalyst for any successful scene using excerpts from original screenplays from Citizen Kane to Midnight in Paris a span of some seven decades. Whereas Aspects of the Screenplay treated several features of screenwriting in a general way, this book will be devoted to a more analytical treatment of certain individual scenes of films and how those scenes were constructed to be the most highly dramatic vis à vis their dialogue.

Choosing specific scenes to analyze was not easy given the range of choices one has, but I decided to choose a number of films written by writers, whom I consider to be or have been some of the finest screenwriters in Hollywood, covering a span of almost three-quarters of a century. With that in mind, I have chosen a wide range of films from that time period from writers as diverse as Billy Wilder and the late Nora Ephron, Waldo Salt and Woody Allen, just to name a few.

In Aspects of the Screenplay (an earlier book), I alluded to Aristotle’s Poetics and to one important item in particular that he wrote about; namely, how the “end is linked to the beginning with inevitable certainty.” In that book, I was referring to the overall structure of the screenplay and how, in the end of the film, one discovers how it links to the beginning; however, if we can look at the overall structure of the script on a “macro” level, we can ask ourselves: Might the same things apply on a “micro” level? In other words, if we can look at the overall structure of the screenplay, from beginning to end, as being at the “macroscript” (my invented term) level to see if the end is linked to beginning with inevitable certainty (e.g. Citizen Kane, Rain Man, etc.) can we not look at the individual scene at the “microscript” (another invented term) level to see if the same thing applies? By microscript I mean individual scenes and how they function within themselves and within the context of the film as a whole.

That particular idea came to me after watching The Graduate for the nth time and in particular two very critical scenes in the film. I returned to the script and studied it as well to see what Buck Henry did to make those particular scenes work so effectively and, in fact, the scenes or the sequence of scenes were so tightly written that there was never a doubt the end was linked to the beginning with “inevitable certainty.” I then began to look at other films, from other time periods to see if, in fact, the same thing applied. If the screenwriters were conscious (or unconscious) of the fact they were structuring scenes with a beginning, middle, and end that worked at the microscript level which inevitably led to me choosing the writers I’ve chosen.

As a writer, I have my own favorites whether those are novelists, or playwrights, or screenwriters. I have selected these films because the writers who wrote them are or were truly gifted at their craft, but what I wanted to focus on was how each of them specifically utilized dialogue to make those scenes work as effectively and dramatically as possible. Some of those writers, such as Steve Tesich and Billy Wilder, had previous dramatic experience. Others, such as Buck Henry, had television experience; regardless, each of these writers was aware of how dialogue needed to be written in order to create the best possible scene.

To that end, I need to summarize a few things I alluded to in previous books; namely, what elements each scene must include in order to work effectively and how the dialogue augments that process.

I once suggested (and still do) that the optimum scene needs to do the following things that fit into what I call the M-A-D-E formula:






	
1


	
Maintain scenic integrity





	
2


	
Advance the storyline
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Develop character





	
4


	
Elicit conflict and engage emotionally






Unless one is writing a purely experimental film (and that would have its own rules) the vast majority of narrative films would be obligated to work with these components. In addition, the techniques that the best writers employ in writing dialogue include the following:


	
Question & Answer;



	
Question/Statement Interrupt;



	
Question/Statement Lead; Question/Question Lead;



	
Statement/Statement Lead.





But the most important technique is the use of Dialogic Links or that bit of dialogue that links one character’s dialogue with another character’s dialogue by repeating the same or similar phrases or words in such a way they contribute to the four aforementioned items.

What should become fairly apparent after reading and analyzing all these excerpts from screenplays is the fact there is a consistent repetition in what’s being accomplished. For some, that repetition may seem to be a failure of execution. In fact, it’s just the opposite. From Citizen Kane to The Fisher King there is a transition of a half-century of filmmaking. From Goldfinger to Annie Hall there is a transition of genre. From Jules & Jim to Lolita there is a transition of film culture. And yet there is an uncanny consistency not only in the way the scenes in these films are constructed, but also in the way dialogue is an instrumental part of that construction. Having analyzed hundreds of films, I have found that the most well-crafted, well-written scripts are those scripts that employ these techniques. Are these the only techniques? Perhaps not, but as you’ll see in a half-century of filmmaking, from Citizen Kane to The Fisher King they still work and if one utilizes them I can guarantee that the script you write will be a script you can be proud of.


Author’s Note

Every attempt has been made to gain permissions from studios and/or producers to use excerpts from all of these screenplays many of which appear to be easily available online.
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Citizen Kane (1941)

Screenplay by Herman J. Mankiewicz and Orson Welles

As with all the films I’m using, the number of scenes to choose from is limitless and what one writer might choose to write about may not be what another writer chooses to write about. But since I’m the writer here, I’ve decided to discuss the projection booth scene. The shooting script of Citizen Kane is dated July 16, 1940, produced in 1941 with a running time of 119 minutes.

The script is written in extreme detail, but we can summarize the opening scenes accordingly. Through a series of ten dissolves in the first 13 scenes, the reader is moved from the space outside Kane’s palatial estate of Xanadu to inside Xanadu and specifically to Kane’s bedroom. There is an increasingly deductive movement from an expansive landscape outside the confines of the estate to a narrower one within the estate leading, finally, to the one main focus, that is, the very tiny light that emanates from Kane’s chambers.

Approximately two minutes into the film we hear the word “Rosebud,” at two-and-a-half minutes, Kane is dead. For approximately the next ten minutes what follows is the “News on the March” segment that is essentially divided into 15 separate, but integral, components that summarize and highlight the entire storyline as follows.

“News on the March” segments
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Kane’s funeral and Xanadu
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History of Kane’s news empire
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Kane’s association with famous people
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Kane’s first news building
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Kane’s corporate empire
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