ADVANCED WRITING FOR THE THEATRE
LESSON THREE:

A Dramatic Scene with Dialogue:

English Usage and Grammar point:


(From The Oxford Dictionary of English Grammar)


Register


A variety of language used in particular circumstances.


Register is used differently by different linguists.

(a) A variety of language related to a level of formality, anywhere on a scale from the extremely formal or ceremonial to the colloquial or slangy, and manifest in syntax, vocabulary, and, possibly, pronunciation.

(b) A variety of language related to a particular FIELD OF DISCOURSE, a particular subject or occupation; e.g. advertising language or the language of the law.

Exercise:

Today, I want you to write a scene with dialogue. Fundamental to this are characters.

Let’s begin by making a list of eight things. As we did in an earlier lesson. 

Character:

Here are some things that make up a character:



Wants



Needs



Desires



Fears



Phobias



Addictions



Weaknesses



Strengths



Intelligence



Whether devious



Whether funny



Ethical stance

Here are some of the things that make up a scene:
A goal
Each scene must have something the characters are aiming for (even if, in the play as a whole, a particular scene is left unresolved).

Conflict
There is no tension without conflict

Obstacles
It must be difficult for the characters to achieve their want 

Surprise
Never give your audience what they expect. Keep turning the tables on them.

Unity
The scene has to relate directly to the want of the character(s). The scene must be driven by this want.

Dialogue
The dialogue should concentrate on the character trying to get something BUT it makes it more interesting and has more tension if the character appears to be indulging in, say, idle chat.

In a scene, the most fundamental aspect of a character is that he/she has a want (lack) that they are trying to get


Let’s look at an example:

EXAMPLE:

This is a scene from my play Lola Brecht.

Before we read it, let me tell you that the husband and wife Lola and Peter Brecht have 

left the train they’re travelling on at a fictional station. They are supposed to be travelling

to Prague where Lola’s friend Marthe will be waiting for them. Peter doesn’t want to 

carry on to Prague – though he doesn’t give a reason. Lola will want to get the next train. 

She doesn’t know why Peter has left the train but has a suspicion. They both have goals 

but because of the lack of certainty about why what’s happened has happened, we are 

able to see the characters develop through this scene while still maintaining their goals. In 

scene writing for the theatre, it’s important that we have this development. It’s usually 

achieved by the employment of diversionary tactics to do with dialogue – characters 

avoid confronting those things that would, from a plot point of view, clear things up.
Read the scene.

One thing that you might notice is that in quite a casual way, a certain amount of 
exposition .is put across without us perhaps realising it.
(Exposition is the disclosing of necessary facts that aren’t necessarily dramatic. So a way

 has to be found to achieving it without holding up the dramatic activity.)

To recap:

In a dramatic situation, the most fundamental element of a character is that he or she wants something (ie. as a lack of something) and is trying to get this thing.

A scene should only be written if it relates directly to this want or lack. This gives unity of action. A scene must have a purpose: something aimed for.

[Aristotelian unities are those of time, place and action. That is, what happens, happens in one place over a specific period of time like a day. I would argue for a different unity: the unity of character, action and argument – though Aristotle’s notion of time within his unities is a way of delivering dramatic time.]

Every scene has to be driven by the need or want in at least one of the characters.
Exercise:

Let’s say you are going to write about a married couple who get off a train – one wants to; the other one didn’t want to.

The one doesn’t know why the other got off the train though she has a suspicion. It was very important for her that they got to their destination.

Why has he decided to suddenly get off the train? Is the reason he gives her the real reason?
The purpose of this exercise is to encourage you to be aware of goals and the way a play is built up around the needs provoked by those goals.

Your first scene needs to focus these things. (Sometimes it’s more subtle; in The Homecoming, for example, the men need a woman and the goal is for them to possess the wife of the returning son.)
Keep in mind that during the passage of a scene the status of the characters will shift and alternate between high and low.

Dic Edwards

