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“He who combines the useful and the pleasing wins out by bothinstructing and delighting the reader. That is the sort of book thatwill make money for the publisher, cross the seas, and extend thefame of the author.”Horace, EPISTOLAS AD PISONES DE ARS POETICA, c.19BC

Remember Thomas Edison’s famous adage – “Genius is onepercent inspiration and ninety-nine percent perspiration.” In practicethings get made – and written – through hard work rather thansingle flashes of genius. It’s true that writing creatively andimaginatively are often seen as God given talents, but the know-howside of writing can certainly be acquired through learning. And it’s onthese aspects of Story craft that WRITING SKILLS focuses. Theyconcern what you might call the ‘hidden plumping’ of a narrative, inthat they essentially deal with what’s happening underneath yourstory.WRITING SKILLS covers the craft of exposition, the use oflanguage, description and speech patterns, plus practical ways ofcreating dialogue and sub-text. There are also sections on editing re-drafting.
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The Practice and Craft of Writing has thoughts and quotes fromprofessional writers on the writing process, plus some advice forwould-be writers starting out. PAGE 3
Exposition – What is Exposition and Why is it so Difficult to Write?considers what exposition is and the particular problems it presentsto the writer. PAGE 26
Exposition – Examples Across History reflects on some historical andcontemporary examples of exposition, from Greek theatre to themodern day, including recent cinematic techniques. PAGE 53
Exposition – Practical Techniques and Devices considers the variousmethods a writer can use to get story information across. PAGE 78
Exposition – ‘Show Don’t Tell and ‘Suggest Don’t Show’ looks at twokey writing maxims concerning the craft of exposition. PAGE 114
Language, Metaphor and Description has a selection of thoughtsand quotes on language, grammar and description in the craft ofstory composition. PAGE 124
Dialogue and Speech examines techniques around writing andcreating dramatic dialogue. PAGE 136
Sub-text and Secondary Meanings with some thoughts on the art ofsub-text and suggestive writing. PAGE 163
Making the Story Make Sense looks at issues such as plausibility,comprehensibility, believability and credibility. PAGE 180
Some Warnings, Some Encouragements offers some advice aboutavoiding the repetitious and the extraneous, and the importance ofletting audience figure things out for themselves. PAGE 194
Advice fromWriters on Research, Rewriting, Revising and Editingwith thoughts from professional writers on first drafts, imaginingyour ideal reader, plus cutting and editing. PAGE 217
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The Practice and Craft of Writing
“We are all apprentices in a craft where no one ever becomes amaster.”Ernest Hemingway, novelist

“Always be yourself… unless you suck.”Joss Whedon, American filmmaker, composer, and comic bookwriter
“I do not over-intellectualise the production process. I try to keep itsimple: Tell the damned story.”Tom Clancy, novelist

“There are lots of bells and whistles, too – onomatopoeia,incremental repetition, stream-of-consciousness, interior dialogue,changes of verbal tense, the sticky question of back story, theme,pacing… It’s all on the table, every bit of it, and you should useanything that improves the quality of your writing and doesn’t getin the way of the story.”Stephen King, ON WRITING
Human beings have story believing minds but that doesn’t

mean that we will believe a story simply because it’s a story: it has to
be a story that is well told. And that takes craft. But technique
needn’t be the enemy of the truth. It’s about balance.
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Ultimately, of course, there is only one rule in storytelling and

that is you can do anything as long as you pull it off. Be audacious as
you like, break any and every rule in the book, but whatever you do,
or whatever way you do it, make sure it works.

There are many thoughts and suggestions and even rules
offered here in these WRITING SKILLS chapters, but remember these
are only rules that worked for that particular writer. They may not
suit you or be appropriate for the story you’re putting together. It’s
also worth saying that if you follow one writer’s guidance exclusively,
you’ll simply end up writing like that writer. Homage is fine, but
avoid pure imitation. And that’s why in WRITING SKILLS there are so
many views offered, and often as not they are contradictory. Do
things the way they work for you – as long, of course, as they do
work for your project.
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Some thoughts on writing and the writing process…

“You become a writer by writing. There is no other way. So do it. Doit more. Do it again. Do it better. Fail. Fail better. I think it’s a goodidea, especially when you’re younger, you keep your hand in bywriting something every day. So I recommend it, but it’s anotherone of those recommendations that I myself have been unable tofollow.”Margaret Atwood
“I’m very physical. When I’m writing, I’m playing all the parts; I’msaying the lines out loud, and if I get excited about something –which doesn’t happen very often when I’m writing, but it’s thegreatest feeling when it does – I’ll be out of the chair and walkingaround, and if I’m at home, I’ll find myself two blocks from myhouse.”Aaron Sorkin, screenwriter
“Write while the heat is in you. … The writer who postpones therecording of his thoughts uses an iron which has cooled to burn ahole with.”Henry David Thoreau, writer
“Sometimes, particularly in summers in New York, I have tried towrite in shorts or with no shirt on and found myself unable to do so,the reason being, I take it, that writing, even of the mostimpersonal sort, is for me a divestment, a striptease, even, so that ifI start off undressed, I have nowhere to go.”Alan Bennett, English playwright
“We rarely know where we are going; writing is a discovery.”Robert McKee, STORY: SUBSTANCE, STRUCTURE, STYLE, AND THEPRINCIPLES OF SCREENWRITING
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“The way I write is very much without kind of a goal. I havesomething I’m interested in and then I decide I’m going to exploreit. I don’t know where the characters are going to go, I don’t knowwhat the movie is going to do or what the screenplay is going to do.For me, that’s the way to keep it alive.”Charlie Kaufman, American playwright, film producer, theatre andfilm director

“When you have committed enough words to paper, you feel youhave a spine stiff enough to stand up in the wind. But when youstop writing, you find that’s all you are – a spine, a row of rattlingvertebrae, dried out like an old quill pen.”Hilary Mantel, historical novelist
“I am a playwright, which is to say that what I have done withmost of my time for most for most of my adult life is to sit bymyself, talk to myself, and then write the conversation down.”David Mamet, WRITING IN RESTAURANTS

“Get something – anything – down on paper (or on your computer).Rewriting and editing are easier than writing.”Jonathan Lynn, COMEDY RULES
“To me, writing is fun. It doesn’t matter what you’re writing, aslong as you can tell a story.”Stan Lee, American comic book writer, editor, publisher, andproducer
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“Writing a book is a horrible, exhausting struggle, like a long boutof some painful illness. One would never undertake such a thing ifone were not driven on by some demon whom one can neitherresist or understand. For all one knows that demon is simply thesame instinct that makes a baby squall for attention. And yet it isalso true that one can write nothing readable unless one constantlystruggles to efface one’s own personality. Good prose is like awindowpane.”George Orwell, WHY I WRITE
“Don’t romanticise your ‘vocation.’ You can either write goodsentences or you can’t. There is no ‘writer’s lifestyle’. All thatmatters is what you leave on the page.”Zadie Smith, writer and novelist

“Write every day, line by line, page by page, hour by hour. Do thisdespite fear. For above all else, beyond imagination and skill, whatthe world asks of you is courage, courage to risk rejection, ridiculeand failure. As you follow the quest for stories told with meaningand beauty, study thoughtfully but write boldly. Then, like the heroof the fable, your dance will dazzle the world.”Robert McKee
“Some writers claim to extrude a book at an even rate liketoothpaste from a tube, or to build a story like a wall, so many feetper day. They sit at their desk and knock off their word quota, thenfrisk into their leisured evening, preening themselves. This is soalien to me that it might be another trade entirely. Writing lecturesor reviews – any kind of non-fiction – seems to me a job like anyjob: allocate your time, marshal your resources, just get on with it.But fiction makes me the servant of a process that has no clearbeginning and end or method of measuring achievement. I don’twrite in sequence. I may have a dozen versions of a single scene. Imight spend a week threading an image through a story, but
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moving the narrative not an inch. A book grows according to asubtle and deep-laid plan. At the end, I see what the plan was.”Hilary Mantel
“To strive with difficulties, and to conquer them, is the highesthuman felicity.”Doctor Samuel Johnson (1709-1784), English writer, poet,playwright, essayist, moralist, critic, biographer, editor andlexicographer
“Once I’d found my groove as a writer, my work ethic becameformidable. I work all the time, with weekdays blurring intoweekends and days into evenings and I never go on holiday. I could,but I don’t because there’s always too much work to do and as Ilove my work, I don’t feel as if I’m missing out.”Bernardine Evaristo MANIFESTO ON NEVER GIVING UP

“I have written twenty books, and each one is like having a baby.Writing is not easy; some people want to write books but just can’tput a story together. I can put together a story that interests bothme and my readers.”Jackie Collins, blockbuster novelist
“You can get a lot of work done if you stay with it and are excitedand it’s play instead of work.”Joseph Campbell, author of THE HEROWITH A THOUSAND FACES
“Busyness, I feel increasingly, is the writer’s curse and downfall. Youread too much and write too readily, you become cut off from yourinner life, from the flow of your own thoughts, and turned far toomuch towards the outside world.Hilary Mantel
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“‘Does it all stop tomorrow? Does it all stop tomorrow?’ Writing isspooky. There is no routine of an office to keep you going, only theblank page each morning, and you never know where the words arecoming from, those divine words.”Norman Mailer, THE SPOOKY ART
“The writing is never what takes the most time. It’s trying to figurewhat you’re going to put down that fills the days. With anger atyour own ineptitude, with frustration that nothing is happeninginside your head, with panic that maybe nothing will ever happeninside your head, with blessed little moments that somehow knittogether so that you can begin to visualize a scene.”William Goldman, ADVENTURES IN THE SCREEN TRADE
“If I waited for perfection, I would never write a word… Aiming forperfection is the kiss of death for fiction writers. Aiming forperfection is basically the equivalent of not writing anything…because trust me, you never will.”Margaret Atwood, writer

“‘Good story’ means something worth telling that the world wantsto hear. Finding this is your lonely task... But the love of a goodstory, of terrific characters and a world driven by your passion,courage, and creative gifts is still not enough. Your goal must be agood story well told.”Robert McKee
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“To have ideas is paradise – to work them out is hell.”Maurice Maeterlinck, Nobel Prize Winner in Literature 1911

“The book is the boss.”Alfred Bester
“It’s hard not to be enthusiastic when you like what you’re doingand I love what I do. I love writing stories, I love coming up withideas for new projects and I love the people I work with, because Iwork with great writers and artists and directors and actors.”Stan Lee, American comic book writer, editor, publisher, andproducer
“Good writing is not an act to excite tolerance because it is good,but anguish because it is not better.”Norman Mailer, THE SPOOKY ART
“Writing is at its best – always, always, always – when it is a kindof inspired play for the writer. I can write in cold blood if I have to,but I like it best when it’s fresh and almost too hot to handle.”Stephen King, ON WRITING
“The art of writing is the art of applying the seat of your pants tothe seat of the chair.”Sinclair Lewis, American writer and playwright

“A writer should write!”Samuel Goldwyn shouting down the corridor of the writer’s wing ofhis studio on not hearing the crack of a single typewriter.
“Nothing will ever be attempted if all possible objections must firstbe overcome.”Doctor Samuel Johnson (1709-1784), English writer, poet,playwright, essayist, moralist, critic, biographer, editor andlexicographer
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“Writing is finally about one thing: going into a room alone anddoing it. Putting words on paper that have never been there inquite that way before. And although you are physically by yourself,the haunting Demon never leaves you, that Demon being theknowledge of your own terrible limitations, your hopelessinadequacy, the impossibility of ever getting it right. No matterhow diamond-bright your ideas are dancing in your brain, on paperthey are earthbound.”William Goldman, ADVENTURES IN THE SCREEN TRADE
“When I am writing a book, I’ll go to sleep with a plot hole in mystory that I don’t know how to fix. When I wake up, I know. It’s as ifit were there all along and I just needed the right sleep to accessthe answer.”Tarryn Fisher, South African-born novelist based in Seattle,Washington, United States, known for romance, thriller, and newadult genres.
“Having an idea is like whistling a tune on the steps of CarnegieHall. The hard part is getting the orchestra to play it inside.”Robert McKee
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Schedule and Environment

“Protect the time and space in which you write. Keep everybodyaway from it, even the people who are most important to you.”Zadie Smith, writer and novelist
“The right way of doing things is whatever happens to be workingfor you. Some people have to start at the beginning and go throughin order until they get to the end. Other people are making piecesand then arranging them. Some people like to work on, at the pagelevel, at the sentence level, and get that perfect before they moveon. There is no set of surefire rules that are going to work foreveryone. So you can try these suggestions. If they don’t work foryou, the wastepaper basket is your friend.”Margaret Atwood
“If you get stuck, get away from your desk. Take a walk, take abath, go to sleep, make a pie, draw, listen to music, meditate,exercise; whatever you do, don’t just stick there scowling at theproblem. But don’t make telephone calls or go to a party; if you do,other people’s words will pour in where your lost words should be.Open a gap for them, create a space. Be patient.”Hilary Mantel
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“Write in any way that works for you: write in a tuxedo or in theshower with a raincoat or in a cave deep in the woods.”John Gardner, ON BECOMING A NOVELIST (1983)
“Work on a computer that is disconnected from the ­internet.”Zadie Smith, writer and novelist

“The closed door is your way of telling the world and yourself thatyou mean business; you have to make a serious commitment towrite and intend to walk the walk as well as talk the talk.”Stephen King, ON WRITING
“Protect the time and space in which you write. Keep everybodyaway from it, even the people who are most important to you.”Zadie Smith, writer and novelist

“My own schedule is pretty clear-cut. Mornings belong to whateveris new – the current composition. Afternoons are for naps andletters. Evenings are for reading, family, Red Sox games on TV, andany revisions that just cannot wait. Basically, mornings are myprime writing time.”Stephen King, ON WRITING
“No human activity I know of takes more time than writing: it’shighly unusual but anyone to become a successful writer if hecannot put in several hours every day at his typewriter.”John Gardner, ON BECOMING A NOVELIST (1983)

“I like to work long hand.”Stephen King, ON WRITING
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Housekeeping Notes

“‘Don’t staple manuscripts,’ the postscript read. ‘Loose pages pluspaperclip equal correct way to submit copy.’ This was pretty coldadvice, I thought, but useful in its way. I have never stapled amanuscript since.”Stephen King, ON WRITING
“Once each poem had been redrafted by hand a few times, it wastransferred to my computer. I would then print out each revisionand revise it by hand before entering my edits back onto the screen.I might go through this process up to forty times.”Bernardine Evaristo MANIFESTO ON NEVER GIVING UP
“Paper isn’t important. It’s the words on them that are important.”Margaret Atwood
“I write synopses after the book is completed. I can’t write itbeforehand, because I don’t know what the book’s about. I inventsomething for my publisher because he asks for one, but the finalbook ends up very differently.”Jackie Collins

“I don’t keep any copies of my books in the house – they go to mymum’s flat. I don’t like them around.”Zadie Smith, writer and novelist
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Writer’s block…

“If you get stuck, get away from your desk. Take a walk, take abath, go to sleep, make a pie, draw, listen to music, meditate,exercise; whatever you do, don’t just stick there scowling at theproblem. But don’t make telephone calls or go to a party; if you do,other people’s words will pour in where your lost words should be.Open a gap for them, create a space. Be patient.”Hilary Mantel
“The best way of all for dealing with writers block is never to getit.”John Gardner, ON BECOMING A NOVELIST (1983)
“The fact is that like every other fiction writer that’s ever beenborn, I am continually haunted by the fear of the well drying up.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
“The relation of the unconscious to the conscious is analogous tothat of a cultivated Greek slave in service to an overbearing Romanmaster. If we use this notion as a working premise, we can assumethat our unconscious is full of trickiest kinds of resistance. All thewriter receives is a sense of dull, edgy resentment. Perhaps theunconscious is not ready to plumb into the material requested. Theacute form of this is writer’s block.”Norman Mailer, THE SPOOKY ART
“There’s no such thing as writers block. Just get to a library.”Robert McKee

“Fear of commitment lies behind the fear of writing.”Hilary Mantel
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“If you don’t have the initial inspiration, put down your pen, putthe pencil back in the jar, switch off the computer and go and digthe garden instead.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING

Imagining Your Ideal Reader (or Not)
“Someone – I can’t remember who, for the life of me – once wrotethat all novels are really letters aimed at one person. As it happens,I believe this. I think that every novelist has a single ideal reader;that at various points during the composition of the story, thewriter is thinking, ‘I wonder what he/she will think when he/shereads this part?’ … Call the one person you write for Ideal Reader.”Stephen King, ON WRITING
“Whether you’re on chapter three of your first draft, or you’realmost done with your seventh draft, allow yourself, even for just afew seconds, to imagine people reading your work. Imagine thatperfect reader out there somewhere who is desperately searchingfor a book like yours… Thinking this way won’t hurt your writing.Thinking this way will motivate you even more. Because we’re allultimately writing for that ideal reader out there. We don’t knowwho that reader is, might never know at all… And that reader iswaiting.”Margaret Atwood
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“In my situation, every time I write a sentence, I’m thinking not onlyof the people I ended up in college with but my siblings, my family,my school friends, the people from my neighbourhood. I’ve come torealize that this is an advantage, really: it keeps you on your toes.”Zadie Smith, writer and novelist

“Everybody wants to feel that you’re writing to a certaindemographic because that’s good business, but I’ve never donethat ... I tried to write stories that would interest me. I’d say, whatwould I like to read?... I don’t think you can do your best work ifyou’re writing for somebody else, because you never know whatthat somebody else really thinks or wants.”Stan Lee, American comic book writer, editor, publisher, andproducer
“Don’t try to guess what it is people want and give it to them. Don’task for a show of hands. Try your best to write what you like, whatyou think your friends would like and what you think your fatherwould like and then cross your fingers… The most valuable thingyou have is your own voice.”Aaron Sorkin, screenwriter

“Everybody wants to feel that you’re writing to a certaindemographic because that’s good business, but I’ve never donethat ... I tried to write stories that would interest me. I’d say, whatwould I like to read?... I don’t think you can do your best work ifyou’re writing for somebody else, because you never know whatthat somebody else really thinks or wants.”Stan Lee, American comic book writer, editor, publisher, andproducer
“You can’t let the world into your story, but you can let in the onesthat matter the most. And you should. Call that one person youwrite for Ideal Reader. He or she is going to be in your writing room
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all the time: in the flesh once you open the door and let the worldback in to shine on the bubble of your dream.”Stephen King, ON WRITING

The Eureka!Moment
“If there is one thing I love about writing more than the rest, it’sthat sudden flash of insight when you see how everythingconnects.”Stephen King, ON WRITING
“Novels go happiest when you discover something you did notknow you knew: an insight into one of your more opaquecharacters, a metaphor that startles you even as you are setting itdown, a truth – it certainly feels like a truth – that used to eludeyou.”Norman Mailer, THE SPOOKY ART
“Having completed the script, there is a brief window of maybe afew hours, when you are able to bask in the glow of achievementand before the doubts begin to crowd in.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
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The Daily Grind

“I learned about taking pains… I discovered what every good writerknows, that getting down one’s exact meaning helps one todiscover what one means.”John Gardner, ON BECOMING A NOVELIST (1983)
“All writing is discipline, but screenwriting is a drill sergeant.”Robert McKee, STORY: SUBSTANCE, STRUCTURE, STYLE, AND THEPRINCIPLES OF SCREENWRITING

“A large part of writing a novel is to keep your tone. I love startinga book; I usually like finishing one. It’s the long middle stretchesthat call on your character – all that in-between! – those months oryears when you have to report to work almost every day.”Norman Mailer, THE SPOOKY ART
“What is written without effort is in general read withoutpleasure.”Doctor Samuel Johnson (1709-1784), English writer, poet,playwright, essayist, moralist, critic, biographer, editor andlexicographer“It’s disturbing to read a novelist with a good style when you’re inthe middle of putting your work together. It’s much like taking yourcar apart and having all the pieces on the floor just as somebodydrives by in a Ferrari.”Norman Mailer, THE SPOOKY ART
“I learned [from Lennis Dunlap, writer of THE FORMS OF FICTION]a writer must take infinite pains – if he writes one great story in hislife, that is better than writing a hundred bad ones – and that thatthe pains the writer takes must be his own.”John Gardner, ON BECOMING A NOVELIST (1983)
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“Sometimes when you’re writing a novel, you have to live asresponsibly as a good monk. That does not get easier as you getolder… Writing as a daily physical activity is not agreeable. You puton weight, you strain your gut, you get gout and chilblains. You’realone, and every day you have to face a blank piece of paper.”Norman Mailer, THE SPOOKY ART
“I’m sort of a pressure writer. If somebody says, ‘Stan, writesomething,’ and I have to have it by tomorrow morning, I’ll just sitdown and I’ll write it. It always seems to come to me. But I’m betterdoing a rushed job because if it isn’t something that’s due quickly, Iwon’t work on it until it becomes almost an emergency and then I’lldo it.”Stan Lee, American comic book writer, editor, publisher, andproducer
“Writing a novel over two or three years of the hardest worksometimes does the kind of damage to the body that is equal toobliging someone who has never smoked before to consume two orthree packs a day for months… Only another writer can know howmuch damage writing a novel can do to you. It’s an unusual activityto sit out at a desk and squeeze words out of yourself. Various kindsof poisons – essences of fatigue – get secreted through your system.As you age, it gets worse.”Norman Mailer, THE SPOOKY ART

“Beyond imagination and insight, the most important componentof talent is perseverance – the will to write and rewrite in pursuit ofperfection. Therefore, when inspiration sparks the desire to write,the artist immediately asks: Is this idea so fascinating, so rich inpossibility, that I want to spend months, perhaps years, of my life inpursuit of its fulfilment? Is this concept so exciting that I will get upeach morning with the hunger to write? Will this inspiration compelme to sacrifice all of life’s other pleasures in my quest to perfect itstelling? If the answer is no, find another idea. Talent and time are a
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writer’s only assets. Why give your life to an idea that’s not worthyour life?”Robert McKee
“It is difficult to keep up one’s literary standards through the long,slogging reaches of the middle of a book. The early pleasures ofconception no longer sustain you; the writer plods along with thelead feet of habit, the dry breath of discipline, and the knowledgethat on the other side of the hill, the critics – who also have theirtalent to express – are waiting.”Norman Mailer, THE SPOOKY ART

General advice fromWriters to New or Would-beWriters
“The only way you can write the truth is to assume that what youset down will never be read. Not by any other person, and not evenby yourself at some later date. Otherwise you begin excusingyourself. You must see the writing as emerging like a long scroll ofink from the index finger of your right hand; you must see your lefthand erasing it.”Margaret Atwood
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“The only advice anybody can give is, if you wanna be a writer,keep writing. And read all you can, read everything.”Stan Lee, American comic book writer, editor, publisher, andproducer

“Write a book you’d like to read. If you wouldn’t read it, why wouldanybody else? Don’t write for a perceived audience or market. Itmay well have vanished by the time your book’s ready.”Hilary Mantel
“People say, ‘What advice do you have for people who want to bewriters?’ I say, they don’t really need advice, they know they wantto be writers, and they’re gonna do it. Those people who know thatthey really want to do this and are cut out for it, they know it.”R.L. Stine, American novelist, short story writer, televisionproducer, and screenwriter

“Nobody knows anything… Not one person in the entire motionpicture field knows for a certainty what’s going to work. Every timeout it’s a guess and, if you’re lucky, an educated one.”William Goldman, ADVENTURES IN THE SCREEN TRADE
“If you’re going to write a good book, you have to make mistakesand you have to not be so cautious all the time.”Zadie Smith, writer and novelist
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“Do not copy my style! The first rule of writing is write about whatyou know, not what you think you know. So, think about whatyou’ve done in your life and write about that.”Jackie Collins
“Refusing to accept no for an answer is something I’ve passed onto the younger people I teach, especially those who are sodevastated at a single rejection from a publisher, they decide tostop writing. I cite stories of writers who received scores ofrejections before landing a publishing deal.”Bernardine Evaristo MANIFESTO ON NEVER GIVING UP
“Your job is to make sure the muse knows where you’re going to beevery day from nine ‘til noon or seven ‘til three. If he does know, Iassure you that sooner or later he’ll start showing up, chomping hiscigar and making his magic.”Stephen King, ON WRITING

“If you’re going to write a good book, you have to make mistakesand you have to not be so cautious all the time.”Zadie Smith, writer and novelist
“I don’t think the writing life is like deciding you’re going to be alawyer or a dentist, it’s not that kind of decision. I think it’ssomething that you already – you’re already on that path beforeyou know it – and you discover it, but I think that if you have to
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stand back and say, ‘should I be a writer or should I not be awriter?’ If you’re doing that, then the answer is probably, ‘I shouldnot be.’”Margaret Atwood

“If you want to achieve your dreams, you must follow them, andthe best way to follow them is not to think about wanting to bevery rich, but to think about doing something that you really wantto do.”Jackie Collins
“Don’t bend, don’t water it down; don’t try to make it logical; don’tedit your own soul according to fashion. Rather, follow your mostintense obsessions mercilessly.”Franz Kafta
“If you really do want to write, and you’re struggling to get started,you’re afraid of something. What is that fear? Are you afraid thatpeople will laugh at you? Are you afraid that it won’t be any good?Are you afraid that your mother will find out? You know, what isthe fear? Identify the fear, look that fear in the face. There are waysof dealing with all of these fears. People have used many ways ofdealing with them. Some of them have written under pseudonyms.So if you’re afraid your mother will find out, make up anothername. Write under that name. If you’re afraid that people willlaugh at you, just remember, you don’t have to show themanything until you’re ready. It’s only you and the page.”Margaret Atwood

“If you’re a serious young writer and find that you’re writing a lot,then don’t listen to what anybody else says – do you book.”Norman Mailer, THE SPOOKY ART
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“You can approach the act of writing with nervousness,excitement, hopefulness, or even despair – the sense that you cannever completely put on the page what’s in your mind and heart.You can come to the act with your fists clenched and your eyesnarrowed, ready to kick ass and take down names. You can come toit because you want a girl to marry you or because you want tochange the world. Come to it in anyway but lightly. Let me sayagain: you must not come lightly to the blank page.”Stephen King, ON WRITING“Writers always write best about what they most care about. Thewriter who cares more about philosophy than about anything else(except writing) should study philosophy.”John Gardner, ON BECOMING A NOVELIST (1983)

“Normally, young writers have all the time in the world and theydon’t always use it well.”Zadie Smith, writer and novelist
“Keep writing. Get to the end. Don’t allow yourself to abandon theproject. You must finish what you write. But what, you ask, if I havea chaotic mess at the end? Celebrate. This is the way it usually is,even for veteran novelists.”James Scott Bell
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Exposition – What is Exposition and Whyis it so Difficult to Write?
“Exposition in film is like the exposition in any art form. If youexplain the joke’s punch line, the audience might understand it, butthey won’t laugh.”David Mamet, ON DIRECTING FILM

What is Exposition?
At its very basic exposition is a statement of story information.

What we are talking about here are the essential facts that are
necessary to understand the tale. For example, we need to know
who the characters are and their relationships with each other, plus
where we are and when we are. We also need to know what the
present situation is, usually meaning what has just happened, what is
happening right now and what is about to happen very soon.

But there are several problems with exposition. First, it rarely
occurs in real life, meaning that people don’t communicate with each
other by making ‘statements of story information’, and if they do it’s
usually dry and flat, with little emotional or dramatic impact to it.
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Second, pure exposition is essentially a static element in that there’s
no action. In other words, while everything is being explained the
plot stands still. But there are ways round these problems.

Exposition isn’t easy to write but on the other hand it is the one
aspect of writing that is arguably a skill and a craft that can be taught
and learnt as opposed to some sort of special talent or mystical gift
that floats down from the Muses.

“Information gleaned indirectly by an audience is far moreeffective.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING

“Keep everything in context, and try to have each line doing morethan one thing – not just giving exposition but also revealingcharacter and history, etc.”Richard Bausch, American novelist
The Different Types of Exposition

There are different types of exposition that are worth
distinguishing. There’s information about the ‘now’ of the story, that
is, the present situation. This story information involves the action
that’s going on when we join the story, relevant past history
(meaning the back story), and finally technical facts and historic
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detail that are required to follow the plot. Let’s briefly look at each in
turn.

To understand what the present situation is the
audience/reader requires knowledge of who/what/where/when.
This is normally the priority for the writer but not always. The writer
may choose to present characters and what they are doing with little
explanation, raising curiosity as to who they are. Show first, tell later,
as it were. In the opening chapter of THE TIME THAT NEVER WAS
there is little directly presented story information about William, the
protagonist. We are not told much about who he is, other than he’s a
young lad – and this is because what he is, a Swidger, is far more
important in the opening action.

Then there is the essential story information about what is
happening currently and what is about to happen. Every plot joins
the story in the middle of some sort of action or goings on. It won’t
be the actual drive action that propels the arc of the story but some
event or other will usually be in progress. And it’s important that
what’s happening right now is made as clear as possible early on.
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Even with just a few facts the audience/reader can often work this
out for themselves. For example, an opening scene in a courtroom
where we see someone making a plea of ‘Not guilty’, or maybe we
are in a church where there is a wedding in progress, or a large
country house with people arriving in cars for the weekend. Setting
shows, not tells – and sometimes that’s all you need.

Another aspect of exposition is what has happened previously.
What we are talking about here in general terms is the back story.
However, when story gurus refer to back story, what they are usually
thinking of is a traumatic or life changing event or incident which
happened in the past and which has a strong bearing on the present.
And usually this event occurred long before the point at which we
join the story. Many classic stage plays, notably OEDIPUS REX,
GHOSTS, THE DEATH OF A SALESMAN, are essentially a dramatic
uncovering of back story. But there is also what has just occurred
prior to the audience/reader joining the story. And this too forms
part of the exposition and ideally it should be established as soon as
possible.
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Finally there is the sort of exposition which involves historical

information and any technical or scientific knowledge that will be
required to understand the story. Often with scientific information
an expert comes on and explains it all. Usually this expert is quirky or
even comic in some way and that can, as it were, sweeten the pill of
feeling like you’re back in school trying to make sense of some
unfathomable aspect of physics or biology. But there are other ways,
too. In JURASSIC PARK there was so much to explain about how the
dinosaurs had been brought back to life from fossils and so the film
makers used a lengthy but entertaining video presentation which
John Hammond who created the park had intended to show on in
the theatre at Jurassic Park itself. When it comes to historical
background, particularly information of which the reader or audience
is unlikely to be immediately unaware, filmmakers often prefer to
use title-cards as the most efficient way of establishing where we are
and which year we are in.
“I’m a huge fan of not doing world-building or exposition. My eyesglaze over when I see it. I’ve always loved the idea of dropping inon conversations and letting the reader put the puzzle together byhearing characters talk.”Charles Forsman, graphic novelist
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“There’s nothing less convincing than characters who spend thefirst ten minutes telling each other things they obviously must haveknown… A great unspoken ‘Get on with it!’ forms in the air whilstcharacters on stage are telling each other for the third time thatthey are brothers.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING

Divisions of Knowledge
In any story there is likely to be a division of knowledge,

meaning the characters will each have different levels of information
as to what is going on. Some characters will be aware of pretty much
everything, others, like the reader/audience, will know very little or
nothing at all. Getting across important information across when
facts are already known to characters is the most difficult sort of
exposition to write for the simple reason that people in real life don’t
usually go around telling each other about those things that they are
already aware of. There are exceptions of course. Characters are
people, and people being people, when arguments get heated, often
bring up events of the past as weapons in the present. And so an
argument is a legitimate way of getting this sort of information
across. But not all stories allow for a big row on page one or in the
opening scene. And that’s why known information is one of the
trickiest aspects of expositional writing.
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Next in the division of knowledge there is information that one
character knows and another (or others) do not. This sort of
exposition can be done by simple question-and-answer, as long as
it’s not just a ping-pong of Ask-Tell, Ask-Tell, Ask-Tell exchanges. The
classic mystery whodunit, for example, involves an investigator
essential asking questions and seeking answers from characters as to
the events which led up to the murder. The investigator’s job (the
story action, if you like) is to then to work out which version of what
happened is the truth and which is the lie. The format of any
whodunit is basically Question-Answer, Question-Answer, but it’s
important it’s done in a way that keeps our curiosity and attention.

Finally, there is story information that none of the characters
know. This is probably the easiest to present, yet it should still be
offered in as interesting and as dramatic a way as possible. A classic
example of this might be the reading of a will. Think of LAUGHTER IN
PARADISE, AT BERTRAM’S HOTEL, AFTER THE FUNERAL and KNIVES
OUT. It’s true the solicitor in such stories already knows the contents,
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but he or she is the only one and often a relatively minor character
whose only function in the plot is to read the will.

“Curiosity is one of the most permanent and certain characteristicsof a vigorous intellect.”Doctor Samuel Johnson (1709-1784), English writer, poet,playwright, essayist, moralist, critic, biographer, editor andlexicographer

MRS DRUDGE: (answering the phone) Hello, the drawing-room oflay Muldoon’s country residence one morning in early spring?From Tom Stoppard’s THE REAL INSPECTOR HOUND
The Problem of Exposition and Why it’s so Important to get Right

As said, the problem with exposition is that it is essentially no
more or less than a statement of story information. There’s the
problem, because people in real life don’t talk ‘exposition’ – and
characters in your script do then it’s likely to jumps out as being
awkward and clumsy. Further, without context and proper
placement, this kind of story information is unlikely in any way to
move the plot forward, plus if it comes with no emotional impact, it
possibly might not even be noticed. It’s important then to get your
exposition across in a subtle and graceful way, and put it in the right
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place and with a specific context so that when the information is
offered it ideally has some kind of dramatic effect. And none of that
is easy.

There’s something else worth pointing out here and that is
there are those writers who don’t even know that exposition is a
problem – and that makes it an even bigger problem. If a writer
doesn’t realise that exposition is a tough nut to crack then they
won’t bother to try cracking it – and the result will be that their
exposition is likely to be hopelessly bad. A further point worth
mentioning is that poor or lazy exposition will be very quickly spotted
by any sharp-eyed agent, publisher or producer. Such people can
sniff out badly written exposition like the proverbial hound dog and
this is going to set off alarm bells in their head as to the competence
of your work straight from the off. That’s why it’s essential to get the
craft of exposition right from page one.

RADIO: (without preamble, having just been switched on by MRSDRUDGE): ‘We interrupt our programme for a special policemessage.The search still goes on for the escaped madman who is on the runin Essex.’MRS DRUDGE: (fear And dismay) Essex!From Tom Stoppard’s THE REAL INSPECTOR HOUND
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“A well-placed prop can speak volumes sometimes.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
Exposition and Narrative Fiction

Since fiction by its nature is narrated – in other words it’s pure
‘tell’ – does the famous rule of ‘Show, Don’t Tell’ still apply? A very
powerful answer to that lies, in part, in a few lines in Gotthold
Ephraim Lessing’s 1766 treatise LAOCOON; OR, ON THE LIMITS OF
PAINTING AND POETRY:

I find that Homer paints nothing but progressive actions. Allbodies, all separate objects, are painted only as they takepart in such actions, and generally with a single touch. Nowonder, then, that artists find in Homer’s pictures little ornothing to their purpose, and that their only harvest iswhere the narration brings together in a space favourable toart a number of beautiful shapes in graceful attitudes,however little the poet himself may have painted shapes,attitudes, or space.
Lessing’s influential essay is basically saying that many of

Homer’s descriptions of people and events are difficult for a painter
because they are rarely static, for Homer’s descriptive story world
usually comes with action. Doing, in other words. And doing in Greek
is ‘drama’. And that’s why visual artists have to wait, as it were, for
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those parts of Homer’s narrative that are purely pictorial in order to
paint them.

An example of Homer’s ‘progressive actions’ can be seen in his
descriptions of armour. In Homer, armour is never described as
standing still on a stone floor. No, in Homer armour is put on piece
by piece, and it’s the action of putting on the armour which is the
focus.

And Lessing’s point about descriptive action applies equally to
exposition. It’s not a character’s wedding ring that should be
observed but rather how the character plays with that rings.
Knowledge that the character is married comes with the action, and
maybe even an attitude to that marriage, but because there is
‘doing’ it doesn’t feel like heavy handed exposition. In other words,
it’s classic Show, Don’t Tell.

Incidentally, a more up to date example of showing armour
through progressive action can be found in the action thriller IN THE
LINE OF FIRE. In the movie, Frank Horrigan and Lilly Raines are CIA
operatives who begin an affair. As they make their way to the bed for
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the first time they remove their clothes – and as they do, weapons
and guns of all kinds drop to the floor. It’s funny, but also, in its one
way, it’s description through action that is not that dissimilar to
Homer’s expositional technique.

“Exposition is awkward to present because it rarely occurs in reallife. Exposition, after all, is telling and drama is showing – form andfunction are fundamentally at odds.”John Yorke in INTO THE WOOS

“Back story is all the stuff that happened before your tale beganbut which has an impact on the front story. Back story helps definecharacter and established motivation. I think it’s important to getthe back story in as quickly as possible, but it’s also important to doit with some grace.”Stephen King, ON WRITING
Exposition and the Early Presentation of Back Story

Back story, as said, is a particular type of exposition and it is
concerned with the character’s past and can often be the key to the
heart of the drama at the story’s moment of climax. However, the
revelation of back story need not always be withheld till the end as in
OEDIPUS REX or GHOSTS. Back story can be present early in the
narrative as a kind of prologue in order to give the reader or
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audience an insight into the nature and psychology of the
protagonist. And usually this is a disturbed and haunted psychology,
which is why, in story terms, this type of back story is often referred
to as ‘The Ghost’ that gives rise to the problem/need of the
character. Examples of what you might call ‘the trauma back story’
can be found in movies such as VERTIGO, CLIFFHANGER and
MERCURY RISING. The psychological problem of the protagonist
occasionally resurfaces as the story goes on and sometimes that is
presented in the form of a ‘mind flash’, as with the shooting of the
young lad in MERCURY RISING which the hero FBI agent, Art Jefferies
(Bruce Willis), was unable to prevent. The on-going relevance of this
shooting in MERCURY RISING is that Art Jefferies is now protecting a
vulnerable autistic boy from a killer who seeks his death. The
implication of the ‘mind flash’ is that psychologically Art could not
cope with allowing another boy to be shot and that by making sure
the autistic boy stays alive Art may find some sort of redemption for
his previous failure.

“Exposition has legitimate uses. It’s the most efficient way tosummarise background information, including necessaryinformation about a character’s history. It can set the stage well fora major dramatised event.”Nancy Kress
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‘Ars est celare artem’ – ‘The true art is to conceal art.’
An old Latin maxim

Exposition Rules: ‘The Don’ts’
There are quite a few ‘Don’ts’ when it comes to exposition and

they are all worth a mention.
Don’t ever have people say something to someone which that

someone already knows.
The classic example of this is when a husband and wife

suddenly begin informing each other of basic facts known to both –
“How long have we been married, Jerry? It’s twenty-five years now!”
Even as a question it’s ham-fisted. That said, if a couple are having a
row then bringing up behaviour or events from the past can be a
dramatic way of getting in story information. A brilliant of this can be
found in the play (and later movie) WHO’S AFRAID OF VIRGINIA
WOOLF? by Edward Albee, where Martha goes on and on about her
husband George’s failed career at his university. Certain people, like
the proverbial elephant, never forget – or more specifically never
allow you to forget. And Martha is definitely one of them.
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Don’t ever give your lead or protagonist the job of exposition.
Humphrey Bogart, if he ever found exposition in any of his dialogue,
would immediately request that this information be given to another
character to say. He was a movie star and movie stars don’t do
exposition.

Don’t include anything the audience or reader can reasonable
assume or deduce for themselves.

Michael in THE GODFATHER is dressed in an army uniform, and
so it’s reasonable to assume he’s a soldier or was. That said, the fact
he’s been decorated as a brave hero does need to be established and
this turns out to be a key part of his character. Although Michael is
the youngest brother, when the time comes for him to protect his
father and revenge his attempted assassination, it’s important that
we the audience already know of his fighting and combat capabilities
in a crisis situation. And his army service history does that. Further, it
shows his leadership qualities and these too will prove essential
when he takes over from his father as the new head of the mafia
family.
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Never have a character who, without prior justification,

suddenly has knowledge beyond that which is credible for that
character.

To borrow the words of Polonius, “To thine own self be true.”
It’s not, however, that unusual to hear characters in dramas
suddenly spouting on about some scientific fact or other, which, up
until that moment, they had shown zero interest in or knowledge of.
Then comes the get-out line, “I watched a documentary on quantum
physics on television last week.” This method of getting across some
technical or scientific expositional information is clumsy and always
leaps out as cack-handed writing.

Never have people talk in a manner that they would never do in
real life.

Characters in exposition mode often stop speaking in a
conversational manner and instead suddenly sound like a footnote or
an annotation. This type of clunky manner of talking is cleverly
parodied in Tom Stoppard’s REAL INSPECTOR HOUND, where the
housekeeper, Mrs. Drudge, picks up the phone and says, “Hello. The
drawing room of Lady Muldoom’s country residence, one morning in
early spring?” And fans of Victoria Wood’s ACORN ANTIQUES will
remember similarly unnatural imparting of information in Wood’s
very funny parody of daytime soaps. Lopakhin’s long speech in THE
CHERRY ORCHARD could perhaps be said to be overly expositional in
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places – a bit ‘on-the-nose’ would be the theatre expression for this
kind of writing – but at least the anecdotal nature of what he is
saying does leaven some of the weight of the historical information.

Don’t tell, always show.
This rule comes up in every story guru’s book or writing class.

And yet sometimes simply telling may be the most efficient and
indeed the only way to get essential information across. Take the
opening of Michael Frayn’s COPENHAGEN. COPENHAGEN is based on
an event which occurred in Copenhagen in 1941, when two
physicists, Niels Bohr and Werner Heisenberg, met. The play features
both men, plus Margrethe Bohr, the wife of Niels Bohr. The setting
has no time or space, as the characters are essentially spirits of
memory. However, there is an enormous amount of information,
both scientific and historical, to get across. And in the opening scene
there is little attempt to gradually bring it in or cleverly ‘show’ it. The
facts are presented plainly and starkly. Frayn is a fine writer and he
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may well have considered other possibilities, but the simple fact was
that there was probably no way of getting the exposition out there
other than early and direct statements of information. The play itself
is ultimately about what might have been, and the explored
possibilities are presented in a dramatic and engaging manner, but
for that to happen we first need to know as soon and as efficiently as
possible who people are, what they did and the science involved.
And so Frayn no doubt concluded that ‘tell’ was indeed the only way
that could be done.

“Ideally, they [the audience] shouldn’t need to have bought aprogramme anyway. Apart from telling you the real names of theactors involved, a programme is there to enhance a play, notexplain it. I always detect a certain lack of confidence when I openone which contains a glossary or a detailed explanation. If essentialinformation is not in the play itself, we’re in a certain amount oftrouble.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
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“Important information should always be conveyed at least twice…don’t risk some audience member unexpectedly coughing over it sonobody hears.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING

Exposition Rules: ‘The Do-s’
Exposition is a bit like plumbing, you want it to work, and it’s

essential it does, but you certainly don’t want it obtrusively in view
and so noisy that guests can’t but miss it gurgling away all the time.
The trick with plumbing, as with exposition, is to hide it, or at least
disguise it in some way. The point then is that when exposition is
done well, like plumbing, the water should flow all round the house
but no one should notice the pipe work.

Anyway, to help that disguise and sugar of the pill of story
information, here are a few of the Do-s of the exposition.

Do dramatise.
People always say dramatise your exposition, but what does

that mean in practice? John York in his excellent book INTO THE
WOODS quotes from the first episode of CARDIAC ARREST by Jed
Mercurio (writing then as John MacUre). News of a loved one’s death
needs to be passed on to relatives by a doctor. In the scene,
Mercurio had it that it was a young doctor, terrified of breaking such
bad news, who was given the task. John Yorke says that Mercurio
understood that if you disguise exposition with ‘emotional overlay’,
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as Mercurio put it himself, then it is rendered undetectable. “The
emotional impact,” writes York, “renders the exposition invisible.”
What ‘dramatise’ then means in practice is, one, give the exposition
a specific premise and context, and, two, have it imparted by a
character with a particular trait, weakness or attribute. The context
in Yorke’s example is that it’s an inexperienced doctor who he
doesn’t want to do what he must do. And the actor who played that
role would have certainly thanked Jed Mercurio for that because
such a situation would have given them something to act.

Of course it doesn’t have to be distressing information that is
the context or reluctance that is the weakness. There are many
situational and character premises to choose from. Perhaps the
information being given is keenly desired and so the receiver wants it
told more quickly. Or maybe it’s the opposite, and the hearer refuses
to listen and so the teller has to make her. Or perhaps there are two
people passing on information and both want to be the first to tell it.
Whatever the situation, injecting conflict or upping the stakes in
some way makes it dramatic. So, Do Dramatise.

Do keep it moving.
Exposition is at its most obvious when characters are just sitting

around talking without any movement or doing whatsoever. If it has
to be a relatively static scene, the very least a writer can do is give
the characters some sort of physical action to offer some sense of
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change. Even just standing up helps. Remember the Mexican wave
scene in WHEN HARRY MET SALLY? The two men are at the game
talking away about relationships and what has happened in their
lives, but every so often there is a Mexican wave – and they go with
it. The up and down breaks up the static nature of the scene and is
quite funny too because the two guys keep standing up and waving
more from habit than any sense of enthusiasm.

Do withhold until necessary.
Not all expositional details are required at once. In fact it is

often better to wait until the right moment before revealing certain
details. Besides, withholding information creates interest and
curiosity. Placement and timing is what matters.

Do reveal key information if by not doing so causes confusion.
Yes, curiosity is a good thing, but at the other end of the story

information spectrum is incomprehension. A certain amount of
puzzlement is fine, that can keep up interest, but only to a certain
point or length of time. Confusion can eventually become
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bewilderment and in turn that can lead to frustration and
annoyance. And when that happens you are likely to lose your
audience or reader.

Do spread and do place.
It’s important to say here that exposition is not just an opening

scene issue or problem, for exposition is story information that
should run throughout your tale. So spread it and, more importantly,
carefully place it at the point of optimum dramatic impact. Arthur
Miller’s DEATH OF A SALESMAN is an excellent example of both.
Miller’s dramatic tutor Kenneth Rowe taught him that a play involves
“the past coming to life in the present and creating drama.” And
Willie Loman’s ‘past’ in this context is pure exposition, but it’s
placement throughout the drama that is the key to why DEATH OF A
SALESMAN works so well. The play builds to the big revelation as to
why his sons have rejected him. And it is this that, at least in part,
leads to Willy Loman’s crisis decision to take his own life.

Do ‘salt’ your expositional information.
Sometimes expositional information needs to be repeated in

different places and different ways. ‘Salting’, as Alan Ayckbourn calls
it in his book THE CRAFT ART OF PLAYMAKING. Speaking from a
practical point of view, Ayckbourn observes that his plays are written
for the theatre and in the theatre people cough and sneeze and
worse. You don’t want sudden audience noise preventing everyone
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else from hearing a key bit of information – and that’s why, argues
Ayckbourn, it’s important to ‘salt’ your exposition, meaning, spread
and repeat any key information in different places in the script.
Ayckbourn points out too that the human brain doesn’t take
everything in all at one go. People become distracted or only half
listen. And so for that reason as well it’s essential to ‘salt’ your story
information across a scene.

Do show.
Visuals can often do the job of telling. Think costume. Think

setting. Think props. All these can do much of the heavy lifting of
exposition. For example, someone is leaving an office building early
one morning as everyone else is coming in. The person exiting is
carrying a cardboard box containing photographs and a few
mementoes, plus a plant in a pot. The people who are entering the
building look in the opposite direction and sigh, but there’s one who
as he passes the man leaving has a big smile on his face and isn’t
frightened of showing it. So what has happened here? We can make
a reasonable assumption that the person with the cardboard box has
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been called in early and then fired. Of course he could just be taking
the plant outside for some sunshine, but probably not. Also, we can
take it that the people coming in to work are embarrassed that he
has been fired, but there’s one exception and he is pleased by what
has happened. And all this from an image that allows the reasoning
of the audience to work things out for themselves.

“An old stagecraft axiom states: ‘Tell every important factor threetimes to the audience if you want to be sure they understand it.’Duplication also may be used to reminders of information whichwas given to us previously. The audience is liable to forget factseven though they may have been clearly established at thebeginning. If these facts are important enough, it may be advisableto bring them back or remind the audience of these factsthroughout the picture… Of course, duplication can also become adangerous instrument. If a man comes from the street dripping wetand somebody asks, ‘Is it raining outside?’ duplication becomesidiocy.”Eugene Vale, THE TECHNIQUE OF SCREENPLAY WRITING (1944)

“Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life, or whetherthat station will be held by anybody else, these pages must show.To begin my life with the beginning of my life, I record that I wasborn (as I have been informed and believe) on a Friday, at twelve
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o’clock at night. It was remarked that the clock began to strike, andI began to cry, simultaneously.”The opening of DAVID COPPERFIELD by Charles Dickens

Exposition and the Narrative Fiction
It should be acknowledged that the majority of the examples in

these Exposition chapters come mainly from theatre and cinema
rather than narrative fiction. The point here is that whether it’s a
character narrator or a third person narration, the fiction writer can
tell you very directly where we are, the time period we are in, plus
who people are. The style and attitude may change writer to writer –
compare Charles Dickens to J.J. Salinger – but the medium itself does
not. But that sort of direct telling usually isn’t possible in a movie or
play, or even if it is via a voice over, such methods tends to be
frowned upon.

Terry Pratchett makes the observation that “plot exposition
that can be gently wound out by the authorial voice and internal
monologue of a character in the length of a page has to be delivered
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in a matter of seconds on the stage.” His point is that the stage,
unlike the written word, is a restricted medium in terms of time. And
when he describes his sort of storytelling as that which is “gently
wound out by the authorial voice and internal monologue of a
character” you can make the reasonable assumption that the written
word is his preferred medium. He’s a prose writer, after all. And
exceptionally good at it.

But all this is not to say that the guidelines, techniques and
devices concerning exposition that are discussed in these Exposition
chapters aren’t just as applicable to the novel as they are to a stage
drama or movie. Dramatisation, ‘salting’, the performative setting,
the arrival of the outsider and all the other suggestions that are
discussed in the following chapters are expositional methods that
can be put to use in the narrative fiction form.

“If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you’ll probablywant to know is where I was born, and what my lousy childhoodwas like, and how my parents were occupied and all before theyhad me, and all that David Copperfield kind of cr*p, but I don’t feel
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like going into it, if you want to know the truth. In the first place,that stuff bores me, and in the second place, my parents wouldhave two haemorrhages apiece if I told anything pretty personalabout them.”From the opening of THE CATCHER IN THE RYE by J.D. Salinger
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Exposition: Examples Across History
“Shakespeare wasn’t skilled at exposition, and didn’t get muchbetter at it as his career went on, which is a comfort to the rest ofus.”David Edgar in HOW PLAYS WORK

The Prologue
This is the opening of Euripides’s ALECESTIS written in the sixth

century AD:
Hail, House of Admetus, where I had to eat bread with thepoor, though I am a god, Apollo. Zeus is to blame for this; hekilled my son, Asclepius, striking him in the heart withlightning. I got mad and I got even: I killed the Cyclopes,makers of Zeus’ fire; then my father made meserve a mortal man as his slave, to punish me.So I came to this land and tended sheep for my hostand up to now I have been the protector of this house.Yes, being holy myself, I found him holy, the son of Pheres; Isaved his life, by tricking the Fates; for my sake thegoddesses agreed to let Admetus escape his present death,if he found a substitute to give the gods below.He made requests, he asked them all, his nearest anddearest, his father and the old woman who gave him birth,his mother, but he found not a one save his wife who waswilling to give up her life and the sun’s rays that here shinedown.
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Now in this house she lies, needing a helping hand even tostand up. Her last gasp cannot be far off. Today is the daythe Fates have destined she must die and leave this world.But as for me, to avoid the filth of death under the roof,I am leaving this house, with fond memories.And I already see Death coming ‘round, priest of thedeceased, who is going to take her down to the halls ofHades. He is, as ever, punctual, keeping track of the day shehas to die.
Euripides is said to have been the inventor of this kind of

expositional prologue. A character comes on and basically says who
people are, what occurred in the past that got us to where we are
now, plus what we can expect to happen next. Often this character is
a God, as here with Apollo, or with Poseidon in TROJAN WOMEN and
Aphrodite in HIPPOLYTUS, but in can be another type of dramatic
persona too, such as the ghost of Polydorus in HECUBA or an
ordinary farmer in ELECTRA. Sometimes this character leaves and
never comes back, or occasionally they become a character in the
drama itself, as with the play IPHIGENIA IN TAURUS, where the
prologue is presented by Iphigenia herself.

The prologue’s function in ancient times was essentially to offer
the Greek audience a quick reminder of the myth, legend or history
that was about to be explored in the play, plus, as said, where we are
in that particular story when the drama starts. The comedy writer
Aristophanes did something similar, except his opening characters
tend to be lowly and funny, and much more interested in the present
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state of Athens than the past. And Aristophanes opening prologue
then is more like a stand-up comedy routine in that it usually
includes observations on current state of affairs and how they can be
tackled.

Of course, prologues are still used today, for example, in
BEAUTY AND THE BEAST and EDWARD SCISSORHANDS. Both are fairy
tales of sort, and a prologue fits that form well, for a prologue by its
very nature acknowledges that what it is introducing is a story. But
the use of a prologue to get round the problem of exposition may
not be appropriate for all stories, forms and genres. It’s important to
consider then exactly what was is best for your particular kind of
story. But there is at least one thing that can certainly be said in
favour of the prologue, and that is it certainly saves the actors at lot
of clumsy dialogue.

LURCIO: Yes, well, here we go. ‘The Prologue. Now it came topass…’SENNA THE SOUTHSAYER: Oh woe! Oh woe is me!Frankie Howerd beginning UP POMPEII! each week with ThePrologue only for it then to be interrupted
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PROSPERO: My brother and thy uncle, call’d Antonio –I pray thee, mark me – that a brother shouldBe so perfidious! – he whom next thyselfOf all the world I loved and to him putThe manage of my state; as at that timeThrough all the signories it was the firstAnd Prospero the prime duke, being so reputedIn dignity, and for the liberal artsWithout a parallel; those being all my study,The government I cast upon my brotherAnd to my state grew stranger, being transportedAnd rapt in secret studies. Thy false uncle – meDost thou attend me?MIRANDA: Sir, most heedfullyFrom THE TEMPEST (1610) by William Shakespeare

Shakespeare
Let’s now jump several centuries, to the Elizabethan stage.

Shakespeare in his early writing life used the device of the prologue,
notably in ROMEO AND JULIET in 1594 (which offered foreshadowing
as well as setting the scene), but this opening exchange in
Shakespeare’s HAMLET presented a few years later in 1601 takes a
very different approach:

BERNARDO: Who’s there?FRANCISCO: Nay, answer me: stand, and unfold yourself.BERNARDO: Long live the king!
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FRANCISCO: Bernardo?BERNARDO: He.FRANCISCO: You come most carefully upon your hour.BERNARDO: ‘Tis now struck twelve; get thee to bed,Francisco.FRANCISCO: For this relief much thanks: ‘tis bitter cold,And I am sick at heart.BERNARDO: Have you had quiet guard?FRANCISCO: Not a mouse stirring.BERNARDO: Well, good night.If you do meet Horatio and Marcellus,The rivals of my watch, bid them make haste.FRANCISCO: I think I hear them.[Enter HORATIO and MARCELLUS]FRANCISCO: Stand, ho! Who’s there?HORATIO: Friends to this ground.MARCELLUS: And liegemen to the Dane.
The Elizabethan stage in Shakespeare’s time had no set in the

sense of painted scenery or wheeled-on beds. Then you have to
consider that the plays were performed in the open air during the
day. The afternoon, in fact. And because of all this it was important
to set the scene both in terms of place and time as soon as the actors
came on. The opening scenes of many Shakespeare dramas
therefore read like a radio play, in the sense that the first few lines
need to establish not only the who and the what, but also the where
and then when.

From the first two lines of HAMLET, Shakespeare’s audience
would have worked out that what we have here are two soldiers on
guard duty (“Nay, answer me: stand, and unfold yourself” is basically
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Francisco saying – ‘No, you tell me who you are, for I’m the one on
guard duty’) and the mention of the King suggests the location is
probably some sort of castle or royal residence. A few lines later we
also know that it is after twelve midnight and the weather is bitterly
cold. Francisco then says that he is “sick at heart”, but not why. The
exchange “Have you had quiet guard?” and “Not a mouse stirring”
could, with two good actors, suggest that there is much relief in how
calm and uneventful a night it has been, and so give a sense to the
audience that something more than a mouse was expected. Anyway,
Francisco and Bernardo then go on to mention Horatio and
Marcellus, who now named, duly enter on cue and give us additional
information as to which country we are in:

HORATIO: Friends to this ground.MARCELLUS: And liegemen to the Dane.FRANCISCO: Give you good night.MARCELLUS: O Farewell, honest soldier:Who hath relieved you?FRANCISCO: BERNARDO: has my place.Give you good night. [Exits].MARCELLUS: Holla! Bernardo!BERNARDO: Say,What, is Horatio there?HORATIO: A piece of him.BERNARDO: Welcome, Horatio: welcome, good Marcellus.MARCELLUS: What, has this thing appear’d again to-night?BERNARDO: I have seen nothing.MARCELLUS: Horatio says ‘tis but our fantasy,And will not let belief take hold of himTouching this dreaded sight, twice seen of us:
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Therefore I have entreated him alongWith us to watch the minutes of this night;That if again this apparition come,He may approve our eyes and speak to it.HORATIO: Tush, tush, ‘twill not appear.BERNARDO: Sit down awhile;And let us once again assail your ears,That are so fortified against our storyWhat we have two nights seen.HORATIO: Well, sit we down,And let us hear Bernardo speak of this.BERNARDO: Last night of all,When yond same star that’s westward from the poleHad made his course to illume that part of heavenWhere now it burns, Marcellus and myself,The bell then beating one, –[Enter Ghost]MARCELLUS: Peace, break thee off; look, where it comesagain!BERNARDO: In the same figure, like the king that’s dead.MARCELLUS: Thou art a scholar; speak to it, Horatio.BERNARDO: Looks it not like the king? mark it, Horatio.HORATIO Most like: it harrows me with fear and wonder.BERNARDO: It would be spoke to.MARCELLUS: Question it, Horatio.HORATIO: What art thou that usurp’st this time of night,Together with that fair and warlike formIn which the majesty of buried DenmarkDid sometimes march? by heaven I charge thee, speak!MARCELLUS: It is offended.BERNARDO: See, it stalks away!HORATIO: Stay! speak, speak! I charge thee, speak!MARCELLUS: ‘Tis gone, and will not answer.BERNARDO: How now, Horatio! you tremble and look pale:Is not this something more than fantasy?



60
What think you on’t?HORATIO: Before my God, I might not this believeWithout the sensible and true avouchOf mine own eyes.MARCELLUS: Is it not like the king?HORATIO: As thou art to thyself:Such was the very armour he had onWhen he the ambitious Norway combated;So frown’d he once, when, in an angry parle,He smote the sledded Polacks on the ice.‘Tis strange.
‘Tis strange indeed, but gripping and exciting too!
And yet, when you look at it closely, the dialogue in this scene

is pretty much pure exposition. You hardly notice it, for Shakespeare
has dramatised the story information and made into a suspenseful
thriller.

There’s a couple of lines in these exchanges that are worth
looking at in more detail. First, the use of the word ‘thing’ in
Marcellus’s line “What, has this thing appear’d again to-night?”
Curiosity is immediately aroused – what could it be? A few lines later
we’re told it’s an ‘apparition’. Now we’re aware what it is – a spirit
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of some sort – but not whose spirit. Soon the ghost appears and then
we’re told it looks ‘like the King that’s dead’. A key story fact but it’s
done in such as way that gets you hooked.

And there are other important bits of story information that are
dropped in throughout these exchanges. We discover Horatio is a
scholar, that we’re in Denmark, that the King was a brave warrior
and that when he was alive he defeated Norway battle. And all this
turns out to be essential information if you are to understand what’s
goes on in the story as the plot progresses.

Perhaps then David Edgar was being a little unfair to say that
Shakespeare wasn’t particularly skilled at exposition. Certainly
Prospero’s speech early in the first act of THE TEMPEST about people
we’ve never met or seen so far, is a bit clunky, and so it’s no wonder
that Prospero has to ask Miranda if she’s been paying attention.
However, the scene opening of HAMLET is without doubt an example
of the craft of dramatic exposition at its very best.

HORATIO: My lord, I came to see your father’s funeral.HAMLET: I prithee do not mock me, fellow studient,I think it was to see my mother’s wedding.HORATIO: Indeed, my lord, it followed hard upon.HAMLET: Thrift, thrift, Horatio, the funeral bak’d-meatsDid coldly furnish forth the marriage tables.FromWilliam Shakespeare’s HAMLET
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The ‘well-made play’. Noun. Written in a formulaic manner whichaims at neatness of plot and foregrounding of dramatic incidentrather than naturalism, depth of characterization, intellectualsubstance, etc.The Oxford English Dictionary
Nineteenth Century Theatre

Let’s jump another couple of hundred years to the Victorian
era, where theatres are now in enclosed dark spaces, their stages
have furniture and scenery, and there are footlights to illuminate the
stage. And what all this means, of course, is that as soon as the
curtain rises the audience can see where the drama is set and even
what time of day it is.

The nineteenth century was the theatrical era that became
known for the ‘well-made play’ and the rise of realism. But the
dramatist still had to introduce the dramatis personae and say who
they were and what they did. Typically in the dramas of writers such
as Henrik Ibsen and Harley Granville Baker, two characters would
enter – let’s call them Anthony and Brenton – and there would be an
opening scene where they would discuss a third character who they
were about to meet, whom we shall call Clifford. Clifford (or C) would
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then enter and Brenton (or B) would then leave, and C and A would
talk about character B.

And it’s worth pointing out that even before A, B or C entered
there might have been two maids or a maid and a butler found on
stage as the curtain went up discussing the ‘master of the house’ and
who he was expected that morning or that afternoon or that night.
This exchange usually happened during some table-dusting – and in
the theatre ‘table-dusting’ became the shorthand term for this sort
of expositional stagecraft. An example of table-dusting can be found
in Ibsen’s THE WILD DUCK (1884), where a gossiping servant talks to
a fellow servant about a dinner taking place next door:

PETTERSEN, in livery, and JENSEN, the hired waiter, in black,are putting the study in order. From the dining−room, thehum of conversation and laughter of many voices are heard.PETTERSEN: [lights a lamp on the chimney−place and placesa shade over it]. Listen to them, Jensen! Now the old man’sgot to his feet and is proposing a long toast to Mrs. Sorby.JENSEN: [pushing forward an arm−chair]. Is it true, whatfolks say, that there’s something between them? More thanjust good friends, eh?PETTERSON: Lord knows.
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JENSEN: I’ve heard tell as he’s been a lively customer in histime. A bit of a rake!PETTERSON: May be.JENSEN: And he’s giving this spread in honour of his son,they say.PETTERSON: Yes. His son came home yesterday.JENSEN: This is the first time I ever heard as Mr. Werle had ason.PETTERSON: Oh yes, he has a son, right enough. But he’s afixture, as you might say, up at the Hoidal Works. He’s neveronce come to town all the years I’ve been in service here.
Of course, this sort of expositional was nothing new, for in

Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s THE RIVALS many of the dramatis
personae are introduced by name in the opening scene by servants
Fag and Thomas.

SCENE ONE. A STREET.[Enter THOMAS and FAG following]FAG: What! Thomas! sure ‘tis he? What! Thomas! Thomas!THOMAS: Hey! Odd’s life! Mr. Fag! Give us your hand, my oldfellow-servant.FAG: Excuse my glove, Thomas. I’m devilish glad to see you, my lad.Why, my prince of charioteers, you look as hearty! But who thedeuce thought of seeing you in Bath?THOMAS: Sure, master, Madam Julia, Harry, Mrs. Kate, and thepostillion, be all come.FAG: Indeed!From the opening scene of THE RIVALS (1775) by Richard BrinsleySheridan
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“Don’t tell me the moon is shining; show me the glint of light onbroken glass.”Anton Chekhov
Naturalism and the Twentieth Century

Let’s now move a bit nearer to the present day and the plays of
Anton Chekhov in the early twentieth century. Chekhov famously
disliked the formalities of the well-made play and preferred instead a
style that became known as Naturalism. Essentially the difference
between Realism and Naturalism is Realism involves the acceptance
of certain artificial conventions as to the way people behave in plays,
whereas Naturalism prefers people to behave on stage as they would
in real life. Of course Anton Chekhov did famously say that “if there
is a gun hanging on the wall in the first act, it must fire in the last,” so
he wasn’t against a bit of foreshadowing. But that said, Chekhov’s
opening exposition is very different in style at least from the
generation of playwrights who came before him. This, for example, is
the opening scene of THE CHERRY ORCHARD first performed in 1904:

LOPAKHIN: The train’s arrived, thank God. What’s the time?DUNYASH: It will soon be two. [Blowing out the candle] It islight already.
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LOPAKHIN: How much was the train late? Two hours atleast. I have made a rotten mess of it! I came here onpurpose to meet them at the station, and then oversleptmyself . . . in my chair. It’s a pity. I wish you’d wakened me.DUNYASHA: I thought you’d gone away. I think I hear themcoming.LOPAKHIN: No… They’ve got to collect their luggage and soon. Lubov Andreyevna has been living abroad for five years;I don’t know what she’ll be like now… She’s a good sort – aneasy, simple person. I remember when I was a boy offifteen, my father, who is dead – he used to keep a shop inthe village here – hit me on the face with his fist, and mynose bled… We had gone into the yard together forsomething or other, and he was a little drunk. LubovAndreyevna, as I remember her now, was still young, andvery thin, and she took me to the washstand here in thisvery room, the nursery. She said, “Don’t cry, little man, it’llbe all right in time for your wedding.” “Little man”… Myfather was a peasant, it’s true, but here I am in a whitewaistcoat and yellow shoes… a pearl out of an oyster. I’mrich now, with lots of money, but just think about it andexamine me, and you’ll find I’m still a peasant down to themarrow of my bones. [Turning over the pages of his book]Here I’ve been reading this book, but I understood nothing. Iread and fell asleep.DUNYASHA: The dogs didn’t sleep all night; they know thatthey’re coming.LOPAKHIN: What’s up with you, Dunyasha . . . ?DUNYASHA: My hands are shaking. I shall faint.LOPAKHIN: You’re too sensitive, Dunyasha. You dress justlike a lady, and you do your hair like one too. You oughtn’t.You should know your place.YPIKHODOV: [Entering with a bouquet] The gardener sentthese; says they’re to go into the dining-room. [Giving thebouquet to DUNYASHA.]
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LOPAKHIN: And you’ll bring me some kvass.DUNYASHA: [Exiting] Very well.YPIKHODOV: There’s a frost this morning--three degrees,and the cherry-trees are all in flower. I can’t approve of ourclimate, I can’t. Our climate is indisposed to favour us eventhis once. And, Ermolai Alexeyevitch, allow me to say to you,in addition, that I bought myself some boots two days ago,and I beg to assure you that they squeak in a perfectlyunbearable manner. What shall I put on them?LOPAKHIN: Go away. You bore me.YPIKHODOV Some misfortune happens to me every day. ButI don’t complain; I’m used to it, and I can smile. [DUNYASHAcomes in and brings LOPAKHIN some kvass] I shall go.[Knocking over a chair] There. . . . there, you see, if I may usethe word, what circumstances I am in, so to speak. It is evensimply marvellous.DUNYASHA: I may confess to you, Ermolai Alexeyevitch, thatYpikhodov has proposed to me.LOPAKHIN: Ah!DUNYASHA: I don’t know what to do about it. He’s a niceyoung man, but every now and again, when he beginstalking, you can’t understand a word he’s saying. I think Ilike him. He’s madly in love with me.
This opening is certainly more of a ramshackle affair than two

gentlemen quietly having coffee while discussing a friend or
colleague who is about to arrive. For a start, there’s a great deal of
movement and fluidity, even comedy in the clumsy Ypikhodov
knocking over the chair, but when it comes to expositional technique
it’s not that different in principle from Ibsen or indeed Shakespeare.
When you look at the story information that is imparted in this
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scene, you realise that form and styles may change but the issues of
establishing who/where/when/what are perennial. The
requirements of exposition never change.
“Never underestimate your audience. You can afford to be subtle.Far subtler than you think. They see and hear more than youimagine.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING

Darth Vader: Obi-Wan never told you what happened to yourfather.Luke Skywalker: He told me enough! He told me you killed him!Darth Vader: “No. I am your father.”From THE EMPIRE STRIKES BACK directed by Irvin Kershner from ascreenplay by Leigh Brackett and Lawrence Kasdan, based on astory by George Lucas.(In the radio drama adaptation of THE EMPIRE STRIKES BACK, Vaderdoes say, “No, Luke. I am your father,” and in JEDI SEARCH by KevinJ. Anderson (1994), Luke remembers Vader saying, “Luke, I am yourfather,” but in the original move it was simply “No. I am yourfather.”)
Cinematic Exposition

The changes brought about in how we experience and process
Story as a result of the invention of the cinematic medium cannot be
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underestimated. And when it comes to exposition, well, cinematic
editing and montage have proved a game changer in how we think
about images and connect them.

Shot of exterior of Buckingham Palace.
Cut to interior. A large regal room with oil paintings, covering

nearly every inch of every wall.
Cut to a crown on the table on top of a velvet cushion.
Cut to a woman standing in the centre of the room, attended to

by servants. These are ladies-in-waiting, for now we see a series of
close-up of hands and fingers helping to fit a formal gown on the lady
who stands centre.

Are words really necessary to understand what is going on here
and who everyone is? Surely we can work out from the images
presented that we are in Buckingham Palace and the monarch is
preparing for some sort of event.

Cut to several men positioning large professional looking lamps
on stands around the nearby throne.

Cut to man standing opposite the throne taking test shots with
a camera of the vacant throne.

And now we know that the monarch is about to have her
portrait taken.
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But how and why do we know all this? Because over the last
hundred years or so of cinema, audiences have developed an
understanding of what directors and editors call ‘cinema grammar’.
What this means is that we have learnt to make certain assumptions
and links as a result of the edits between shots. Human beings are
hard-wired to find connections and patterns in the world around us –
and cinematic edits facilitate just that.

Sometimes directors occasionally play a sleight-of-hand with
our learnt cinematic grammar assumptions, intentionally misleading
audiences as to where are they are for dramatic purposes. In THE
SILENCE OF THE LAMBS, for example, this happens as a result of a
shot of a male, armed FBI officer disguised as a delivery guy with
flowers in his hand pressing a doorbell, which is immediately
followed by an image of a ringing bell in the cellar of the serial killer.
As it happens, the two are not directly connected at all, for it’s Agent
Starling who is really ringing the doorbell at the killer’s home in her
separate search for the serial killer ‘Buffalo Bill’. A cut from one shot
to another – from outside to inside – shouldn’t necessarily mean
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that they are connected, it’s just that’s the way audiences have
learnt to ‘read’ the grammar of cinema editing over the last century
or so.

The connecting shots and edits in THE SILENCE OF THE LAMBS
were meant to fool you and trick you into a false assumption – and
indeed they do just that. However, when it comes to exposition in
the cinema, the edit is usually your friend. And ‘montage editing’ is
arguably cinema’s most effective tool in getting exposition across.

Montage editing was never done better, or more movingly,
than in the montage sequence at the beginning of the animation
movie UP. The series of connecting images takes in Carl’s marriage,
his wife’s illness and her eventually death. This is not just exposition,
this is a lived life. The sequence also sets up Carl’s loneliness and the
grumpy disillusionment of old age. But there are too hints of the
seemingly lost dreams of young man that have never quite gone
away. It’s pure cinema, beautifully executed and incredibly powerful.

There is as well a specific type of cinematic montage known as
‘American Montage’, which has its roots in the movies of the 1930s.
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In American Montage, Time is compressed to a series of clips, often
using irregular angular framing, cross-fades and overlays that, as it
were, visually concertina events. In Woody Allen’s THE PURPLE ROSE
OF CAIRO, set in the 1930s, the flesh and blood Cecilia literally enters
the movie world by walking into (or inside of) the movie screen itself.
And in this movie world there is a classic American Montage
sequence where Cecilia experiences an exhilarating night on the
town with her fictional lover.

A very different but very funny parody of the American
Montage format can be found in NAKED GUN: FROM THE FILES OF
POLICE SQUAD (1988), where the lovers caper around and run slow
motion on a beach, plus laugh joyously together as they leave the
cinema after seeing, of all things, the blood-splattering war movie
PLATOON.

A cinematic method of exposition that the early movies
pioneered is what academics now call ‘non-diegetic intrusion’, and
what this basically means is story information that comes, as it were,
from outside the story world. What we are talking about here are
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inter-titles (or title-cards) which tell us in writing who’s who, plus
where and when we are. In modern cinema this is now usually done
as under-text captions, with printed words superimposed over the
photographed action. Superimposition of expository information is
particularly associated with the thriller and action movie genres,
which sometimes even prints out the information as if it’s appearing
on a typewriter or coming from a computer keyboard. This method
sub-title method of expositional technique became popular as a
result of its use in the 1962 Michael Caine spy thriller THE IPCRESS
FILE.

But of course cinema audiences don’t go to the movies to read,
so the use of expository under-titles/sub-titles or inter-titles tends to
be limited to a few words, usually just providing basic facts about
time and location. However, STAR WARS intentionally made a
feature of this expositional method with its opening lines in blue
typeface – “A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away…” – which
become a crawl of words that eventually faded into the blackness of
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space with John Williams’ brass heavy orchestral score playing in the
background. Never before had expositional text been so dramatic or
thrilling.

The cinematic medium also offers other forms of expositional
technique, but not all of them are welcomed by screenwriting
experts. For example, Robert McKee dislikes voice-over exposition in
the movies precisely because cinema is meant to be a visual medium.
However, story gurus tend to be more forgiving when it comes to
what you might call ‘vision-over’ exposition. What happens in vision-
over is that when there is an expositional character speaking and
telling you the necessary information, there appears on the screen
images from the events or action that he or she is talking about.
These images are not in anyway mindscreen visions of the explainer,
as they do not represent his or her memory. It’s that the objective
narrator filmmaker chooses to impose over that speech secondary
images. Hence the term vision-over.

Expositional flashbacks are not usually encouraged by story
gurus, but as with every rule there are exceptions. And, as Robert
McKee points out in his talks and lectures, when curiosity is raised to
such a level that you are desperate know what did happen, then
that’s the time for the legitimate use of the flashback. And McKee
champions in his lectures the long Paris flashback sequence in
CASABLANCA.
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Another advantage that the cinema has when it comes to

exposition is the close-up, for in a close-up those battling with story
information have the skills of the actor to help them. Obviously an
actor’s face can’t reveal when and where they were born, but film
acting, as Dirk Bogarde always said, is essentially photographed
thought. And a good actor can tell you much with their eyes and
their expressions.

A quick mention here for music and the cinematic score.
Theatre of course has often used period music to help set the scene,
but the uniqueness of cinema is its varied soundtrack. What Homer
did with recurring epithets, pithy tags that established who people
were (“grey-eyed Athena,” “swift-footed Achilles”), what time of day
it was (“rose-touched dawn”) or the place where we were in the
story (“the wine-dark sea”), are nowadays achieved with melodic
motifs and choices of musical instruments. Think of the theme that
warns us of Darth Vader’s arrival or the sound of bagpipes that tells
us we are now in Scotland. In ONCE UPON A TIME IN THE WEST it’s
possible to argue that the character motifs by composer Ennio
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Morricone, as they were written ahead of filming, even helped the
actors with their characterisation. And in ONCE UPON A TIME IN
AMERICA, Morricone’s musical motifs were, it is reported, even
played on set while the actors were making their entrances.

It’s worth pointing out before leaving the expositional
techniques of cinema that some of that craft has morphed its way
into narrative fiction. Evelyn Waugh in his novels originated, for
example, sequences of short scenes of dialogue, without any name
tags to say who was speaking, which is essentially a technique which
came from cinematic editing and montage. You might also add here
the current fashion for novels, particularly those aimed at a younger
readership, being written in the present tense, where you could say
it’s as though the story, like a movie, is happening right there in the
now. In fact, writers of fiction today can’t help but think
cinematically because that is how they have been experiencing Story
from the time they are toddlers.
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“Background music may also be considered a source of informationin the motion picture. Is information is not direct, however, as isthat of the noise or picture. We might say that is expressesinformation in a third dimension, namely, emotion and moo…Background music has no independent life, but it is composed toserve the story.”Eugene Vale, THE TECHNIQUE OF SCREENPLAY WRITING (1944)
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Exposition – Practical Techniques andDevices
‘Actions speak louder than words.’A popular maxim.

Role and Character
Conflict is the engine of drama. And to dramatise essentially

means adding an element of conflict between characters. A classic
method then of dramatising exposition is to formalise exchanges and
interactions as some kind of interrogation or questioning, where one
person wants information and the other is reluctant to give it. Think
here of an authority figure questioners such as a police officer, a
headmaster or a gatekeeper. And create as well, if you can, a specific
reason why the character who is quizzed is resistant to questioning.

At the other end of the scale is to have a character who, by
nature, is over talkative. Sometimes people jabber away ten-to-the-
dozen when they talk to you because they are lonely. Think of the
well-meaning old man you sometimes find yourself sitting next to on
a park bench or bus. The character sat next to them may not at first
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want to listen, but then some vital story information is unknowing
passed on by our lonesome but chatty friend. And these are the sort
of characters that often pop up in whodunits and television murder
mysteries.

Then there’s the type of character who is talkative because
they are fun and full of energy. Like the ebullient and entertaining
driver in DIE HARD, who, on the journey across Los Angeles, fills in
John McClane (and us) on pretty much everything that’s going on
that night. And importantly, from a plot point of view, he’s not
wasted as a character, for, as the chauffeur of the limousine, he
becomes crucial to events later in the story.

Another character based way of rendering exposition invisible
is to make the person passing on the information a little unusual or
quirky in manner or appearance. A classic example of this is in
SILENCE OF THE LAMBS when Clarice visits two nerdy etymologists
who are experts in moths and keen to talk about them. Their nerdy
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nature might have been enough in itself to make the scene
interesting but then, in the middle of the examination of the moth
that Clarice has brought with her, one of the men says to her, “What
do you do when you’re not detecting, Agent Starling?” He then asks
Clarice out on a date, which ends up with Starling saying, “Are you
hitting on me?” This scene has now become one with an awkward
sexual subtext, but then the other guy probing Clarice’s moth
suddenly says how incredibly rare it is – “Somebody grew this guy.
Fed him honey and nightshade, kept him warm. Somebody loved
him.” The nerdy scientist immediately loses interest in Agent Starling
and turns all his attention back to this extraordinary moth, because,
well, moths are his true passion. And his love for moths is infectious
because now we as an audience are interested as well. It’s a scene of
pure expositional information, but with the awkward geeky scientists
it has a quirky feel, and, for a time a least, awkward underlying
sexual tension.

“The experienced writer can exploit the attraction of a goodauxiliary goal… A person approaches a man in an attempt to learnsomething which is extremely interesting. The man, throughstupidity or a will, talks about everything else, but not about theparticular subject. ‘Everything else’ the man talks about, is ofcourse exposition and information which we would hardly want tolisten to if it were not for our forward movement caused by theanticipated auxiliary goal. The writer has transformed a deficiencyinto an excellent dramatic effect. Not only does he give as theexposition, but in doing so he accentuates are anticipation by
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making us impatient. The auxiliary goal as a magnet draws us overthe slow spots.”Eugene Vale, THE TECHNIQUE OF SCREENPLAY WRITING (1944)

MR. PINK: So who’s the rat this time? Mr. Blue? Mr. Blonde? Joe?It’s Joe’s show, he set this whole thing up. Maybe he set it up to setit up.MR. WHITE: I don’t buy it. Me and Joe go back a long time. I can tellya straight up, Joe definitely didn’t have anything to do with thisbulls**t.MR. PINK: Oh, you and Joe go back a long time. I known Joe since Iwas a kid. But me saying Joe definitely couldn’t have done it isridiculous. I can say I definitely didn’t do it, cause know what I didor didn’t do.From RESERVOIR DOGS, written and directed by Quentin Tarantino

Action Dialogue
Action dialogue is arguably the writer’s best method of

exposition. Well, certainly for the screenwriter and the playwright.
And action dialogue depends on wants and so the easiest option in
order to get exposition across in a dramatic way is put the characters
in a situation where they want to know something. Or better still, are
desperate to know. Take this exchange in RESERVOIR DOGS:


