
Characterization + Character Motivation: How it works, cont.

Dialogue   There are three types of dialogue: Summary, Indirect, and Direct

Summary is when we use exposition to tell (which, as we’ve established, is something we want to do 
sparingly). For example, we can tell the reader that two characters talked about something. We can say: 
John and Mary talked about how to make the experience memorable for their kids. 

Indirect Dialogue is when we present readers with the feel of an exchange between two characters with-
out direct dialogue and quotation marks. Something like this: Had he turned o� the co�ee maker before he 
left the house? He worried about this for months after hearing about the woman who lost her house to a �re by 
leaving her co�ee maker on. He’d thought about buying a newer one, one of those new-fangled types that turns 
itself o�, but frugal as he was with money, he couldn’t see buying a new one when the one he had was in perfect 
working order. Now that he thought about it, no, he hadn’t turned it o�. He knew this because he remembered 
now taking his lunch out of the refrigerator, which is right next to the co�ee maker, and leaving for work 
straight away. He’d go home to take care of it, except just yesterday at a department meeting, his boss had put 
his foot down about long lunches, and there was no way he could make it home and back in thirty minutes. So 
he resigned himself to getting through the day with the nagging worry that he might come home to a blazing 
apartment.

Direct Dialogue is when one or more characters speak directly, usually in a conversation. (We’ll cover this 
more indepth in Week 5.)

We can combine these three modes of dialogue like this: They had agreed to be more respectful of each 
other’s time (summary), so here he sat, wondering why she was late again (indirect). “Where the hell are 
you?” he said aloud (direct).

Characterization by Author is when the writer tells the reader about the character’s virtues, likes/dislikes, 
and motives. This is also when backstory might come in to play. The advantage: It frees us up to move in 
time and space because we can relay a great deal of information in a condensed amount of time. The 
disadvantage is that it can distance a reader because, as we’ve talked about, readers respond to and are 
drawn in by visuals that put them in the moment. These are the things we have to weigh out as writers 
and make choices based on our intensions with each piece we write. 

Characterization by Another Character one character gives his/her impression of another character  
through speech, action, or thought. When this happens, we learn about both characters at the same time 
because the way a person sees another tells us something about the seer, and especially if we already 
know a little about their backgrounds. 
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