
Overwriting and Dialogue 

Along with an individual writer’s style, dialogue is another place where a writer and an editor can 

struggle to know the difference. After all, people ramble when they talk. They repeat themselves. They 

use flowery language and clichés in abundance. They are often ineloquent and abuse adjectives. The list 

goes on and covers every single lesson we’ve discussed. 

We thus face a dilemma when we want to write characters who sound like humans rather than flawless 

angels of poetry or stilted, overpolished…well, characters in a story. How much of regular human speech 

patterns, in all their flaws, do we retain? Should we retain any of them? 

The answer is, like many of the points covered in this course, complicated. 

It depends on the type of story you’re telling 

Is the world of your story highly stylized? Do the characters speak in poetic language that anyone but 

the greatest epigrammists would have difficulty mimicking off the cuff? Is the point of your story 

somehow tied into the overwrought language your characters use? 

In that case, scaling down your overwriting may work to your story’s detriment. 

That said, bad writing habits still exist and can still strike a reader as such no matter what effect you’re 

going for in your writing. So if you’re overwriting intentionally, a good general guideline is to avoid 

clichés, rambling, repetition, and flowery descriptions that just come across as bizarre or unnecessary. If  

your prose is going to be overpolished, try to make it really shine so the effort looks deliberate. 

Likewise, if your story is a contemporary romance where most or all of the characters aren’t brilliant 

wordsmiths and playful language isn’t part of your story, you probably don’t want to have them speak in 

overblown terms unless, for example, you’re going for a specific effect (perhaps the hero writes the 

heroine a terrifically bad poem that breaks all the rules of good writing).  

What if my character just talks that way? 

Some characters are going to be terrible with words and speak either in rampant clichés or rambling. If 

every character in a story sounded the same, we’d have a very boring story and one that doesn’t 

represent real life or real human interactions. 

However, remember the lesson I learned while inadvertently eavesdropping on my acting professor: a 

good story has to have shape and purpose. Thus, your characters can’t talk in exactly the same way that 

everyday people do, just as a story can’t be a one-to-one reproduction of a real-life event. Otherwise, 

we’d have a largely rambling and chaotic piece that really had no definite beginning, middle or end.  

If you want a character who rambles or speaks in cliches, ask yourself why they should do so and what 

purpose it serves both their development and the story. Are they rather unimaginative? Do they ramble 

because they have a poor memory? Do they repeat themselves often because they’re used to not being 

listened to and feel that reiterating their points is the only way to get through to people?  

If you find that overwriting in dialogue does suit your character or your story’s purpose, this doesn’t 

mean you should not heed what we’ve discussed so far. It means that you should give shape and 

meaning to points of overwriting. A little rambling from time to time and another character calling it out 



as such, for example, will show that you’ve deliberately had your character go on and on. A wannabee 

poet who “regales” their listeners with some truly awful purple turns of dialogue will add to their 

character. But if every word out of their mouth is purple prose, they’ll likely stand out in your cast for all 

the wrong reasons. 

In short, treat overwriting in dialogue and for characterization like garlic in a sauce. Use it for flavor, and 

remember, a little goes a long way, and a lot can really stink up your prose. 

 

  


