: pomtshemstmadewhﬂcshe’sa]rwdyi ntothenextane—andthe

aext, audﬂxe onea:fter ﬁzat’ihesmdem«mfm “Mymet&&rteﬂs
the same thing. She goes.. " and demonstrates the mouth-noise
her mother uses to recreate the impression made by her daughter’s
fast speech: Her tongue trills while her throat emits a stmdy, high-

pitched sound, like a tape recording of someone making motor
soundsplayedbankat Donald Duck speed. I'm relieved to learn that
m@ﬂmr feelsasT-do: that Pmrunning tecatdmpthh
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T0O FAST From BI e S e 113' fast-paced cammentator ta}k but aiso by countless automated phone. systems to.employees who require sal-
; _other ways technology has made th d harder-to  aries, rest.rooms and health insurance. But why would
tajk slewer Apparenﬂy hls parents_ don t know that . : ‘business, he TV and film writers want to obscure the dialogue they
g - worked sohard to create, making it harder for us to hear
thelr words? ©
* T've always assumed it was amlscalculatlon a misstep
*_in the quest for ever snappier-and more riveting shows.
- But it turns ‘out that T'm the one who didn’t understand:
T e “This s the result of a-delibérate determination to speed
- up dialogue, comprehension be damned.
This thinking was explained by the producer of ayop—
‘ular TV show on the WB network, “Gilmore Girls,”
 which featirres a mother-daughter duo who are more like
“friends than like parent and child. The elder Gilmore,
Lorelai, became a single mother while still in her teens;
-now she is in her early thirties and her daughter, Rory, is
“a teen. The creator, Amy Sherman-Palladino, told the
Wall Street Journal recently that zippiness.is the motiva-
-tion for many aspects of “Gilmore Girls:” no close-ups
(they slow things down); frequent shots of characters
talking as they walk from place to place; and scenes shot
over and over to shave a few seconds off the already
dizzying pace. Screenwriters traditionally figure a page
of dialogue to-a minute on air; Sherman-Palladino figures
20to 25 seconds a page. .

Surely the fast-forward speech of “Gilmore Girls”
helps the characters sound like-hip teenagers, just as
their jeans and midriff-baring blouses clinging skin-

“tightly totheir teen-thin bodies help both “girls” look like
teens. But network shows aimed at fully adult audiences,
like the wildly popular “West Wing,” follow the same
trend. Hollywood producers; according
to the Wall Street Journal article, think
people seem smarter if they talk faster.

This is an attitude I've encountered
myself, especially among fellow natives
of New York City. For example, when
was studying linguistics at the
University of California, Berkeley, an-
other graduate student from New York
_remarked about one of our professors,
a Midwesterner, “The problem with
him is that he isn’t very bright!” ’
" 1didn’t agree with her evaluation—
and neither, incidentally, did the many linguists around
the world who regarded ‘hini with respect verging on
awe—but it wasn’t until I wrote my doctoral dissertation

= enmver&uonai le ﬂmﬂﬁgmedmﬂexacttywhyshe

= & &

young is wzdemng as fast as the frequenﬂy neted gap '

hetween nch and peor My father i is fmstmted mt oniy : : it’s easy"tnksee hy costconsaous compames pre

——m

: byfast—paeedrepartee Quick talk- 1stakmasev1dence of

quick thinking, which is synonymous with smart think-

-~ ing. Soour pmfessefs ‘habit of pausmghefore speaking,

.-and then speaking slowly, did not impress her (as it
“wotld a fellow Midwesterner or a rural New Englander)
as deliberative and thoughtiul. 1t appeared to her as a
51gn of duli wﬂ; :




-y efore you think bad thoughts about us native New
4 Yorke me tell you what else I learned in my
g '  research: All over the world, speakers from some
geographic regions tend to speak more slowly than those
from others And in every country that has been studied,
the slower-speaking regions are stereotyped
| was uncovered by Finnish lin-
en and Kari Sajavaara, whohad rea-
" son to be interested because Finns are thought to be
slow and dull by neighboring Swedes.

Lehtonen and Sajavaara suspected that the Finns’
charactenstlca]iy slower rate of speech—and greater use
of silence—might have something to do with the stereo-

~type. So th nvestigated and found similar attitudes
‘where onie ethéic o regional group tends to speak more
slowly than others: in Germany with East FPrisians, in
French attitudes toward Belgians, among the Swiss
f;oward rew.ldents' of Berne or Zurich, and among Finns
| [ : d their compatriots from a region
otinced HAH-may). *
linguists tell this story from their coun-
: A man from Hime enters his neighbot’s
‘house and sits down, He doesn’t say anything. Eventu-
ally, the puzzled neighbor asks his silent guest why he
visitor replies that his house is on fire.
have it: Not only is the man from Hime
| unable m repoﬂk a personal emergency with appropriate

speed but he's b he doesn’t realize he has to talk
if he warits a chance at saving his home.:
otyping doesn’t go only onie way. Those from the

eakm& regions. are typlcally stereotyped: as

A  which, T laﬂar learned, is more or less what
" the professor in question thought about the student:who
i thought him stupid. But television viewers don’t have to

o ~worty about gettmg a word in edgewise in characters’

conversations; they just have to watch and listen and
1 t may explain why most viewers from all parts
o m@? tes can like the fast-talking TV charac—

ters who kee ‘_.ﬁhemoompany

I'ma professional analyst of conversation; my life’s

g s a linguist, author and passionate lover of wotds, o

work is deconstructing the dialogie of everyday.

life. So shouldn’t T celebrate the news that TV shows

have more dlalogue? Yes, if the talk is there to commimi- -
cate 1deas Yes, if it means that packmg more talk into -

limited air time means that talk is receiving more empha- |

sis, more pride-of-place, as 1 have always thought' it

. should have in our understandmg of relationships, But

not if the dialogue flies by so fast that it cannot be fully

_ processed or even, in many cases, literally compre-

hended. The general ideas may get through: I'm‘sure

fans of “Gilmore ‘Girls” and “West Wing” can recount - :
each show’s plot and theme. But 1 suspect that their

understariding is gleaned from: the general march of

scenes-and the gist of dialogue-—rathet than from‘the =
subtle nuances of phrasing and the precxse wordmg‘ Or ;

sequence of ideas.

From this point of view, the speedmg up of TV,

dialogue is more like life and lesd' like

. : - art/Letting dJalogue roll over you, tath--
ANSWERS to the er than puttmg itinaframethat invites .
fast-talker photos on you to examine it closely, is not all that
Page B1: Lauren . Graham different from what we do in everyﬂdy i
(“Gilmore Gitls"), conversation, where -we might‘not.
Bradley Whitford (“West | - process every word that passes‘dur
Wing”), Kyle (“South  ears, or every image that flits by dur
Park”), Chris Matthews: line of vision. We get a sense of what’s
(“Hardball With Chris going on—or at least think wedo.* #! 0~
Matthews”) 1t isn’t just qpeakmg that ‘ eeﬁidg S

' . also with-intonation that makes their staterments sound

they habltually use in IM, ’Ihat'étands for: mstant 'mes :
saging,” the missives that fly back and forth acros§- thie -

Internet in real tlme, as dxstmgmshed*from trad:bwnal

retneve 1t IM is like written‘
only ezch party has to wait while the othe
the motlvatmn to be as econormcal a8

timble onto the screen, the better. So abbreviations
abound “You” becomes “u » and “Jol” is understood i!o
mean “your message is makmgme laugho (3 P
“Speed isn’t the only reason young people prefer M
shorthand to lengthy, articulate messages, Using IM-

speak correctly shows you know the lingo, you belofig to -

the group. If you write the way older people write, yoii'll
cotne across as stuffy and deﬁmtely notcool. " v
We all choose our words, and our style of sayitg ther,
not only to communicate ideas but also——perhaps niost-
ly—to convey the kind of person we ate (ot want to'be).
Teenagers talk the way they do (not only guickly, but

like questions and with génetots spnnklmgs of “like”)
because they want to sound like their friends. That’s why
parents who tell their teenage children not to say “like,”
to send their intonation down rather than up at sentenée
ends and to “Slow down!” are fightmg a losing battle—
though it’s a battle most parents will win without a fight
when their kids grow up.

Irarely have to tell my brilliant young student to slow
down any more. This may be because she’s Awo years
older or because she’ll soon be applying for jobs and
knows she’ll need to sound more like a professor than a
teenager. I have no doubt, though, that the entertain-
ment media will continue the lip-trilling pace of dialbgue
de31gned to appeal to the younger, free-spending
viewers-—as well as the graying, baldmg‘ and paunching
older ones who want to feel that we re still (‘apable of
being cool.




