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Dilman DILA 

 

Writing Sound and Visuals 

 

I have a photo of a woman sitting on a park bench, in a yellow dress with red flowers, a cigarette in one 

hand and a beer in the other. She is laughing at a dancing man, who is in an African print shirt and jean 

trousers. A dog lies in the grass at her feet, looking elsewhere. Do I have to show you this photo, or can you 

already see it? If I narrated this story, you’d get to know the people in the photograph, why they’re in the 

park, why she’s laughing, why he’s dancing, and why the dog looks bored. Maybe you’d enjoy this version, 

but maybe you’d find the backstory a drag.   

 

There are many ways to tell a story, depending on your medium or audience. In the beginning, image and 

sound governed storytelling; drawing on cave walls, song and dance and narration around the fireplace. 

And then, technology popularized the written word, literature. For a while, elites made it seem superior. 

Certainly, the educated elite saw themselves as better than illiterate peasants, who, to enjoy a story, might 

resort to a drunken poet with a harp. But today, technology has again changed how we tell stories. Optics 

and sound are back and no longer reserved for those who can afford a TV, or a record player, or a theater 

ticket. Some believe the popularity of visual media is increasing because attention spans are shortening, but 

I think human societies are just reverting to old story ways. I think we are hardwired to enjoy stories we 

can consume in one sitting. We are always impatient to get to the end.  

 

I started writing in 1993. I was devastated to realize, seven years later, that I’d never make a living off 

writing, and that people would rather pay for a movie ticket than buy a book. So I taught myself film making. 

Today, I largely earn my bread from films. I did not stop writing, however; working in different media has 

taught me a lot as a storyteller. When I learn something from one medium, I apply it in others. Writing prose 

taught me about effective characterization, while writing scripts taught me to focus only on information 

relevant to plot or character development. I never have trouble shifting between media. I could work on a 

screenplay in the morning and a novel in the afternoon and a radio play at night because of the fundamental 

principals that inform all storytelling, no matter the media. I only had to understand the rules of each 

medium. For example, when writing a film, I must think about how to shoot it, about special effects and 

lighting, all the things that ultimately affect the story.  

 

Some people claim I have a ‘visual style.’ If so, it’s not because I’m a writer-filmmaker. In my early years, 

I drew inspiration from writers like Hemingway, whose sparse style helped me transition from prose, often 

focusing on a character’s consciousness, to film, which leaves the audience to decipher subtext in actions 

and images. I don’t believe there is a ‘visual language’ unique to film making, even though I make short 

films without dialog. I don’t view these films as ‘experimental’ or ‘silent’ either. I just think some techniques 

are better suited to certain media. For example, drama performed on the radio relies on sound. But have 

you ever heard people call this ‘aural language?’ 

 

I first made no-dialog short films as a sort of exercise to enhance my mastery over non-verbal 

communication, which is often more effective in film than actual dialog. More recently, no-dialog has 

become a practical decision. Though Uganda has over fifty languages, historical and political factors have 

made English the national language. My two feature films are in English, because it was impossible to find 

actors who all comfortably spoke a Ugandan language in which I was fluent. I needed to cast actors based 

on talent, not language proficiency, so I resorted to English, the most commonly spoken tongue. To 

overcome Uganda’s language divides, I forayed into making short films without dialog, partly to practice 
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for my next feature film, which I intend to release online. My short film, What Happened in Room 13, was 

a huge online success, and grossed the most revenue I’ve ever made from a single film. I think people from 

all over the world enjoyed Room 13 because they didn’t need subtitles to understand the story. It showed 

me that the Internet, which is making optical stories popular, is also making it possible for people like me, 

whose country lacks a robust film industry, to make a living from films.   
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