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Abstract. Three films in which almost nothing happens except a conversation held their audience for eighteen years. We read
twelve scenes from Richard Linklater’s Before trilogy alongside the science of turns, silence and self-disclosure, and alongside
1,527 calls with an artificial character on the phone, GAIA 2147.

The films teach a grammar: start from something shared, invite with a game, leave inhabited silences, ask about what the
other has just said, go down one layer at a time, announce the clock and end wanting more. The calls show where a machine
departs from it. Visitors said 33% (95% CI 32-34%) of the words; GAIA asked 1.7 (95% CI 1.6-1.8) times more than they
did, and in Barcelona, where we asked it to be curious, 2.8 times more. With a voice cascade, 16 % of the median call was
machine silence.

We propose ten rules for conversing well, for people and for machines. The films are fiction, written, performed and edited;

we measure nothing in them and comparisons with GATA are analogies marked as such.
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Table 1. Three films, one mechanism [2, 7, §].

Film Place
Sunrise, 1995

What stands out

Listening booth,
street poet, pre-
tend phone calls
Real time; takes
of up to about 11
min

Car scene in a sin-
gle take of about
13 min

Vienna, one night
Sunset, 2004

Paris, one afternoon

Midnight, 2013  Greece, one day

1. Films in which nothing happens

In Before Sunrise, Jesse tells Céline an idea for televi-
sion: a channel broadcasting twenty-four hours of some-
one’s ordinary life [1]. The three films do just that with
two people. They meet on a train and walk through Vi-
enna until dawn; nine years later they meet again for
an afternoon in Paris; nine years after that they spend
a day in Greece, and argue [2]. They are American pro-
ductions shot in Europe, written by Linklater with Kim
Krizan and later with the two actors, Ethan Hawke and
Julie Delpy [3-5].

GATA is a character whose whole existence is a con-
versation, on a public phone, with a stranger who has
no reason to stay. If anything in cinema can teach a
machine to hold someone with its voice, it is these three
films (INT]. The companion paper DM-2026-01 develops
the conceptual frame [6]; this one sets the scenes beside
data.

2. Twelve scenes

We do not quote dialogue; we describe. Each scene
teaches a mechanism and is set against GAIA.

2.1. Before Sunrise

1. The train. A couple argues in German; Céline
changes seats and ends up next to Jesse, who asks
whether she understood the argument [2]. The con-
versation starts from something both have just seen: a
third object takes the weight off the first sentence [INT].
When GATA stayed silent at pick-up, 71 % (95% CI 51—
85%) of calls lasted under ten seconds; with a short
greeting that acknowledges the situation, 7% (DM-
2026-04).

2. The time travel. To get her off in Vienna, Jesse does
not ask for a date: he proposes imagining that, twenty
years on, she wonders what would have happened [1].
An invitation framed as a hypothesis commits to noth-
ing. GAIA is that game in full: a voice claiming to
call from 2147 and an invoice from the future printed
at hang-up [INT].

3. The listening booth. In a record shop they listen to
a Kath Bloom song without speaking, glancing at each
other [9, 10]. Hoey distinguishes permitted silences be-
tween copresent people from lapses noticed as absence
[11]. On the phone a silence is not seen to be shared:
with no greeting, in 62 % of calls the visitor said noth-
ing.

4. The poet by the canal. A man writes them a poem
with the word they choose [10]. The gift works because
it is made from something they brought ont]. GAIA
picked up a visitor word in 36 % (95% CI 34-37%) of
eligible turns (DM-2026-05). The booth could print
something made from the visitor’s words [HIP].

5. The pretend calls. In a café each pretends to phone
a friend and describes the person in front of them [12].
The pretend phone gives distance and distance gives
courage. GAITA is a phone: the handset lets people
speak without anyone seeing their face [INT).



6. The empty places. They decide not to exchange
numbers and to meet in six months; the film ends with
the places they passed through, now empty [10, 13].
The end of a good conversation is an open appointment
[INT].

2.2. Before Sunset

7. The bookshop. Jesse presents his novel in Paris and
sees Céline; he has a flight in under an hour [2]. The
clock is announced from the first minute and the film
lasts as long as the afternoon. GAIA has a time limit
and does not say so: in Barcelona 33 % of calls reached
it.

8. From light to deep. They start with work and pol-
itics and go down, layer by layer, to what matters [2].
Altman and Taylor described social penetration in lay-
ers [14]; reciprocal, escalating questions increase close-
ness between strangers [15]; and people underestimate
how much they will enjoy a deep conversation [16]. Our
visitors hardly ever went down: love in 3% and death
in 2% of conversations, against machines (12 %) and
the future (10 %).

9. You're going to miss that plane. The film cuts be-
fore anyone decides anything [2]. Conversations almost
never end when both people want them to [17]. Ending
wanting more is what makes people come back [INT].

2.3. Before Midnight

10. The setting sun. They watch the sun go down and
Céline keeps saying it is still there, until it is not [18].
Narrating the present together is the simplest form of
joint attention. GAIA does not see the room, but it
hears it [HIP].

11. The hotel room. The longest fight in the trilogy:
she leaves and comes back twice [2]. A good conver-
sation is not one that never breaks; it is one that is
repaired. In the fight turns lengthen and nobody picks
up what the other says, the opposite of the poet [INT].
2% of our conversations included swearing.

12. The letter from the future. Jesse presents himself
as a time traveller with a letter from her eighty-two-
year-old self [2]. The game that opened the first con-
versation repairs the last one. Returning to what was
said at the beginning is the strongest form of memory
in a conversation [INT].

3. Time is the material

In Before Sunset screen time and story time are the
same [7]. A call is also real time; the only thing that
breaks it is silence while the machine prepares an an-

swer. We measure it as the share of the call spent
waiting,
1
0=— t;. (1)
Tcall Z ’

With the IFA cascade, § was 16% (95% CI 15-18 %)
in the median call; with Realtime Mini, 7% (95% CI
6-7%). Figure 1 places GAIA’s medians on the same

scale as the human gap [19, 20] and Jefferson’s stan-
dard maximum silence [21]. Fast responses are associ-
ated with connection [22]. In Barcelona, when the first
response arrived within two seconds, the visitor spoke
again in 96 % of calls, against 81 % otherwise.

4. Reciprocity, not interrogation

The trilogy’s conversations are balanced: both ask, an-
swer and tell INT]. We measure balance with two num-
bers [DEF]:

Wi
vis o= dGAIA (2)

p = ) b
vis T Waana Qvis

where W counts words and ¢ is the share of turns end-
ing in a question. A balanced conversation has p ~ 0.5
and a ~ 1.

Visitors said 33% (95% CI 32-34%) of the words;
GAIA’s turns averaged 21 words against 12 for theirs
(table 2, figure 2). The question balance changed by
event: at IFA a was 0.7 (95% CI 0.6-0.9); in Barcelona,
where the prompt asked for curiosity, 2.8 (95% CI 2.5-
3.1). Asking more did not make people talk more: it
turned the call into an interview NT]. Huang and
colleagues found that asking questions increases liking
mainly through follow-up questions, those that pick up
what the other has just said [23]. A generic question
is an empty turn with a question mark; a follow-up is
the poet by the canal. At Sénar+D, p is inflated by
microphone echo (DM-2026-06).

5. Written to sound unwritten

Nothing in the trilogy is improvised: the second film
was outlined in a few days and written over a year
between the director and the actors before being shot
in fifteen days [2]. We do the same at machine speed:
80 agent versions across three events, with a median
of 13min between one and the next (DM-2026-02). A
prompt is the script of a character who improvises.

6. Ten rules for conversing well

Table 3 brings scenes, science and data together. The
rules are design hypotheses for a machine [HiP]; for peo-
ple, several have experimental support.

7. What a machine cannot copy

The actors age nine years between films and the au-
dience with them; the characters share a history and
see each other’s faces. GAIA meets each visitor for
the first time, only by voice, for a couple of minutes,
and remembers no one, on purpose. What it can copy
is the grammar: real time, short gaps, inhabited si-
lence, questions that pick up, depth reached gradually,
a game that grants permission and a clock that gives
weight [INT].

8. Threats to validity

The films are fiction and we measure nothing in them;
scenes are described from the cited sources. The cited
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Figure 1. The scale of silence. GAIA’s median latency per stack against the typical human answer and the standard maximum
silence of about one second. Human references are not targets; the metrics are not identical (DM-2026-03).

Table 2. Reciprocity by event. Intervals by conversation bootstrap.

Event Conv. p  GAIA quest. Visitor quest. « [95% CI]
All 1,067  33% 44 % 26 % 1 7 [1.6; 1.8]
Sénar+D 505 40% 31% 29 % 1[1.0;1.2]
IFA 140 24 % 22% 30% 7 [0.6; 0.9]
BDW 422 24% 61% 922 % 28p5su

p, visitor share of words. «, ratio of the share of GAIA turns ending in a question to that of the visitor. Balance: p ~ 0.5 and o ~ 1.
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Figure 2. Per-conversation distribution of the visitor’s share
of words.

studies involve people, almost always face to face. Our
balance measures count words and question marks on
transcripts processed in memory; echo inflates the visi-
tor side at Sénar+D. No text was stored [25].

9. Recommendations for the
community

Measure p and « in any conversational agent, together
with dead time d: three numbers that turn a film gram-

mar into a design audit. Count follow-up questions, not
questions. And treat silence on the phone as absence,
not as a pause.

10. Conclusions

Linklater held his audience with two people talking.
GAIA, with a single voice on the phone, came close
to that grammar when it answered in time and opened
like someone answering, and drifted away when it asked
too much. A good conversation is measured not by how
much one side asks, but by how much it picks up from
the other.
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Research Group. How to cite: Olmedo, C. and Sommer,
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