Don’t Bungle the Beginning
Avoid Common Mistakes & Grab Readers Quickly

Beginnings must weave together:

Character introductions 
Scene setting (mood)
Foreshadowing what’s at stake (characters &/or world)
Genre elements (tone/theme)
Initial plot progress (pace, tension, conflict)

The most amateurish of mistakes:

	Clumps of these five elements – lumpy gravy, not smooth emulsion
	One character alone (monologues, not dialogue)
	No real scenes

Mistakes that prevent pace, tension, or conflict:

	Lack of character interactions
	Lack of emotions that make readers empathize
	Imbalance between dialogue and narrative
	Internalization vs. action 

Mistakes of character introduction:

	Who begins the story and why?
	Backstory vs. story now
	What “kill your darlings” truly means
	Blank inner lives

Mistakes in set-up:

	Lack of explicit stakes for character or world
	The lightning bug
	Story questions, hints, hiding the ball

Mistaken points of departure:

	Where should a novel really start?
	Prologues and flashbacks

Really hoary clichés to—ahem—avoid like the plague 

What a novel’s beginning should do


Good Opening Lines

A novel is more than a catchy first line, but a great one never hurts. Conjure with these examples and the messages each sends. A flavor of genre? A touch of tone and mood? A compelling question? A character? A hint of mystery or magic? What does your opening line do? Does the first paragraph fulfill its promise in what comes after?

I told the boys to stay quiet while I went to fetch my gun. (Twice Shy, Dick Frances)

Of all the things that drive men to sea, the most common disaster, I’ve come to learn, is women. (Middle Passage, Charles Johnson)

“Where’s Papa going with that ax?” said Fern to her mother as they were setting the table for breakfast. (Charlotte’s Web, E.B. White)

The jury said “Guilty” and the Judge said “Life” but he didn’t hear them. (The Mansion, William Faulkner)

There was a boy called Eustace Clarence Scrubb, and he almost deserved it. (The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, C.S. Lewis)

For more than two hundred years, the Owens women have been blamed for everything that has gone wrong in town. (Practical Magic, Alice Hoffman)

He was born with a gift of laughter and a sense that the world was mad. (Scaramouche, Raphael Sabatini)

Ike tried to remember a time when men with badges coming to his door early in the morning brought anything other than heartache and misery, but try as he might, nothing came to mind. (Razorblade Tears, S.A. Cosby)

The story so far: in the beginning, the universe was created. This has made a lot of people very angry and had been widely regarded as a bad move. (The Restaurant at the End of the Universe, Douglas Adams)

It was a wrong number that started it, the telephone ringing three times in the dead of night, and the voice on the other end asking for someone he was not. (City of Glass, Paul Auster) 

She saw the knight in the mirror at sunset. (The Tower at Stony Wood, Patricia McKillip)

† Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by her sister on the bank, and of having nothing to do: once or twice she had peeped into the book her sister was reading, but it had no pictures or conversations in it, “and what is the use of a book,” thought Alice, “without pictures or conversation?” (Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Lewis Carroll) 

				† What is the use of a book’s opening without conversations in it?


Rules?

The famous, faceless “they” who dictate etiquette and suchlike matters have devised rules for aspects of novel writing, summarized as:

Don’t start with weather.
Don’t start with conversation.
Don’t start with flashback.
Don’t start with secondary characters.
Don’t start with a whole character biography.
Don’t start with a dream / waking up from a dream.

Of course, many novels break these rules, a few of which are listed below:

Kafka’s Metamorphosis starts with Gregor Samsa waking up to find himself a giant insect. (Don’t start with a dream &/or waking up.)

DuMaurier’s Rebecca is an entire book told in flashback. (Don’t start with flashback.)

Kingsolver’s Demon Copperhead begins, “First, I got myself born,” then goes into Demon’s earliest years and memories. (Don’t start with a whole character biography.) Dickens’ David Copperfield, Demon’s progenitor, begins, “Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life, or whether that station will be held by anybody else, these pages must show.”

Tolstoy’s War and Peace starts in mid-conversation (don’t start with dialogue) AND starts with tertiary characters (don’t start with other than the main protagonist or antagonist).

Dickens’ Bleak House starts with pages of fog. (Don’t start with weather.)

Yep. Dozens of examples on bookshelves everywhere.

The point is, great writers can break any rule they want, if they do it successfully. But note how old all but one of these examples are … even Tolstoy or Dickens might have trouble with those openings in today’s publishing world, with today’s more limited attention spans.

So, despite these examples, these rules are useful to keep in mind as you pursue your novelistic career. When you’re selling and selling well, break any rule you want to. But also keep in mind, some of these rules (dreams, weather) became rules because they want you to avoid clichés. 

