














Praise for THE FIRST FIVE PAGES


“Intelligent, important, valuable, and entertaining instructions. … It should be read by all novice writers—and by those whose books are already published but intend to write more.”


—Richard Marek, former editorial director of Kirkus Reviews


“I have to tell you, [The First Five Pages] is one of the best [books] I’ve read. I’ve written (and seen published) pretty close to a dozen novels in as many years … but I wish I had read Lukeman’s book when I began writing fiction. If every novelist and short story writer in this country had Lukeman as an editor, we’d have a lot more readable prose out there. … The First Five Pages should be on every writer’s shelf. This is the real thing.”


—Barnes & Noble Writers Workshop


“The First Five Pages is most useful in its guidance on preparing and submitting your work. Lukeman … offers practical corrections.”


—Detroit Free Press


“[The First Five Pages is a] book about the craft of writing which, in our opinion, far surpasses most books on that subject.”


—Taconic Syndicated Newspapers (“Must Reads”)


“Tricks of the trade add to The First Five Pages’ value, as do tips on grammar, style, voice and dialogue, and writing exercises. … A bargain when you consider all the information packed into [it].”


—San Antonio Express-News


“Noah Lukeman has compiled the ultimate writer’s guide to staying out of the rejection pile. … This is no ordinary writing book. … Lukeman has done a great service to the writing community by providing this glimpse into the abyss. … The First Five Pages is worth its weight in gold, and should be read by all experienced and unpublished authors.”


—InscriptionsMagazine.com [one of Writers Digest’s 101 Best Sites for Writers]


“Wonderful advice … I was terribly impressed. … The book neatly describes the majority of what I find wrong with beginners’ (even much professional) writing. … This is the book to read.”


—Critters.org [one of Writers Digest’s 101 Best Sites for Writers]


“In the world of writers’ how-to books, you are often confronted with hyperbole and rash promises when what you need is practicality and frank advice. With Lukeman, a veteran literary agent, you get just what you need. … Sensible (occasionally unorthodox) solutions and apt quotes are offered. … Lukeman is unflinchingly realistic but compassionate as well. Pragmatic, intelligent, and readable, The First Five Pages … will certainly help writers of any kind defeat rejection and possibly score.”


—Writers.com [one of Writers Digest’s 101 Best Sites for Writers]


“A small book in size only, this one is well worth the price. I read every page the day I bought it, then immediately started rewriting the first three pages of my novel. … I highly recommend this book for writers who hope to publish and will deal with editors and agents.”


—The Writer’s Roost


“Noah Lukeman has great insight into what it takes to keep an editor reading your manuscript. Writers will definitely benefit from a thorough study of Lukeman’s many suggestions which can help them get past the first hurdle to getting published.”


—WritersWrite.com


“Mr. Lukeman has written a definitive handbook on the pitfalls to avoid in your work. … I highly recommend The First Five Pages to anyone who is serious about their writing.”


—PlanetShowbiz.com (featured selection)


“In this well-organized, clear, and pointed guide, Lukeman details how to quickly create a positive first impression and keep out of the reject pile. With exercises at the end of each chapter, this invaluable reference will help all types of writers—novelists, journalists, even poets—improve their technique, overcome bad writing, and attract attention.”


—WritersStore.com


[The First Five Pages] is a dandy little writing manual that serves as an excellent checklist of a manuscript’s health. … This book is a gold mine for the fledgling writer. … Lukeman offers solutions and provides numerous examples and end-of-chapter exercises to assist in working on weak points. There is a vast scope of information in these pages, and in addition to being extremely helpful, it’s a fun read.”


—AuthorShowcase.com


“There are hundreds of good books that explain how to write. Noah Lukeman’s The First Five Pages is different. Lukeman’s approach is methodical and practical, beginning with presentation and working through common blunders with modifiers, style, dialogue, point of view, characters, tone, focus, and pacing. The First Five Pages is an excellent resource that writers should keep on their shelves. The chapters on repairing dialogue are especially fine, full of insights that I haven’t seen elsewhere. … Let’s hope for a sequel.”


—Downtownwriters.com


“When you read The First Five Pages, you’ll hope Noah Lukeman will one day teach us more. … I don’t usually praise books on writer’s craft on my site … but The First Five Pages is exceptional. … I read The First Five Pages in two sittings (and plan to read it again). I own about 100 books on craft. … In my opinion, The First Five Pages ranks among the best.”


—Prairieden.com [one of Writers Digest’s 101 Best Sites for Writers]
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Most honorable Sir,
We perused your MS.
with boundless delight. And
we hurry to swear by our ancestors
we have never read any other
that equals its mastery.
Were we to publish your work,
we could never presume again on
our public and name
to print books of a standard
not up to yours.
For we cannot imagine
that the next ten thousand years
will offer its ectype.
We must therefore refuse
your work that shines as it were in the sky
and beg you a thousand times
to pardon our fault
which impairs but our own offices.


—Publishers


Rejection letter from a Chinese publisher, from Louis Zukofsky’s “A”





Introduction



Most people are against books on writing on principle. So am I. It’s ridiculous to set down rules when it comes to art. Most of the truly great artists have broken all the rules, and this is precisely what has made them great. What would have become of Beethoven’s music if he’d chased rules instead of inspiration? Of van Gogh’s paintings?


There are no rules to assure great writing, but there are ways to avoid bad writing. This, simply, is the focus of this book: to learn how to identify and avoid bad writing. We all fall prey to it, to different degrees, even the greatest writers, even in the midst of their greatest works. By scrutinizing the following examples of what not to do, you will learn to spot these ailments in your own writing; by working with the solutions and exercises, you may, over time, bridge the gap and come to a realization of what to do. There is no guarantee that you will come to this realization, but if you do, at least it will be your own. Because ultimately, the only person who can teach you about writing is yourself.


People are afraid to admit they’d dismiss a work of art instantaneously, whether it’s the first five pages of an unsolicited manuscript or the first five pages of Faulkner. But the truth is they do. When it’s a “classic,” most read on and finish the book to keep up pretext and not seem so presumptuous as to pass instant judgment on a great work. But they’ve secretly made up their mind after page 5, and 99 percent of the time, they’re not going to change it. It is not unlike the person who walks into a museum and dismisses van Gogh in the flash of an eye; he would be scorned by critics, probably called a fool, but ultimately art is art, and this person has the right to pass his own judgment whether he’s stared at it for a second or for a year.


In truth, though, this book is not concerned with the argument of whether one should dismiss a work of art instantaneously—this we’ll leave to sophists—but rather, more simply, with whether a work is technically accomplished enough to merit a serious artistic evaluation to begin with. It is not like walking into a museum and judging the van Goghs and Rembrandts; it is like walking into an elementary school art fair and judging which students exhibit more technical skill than others. An artistic evaluation is another, largely subjective can of worms. This book’s objective is much simpler, much more humble. It is like a first reader who has been hired to make two piles of manuscripts, one that should be read beyond the first five pages and one that shouldn’t. Ninety-nine percent of today’s unsolicited manuscripts will go into the latter. This book will tell you why.


When most professional literary agents and book editors hear the title of this book, they grab my arm, look me in the eyes and say, “Thank you.” I can see their pent-up frustration at wanting to say so many things to writers and simply not having the time. I’ve come to understand this frustration over the last few years as I’ve read thousands of manuscripts, all, unbelievably, with the exact same type of mistakes. From Texas to Oklahoma to California to England to Turkey to Japan, writers are doing the exact same things wrong. While evaluating more than ten thousand manuscripts in the last few years, I was able to group these mistakes into categories; eventually, I was able to set forth definite criteria, an agenda for rejecting manuscripts. This is the core of The First Five Pages: my criteria revealed to you.


Thus, despite its title, this book is not just about the first five pages of your manuscript; rather, it assumes that by scrutinizing a few pages closely enough—particularly the first few—you can make a determination for the whole. It assumes that if you find one line of extraneous dialogue on page 1, you will likely find one line of extraneous dialogue on each page to come. This is not a wild assumption. Think of another art form—music, for example. If you listen to the first five minutes of a piece of music, you should be able to evaluate a musician’s technical skill. A master musician would scoff at even that, saying he could evaluate a fellow musician’s skill in five seconds, not five minutes. The master musician, through diligence and patience, has developed an acute enough ear to make an instant evaluation. This book will teach you the step-by-step criteria so that you, too, may develop that acute ear and make instant evaluations, be it of your own writing or of someone else’s. By its end, you’ll come to see why this book should not have been titled The First Five Pages but The First Five Sentences.


Agents and editors don’t read manuscripts to enjoy them; they read solely with the goal of getting through the pile, solely with an eye to dismiss a manuscript—and believe me, they’ll look for any reason they can, down to the last letter. I have thus arranged the following chapters in the order of what I look for when trying to dismiss a manuscript. You’ll find that, unlike many books on writing, this book’s perspective is truly that of the agent or editor.


Subsequently, I hope this book might also be useful to publishing professionals, particularly those entering the industry. Unlike other fields, publishing requires no advanced degrees; many neophytes, especially today, come straight from college or from media-related fields. Even if prospective agents or editors inherently know how to judge a manuscript—even if they have that “touch”—in most cases they still won’t be able to enunciate their reasoning beyond a vague “this manuscript doesn’t hold my interest.” It is crucial they know their precise reasons for rejecting a manuscript if they even mean to talk about them intelligently. This book will help them in this regard. Everyone will ultimately develop his own order of elimination, his own personal pet peeves, and thus this book does not pretend to be the last word on the issue; but in its nineteen chapters, it covers many of the major points of a manuscript’s initial evaluation.


Young publishing professionals must also keep in mind that, in some rare cases, the first five pages might be awful and the rest of the manuscript brilliant (and vice versa). They should thus not always keep too rigidly to the criteria and should also employ what I call the three-check method, which is, if the first five pages look terrible, check the manuscript a second time, somewhere in the middle, and then again a third time, somewhere toward the end. (It is extremely unlikely you will open to the only three terrible points in the manuscript.) This method should especially be employed if you are evaluating manuscripts for the first time and should be used until you feel supremely confident in the evaluation process.


The main audience for this book, though, is you, the writer. Along with the criteria, this book offers an in-depth look at the technique and thought processes behind writing and has been designed to be of interest to the beginning and advanced writer alike, both as a general read and as a reference and workbook. There is so much to know in writing that even if you do already know it all, there are bound to be some things that have fallen to the back of your mind, some things you can use being reminded of. There is a lot of advice in this book; some you might use, some you might disagree with. Such is the nature of writing, which is, like all arts, subjective; all I can say is that if you walk away from these pages with even one idea that helps you with even one word of your writing, then it’s been worth it. In the often frustrating business of writing—workshops, conferences, books, articles, seminars—this is a helpful principle to keep in mind.


You may feel uncomfortable thinking of yourself as a “writer.” This is commonly encountered in new writers. They will often duck the label, insist they’re not writers but have only written such and such because they had the idea in their head. There is a widely perpetuated myth that to be a “writer,” you need to have had many years’ experience. Despite popular conviction, a writer needn’t wear black, be unshaven, sickly and parade around New York’s East Village spewing aphorisms and scaring children. You don’t need to be a dead white male with a three-piece suit, noble countenance, smoking pipe and curling mustach. And it has nothing to do with age. (I’ve seen twenty-year-old writers who’ve already been hard at work on their craft for five years and are brilliant, and sixty-year-old writers who have only been writing for a year or two and are still amateur. And, of course, one year for one writer, if he works ten hours a day on his craft, can be the equivalent of ten years for someone else who devotes but a few minutes a week.) All you need is the willingness to be labeled “writer,” and with one word you are a writer. Just as with one stroke, you are a painter; with one note, a musician.


This is a more serious problem than it may seem, because to reach the highest levels of the craft, above all you’ll need confidence. Unshakable confidence to leap forcefully into the realm of creation. It is daunting to create something new in the face of all the great literature that’s preceded you; it may seem megalomaniacal to try to take your place on the shelf beside Dante and Faulkner. But maybe they once felt the same. The more we read, ingest new information, the greater the responsibility we have to not allow ourselves to succumb to the predicament Shakespeare described some three hundred years ago: “art tongue-tied by authority.”


Of course, confidence is just the first step. The craft of writing must then be learned. The art of writing cannot be taught, but the craft of writing can. No one can teach you how to tap inspiration, how to gain vision and sensibility, but you can be taught to write lucidly, to present what you say in the most articulate and forceful way. Vision itself is useless without the technical means to record it.


There is no such thing as a great writer; there are only great re-writers. As you’ve heard before, 90 percent of writing is rewriting. If first drafts existed of some of the classics, you’d find many of them to be dreadful. This process of rewriting draws heavily on editing. And editing can be taught. Thus the craft of writing, inspiration aside, can to a great extent be taught. Even the greatest writers had to have been taught. Did they know how to write when they were toddlers?


As an editor, you approach a book differently than a general reader. You should not enjoy it; rather you should feel like you’re hard at work—your head should throb. You should constantly be on guard for what is wrong, what can be changed. You may relax only when you finish the book—but not even then, because more often than not you’ll awake in the middle of the night three days later, remembering a comma that should have been on such and such a page. The only time an editor can truly relax is when the book is bound. Even then, he will not.


When an editor reads, he is not just reading but breaking sentences into fragments, worrying if the first half should be replaced with the second, if the middle fragment should be switched with the first. The better editors worry if entire sentences should be switched within paragraphs; great editors keep entire paragraphs—even pages—in their head and worry if these might be switched. Truly great editors can keep an entire book in their head and easily ponder the switching of any word to any place. They’ll remember an echo across three hundred pages. If they’re professional, they’ll be able to keep ten such manuscripts in their head at once. And if you’re the writer, and you call them a year later and ask about a detail, even though they’ve read five thousand manuscripts since then, they’ll remember yours without a pause.


Master editors are artists themselves. They need to be. Not only can they perform all the tasks of a great editor, but they’ll also bring something of their own to a text, give the writer a certain kind of guidance, let the writer know if a certain scene—artistically—should be cut, if the book should really begin on page 50, if the ending is too abrupt, if a character is underdeveloped. They’ll never impose their will or edit for the sake of editing, but like a great actor, let it grow within them and then suggest changes that arise from the text itself. Like the great Zen master who creates priceless calligraphy with one stroke, the master editor can transform an entire page with one single, well-placed word.


But even if you become the master editor, you will still need a support group of astute readers to expose your work to fresh perspectives. This is a point I will raise many times through-out this book, so it is best if you can round them up now. These readers may or may not be in line with your own sensibility—it is good to have both—but they should be supportive of you, honest, critical, but always encouraging. Even the most proficient writers cannot catch all of their own mistakes, and even if they could, they would still be lacking the impartial reaction. Outside readers can see things you cannot. If you change one word due to their read, it’s worth it.


Finally, this book differs from most books on writing in that it is not geared exclusively for the fiction or nonfiction writer, for the journalist or poet. Although some topics, to be sure, will be more relevant to certain types of writers and the majority of examples are from fiction, the principles are deliberately laid out in as broad a spectrum as possible, in order to be applied to virtually any form of writing. This should allow for a more interesting read, as writers of certain genres experiment with techniques they might not have considered otherwise, like the screenwriter grappling with viewpoint, the journalist with dialogue, the poet with pacing. It is always through the unexpected, the unorthodox, that artists break through to higher levels of performance.





Part I
 [image: image]




Preliminary Problems


Many writers spend the majority of their time devising their plot. What they don’t seem to understand is that if their execution—if their prose—isn’t up to par, their plot will never even be considered.


Agents and editors often ignore synopses and plot outlines; instead, we skip right to the actual manuscript. If the writing is good, then we’ll go back and consider the synopsis. If not, the manuscript is discarded. A great writer can produce an amazing piece of writing with virtually no plot at all. To underline its relegated importance for the purpose of this book, you’ll find we’ve deliberately omitted the chapter on plot.


Instead, as a way of emphasizing the importance, first and foremost, of the individual word, the craft of writing, we begin by first considering the preliminary problems that can be found in prose.





1



Presentation


 


Don’t try to contact an editor or agent between 12:30 and 3. They will be lunching with other editors or agents. Don’t contact them before lunch, because they will be settling in for the day. Don’t contact them between 3 and 4, because they will be recovering from lunch and returning calls from those who called during lunch. Don’t call them after 5, as Hollywood is finally waking up about then, and they are also preparing to leave for the day. So—if you absolutely must call—then call at exactly 4:30.


This is ultimately a book about writing, not publishing; thus to begin with presentation is nearly offensive, given its insignificance in the context of art (originally I had planned on not including it at all). But as the main purpose of this book is to lay out the criteria for rejecting a manuscript, I would be remiss not to include it—and not to put it first. It is inevitably the presentation that is looked at before all else in a manuscript, that can signal unprofessionalism to an agent or editor. So consider this chapter an exception.


It is a shame that small—and easily preventable—surface errors can be determinants for an entire book, can premamaturely prevent you from being taken seriously. On the other hand, these smaller signs may be indicative of a certain broader sensibility: they may signal carelessness, sloppiness, ignorance or defiance of the industry’s standards; that the writer doesn’t care enough to do the minimum amount of research to make a manuscript industry presentable. Often when a writer’s presentation is careless, his writing is too.


I remember once, as an agent, receiving a final manuscript from a writer to whom I had offered representation. I had been eagerly awaiting it and was disappointed when it arrived in a substandard format, printed on a dot-matrix printer, hard to read, filled with errors, even pagination mistakes. I asked her to make changes in order to put it into a more presentable form, but, to my astonishment, she refused. She said, being low on funds, she had sold her computer to a pawn shop and had not bothered to keep either a disk or hard copy of the manuscript for herself. The copy in my hands—the one I had been about to discard—was the only one left in existence! I asked her why, being the veteran writer she was, she had not gone to the effort to put her manuscript into a more presentable format; she said she was aware of the industry’s so-called standards but had a disdain for them, a disdain apparently reinforced by the fact that she had somehow managed to sell her first three manuscripts, all of which had been in a similarly sloppy format. I grudgingly made a rare exception and submitted it as it stood. It didn’t sell.


You’ll always find writers—and artists in general—who have an inherent disdain for “industry standards” advice. They will point to manuscripts that have sold despite their poor condition. We all know these types: they are the actors who get the role without the head shot, the musicians who get the record deal without the demo tape. Don’t let them influence you. You’ll have enough obstacles as a writer, enough areas in which you can express yourself—don’t let something as petty as formatting prevent you from being taken seriously. Agents and editors don’t view someone who shies from the standards as unique or unusual, they view him as a nuisance, insensitive to their wishes. Your creativity should be expressed through your writing, not your font.



Context



Before we even get to the writing, it is important to first look at the context in which your manuscript is being judged. Like it or not, a manuscript’s being taken seriously depends a great deal on who it is coming from. Stephen King’s next novel would be read immediately by an agent; he would hold all calls and read it on the spot. A novel from an unknown writer, on the other hand, may sit in a pile for six months before it is even opened. More importantly, the agent reads a brand-name novelist’s work with an eye for liking it, actively looks for reasons why it’s good and perhaps even blinds himself to its faults; the unknown writer’s manuscript, however, will be read by an angry, overworked intern or editorial assistant, one hoping to be able to find the tiniest fault so he can get it out of the way and move on to the next five thousand manuscripts.


There’s not much you can do about not being Stephen King, but there are a few things you can do that may get you into a better pile—or at least get you a better position within the slush:


1. Devote extensive time to research. The number-one reason the aspiring writer gets rejected is because he has approached an agent or editor inappropriate for his work. This sounds obvious, but it amazes me how writers spend years working on their manuscripts but only minutes choosing which agent or editor to approach! In fact, I’ve never heard of a writer spending as much time researching agents or editors as he did writing his book.


Understandably, it is difficult for a writer to know who may or may not be appropriate. The publishing business is notoriously tight lipped, and even if you do find the perfect match, this may work against you: occasionally, precisely because an agent or editor already sold (or bought) a book like yours, he won’t want to do another one. Still, an educated guess is better than a blind one. Use any method you can: check the acknowledgment pages of similar books; cross-reference as many writers’ guides as you can; ask anyone who might know. There are books devoted to this alone, including books that will tell you in depth information about many agents and editors. The trade magazine Publishers Weekly also has a weekly column naming several agents and editors and their latest deals. The internet can also yield volumes of information. You’d be amazed at what time and effort can produce. And take the pressure off: instead of feeling that you have to query twenty or thirty agents, narrow your list to two or three. This way you can home in on the ones you choose with greater attention and care.


2. Let an agent or editor know why you’re contacting him specifically. Now that you’ve done the research, use it. Most writers only go so far as to tell an agent, “I read in such and such a guide that you handle ‘fiction,’ and thus am contacting you.” This is the most basic level of research; it will not impress an agent. Take it a step further. Use your advance research and be specific. A better way of catching an agent’s eye is to tell him off the bat that you noticed he agented a specific title and that your manuscript is similar. An agent will appreciate that you’ve gone to the trouble, that you care; he will feel the submission is personalized and not part of a mass mailing. In return, he may treat you with personal care. The optimal way to approach, of course, is by referral, although this is not possible for all writers.


I remember once having received a letter from a writer who mentioned a literary novel I had agented, boasting how similar his novel was. I was impressed he’d gone to the trouble, and I looked at his manuscript right away. But his novel turned out to be a commercial thriller—one that could not possibly have been more different from the novel he’d referenced. He’d obviously found out I’d sold the book but had not bothered to find out if his book really was similar at all! Don’t refer to books just for the sake of it—only if truly appropriate.
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