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For anyone who has ever identified with a character from fiction, been seduced by a first sentence or been profoundly moved by a story’s end, How to Write Like Tolstoy is a wonderful and illuminating journey into the minds and imaginations of the world’s greatest writers.


What made Nabokov choose the name Lolita? Why did Fitzgerald tell The Great Gatsby in the first person? How did Kerouac, who raged against revision, finally come to revise On the Road? Why did Martin Amis give up on writing about sex? Veteran editor Richard Cohen draws on a vast and eclectic reservoir of knowledge to reveal what makes good prose soar. From plot and character development to dialogue and point of view, the motivations, obsessions, tricks and talents of a host of great novelists are brought to the fore, their published works mined and private beliefs unearthed. There’s the nature of originality as plagiarism is discussed, and a weighing of the odds when trying to write about physical intimacies. And how to begin…Or end? From first page to last, How to Write Like Tolstoy is a unique exploration of the act and art of writing, one which enriches our experience of reading both the classics and the best modern fiction, and provokes in us an overwhelming urge to read and to write.




Praise for How to Write like Tolstoy


‘Insightful…[Cohen] escorts his readers to Iris Murdoch for sage counsel on launching a novel, to Salman Rushdie for shrewd guidance on developing an unreliable narrator, to Rudyard Kipling for a cagey hint on creating memorable minor characters, and to Leo Tolstoy for a master’s help in transforming personal experience into fictional art. Even readers with no intentions of writing a novel will relish the opportunity to join their favourite authors at the workbench.’


Booklist


‘…interesting, charming, and engaging…Cohen reveals the possibilities that lie in wait when authors practise selection and intention, sparking the literary imagination.’


Library Journal, starred review


‘Cohen’s myriads of examples are lush and instructive…he is a generous tour guide through his literary world.’


Kirkus


‘Elegant…Cohen [tells] amusing, often discursive stories about great literature and authors, mixed with the writers’ own observations, which he hopes will further inspire readers and would-be writers.’


Publishers Weekly
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For Toby, Mary and Guy





PREFACE



 


PETER CAREY: I was finally a writer.
INTERVIEWER: What was it that was clicking?
CAREY: Age, experience, a simpler form, practice, reading, influence, getting beyond influence.


THE PARIS REVIEW, 2006


 


There are three rules for writing a novel. Unfortunately, no one knows what they are.


W. SOMERSET MAUGHAM (ATTRIB.)


 


 


 


 


At a New Year’s Eve dinner party in Los Angeles, some time in the 1980s, the magician Ricky Jay was entertaining his fellow guests with elaborate tricks using a simple deck of cards when one of his dining companions said, “Come on, Ricky, why don’t you do something truly amazing?” After an awkward moment (for all the tricks had been amazing), Jay asked the guest to name a card. “The three of hearts,” the man replied.Jay shuffled the pack, gripped it in his right hand, then sprung it, cascading all fifty-two cards so that they flew the length of the dining table and pelted an open wine bottle.


“What was your card again?”


“Three of hearts.”


“Look in the bottle.”


The man did as bidden and found, curled inside the neck, the three of hearts.


 


 


Any good magician’s effects, his tricks of illusion or distraction, are akin, in at least the sense of amazement they induce, to what great writers do. Vladimir Nabokov once referred to “the flawless magic of Tolstoy’s style.” Take the scene in Anna Karenina where Konstantin Levin, a thirty-two-year-old landowner, proposes to Princess Ekaterina “Kitty” Alexandrovna Shcherbatskaya. Levin is a passionate yet shy aristocrat who, unlike his Moscow friends, lives in the country on his large estate. He actually proposes twice. On the first occasion, Kitty, just eighteen, clumsily turns him down, telling him that her marrying him is impossible. She believes she is in love with the handsome Count Alexei Vronsky and that he will soon propose to her. Vronsky regards his flirting with Kitty as mere sport and turns his attentions to Anna. Levin is crushed by Kitty’s refusal and returns to his estate, abandoning any hope of marriage and resolving to forget Kitty.


With his earnestness and soul-searching, his concern for equality and his committed life on a country estate, Levin shares many similarities with his creator (consciously so: in Russian, “Levin” means “of Lev,” and Lev is the spelling of Tolstoy’s first name). In some ways he is a bumbling figure, a little easy to mock, but our hearts go out to him, and we long for Kitty to change her mind, but cannot guess how it will come about after so much misunderstanding.


Eventually, a mutual cousin manoeuvres the two of them so that they find themselves alone in a family drawing room. Kitty goes to a card-table, sits down, and taking a piece of chalk starts to draw circles on the green cloth. For a while neither of them speaks. Kitty’s eyes, Tolstoy tells us, “shine with a gentle gleam.” Levin leans over, takes the chalk from her and writes “w, y, s, i, i, i, w, i, i, t, o, a.”


 


These letters were the initials of the words, “When you said, ‘It is impossible,’ was it impossible then, or always?”


It was highly unlikely that Kitty would be able to make out this complicated question. All the same, Levin looked at her as if his life depended on whether she could guess these words or not. She glanced back at him gravely, then resting her forehead on her hand tried to decipher it. Occasionally she would look up at him, asking him with her eyes: “Is what I think right?”


“I know what it is,” she said at last, blushing.


“What is this word?” he asked, pointing to the i of the word impossible.


“That stands for impossible. But the word is not right.”


He quickly rubbed out what he had written, gave the chalk to her, and stood up.


She wrote: t, I, c, n, a, d. . . .


At once his face lit up; he had understood the reply: “Then I could not answer differently.”


He looked at Kitty timidly. “Only then?”


“Yes.”


“But—but now?”


“Read this. I will tell you what I wish, what I wish very much.” She quickly traced the initials, t, y, m, f, a, f, w, t, p. This meant: “That you might forgive and forget what took place.”


He seized the chalk with trembling fingers, and crushing it wrote down the initials of the words: “I have nothing to forgive and forget. I have never ceased to love you.”


Kitty looked at him, and her smile died away.


“I understand,” she said in a low voice.


I first read this scene when I was twenty, have re-read it many times since, and still wonder at its effect on me. How could a combination of words on a page—translated words—so take over my inner world? How had Tolstoy created an encounter that enraptured me, making me feel for these two make-believe characters so strongly (and, indeed, miss supper in college hall as a result)? Later, I discovered that the chalk game was a retelling of Tolstoy’s real-life proposal to Sonia Behrs, just as the scene in which Levin insists on showing his future wife the diaries recounting his youthful debaucheries also came straight from the author’s own experiences. How had Tolstoy taken such intimate events and spun them into fiction?


This is what the current book attempts to pin down, with a deck that spans a lifetime of reading. “Who cares for you?” cries Alice, about to step out of her Wonderland. “You’re nothing but a pack of cards!” Only we do come to care, and that is where the magic comes in. Of course a novelist is not just performing a trick; he is creating a whole world that takes in themes, character, argument, cultural contexts, and much else besides. But do not forget that sense of magic and wonder: the secret in the bottle.


I was an only child brought up in the seaside resort of Brighton and spent much of my early years with books. I devoured comics too, some half-dozen a week, identified totally with William Brown (while also taking in such creations as Jennings, Desperate Dan, and Billy Bunter along the way) before graduating to Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (still the only book I have read ten times), Kidnapped, and all of Stevenson, Jules Verne, John Buchan (Ah! The Thirty-Nine Steps and the man who “held up a hand which lacked three fingers”), Edith Nesbitt, most of Dumas and Rider Haggard, then (I confess) every single Agatha Christie story, and so on and on. Becoming involved in the lives of fictional characters has not only been my main pastime, it has shaped my moral world.


Besides my own writing, I have been editing other people’s prose since 1969, working on most kinds of fiction and non-fiction (a short list would include Kingsley Amis, Anthony Burgess, Sebastian Faulks, Jean Auel, Fay Weldon, John Le Carré, A. Alvarez, Victoria Glendinning, Richard Holmes, V. S. Pritchett, Hilary Spurling, Madeleine Albright, Simon Winchester, Vanessa Redgrave, Dian Fossey, Studs Terkel, John Keegan, and Jonathan Spence). I have also spent several years as a visiting professor in creative writing.


This book describes how any three of hearts ends up inside the bottle—how the authors I have read, and worked with, came to compose their books and how they made their creative choices, for good and occasionally for bad.


How to Write Like Tolstoy began as a by-product of my university teaching. However, as the book took shape my aims evolved too. Although a secondary purpose is to give practical writing advice, I became swept up in how great novelists had dealt with particular problems—how Charles Dickens and George Eliot, for instance, tackled the business of rounding off a novel; how William Faulkner experimented with different narrators and points of view; or how Elmore Leonard polished his use of dialogue.


I have written about what I hope will catch the attention of anyone who lights up when they read imaginative literature of real quality. The American writer and teacher Richard G. Stern said that he would never hesitate to bring into his classes “the work of masters.” This, he explained, was “not meant to cheapen the marvellous but to evoke it. The hope is to make students fall in love with sublimity and to show them it’s not out of reach.” I have tried to do something similar, as far as possible using the words of the authors themselves to help explain their craft, aiming to take readers on a journey into the concerns, techniques, tricks, flaws and, occasionally, obsessions of our most luminous writers.


Can one, in fact, teach people to write? Brendan Behan (1923–64), who famously described himself as “a drinker with a writing problem,” was invited by a prestigious American university to deliver an afternoon lecture about his craft. Behan’s reputation as boozer and rabble-rouser meant that the lecture hall was filled to capacity, with students standing at the back and perched in the aisles, but the appointed hour came and went, with still no sign of the great man. Time laboured on; the stage remained empty. After forty-five minutes or so, a more than usually dishevelled Behan stumbled in, and the audience waited, in equal parts expectant, curious, and alarmed.


“Good afternoooon,” he crooned. “Now, hands up all of you who want to be writers.” Nearly everyone raised an arm. Behan viewed this forest with disgust. “Well, then,” said he. “Go on back home and frickin’ write.” With that, he reeled off the stage.


The question of whether one can teach writing hardly ends there. Kurt Vonnegut, who for many years was on the faculty of the prestigious Iowa Writers’ Workshop, held that one could not make writers, and likened himself to a golf pro who could, at best, take a few shots off someone’s game. Ann Beattie, a staff member at the University of Virginia, asked if writing could be taught, replied: “Does anybody ever say, ‘Here’s X; I taught X how to be a creative writer’?” Teachers, she suggested, can’t put the writing gifts into you, but if they find them there they can try to keep you from going in obviously wrong directions.


One can extend this approach. The novelist and long-time teacher John Gardner believed that “writing ability is mainly a product of good teaching supported by a deep-down love of writing,” and pointed out that Hemingway, although on record (and echoing Behan) as declaring that the only way for a writer to learn his craft was to go away and write, took hours of tutorials from Gertrude Stein. He wrote to her: “Isn’t writing a hard job though? It used to be easy before I met you. I certainly was bad. Gosh, I’m awfully bad now but it’s a different kind of bad.”


Then take George Orwell, who began his career as an embarrassingly clumsy writer. When, at the age of twenty-four, he moved into cheap lodgings in London, he was befriended by the distinguished poet Ruth Pitter. She was the first person to be shown his apprentice efforts, finding them awkward and Orwell “like a cow with a musket.” The two would go for long walks along the Embankment discussing his stories, or meet for dinner over a bottle of cheap red wine when she would be unsparing in her criticism; but however much she teased him, she also helped explain where he was going wrong. In sum, Pitter may not have injected Orwell with his gift for storytelling, but she taught him to compose those stories.


How to Write Like Tolstoy begins with how all books begin—the opening sentence, the opening paragraph, the whole question of starting off right. Thereafter the chapters are roughly organized according to the creative process. How characters are created seems paramount—most often, a character will stay with us long after the particular story has faded away—but how does one give them life? What names does one bestow, how much of a backstory should be included? Mark Twain agonized for months about one of his characters who played with matches while in a Southern prison, burning the prison down and himself to death—even though that character was eventually cut and doesn’t appear in either Tom Sawyer or Huckleberry Finn. Twain laughed at his self-inflicted sense of guilt, but he couldn’t prevent it. So I also look at what is meant by a character “taking over” a story—the notion, shared by writers from Jane Austen to Jane Smiley, that fictional characters can have an independent life, an existence above and beyond their authors’ endeavours.


Then there is a subject rarely treated in books about writing: plagiarism. Every author “borrows,” both from the work and from the lives of others. Shakespeare is applauded for building on Plutarch and Holinshed, while Doris Kearns Goodwin is pilloried for gathering up another writer’s research without acknowledgement. What are the ethics of either of them doing what they did, and when might borrowing become a creative act in itself? Laurence Sterne rejoiced in being a plagiarist, while Malcolm Gladwell, finding himself plagiarized, went on to congratulate the perpetrator for having added value to what he first wrote. What does it mean to be “original”? Where do ideas come from? The authors and their liftings run the gamut from simple theft to the grey area of writing about people you know and the harm it can do. It is not a simple issue.


Every writer has to decide on a point of view to tell his or her story—whether it should be first person, or third, or multiple viewpoints, and if so how many, and when to switch from one narrator to another. Then there is the question of how close to the action the author stands, and not for the first time Tolstoy is a prime example of an author who orchestrates narrative distance as well as narrative voice. Some of the greatest novelists loved to experiment; from Jane Austen and Wilkie Collins through Faulkner and Kafka to Norman Mailer and Salman Rushdie (who has admitted that in Midnight’s Children he deliberately made mistakes of fact and judgement, only later to discover there were some unintended mistakes too—which served his overall purpose in making his narrator unreliable).


Every great writer also has a particular voice, one different from those of his characters. “Voice” implies speech, and some authors (Ivy Compton-Burnett, famously) employ almost all dialogue, others very little. What does dialogue in a novel seek to accomplish? How much does one put in, how much leave out? What of direct speech, indirect speech, or internal dialogue? This leads on to the subject of irony. The word has come to imply so many different things over the decades, as fashions and meanings change, yet that evolution is fascinating in itself, for it is at the heart of all good writing, challenging the reader to respond to what cannot be said but which must be understood.


A question that has perplexed me for years is what is meant by story and how it differs from plot. Is the issue no more than semantics, or is it at the heart of the way novelists set about their business? When I first read Stephen King’s On Writing, still the best book on the art of authorship, I found it extraordinary how he disagreed so vehemently with E. M. Forster, who had lectured on the subject over sixty years before—and who had felt just as passionately. Both of them were wrong to take such extreme positions, and setting the two off against each other helps explain why, and indeed what makes a good story in the first place.


Years ago, when my three children were much younger, their mother and I would take it in turns to read aloud to them. One evening I returned early from work because it was my turn to read, and we were on the very final pages of Tom’s Midnight Garden, Philippa Pearce’s classic story (a magical one, even) first published in 1958. As I mounted the stairs to the children’s bedroom I could hear my wife’s voice—she too had longed to read those final pages to them and to make her plan work had sent them to bed early! I sat on the stairs and listened, and as I did thrilled to the music of the words. So I have devoted a chapter to the subject of rhythm in prose writing, from Gustave Flaubert wandering the woods near his house, proclaiming his latest lines, to Charles Dickens and Thomas Mann, puffed up from their reading tours, devoting more and more attention in their later novels to how what they wrote actually sounded.


Another subject generally skirted by literary critics is sex. How does one write about it, or should one even try? The way novelists have handled the topic varies hugely, from Samuel Richardson’s supposed reticence to John Updike’s calculated openness, either steering clear of explicit description or trying to find a way around the censors of the day. In most good novels, sexual activity is not an end in itself but tells us about the characters and their story. Physical intimacy, though, can be an embarrassing subject to write about effectively, and my conclusion is that one should try.


The subject of revising, whether done by oneself or responding to the advice of others, is crucial. “Abridge, abridge! Begin on the second page,” Chekhov advised his brother, who longed to be a writer too. Yet while revision most often involves cutting, pruning, cleaning up, at its best it is a re-vision. One needs to look with fresh eyes, not just do carpentry (although it sometimes is just carpentry). Balzac revised heavily, as did Norman Mailer. P. G. Wodehouse hated second drafts, while Jack Kerouac, William Golding, and John Cheever over the years had to deal with editors good, interfering, and bad.


The final chapter is about—well, final chapters. How to bring a story of any length to a conclusion. Dickens and Eliot both had trouble with their endings, while Hemingway often found the whole business impossible. Tolstoy could hardly let go of his characters, particularly in War and Peace. I say a lot about Lev, one of my favourite authors, but plenty of others play important roles, not only the great nineteenth-century exponents but also figures like Beckett and Philip Roth and Updike, Jonathan Franzen and Elizabeth Strout.


In her guide Reading Like a Writer Francine Prose recalls how she has heard fellow writers say that “they cannot read while working on a book of their own for fear that Tolstoy or Shakespeare might influence them.” Great writers can inhibit new writers, true—or maybe one reads Scott Fitzgerald or Henry James and can’t escape imitating them; but more often such writers are inspiring. They have certainly inspired me. The journey through their struggles and achievements is the main thing, and although I don’t expect readers of this book to end up modern Tolstoys—who knows?
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CHAPTER 1


Grab, Invite, Beguile: Beginnings


 


LEONARD: So what were we talking about?
KATE: The first sentence.
LEONARD: Oh yeah, Christ.


THERESA REBECK, SEMINAR, 2011


 


Into the face of the young man who sat on the terrace of the Hotel Magnifique at Cannes there had crept a look of furtive shame, the shifty hangdog look which announces that an Englishman is about to speak French.


P. G. WODEHOUSE, OPENING OF THE LUCK OF THE BODKINS, 1925


How to begin? I’m thinking of that moment when a writer stares at a sheet of blank paper (or, today, a screen) like a weightlifter assessing a massive dumbbell; the effort of setting down any mark seems beyond him. A cup of coffee is appealing—a second cup, a quick session of emailing, a short walk, even a phone call. After all such procrastinations, a final inspiration: focus instead on something completely different to what was planned, and likely far better. What was it Douglas Adams said? “I love deadlines. I love the whooshing sound they make as they fly by.”


Gertrude Stein liked to look at cows in the intervals of her writing, and would be driven into the countryside to do so. Woody Allen takes constant showers to aid inspiration. Those grandes dames of postwar British fiction, Iris Murdoch and Muriel Spark, never set pen to paper until they had thought of a satisfactory opening. “A novel is a long job,” Murdoch explained, “and if you get it wrong at the start you’re going to be very unhappy later on.” John Irving, on the other hand (I am deliberately packing in examples), begins each of his novels by writing the book’s final sentence. Before he starts to write, George Steiner, the polymath and novelist, takes a page of “top prose” in the relevant language and reads it aloud, often until he knows it by heart. “But it will have nothing to do with the subject.” In The Plague Albert Camus has his character Joseph Grand rewrite the first sentence of his novel eternally, with only minimal variations.


Beginnings are notoriously difficult. E. L. Doctorow tells of being asked by his daughter to give her an absence note for her schoolteacher. He started to write, then thought, “No, that’s not it,” and started again. The second version didn’t hit the required note either. Further drafts followed, until his young daughter was in a state of panic and there was a pile of crumpled pages on the floor. Finally his wife came in and, with a look of disbelief, dashed off the required short letter. Doctorow concluded: “I had been trying to write the perfect absence note. It was a very illuminating experience. Writing is immensely difficult. The short forms especially.”


He is hardly alone. The American wit of the interwar period, Robert Benchley, was at his typewriter at The New Yorker agonizing over how to begin. He got up, talked with some friends, and an hour later returned to his desk. He gathered his thoughts once more and typed out the single word “The.” Then he left for a party that was in full flow down the hall, but conscience forced him back. He sat down, focused again, and typed three more words, “. . . hell with it.” With that he returned to the revellers.


In A. A. Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh, Christopher Robin’s unnamed narrator starts his tale with the words, “Once upon a time, a very long time ago now, about last Friday. . . .” When that time is, exactly, is not generally the issue: all that matters is that we are about to escape into a world of make-believe.


The phrase “Once upon a time” can be traced to as early as 1380; not until 1600 did it become a stock opening for oral narratives. It occurs in other languages too, from the familiar to the more obscure: in Estonian it’s “Behind seven lands and seas there lived. . . .” In classical Arabic, it translates as “There was, oh what there was, in the oldest of days and ages and times. . . .” In Iraqw, a tongue used in Tanzania, it’s “I remember something that our father told me. . . .”


That reliance is a storyteller’s trope, a device to indicate that one is entering a land of make-believe, assuring the reader’s passage from the real world to the fictional. (In the 1890s, Robert Graves’s father would start any story he told to his children with “And so the old gardener blew his nose on a red pocket handkerchief. . . .”) But where and when does the narrative proper begin? The difficulty of openings has haunted many authors, as if they need to clear the air (or their throats) before they get going. Graham Greene begins The End of the Affair (1951) with almost an apology: “A story has no beginning or end; arbitrarily one chooses that moment of experience from which to look back or from which to look ahead.”


An additional burden is the thought of all those weightlifters who have gone before you. Early in his novel The English Patient, Michael Ondaatje argues: “Many books open with an author’s assurance of order. One slipped into their waters with a silent paddle. . . . But [unlike works of non-fiction] novels commenced with hesitation or chaos. Readers were never fully in balance. A door a lock a weir opened and they rushed through, one hand holding a gunnel, the other a hat.” Yet novels can begin slowly—from Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray in 1890 to Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997), we get openings all about the weather.*


Equally, non-fiction books can start with a bang or a memorable phrase—take the opening page of Isadora Duncan’s autobiography, which contains the sentences “My first memory is of a fire. I remember being thrown into the arms of a policeman from an upper window.” But a work of non-fiction is often specific—one knows, more or less, what one is getting; whereas a novel competes with all the other fictions that have ever been written.


Only one book could ever open: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” Around the first century A.D., the pagan sometimes known as “Pseudo-Longinus” wrote in On the Sublime of the (slightly different) opening in Genesis that this was a superb beginning, for its author “both understood and gave expression to the power of the divinity as it deserved.” Another biblical scholar has judged “In the beginning” as “the most wholly satisfactory opening any story can have.” But the question is not just how to begin a story, but how do you get someone’s attention?


In Laughing Gas (1936), P. G. Wodehouse’s farcical take on Hollywood, the entire opening scene is given up to . . . what an opening scene should be. Reggie Havershot, a Bertie Wooster-like character, is trying his first attempt at fiction when he comes across a friend (who he all too slowly realizes is suffering from the father of all hangovers), to whom he insists reading the start of his projected novel. After the friend has listened to a painfully awful rendering, he comments: “The first rule in telling a story is to make it thoroughly clear at the outset who’s who, when, where, and why. You’d better start again at the beginning.”


There’s good sense in this, but does it force us to continue reading? The great Agatha Christie starts off The Murder on the Links (1923) by making that problem her solution:


 


I believe that a well-known anecdote exists to the effect that a young writer, determined to make the commencement of his story forcible and original enough to catch and rivet the attention of the most blasé of editors, penned the following sentence:


“‘Hell!’ said the Duchess.”


Strangely enough, this tale of mine opens in much the same fashion. Only the lady who gave utterance to the exclamation was not a duchess. . . .


And off she goes. With the very next paragraph who should enter but Hercule Poirot, and all’s well with the world.


Individual authors must select which style suits their purpose to establish voice, range of vocabulary, syntactic habits, and so on; each opening also makes a promise about the story that is to come—it establishes expectations.


Christie’s lightly swearing duchess belongs to a category of opening that I call “grabbers”—deliberate attempts to seize the reader with a first sentence or perhaps first paragraph. Typical of this would be the start of most Elmore Leonard thrillers—the wish to show, at once, that this story is going to thrill. His 1985 novel Glitz opens: “The night Vincent was shot he saw it coming.” And again, three years later, Freaky Deaky:


 


Chris Mankowski’s last day on the job, two in the afternoon, two hours to go, he got a call to dispose of a bomb.


The next sentence introduces us to “a guy by the name of Booker, a twenty-five-year-old super-dude twice-convicted felon,” who is in his Jacuzzi when the telephone rings, so he gets out and moves to his favourite seat, a green leather wingback chair, only to be told by the caller that he is sitting on a bomb, and getting up will set it off.


Not only suspense stories can begin with “grabbers.” When Gabriel Garcia Márquez read The Metamorphosis, the first line of which runs: “As Gregor Samsa awoke that morning from uneasy dreams, he found himself transformed in his bed into a gigantic insect,” the sentence “almost knocked me off the bed. I was so surprised. . . . I thought to myself that I didn’t know anyone was allowed to write things like that.”


A good opening sentence not only leads one on, it enables the author to introduce character, mood, setting. In Brighton Rock (1938), Graham Greene starts dramatically enough:


 


Hale knew they meant to murder him before he had been in Brighton three hours.


The rest of the paragraph deftly sets the scene:


 


With his inky fingers and his bitten nails, his manner cynical and nervous, anybody could tell he didn’t belong—belong to the early summer sun, the cool Whitsun wind off the sea, the holiday crowd. They came in by train from Victoria every five minutes, rocked down Queen’s Road standing on the tops of the little local trams, stepped off in bewildered multitudes into fresh and glittering air: the new silver sparkled on the piers, the cream houses ran away into the west like a pale Victorian water-colour; a race in miniature motors, a band playing, flower gardens in bloom below the front, an aeroplane advertising something for the health in pale vanishing clouds across the sky.


In a sense, every good opening is a “grabber,” in that its author wants the reader to keep turning the pages; as the garrulous shoemaker who narrates the Czech novelist Bohumil Hrabal’s Dancing Lessons for the Advanced in Age (1964) says, “No book worth its salt is meant to put you to sleep, it’s meant to make you jump out of bed in your underwear and run and beat the author’s brains out.”


The famous beginning of David Copperfield (1850)—“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”—comes into a “grabber” sub-category, that of “Here I am!”


Something similar is true also of Ralph Ellison’s “I am an invisible man” (1952), or the beginnings of Robinson Crusoe (1719), even Huckleberry Finn (1885), Saul Bellow’s Herzog (1964), or Dodie Smith’s I Capture the Castle (1948)—“I write this sitting in the kitchen sink”—or the opening to Harper Lee’s Go Set a Watchman: “Since Atlanta, she had looked out the dining-car window with a delight almost physical.” It’s not a matter of the information given so much as the self-confidence of the narrator announcing him- or herself as the centre of the story.


If there is a danger here, it’s of the reader identifying the narrator with the author. “I’ve had the misfortune,” wrote Marcel Proust, “of beginning a book with the word ‘I’ and immediately it was thought that instead of attempting to discover general laws, I was analyzing myself in the individual and detestable sense of the word.” However, it remains a powerful way of beginning a tale, and the use of a fictitious “I” does force the reader into a semblance of dialogue with the narrator.


Close to this approach but significantly different in intention and effect is the beginning that tries to shock. Tom Robbins starts Villa Incognito with: “It has been reported that Tanuki fell from the sky using his scrotum as a parachute.” Iain Banks begins The Crow Road (1992): “It was the day my grandmother exploded.”* These are examples of grandstanding, the writer as show-off. Authors can forget that they have to go on after the opening sentence, and anti-climax can result. Thomas Mann begins Buddenbrooks, his first novel, “And—and—what comes next?” and continues with a second character replying, “Oh, yes, yes, what the dickens does come next?” A rare Mann joke.


Stephen King starts The Shining with “Jack Torrance thought: Officious little prick.” In context, this is effective, but the opening to Victoria Glendinning’s first novel, The Grown Ups (1989), runs: “There’s more to loving than fucking.” I was her editor and didn’t question it; only after the book was published did we both agree that that first sentence drew the wrong attention to itself. Not that outrageous openings can’t work. Quirky can be good: Mikhail Bulgakov begins The Heart of a Dog (1925), “Ooow-ow-ooow-owow!” as if language itself has failed him, and Tom Wolfe, in The Bonfire of the Vanities (1987), early on the opening page gives us a long drawn-out cackle: “Heh-heggggggggggggggggghhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.”


Garrison Keillor put such attempts in fine context. “When someone gets in your face as a writer does, either you love him or you loathe him,” he wrote, citing a memoir he was reading of two lesbians who had taken up farming sheep in Minnesota. It begins with them attending shepherd school and learning to assess the potency of a ram by holding his testicles. “A book that starts with a woman reaching up between a ram’s hind legs is a book close to my heart.”


In his introduction to a reissue of Double Star, the science fiction writer Robert Heinlein talks about “the narrative hook . . . not the annoying kind that shouts for attention, but the kind that engages your curiosity and makes you want to read the next line.” This takes us to a clutch of beginnings that I group under the heading of “invitational,” well rendered in the classic German beginning, “At the turn of the century, in the province of D——.” Such openings do not attempt to seize our attention but slowly, courteously almost (cortesia, tact of heart, a welcome), invite us inside their world. It’s interesting, you’ll find much to involve you here; please make the effort.


Francine Prose once told a class to compare the first chapters of Balzac’s Eugénie Grandet (1833) and A Flag for Sunrise (1981) by Robert Stone. The Balzac begins with a leisurely tour of a provincial town, while, near the start of the Stone, we get an obvious “grabber”—a hippie backpacker’s corpse shows up in the freezer of an army lieutenant in a restive Central American country. Prose suggested to her students that comparing the two might reflect a vital difference between nineteenth- and twentieth-century fiction: “Perhaps these contrasting openings had something to do with the way our attention spans have been altered—for better or worse—by the bright gratifications of movies and the rhythm of television, which has schooled us to expect the ‘hook’ before the first commercial.”


I agree with this, but would add that different fish require different bait. One can introduce the main character without fanfare and still be remarkably effective. Moby-Dick (1851)* is really an example of this; as Prose notes, it gives “a kind of authority . . . [it] makes us feel that the author is in control”—in control of his experience. After “Call me Ishmael” (in itself a small irony, as only one character in the novel thereafter ever does call the narrator by that name), Melville gives us Ishmael’s life history, and from that a description of the whaling coastal city of the Manhattoes. We are invited in.


In The Old Man and the Sea (1952), one of Hemingway’s best openings, the whole opening paragraph makes an impact:


 


He was an old man who fished alone in a skiff in the Gulf Stream and he had gone eighty-four days now without taking a fish. In the first forty days a boy had been with him. But after forty days without a fish the boy’s parents had told him that the old man was now definitely and finally salao, which is the worst form of unlucky, and the boy had gone at their orders in another boat which caught three good fish the first week. It made the boy sad to see the old man come in each day with his skiff empty and he always went down to help him carry either the coiled lines or the gaff and harpoon and the sail that was furled around the mast. The sail was patched with flour sacks and, furled, it looked like the flag of permanent defeat.


A whole raft of relationships, of allegiances and betrayals, is provided, as well as the small details and a tone of voice that make one want to continue reading.*


The “invitational” first sentence has the advantage that, because the story begins at a more leisurely pace, the author is not required to continue with a fireworks display; the rewards are of a different kind. Take the opening of Forster’s A Passage to India: “Except for the Marabar Caves—and they are twenty miles off—the city of Chandrapore presents nothing extraordinary.” We could hardly be less grabbed, although we register that those caves are indeed extraordinary, and it is within them, of course, that the novel’s most violent act is supposedly enacted: Forster’s opening provides both a courteous introduction and a sinister foreboding.


Another well-used “invitational” opening has the reader come into the middle of a conversation—often between family members; thus the beginning of Dombey and Son (1848), several Anne Tyler novels, and, most effectively, To the Lighthouse (1927):


 


“Yes, of course it’s fine tomorrow,” said Mrs. Ramsay, “But you’ll have to be up with the lark,” she added.


To her son these words conveyed an extraordinary joy, as if it were settled, the expedition were bound to take place, and the wonder to which he had looked forward, for years and years it seemed, was, after a night’s darkness and a day’s sail, within touch.


James Ramsay, six, longs to sail over to the lighthouse across the bay, and his father promises to take him. We learn this with only oblique help from the author, the technique making us work hard to keep up with the narrative of the characters’ inner lives. The critic and novelist David Lodge, while in mid-discussion of another Virginia Woolf novel, Mrs. Dalloway, describes such a beginning as “this abrupt plunging of the reader into the middle of an ongoing life.”


Woolf may have picked up this trick from Ford Madox Ford, an avowed modernist who liked to drop his readers into the middle of scenes and let them orient themselves. Ford’s four linked novels, which comprise Parade’s End, were all published between 1924 and 1928, the years directly before To the Lighthouse was written. Beginning a novel this way was hardly new: witness Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy. People have to begin somewhere, and as every novel is a kind of journey, To the Lighthouse observes another well-tried beginning: setting your characters off on an expedition. Only, of course, in Woolf’s story Mrs. Ramsay’s promise is never exactly kept.


Some writers are cavalier about their openings. The prodigious Rex Stout (1886–1975), creator of the much-loved detective Nero Wolfe, produced over seventy novels and short stories, and would regularly begin a new book with the doorbell to Wolfe’s apartment ringing. At least four of his stories begin this way—Golden Spiders (1953), Eeny Meeny Murder Mo (1962), The Mother Hunt (1963), and A Family Affair (1975). A further novel is actually titled The Doorbell Rang (1965). Stout would have no idea what would happen next, after the door was opened: the plot would have to take off from there. Thomas Mann was similarly unhappy about over-planning, confiding, “Certainly, to envisage too clearly beforehand all the difficulties of a task . . . would be enough to make one shudder and forgo it.” But everyone plans differently.


A number of writers have a particular image that comes to them and sets off the whole story. Paul Scott wrote that the picture that came to him for the beginning of his Raj Quartet series of novels was of a young English woman running for her life at night, in an Indian village. It came, he says,


 


as images always do, apparently by chance, unexpectedly —in the dark of a restless, sleepless night. Vaguely, one can trace the antecedents: the trauma of the Indian village experiences, the desire to get away, to run, the knowledge of the dangers that exist when you attempt to cross bridges, the whole feeling of the British in India, and the feeling of India itself—a vast, flat territory, strangely forbidding, somehow incalculable, ugly, beautiful. And there she was, my prime mystery, a girl in the dark, running, exhausted, hurt in some way, yet strangely of good heart—tough, resilient, her face and figure a sense rather than an observed condition. But she runs.


From what? To where?


In the finished novel, the first paragraph has become:


 


Imagine, then, a flat landscape, dark for the moment, but even so conveying to a girl running in the still deeper shadow cast by the wall of the Bibighar Gardens an idea of immensity, of distance, such as the years before Miss Crane had been conscious of standing where a lane ended and cultivation began: a different landscape but also in the alluvial plain between the mountains of the north and the plateau of the south.


Again, the tone is invitational, even though the material is dramatic. Clearly, Scott later explained, the running girl and this Miss Crane are not the same person, and clearly the reference to the wall, which fixes locality, is not part of the original picture that came to mind, but “If it is a good hard image it will stand. Nothing will erode it.” That said, it was not Scott’s opening paragraph, even if it was the first scene that occurred to him. “Between the originating image and its pinning down on the page, there is often a terrible gap of time and changing circumstance.” Imagination is fused with knowledge:


 


Images do not have exact time schedules. Names, locations, time schedules, plot references—these are what the images create. In the original image are the seeds of all your novel. See your image, feel it, work it out in all its complexity to the best of your ability, and then try to put it all on the page.


In August 2010 the celebrated film designer Robert Boyle died at the age of one hundred. He had mainly worked with Alfred Hitchcock, so most of the films he designed had strong narratives. A movie, he said, “starts with the locale, with the environment that people live in, how they move within that environment.” He recalled those film openings where we see a spinning globe, then the camera zooms in on a country, a city, a particular street and house, then on into a particular room—a method known as “telescoping.” Some books work like that (Balzac’s 1835 novel Le Père Goriot, for instance). The invitation, as it were, has been delivered.


If one can’t advance character and story together, does it matter? In The Wings of the Dove (1902), Henry James invites us to find of interest Ms. Kate Croy, who is waiting for her father . . . and waiting, and waiting. By the end of the first page we are still enmeshed in the opening paragraph, waiting as well. We are given atmosphere and the inner state of the main character, but already life is squeezed out of the story. With the exception of Waiting for Godot, readers and audiences don’t like to be held in this kind of suspense for too long. One has to get on with it.


Perhaps aware of this, some novelists jump straight into a simple narrative—the beginning of Madame Bovary (1857), say:


 


We were at preparation, when the headmaster came in, followed by a new boy dressed in “civvies” and a school servant carrying a big desk. Those who were asleep woke up, and everyone got to his feet with an air of being interrupted at work.


There’s little embroidery here—Flaubert is just setting off on his tale, and we are happy to go with him. Other examples of invitational openings—I’m choosing at random—are Mark Haddon’s The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, Tolstoy’s Childhood, Boyhood, Youth, or Hilary Mantel’s A Place of Greater Safety.


Another way of inviting the reader into your chosen fictional world is to make some grand declaration—It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, and so on. It can even be “semi-grand”: Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White begins: “This is the story of what a Woman’s patience can endure, and what a Man’s resolution can achieve.” The nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Schlegel called such expressions “porcupines,” arguing that a self-standing grand statement should be isolated from its surroundings and complete in itself, like a porcupine. But the dangers can be seen from the portentous opening to George Eliot’s Middlemarch, or this, the starting paragraph to D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928):


 


Ours is essentially a tragic age, so we refuse to take it tragically. The cataclysm has happened, we are among the ruins, we start to build up new little habitats, to have new little hopes. It is rather hard work: there is now no smooth road into the future: but we go round, or scramble over the obstacles. We’ve got to live, no matter how many skies have fallen.


It’s not uninteresting, but to modern ears it’s overblown, both a throat-clearing and a little pompous. Nowadays we’re not prepared for being lectured to, so contemporary novelists rarely use this device, attempting instead a quieter summing-up, an emotional taking stock, such as Louise Erdrich gives us in Tracks (1988), the third in a tetralogy that explores the lives of four families living on a reservation in North Dakota: “We started dying before the snow, and like the snow, we continued to fall.”


Another way of leading us into a tale is the “frame-story,” in effect two beginnings, where a narrator explains how the main account was discovered. James’s The Turn of the Screw (1898) consists of a deceased woman’s journal, while Lionel Davidson’s The Rose of Tibet (1962) starts with a description of how a certain manuscript comes to the attention of a publisher via an aged Latin instructor; and so on. It’s a way of imparting a special authority to the story that follows, but it’s also a distracting device, a soft sell, an invitation to step inside and see what’s on offer.


One temptation of a general overview approach is to introduce too many characters at the start, so we don’t know which ones we should be paying attention to—the first French translation of The Brothers Karamazov omitted the opening chapter of the novel, “The History of a Family,” entirely—and with it Dostoyevsky’s overview of his characters—one presumes because it was thought to be confusing.


A notable satire on openings comes at the beginning of Woody Allen’s film Manhattan (1979): we view nearly three minutes of shots of New York as the sun rises on a new day and hear Allen’s voice-over, speaking as Isaac Davis, a forty-two-year-old comedy writer in agony about how to start his first novel:


 


Chapter One. He adored New York City. He idolized it all out of proportion. [Errr, no, make that:] he romanticized it all out of proportion. [Better.] To him, no matter what the season was, this was still a town that existed in black and white, and pulsated to the great tunes of George Gershwin. [Arr, no, let me start this over. . . .]


Which is what he does. Two further attempts follow; then comes the fourth:


 


Chapter One. He adored New York City—although to him it was a metaphor for the decay of contemporary culture. How hard it was to exist in a society desensitized by drugs, loud music, television, crime, garbage. . . . [No, too angry. I don’t want to be angry. . . .]


And so on to the final version, a send-up of first novels, first pages, and being an incurable romantic:


 


Chapter One. He was as tough and romantic as the city he loved. Behind his black-rimmed glasses was the coiled sexual power of a jungle cat. [I love this.] New York was his town, and it always would be. . . .


[image: image]


This leads neatly to my third category: first sentences intended to beguile, generally by tone of voice or originality of approach. Grabbers may also beguile, as can invitational openings; invitational openings may quicken our interest, but by definition they can never be grabbers.


From the very beginning of the novel, authors have looked for ways of sidestepping the business of a formal beginning. William Thackeray opens Vanity Fair (1847) not with a sweeping statement, a family conversation, or an appetizing hook but with a stage manager’s note, “Before the Curtain,” which summarizes what the reader is about to encounter:


 


a great quantity of eating and drinking, making love and jilting, laughing and the contrary, smoking, cheating, fighting, dancing, and fiddling: there are bullies pushing about, bucks ogling the women, knaves picking pockets, policemen on the lookout, quacks (OTHER quacks, plague take them!) bawling in front of their booths, and yokels looking up at the tinselled dancers and poor old rouged tumblers, while the light-fingered folk are operating upon their pockets behind.


This not only gives a panoramic view of what lies in store but also provides a play-like quality—and an unusual first page, of course. Some forty years later, Mark Twain chose to open The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884) with the “notice”:


 


Persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; persons attempting to find a moral in it will be banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shot.


Twain not only sidestepped the problem of finding a suitable first paragraph by putting up a satirical defence of the whole novel, he also, crucially, was establishing a voice. He charms us into reading on.


There were still other games for authors to play. Kate Atkinson, whose first novel Behind the Scenes at the Museum (1995) won the Whitbread Book of the Year, starts her third, Emotionally Weird (2000), with three different openings. Philip Roth begins Portnoy’s Complaint (1969), otherwise a continuous monologue, with a mock medical dictionary definition of the title. Modern novelists have played with opening their stories with letters (Stephen King’s ’Salem’s Lot, for instance) or, as with Martin Amis’s Money, a suicide note from the protagonist. The opening words of Toni Morrison’s novel Home (2012), “Whose house is this?” are not even part of the main text but of the epigraph, which quotes a song cycle written by the author some twenty years before.


These are all authorial tricks, however, one-offs. More generally, the kind of first sentence I have in mind is where the authorial voice is at once established, making one want to read on. Almost an un-invitational opening, but certainly a beguiling one, is the famous beginning to Catcher in the Rye:


 


If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you’ll probably want to know is where I was born, and what my lousy childhood was like, and how my parents were occupied and all before they had me, and all that David Copperfield kind of crap, but I don’t feel like going into it, if you want to know the truth. In the first place, that stuff bores me, and in the second place, my parents would have about two hemorrhages apiece if I told anything pretty personal about them.


The novel’s voice is immediately established: non-conformist, defiant towards the expected, the bloody-minded teenager in excelsis, but also (unconsciously, as far as the story’s narrator is concerned) very funny.


I could mention many other examples of this third category—Sabatini’s Scaramouche: “He was born with a gift of laughter and a sense that the world was mad”; Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca: “Last night, I dreamed I went to Manderley again”; or Nabokov, almost my archetype of what a beguiling start can achieve:


 


Lolita, light of my life, fire of my loins. My sin, my soul. Lo-lee-ta: the tip of the tongue taking a trip of three steps down the palate to tap, at three, on the teeth. Lo. Lee. Ta.


She was Lo, plain Lo, in the morning, standing four feet ten in one sock. She was Lola in slacks. She was Dolly at school. She was Dolores on the dotted line. But in my arms she was always Lolita.


Did she have a precursor? She did, indeed she did. In point of fact, there might have been no Lolita at all had I not loved, one summer, a certain initial girl-child. In a princedom by the sea. Oh when? About as many years before Lolita was born as my age was that summer. You can always count on a murderer for a fancy prose style.


As the novelist Mohsin Hamid has confessed, Humbert Humbert is hardly a likeable narrator—“But that voice. Ah. That voice had me at ‘fire of my loins.’” Nor is it just Nabokovian charm. Francine Prose points out that “in the midst of all that flighty exhibitionism, Nabokov has nonetheless managed to give us some hard information. Already we have learned that the narrator’s relationship with Lolita . . . is sexual (‘fire of my loins’), that she is little more than a child (a four-foot-ten-inch schoolgirl), that the narrator is capable of not merely quoting but also playing upon the poetry of Edgar Allan Poe (‘in a princedom by the sea’) and finally, that he has committed a murder.” If there has been a beginning more suitable to its creator’s purpose, I can’t think of it.


Tone is important, but it’s like the colour of paint on the walls, not the walls themselves. And whatever the first line, it has to link with what follows. In the same Paris Review where Marquez talks about Kafka’s Metamorphosis, he considers what must resonate beyond just the opening sentence. “One of the most difficult things is the first paragraph,” he writes.


 


I have spent many months on a first paragraph, and once I get it, the rest just comes out very easily. In the first paragraph you solve most of the problems with your book. The theme is defined, the style, the tone. At least in my case, the first paragraph is a kind of sample of what the rest of the book is going to be.


Joan Didion had her own take on this: “What’s so hard about that first sentence is that you’re stuck with it. Everything else is going to flow out of that sentence. And by the time you’ve laid down the first two sentences, your options are all gone.” More happily, according to the Canadian writer Mavis Gallant, authorship “is like a love affair: the beginning is the best part.”
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