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WRITING AN INTERESTING STORY OPENING

Moby Dick (Herman Melville)
Call me Ishmael. Some years ago — never mind how long precisely — having little or no money in my
purse, and nothing particular to interest me on shore, I thought I would sail about a little and see the
watery part of the world. It is a way I have of driving off the spleen, and regulating the circulation.
Whenever I find myself growing grim about the mouth; whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in
my soul; whenever I find myself involuntarily pausing before coffin warehouses, and bringing up the
rear of every funeral I meet; and especially whenever my hypos get such an upper hand of me, that it
requires a strong moral principle to prevent me from deliberately stepping into the street, and
methodically knocking people’s hats off — then, I account it high time to get to sea as soon as I can.
This is my substitute for pistol and ball. With a philosophical flourish Cato throws himself upon his
sword; I quietly take to the ship. There is nothing surprising in this. If they but knew it, almost all men
in their degree, some time or other, cherish very nearly the same feelings towards the ocean with me.
-

How does Melville use language to make this an interesting opening to the novel?

-

What impression of the narrator does the writer create in this extract?

A Farewell To Arms (Ernest Hemingway)
In the late summer of that year we lived in a house in a village that looked across the river and the
plain to the mountains. In the bed of the river there were pebbles and boulders, dry and white in the
sun, and the water was clear and swiftly moving and blue in the channels. Troops went by the house
and down the road and the dust they raised powdered the leaves of the trees. The trunks of the trees
too were dusty and the leaves fell early that year and we saw the troops marching along the road and
the dust rising and leaves, stirred by the breeze, falling and the soldiers marching and afterward the
road bare and white except for the leaves.
-

How does the writer use imagery to captivate the reader’s interest?

-

What can the reader imply about the setting of the novel?

Brighton Rock (Graham Greene)
Hale knew, before he had been in Brighton three hours, that they meant to murder him. With his inky
fingers and his bitten nails, his manner cynical and nervous, anybody could tell he didn’t belong –
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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 paint
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.
-

How does Greene add suspense to this opening?

-

How does the description of the setting contribute to the beginning of the book?

The Picture Of Dorian Gray (Oscar Wilde)
The studio was filled with the rich odour of roses, and when the light summer wind stirred amidst the
trees of the garden, there came through the open door the heavy scent of the lilac, or the more
delicate perfume of the pink-flowering thorn.
-

How does Wilde use sensory imagery to create an interesting opening to the novel?

Metamorphosis (Franz Kafka)
As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams he found himself transformed in his bed
into a gigantic insect. He was lying on his hard, as it were armor-plated, back and when he lifted his
head a little he could see his dome-like brown belly divided into stiff arched segments on top of which
the bed quilt could hardly keep in position and was about to slide off completely. His numerous legs,
which were pitifully thin compared to the rest of his bulk, waved helplessly before his eyes.
-

How does Kafka use language to captivate the reader’s interest?

Invisible Man (Ralph Ellison)
I am an invisible man. No, I am not a spook like those who haunted Edgar Allan Poe; nor am I one of
your Hollywood-movie ectoplasms. I am a man of substance, of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids—and
I might even be said to possess a mind. I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to
see me. Like the bodiless heads you see sometimes in circus sideshows, it is as though I have been
surrounded by mirrors of hard, distorting glass. When they approach me they see only my
surroundings, themselves, or figments of their imagination—indeed, everything and anything except
me.
-

How does Ellison use the narrative voice to build an interesting beginning to the story?
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-

How does the writer use language to make the reader intrigued?
Use the writing skills analysed in the above examples to write your own story openings.
1. Write a story opening in the style of Melville’s Moby Dick.
2. Write a story opening in the style of Wilde’s Picture of Dorian Gray.
3. Write a story opening in the style of Kafka’s Metamorphosis.

