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Most authors know that the first pages of a novel are the most crucial and carry the weightiest burden in their entire book. The opening scene must convey so many things that often the author will have to rewrite it numerous times to get it right.

But the first page is especially crucial to get right.

Why? Because if readers don’t get engaged in the story right away, they’ll stop reading. I’ve heard literary agents say that if the first paragraph doesn’t grab them, they move on to the next submission. That puts a tremendous burden on writers to bring their best effort to the table.

When you’re a best-selling author with a following, your fans might be forgiving enough to bear with you through some slow or less-than-masterful pages to see how your novel unfolds. And we’ll see a number of first pages by best-selling authors that appear to be carelessly thrown together, perhaps based on that confidence that their loyal readers will be lenient with their judgement.

But a creative should never do anything in a mediocre fashion, in my opinion. We should all take pride in everything we do, and for us writers that means studying our craft, becoming both masterful wordsmiths and story builders.

Many literary agents and acquisition editors complain that despite good writing overall, many manuscripts are missing something. They don’t inspire, move, or touch the heart—and yes, believe it or not, these folks do expect to have that experience, at least in part, upon reading your opening scene.

And they aren’t going to get through that first scene if they can’t get through your first page. That’s why I put together a first-page checklist and did an extensive, albeit subjective, analysis of two dozen best-seller first pages. Most of this material comes from my blog Live Write Thrive and ran in 2016, though I’ve added much more content to this book to help you nail your first page.

As we dive into these first pages, we’ll be considering potential pitfalls: excessive narration and explaining, unimportant details clogging paragraphs, lack of interesting action, POV issues, overuse of passive construction (“to be” verbs), and uninteresting or unengaging characters that lack emotion and fail to inspire empathy in readers. While these are issues that can plague an entire manuscript, they are particularly “fatal” if found on your novel’s first page.

But we’ll also see beautiful examples of what works and why. How writers so quickly evoke emotion in readers—yes, on the first page—and set up microtension and intrigue so that readers can’t help but want to know what comes after that riveting first page.

Be sure to download my first-page checklist at my Resource page at Live Write Thrive and look it over (and print it out!), for we’ll be going over these elements with every first page in this book. Though not all these elements will be presented on your first page, the more the better (so long as they’re done well and it’s appropriate to your genre and plot). Here it is for handy reference: 

First-Page Checklist

____ Opening Hook: Clever writing and image that grabs the reader 

____ Introduction of main character in first few lines 

____ Starting the story in the middle of something that’s happened (or happening) 

____ A nod to setting; avoid excessive exposition or narrative 

____ A catalyst, inciting incident, or complication introduced for your character 

____ A hint at character’s immediate intentions 

____ A hint at character’s hidden need, desire, goal, dream, fear 

____ Unique voice/writing style 

____A tone set for the entire book 

____ A glimpse at character’s personal history, personality—shed light on motivation 

____ Hint of character’s initial plot goal 

____ A course of action/decision implied: introduction of high stakes/dramatic tension

____ Good Pacing: jump right into present action. No backstory 

Think of including: 

	one characteristic to reveal that makes your character heroic and vulnerable  

	one element of mystery, something hinted at that raises curiosity  

	one element out of the ordinary that catches readers’ attention  

	concise, catchy dialogue (if in the first scene) that is not boring or predictable  

	a way to hint at your theme, if you have one  


The First Page Is Indicative of the Rest

Noah Lukeman, in his book The First Five Pages (published in 2000), says “... over the years I’ve read thousands of manuscripts, all, unbelievably, with the exact same type of mistakes. ... Writers are doing the exact same things wrong.” I’ve found this to be spot-on in the hundreds (perhaps thousands) of manuscripts I’ve edited and critiqued too. He goes on to explain that the opening pages are indicative of the rest of a manuscript. Meaning, the weak writing or glaring errors or “bad” writing habits noticed on the first few pages almost always implies the rest of the manuscript will be more of the same.

For that reason, it doesn’t help to have a writer say something like “Wait till you get further in, when the story gets rolling. Then you’ll see how good it is.” No, we’ll probably know “how good it is” by seeing how good that first page is.

We’re going to examine what makes these first pages grab readers and pull them into the novel. We’ll be using this first-page checklist to break down the key elements of these effective first pages. Keep in mind, most of what you’ll learn can apply to short stories as well as memoirs and other types of creative nonfiction. 

It’s all about telling a story in a way that engages your reader’s brain. To make a brain go into alert mode, some mystery or element of danger, or the incongruous, must cross its path.

Author and former literary agent/publisher Jeff Gerke, interviewed a neuroscientist, Dr. Paul J. Zak to understand what makes readers sit up and take interest. In a post Jeff wrote for my blog, he explained how Zak uses functional imaging devices to study what makes people engaged with narrative. Gerke writes:


[Zak] wants to know what makes people pay attention to stories, in other words.

It turns out that certain things have to happen in the brain to make a reader love a novel and stay with it to the end. There are three main components, especially important at the beginning of the novel.

First, a novel has to catch the reader’s attention.

Like you and me, our readers have a hundred things vying for their attention and discretionary entertainment time. If a story doesn’t capture them right away, they just keep moving.

Happily, you can capitalize on brain chemistry to know you’re going to get her on the hook. The brain is constantly scanning for two things above everything else: danger and surprise. These are the two operative words to remember.

If you are watching TV and a fire breaks out beside you, your brain is going to prioritize the danger over the joy of the TV show and make you pay attention to that fire. This is why the action opening works in fiction. The reader’s brain says, “Uh-oh, danger. Better watch what happens.” (This can be emotional danger too, as Jane Austen illustrates—it doesn’t have to be an exploding car.)

The brain is also scanning for surprise. If you’re back watching TV and a troupe of clowns bursts in and starts performing a circus act, you’re going to turn and watch that instead of your show. The brain works by comparing whatever it’s examining against its bank of stored images and experiences. If something defies classification or seems novel, the brain is intrigued and can’t stop looking at it.

So a fiction opening that employs surprise, novelty, mystery, intrigue, a fresh activity or situation, or even humor (which often works by means of defied expectation) is going to grab the reader’s brain. She simply won’t be able to look away.

First thing, then, is to get your reader’s attention right away. You can do everything else right in the book, but if you don’t get her brain firing, she’ll miss it all.

Second, you must connect your reader to your protagonist.

Not just in a shallow way, either. “Your job as a writer,” Dr. Zak says, “is to have the reader become the characters.”

You connect with a character in fiction the same way you connect with a stranger you meet on an airplane and find you get along well with. When you come to see that this person is likeable and shares ideas and experiences with you, it’s as if you both reach toward one another and form a bond.

So it is when you come to see that a novel’s protagonist is kind or heroic or loyal—or who stands for the same values you stand for. Because what is a character in a novel but a stranger to you, at first?

The more you show how similar the hero is to the reader, the more the reader engages and wants to stick by that new friend through thick and thin. And if you do your job right, when the character is in danger, the reader’s palms will sweat. When that happens, Dr. Zak says, something called “transportation” has occurred, and the reader is putty in your hands.

Third, you need struggle.

It’s not enough to catch the reader’s attention and then connect her to your hero. You also have to show that this is going to be a difficult thing the hero will be going through. You need stakes and danger and a story of deep struggle. Because even if you have my attention and have connected me to your protagonist, if all he’s going to do is sit around planting petunias, I’m going to get bored double quick.

What is it that makes a novel a best seller? It’s not, I’m sad to say, the proper use of good fiction craftsmanship. Though, I still employ all the techniques of craft I find to be useful in the books I edit and write. Good craft won’t hurt you, for sure.

But what gives a novel the best chance of becoming a best seller is understanding and intentionally using the chemicals and processes going on inside your reader’s brain to keep her engaged from beginning to end. So bring on the danger, the struggle, the compelling character, the unexpected. Then watch your readers beg for more.



Keep in mind those three key elements Gerke mentions that are needed to engage your reader’s brain: catching attention by presenting something that is unexpected, incongruous, or dangerous; connecting your reader to your protagonist; and showing some stakes or struggle (inner and/or outer). 

While these are needed in a novel, overall, to draw in and capture your readers, if you can present all three on your first page, then you’re hitting a bull’s-eye! 

It Takes Work

Great scenes seem to flow effortlessly from the pages of novels, but that’s far from the truth. To craft a terrific scene, a writer must keep in mind a myriad of principles and objectives.

First pages need to be tight, with concise description, and jump right into dynamic action and hint of conflict. Every word counts, so excess verbiage and unimportant movement and speech must be eliminated.

Readers want to see the scene played out, not be told about it with lengthy narrative and explanation. They don’t want ordinary and predictable. They want their curiosity aroused and their hearts tugged as quickly as possible. They want to latch on to a character who intrigues them and who’s facing challenging circumstances.

Writers are encouraged to open scenes in medias res. That means your character is dropped into the middle of something that’s been developing before the scene starts. It takes careful thought to come up with a strong opening moment in which to showcase your character. That scenario you put her in needs to covey her personality, core need, and immediate goal/objective and problem, as well as establish setting, hint at a bigger conflict (if possible and/or useful to the premise), and perhaps show and describe other characters in the scene.

All that on the first page? It’s a tall order, but great writers can fill it. You’ll note that not every item on the checklist will show up on page one, but great novels will start off with most of them.

Regardless of genre, all novels need to come out the gate with a bang, for readers open to a first page with a sense of anticipation, hoping the author will deliver on the promise of an exciting beginning. 

Don’t Expect Readers to Stick Around

Sadly, way too many novels begin slowly, with excessive narrative, summary, backstory, and explanation. While this was a common practice and acceptable decades ago, readers today want to be immediately immersed in the present action. The challenge for novelists is to find ways to bring to life a scene rich with sensory detail and introduce a compelling character (usually the protagonist) that readers will be intrigued by all on the first page.

Remember: you might have the patience to read two or three or ten pages of a novel before it “really gets underway,” but, unfortunately, a lot of people don’t. A whole lot of readers (sorry, including me) will opt to stop reading if the first page doesn’t engage them. Maybe they’ll give a favorite author the benefit of the doubt and read more pages than usual if they’re struggling through a sluggish opening. I’ve even read an entire novel on occasion that I didn’t particularly like just because of my “loyalty” to an author. 

I don’t feel like doing that anymore though. My time is too precious to be wasted on reading boring novels. 

Whether you’ve never written a novel or you’ve written twenty, that first scene can be tough to write. It’s the start of a ginormous journey, and you can feel a wave of exhaustion and terror at the task before you.

So keep this in mind when crafting your first scene, and particularly your first page. You can always rough it in, come back from time to time and tweak, and then when you’ve finished a strong draft, gulp hard and truly polish that first page. It’s so much easier to infuse that first page with key thematic phrases, motifs, and even lines of dialogue that you know will have powerful impact once you’ve finished writing the entire book.
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A Word about Plot Goals

Note: it shouldn’t be expected that any specific plot goal would be mentioned or set up as early as the first page. However, right from the start, elements can introduced that are intended to lead toward the introduction of the character’s initial primary goal in his story. Usually that core need is pressing him toward some visible goal at the opening of a novel. 

When the initial disturbance, often called the inciting incident, occurs at around the 10% mark, the character will start veering in a more specific direction that will set the compass for the novel. Adept novelists can include elements even on page 1 that start setting this up. Usually seeing a character in her ordinary world reveals a specific problem and accompanying attitude toward that problem that the future plot goal will connect to.

These are all things you can watch for as you read novels and study the way the authors set up their stories.

A Word about Masterful Writing

Before we dig into the first pages, let’s pause and consider what it means to write masterfully. Way too many writers don’t work hard at their craft. They don’t try all that hard to be brilliant. And maybe they don’t want to. Maybe they just want to make a living writing books and have pared it down to a formula.

We tend to slip into comfortable, familiar ways. We often don’t stretch ourselves. Sometimes we’re lazy, and we don’t put out that herculean effort needed to write brilliantly. Maybe you don’t want to write such stellar material. 

But maybe you’re one of those writers who truly wants to knock the socks off of your readers. Maybe you’re one of those writers who wants to write such an amazingly awesome passage that you yourself weep every time you read it (no, not because it’s so awful that you are ashamed). Maybe you’re a writer in love with words and who longs for nothing more than to wield words in such an exquisite way that it takes your breath away.

That’s the kind of writing I yearn to write and the kind I love to read. When I sit down to read a novel that I’ve heard others gush over, saying it’s magnificent, I dive in excitedly with expectation. More often than not I’m disappointed.

I may end up enjoying the book. But it’s kind of like searching the pumpkin patch for what our family called Big Bertha—that humongous, crazy-looking pumpkin to put on our front porch—and only finding so-so, average pumpkins. If that elusive Bertha is not there, the ride home is full of quiet disappointment.

Masterful description is but one component of a great first page, but dialogue, narrative, voice, imagery, and so much more are also important elements. 

We tend to write the first things that pop into our head, and usually those are boring, predictable, bland, and flat. It takes time and effort to push past that and get to description that is not just interesting or engaging but reflects real thoughtful crafting.

Everything Filtered through the POV Character

When we describe something in a scene, it comes through the POV character’s filter. Your character should notice things he would notice and form immediate impressions based on what he sees as well as who he is in the era in which he lives.

You are in your character’s head, and so to create masterful description, the first obvious requirement is that you truly know your character. And this is the key to all brilliant writing in a novel.

If you don’t craft deep, complex, unique characters that are wholly real to you, you aren’t going to write terrific description. Before you can describe a character through Jim’s eyes, you have to really know Jim. You have to know the way he looks at the world, at other people, at himself. Jim has to have a unique voice, and that voice comes through every word in a scene, even the narrative. You need to know Jim’s issues and fears and upbringing and background and prejudices and attitudes ... and the list goes on.

It’s evident when writers haven’t taken the time to create real, unique characters. Undeveloped characters aren’t going to see the people and world around them in brilliant ways. This will be apparent in your first page, when you attempt that strong open in your character’s POV and voice.

That’s the first step, perhaps one you haven’t considered, to crafting amazing description.

When you read great description, think about what the passages tell you about not only the character or setting being described (through that POV filter) but also about the POV character’s attitude, observations, and personality. The trick to great description is to know what details your character would notice and why, and then what he’d be thinking about what he sees.

It’s worth taking the time to read and study great writers. This is how you will be inspired and learn to be masterful in your craft. If you read garbage, you’ll write write garbage.

When you’re thinking up character descriptions, don’t limit yourself to just the physical and visible. Those are often the least revealing (about both the character describing and the one being described).

3 Cinematic Techniques for Your Scene Opening

Let’s look at how cinematic technique comes into play on the first page of a scene. By following these three cinematic tips, you will have the best chance of hooking your reader and keeping them reading.

1. Start with a brief establishing shot. An establishing shot is what it implies: it establishes the scene. Show where your character is—using sensory detail. Think about the locale, the weather, the time of day and year.

Setting is crucial. Every see a movie scene that doesn’t show the setting? That would mean staring at a black or blank screen while the dialogue and action is taking place. Would that confuse you, make you lose interest after a few minutes (or hours)?

Same thing with your readers. They can’t follow your scene if you don’t show where your characters are. Note the word brief. Even one line can often accomplish this.

2. Start in the middle of something happening. How many movie scenes have you watched in which the screenwriter sits on some stage and tells you what’s about to happen next? None.

Readers don’t want author interference. Resist the urge to explain. Just show. And fast-forward to the interesting stuff. There’s nothing riveting about watching a character wake up or brush her teeth.

3. Choose the appropriate camera angle. What is the point of your scene? What do you need to show your characters doing, and what key plot point do you intend to reveal? This will help you determine the type of “shot” you should use.

If you need to reveal small details, a close-up shot will do the trick. You may want to zoom in to show something important. Or pull back to reveal the bigger picture. It helps to work backward from your high moment. If you start your scene a bit before the key reveal, think first of what and how you will “shoot” that moment, then how and where you will position your characters just before that so you can build to that moment. You can learn a whole lot more about cinematic technique in my book Shoot Your Novel.

First Rule: Make Me Like Your Protagonist

Your primary objective for page one is to get readers to like your protagonist. Or at least find them utterly compelling.

Why? Because readers want to get engaged and start caring for that protagonist right away. Meaning, within the first few pages. Preferably on the first page(of the scene in which you introduce your protagonist. It may not be your first scene). We looked at what Dr. Zak said about engaging the brain, so drill this truth into yours.

If readers are reading your book, and they are not faithful fans, don’t expect them to stick around waiting to like your protagonist. Not in this instant-gratification fast-food age. People today want things to happen fast—their web pages to load, their food to be served in record time, and for slow cars to pull over so they can speed by to their destination. Maybe some evocative writing and an unusual setting might buy a few pages of readers’ attention. But not too many pages.

Don’t Risk Losing Your Readers

You might disagree. However, why risk losing your readers if you don’t have to? You don’t have to sacrifice your integrity or writing style to accomplish this feat of presenting an appealing protagonist. 

And there are many ways to make a character appealing. But the best way is to show vulnerability. Start your novel with a scene in which your character’s passion, core need, and deepest fear comes into play. These key elements show that a character is human, like you and me. Passion, need, and fear show not only vulnerability but humanity. And what bonds reader to character the fastest is a sense of sympathy. When you create a sympathetic character, that’s what will hook your reader and make her want to know more.

If you have this is your primary goal for your first scene—to make the reader really like and care for your character—you may have to rethink the starting point for your book. Too often novels start in the wrong place. And usually in places that don’t “showcase” well this vulnerability and humanity that’s needed.

Little bits, small tells, quickly get your reader on board with your protagonist. As noted in the checklist, you need the following:

	Descriptive details to indicate gender, age, possibly occupation, and pertinent aspects of appearance and demeanor and personality.

	A sense of something missing or out of place in the character’s life—either physically or spiritually—which I call the hint of the core need.

	Indication of the motivation in the character—what’s driving him at this point in his life and what factors are influencing him. The moment your character shows up on the scene, he should be in pursuit of something. He wants, but he’s not just sitting around wanting it. He’s already up in motion, pursuing it.

	A situation that will help set up your premise. It not only helps the reader get to know who your protagonist is and what motivates him, it also sets up the world situation, possibly the conflict or threat that will play a big part in the opposition for your protagonist. The issues or themes that will come into play and drive home what your story is really about. It sets up your premise—the situation your hero must deal with.


We want our novels to explode with high stakes, risk, and consequences. The only stakes that really matter in a story are the stakes that impact your protagonist. If what she cares most about is threatened, whether it’s a child, a pet, or a small patch of land, she will be willing to risk anything and everything. If you can hint at these stakes on the first page, you’ll be ahead of the game.

Take a look at your first page and check it against the first-page checklist, considering these three key elements. If you don’t have them, try rewriting and see if you can nail a strong, engaging opening.

What Elements You Must Have in Your First Paragraph

That first paragraph is probably going to be the hardest one to write and polish since it can be the make-or-break moment in your novel—where your reader might decide to either continue reading or close the book. Remember: it’s fine to just throw something out there to get started, knowing you’ll come back and make it much better. But be sure to come back!

Before you can write that first paragraph, you should know what your first scene is going to be about—and it has to be about some specific things:

	Your protagonist. Unless you are writing a prologue (if you really must) that involves some other characters, you want that first scene to showcase your protagonist. Why? Because you are clueing your reader and telling her to pay attention to this particular character right from the start. Your reader will assume the first character they are introduced to, with the scene being told in their POV (point of view), is your protagonist and the one they will want to root for. There are exceptions to this, of course, but as a general rule, this is the time-tested and best way to start.

	A catalyst or incident. Your opening scene should start off with a bang, with your protagonist in the middle of something that we sense has been going on for a while. Insinuate a conflict, a problem, some tense situation that puts the protagonist right in the heart of a scene that will be the perfect milieu to showcase her humanity, needs, fears, dreams, or whatever it is you want to reveal about her to the reader at the start. This incident or situation should provide a great platform for your plot goal. This is why you need to spend some serious time thinking about the setting, locale, and situation of your first scene.

	A hint of the protagonist’s core need. Basically, you want to introduce a character who has a visible goal—but what does that translate to? That she has a need. Hence, the reason she has a goal. If Indiana Jones’s goal is to get the Ark of the Covenant, it’s because he has a need. Now, in a different story, his need may be to get enough money to pay the rent and what is motivating him is his desire to not be homeless, so he’s driven by a need to survive by going after a reward. Or his need could be for fame, for humanitarian purposes, to impress a girl—the list is endless. It’s your story, so you should know why your protagonist wants to reach that visible goal. So hint at what that is.


Now, I’m not suggesting you need to write a three-page first paragraph to get all this in there. In fact, that first paragraph may tell us very little and just give us a great hook and introduce your character in some compelling situation (at very least you need that). It may even be a line of dialogue. But you do need all this on your first page—at least a hint of this. It’s doable—really! And essential to the heart of your story.

What to Focus On

Your voice and style will have a lot of influence on that first scene—the way sentences are structured, the length of the chapter, the tone and pacing. But, for the most part, you don’t need to concentrate too much on things like pacing and chapter length, for you’ll tweak and tighten those in your revisions. What you do want to pay special attention to are the things on the first-page checklist.

So, if you haven’t downloaded this one-page PDF yet, be sure to do so now. It’s a great handy sheet to keep in your notebook next to your desk to refer to as you dig into your first chapter or come back to rework
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