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Lesson 3:  Beginnings 

So much rests on the beginning of each scene:  you have a lot to communicate the 

reader while simultaneously keeping the action going. As a refresher from Lesson 

1, here are the things a scene’s beginning needs to accomplish: 

 One of the 10 types of opening 

 Hook that grabs the reader (may or may not be the opening) 

 Orient the reader in the point-of-view character’s world 

 Introduce the point-of-view character/focal character 

 Establish the POV/focal character’s starting emotion 

 Establish the POV/focal character’s goal for the scene 

 Introduce conflict and stakes 

10 Types of Scene Openings 

There are an infinite number of ways that you might open a scene, but there are 10 

common ones that get used over and over again, because they’re so effective. They 

are: 

1. At the beginning 

2. In medias res 

3. Link to a previous scene 

4. Summary of previous/intervening action 

5. Big promise  

6. Setting (in action!) 

7. Introducing a character 

8. Dialogue 

9. Observation (usually funny, philosophical, or wise) 

10. Zoom-in 

Many of the examples that follow are a little on the heavy-handed and obvious 

side, because I want you to be very clear on how each of them works. 

At the beginning 
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This one is the most basic. Start right at the beginning of the scene action. This is 

most effective when you use vivid, action-oriented language. 

Penny hurried into the grocery store break room and slipped on her 

apron, second before she was supposed to clock in. 

In Medias Res 

Start in the middle of the scene action, after something significant has already 

happened. You’re plunging the reader into the action and assuming they’ll be smart 

enough to figure out what happened that led to this situation.  

You might explain things later in the scene or you might not, depending on the 

needs of the story. 

Alex lunged sideways, barely avoiding the fireball that splattered 

against the brick wall behind him.  

Link to a Previous Scene 

Remind the reader of something that happened before that’s relevant to the current 

scene. 

One of the mistakes that I see new writers make with this type of opening is that 

they’ll link a current scene to a scene that has no bearing on it, which is confusing 

to the reader—the reader expects there to be some sort of causality when you link 

the two scenes together. 

The advantage of this type of scene opening is that it immediately gives the reader 

a context for what’s going to happen next, and in some cases, may imply that what 

happens in the current scene is a consequence of something the characters did 

earlier. 

In spite of the tequila shooters he’d drunk last night, Sam’s headache 

wasn’t as bad as he’d expected. 
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Summary of Previous/Intervening Action 

Let the reader know about events that have happened since the previous scene 

(usually, events that won’t be interesting to the reader but which the reader must 

know about). 

When your story involves a large period of time, consider using these to compress 

time for your reader. 

One advantage of this kind of scene opening is that it’s great for illustrating 

progress or a big change the characters have made that might be otherwise difficult 

to show scene-by-scene.  

Note in the example below, we find out very quickly what the character’s goal has 

been, what she did to pursue it, and the results she achieved (i.e. failure). We know 

where she is emotionally within three sentences, which gives us a context for the 

rest of the scene. 

Four months went by faster than Jenny expected.  Every time she 

managed to fix one problem with her balance bar routine, another one 

cropped up.  She’d practiced her heart out, but she still didn’t feel 

ready for Olympic tryouts. 

Big Promise 

Make the reader a promise about what’s coming in the scene.  

The promise is often something mysterious or ambiguous. You don’t want to give 

away how the scene’s going to play out; you want this sentence to be a teaser that 

makes the reader wonder about the conflict to come.  

The other thing you want to do with this type of opening is control which type of 

anticipation is evoked in the reader:  positive (hope, excitement) or negative 

(dread, fear). 

The next words out of Carl’s mouth would forever change how I saw 

myself. 
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Setting (in Action!) 

Start the scene with a description of the setting in action—never open with a still 

life (i.e. never describe objects that are sitting there, doing nothing and affecting no 

one). 

Ideally, this action should affect the characters observing it, or have the potential 

to. 

With an earth-shaking crack, a massive chunk of ice began to slide 

down the face of the glacier. 

Introduce a Character 

Start the scene by introducing the reader to a character in a compelling way. 

There are lots of ways to do this. You might focus on creating sympathy or 

empathy, demonstrating something unusual or intriguing about the character, or 

implying that the character is a focus for conflict. You might introduce the 

character just as they begin a task that will delight or horrify the reader.  

Bobby James was like a sunburn—I loved hanging out with him, and I 

always regretted it the next day. 

Dialogue 

Start the scene with dialogue that creates suspense (usually by expressing or 

implying conflict, but you could also use the dialogue to reveal intriguing 

information to the reader or raise an interesting question).  

This is also more effective when the characters speaking in your opening have 

strong voices. 

The danger of opening with dialogue is that you’re giving it to the reader without 

context, so the dialogue itself has to grab the reader. 

“Make me.”  

Debbie glared her bratty little brother.  “I will if I have to.” 
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Observation 

Start the scene with an observation by either the omniscient narrator or by the 

POV/focal character of the scene.  (Can be philosophical, funny, wise, or all of the 

above.) 

There are two kinds of people in this world:  the smart ones, and the 

ones who disagree with me. 

Zoom-In 

Start big (usually with setting) and then zoom in to a specific character. 

This tends to work better when you, the narrator are talking to the reader.  

At the end of the zoom, you focus on your scene’s focal character. Once you’ve 

zoomed into close focus on the character, stay there for the rest of the scene. 

If you visit the modest green-blue planet between Venus and Mars, on 

the surface you’ll find a stretch of land shaped much like a boot, 

wherein sits a city known as Rome.  Max had grown up there, an ex-

patriate’s child… 

Your Hook 

A hook can be anything that catches the reader’s attention and increases their 

interest in your story. 

 A story question 

 A story element they like (dragons, murder, etc) 

 A hint that things are not as they seem 

 A character acting in an intriguing or mysterious way 

 A glimpse of what’s coming later in the story 

 Something “cool”, like a futuristic object 

 Beautiful language can also be a hook, especially in literary fiction 

How many hooks should you put in your scene beginning? As many as you can 

without forcing it. A hook that feels contrived (i.e. something included in the scene 
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that doesn’t seem to belong there) is off-putting to readers. Hooks should be things 

that naturally arise from the story you want to tell. 

It’s great if your opening is a hook, but in some scenes that’s not possible, so 

introduce your first hook as soon as possible. 

Orient the Reader 

Orient the reader within the first few paragraphs. You don’t have to tell them 

everything about the world, just enough to give them a foothold so they’re not 

confused. If you’re keeping information from the reader for the sake of giving 

them a puzzle to figure out, it’s crucial that you ground them just enough in the 

story world that they’re able to guess or deduce what’s going on. 

Depending on your genre and your target reader, it can vary considerably how 

much the reader needs to know in order to not be confused.  

Science fiction readers often enjoy trying to figure out what’s going on, for 

example. Romance readers, on the other hand, tend to want a clear context for the 

action of the scene. Historical readers have a much higher tolerance for setting 

detail than thriller readers. 

Your beta readers and/or critique partners can help you figure out if you’ve given 

the reader enough information to get oriented. Even if you have critique partners or 

beta readers who are also fans of the genre you’re writing in, I would encourage 

you to study the bestsellers in your particular area and pay attention to how much 

detail they give the reader about location, time period, and other aspects of setting 

during the first 25% of their scenes. 

Introduce the Point-of-View/Focal Character 

As soon as the reader opens your book, they’re trying to figure out: 

 whose story they’re reading 

 who they’re supposed to care about 

 who the events of the story matter to, and why 
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The point-of-view or focal character of each scene serves as the reader’s guide to 

the world of the story. If you don’t give the reader someone to follow through the 

story, you’re in danger of the reader put your book down shortly after opening it. 

One of the worst ways to open a story is a manifesto or a history of the world. 

Introduce at least one character first. Then give us the tour through the eyes of that 

character. 

Establish the Point-of-View/Focal Character’s Goal 

Even if it’s just a small goal, make sure the POV/focal character is trying to do or 

get something.  

If you have a mysterious character and don’t want the reader to immediately know 

their goal, that’s fine if you’re writing in omniscient/shallow POV, and part of the 

fun of the scene is puzzling out what the character is up to. But you, the reader, 

should know what each character wants, because that sense of character purpose 

keeps your scenes from meandering. 

When writing in limited/deep POV, you’re creating the illusion for the reader that 

they’re in the character’s head, so in that case, the reader would know everything 

the POV character knows. If the POV character knows what they’re trying to 

achieve, so should the reader. If the POV character is flailing and is confused about 

their own motives, then let the reader experience that. 

Secondary characters are more likely to provide opportunities for conflict if their 

goals are different from the POV/focal character’s goals, or if they have the same 

goal but are trying to accomplish it in a different way than the POV/focal 

character. 

Establish Conflict and Stakes 

Conflict is what happens when a character encounters an obstacles.  

Stakes are the reasons why the character cares about overcoming that obstacle—

it’s what the character gains or loses if they succeed or fail. 

What will stop the POV/focal character from achieving his/her goal for this scene? 
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What does the POV/focal character gain if s/he succeeds or lose if s/he fails? 

Start a Collection of Openings 

I recommend starting a notebook or Word file of amazing scene openings from 

your favorite books. Not only does this allow you to study what makes a great 

opening, but it can also be a source of inspiration to browse through when you’re 

trying to find the perfect opening for a tough scene. 

Ready to learn about middles? 


