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-Now we get started. We've asked Amber Dermont and Robert Siegel to give us some ideas in their 
craft talks about how a fiction might begin, how images might trigger that scene in which a story 
takes place. Amber Dermont is the author of a collection of stories, Damage Control, and the novel 
the Starboard Sea. She teaches at Rice University. 

-And Robert Siegel is the author of the novels All Will Be Revealed and All the Money in the World, 
and he teaches creative writing at UNC-Wilmington. Let's get started. 

-Hi. My name is Amber Dermont, and I'm going to talk to you a little bit about a concern that I see 
my students often having, which is where to begin. Where does my story begin? Now it's very 
difficult when you're teaching to simply just tell a student to write a story. It doesn't really give them 
much of a trigger. But what I like to do sometimes right at the very beginning of a class before we've 
even really begun to read or write our own work is just to think about sentences. And an opening 
sentence for a short story or a novel has the opportunity to either grab the reader by the hand and 
welcome them into the world of the story, or to grab the reader by the throat and hold them there. 
And an opening sentence has the opportunity to cast a spell over a reader, to charm a reader, to 
entice a reader, to welcome a reader. And so we often look at and examine the opening sentences of 
a number of published works just to sort of consider how the writer welcomes the reader into the 
world of the fictive dream. 

There are so many different ways to begin a story. And one way is to simply begin at the beginning. 
An example of that would be Russell Banks's Sarah Cole: A Type of Love Story, which begins: "To 
begin then, here is a scene in which I am the man and my friend Sarah Cole is the woman." And so 
in that opening sentence we have two characters, and we have a third character, which hopefully will 
be the character of their relationship. And that character most likely represents the conflict that 
exists between these two. 

So we could begin at the beginning as in Nilda by Junot Diaz: "Nilda was my brother's girlfriend. 
This is how all these stories begin." Now you see there in those opening sentences how they're 
paired together. We've got Nilda and we've got the brother and we've got the speaker. So we have 
this sort of wonderful sense of triangulation. And the idea of 'these stories' beginning in a particular 
place. What type of stories? These stories. It sounds like, you know, a sort of a tragic love story. It 
sounds as though this is potentially a brother who's in love with his brother's girlfriend. 

And so you can begin your story at the beginning. Or your could begin your story five seconds after 
the action starts. In Stone Animals by Kelly Link, which is a fantastic story, I often warn my 
students not to read it alone in an abandoned cabin out in the woods because they'll be terrified. 
This story really has brilliant elements of the horror story. But it begins in mid action, so like five 
seconds after the action starts. And the story begins: "Henry asked a question. He was joking. 'As a 
matter of fact,' the real estate agent snapped, 'it is." Now we don't know what Henry asked. The 
story begins just slightly after he asked the question. But based on the fact that he says he was joking 
and based on the real estate, we have Henry, we have a real estate agent, and we have her bit of 
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dialog: "As a matter of fact, it is." Which suggests, perhaps, that he asked something about the house 
that he's looking out to perhaps purchase and maybe what he asked was, Is it haunted? And in fact, 
it is. 

So you can begin your story at the beginning, and that kind of linear progression then... we welcome 
the reader into the world and they experience the story as it's happening. We could begin five 
seconds, so the reader has to catch up to what's going on and has to experience the story at a 
disadvantage. So there are things always in this story Stone Animals that are not always clear, that 
the reader really has to do a lot of work to kind of figure out what's going on, what's real, what's not 
real. 

Another way to begin is to consider character and voice, especially in the first person. And Donald 
Barthelme's The School is a beautiful example of the strength and power of a single voice. And that 
story begins: "Well, we had all these children out planting trees, see, because we figured that ... that 
was part of their education, to see how, you know, the root systems ... and also the sense of 
responsibility, taking care of things, being individually responsible." So we've got this teacher who 
really wants to teach his students something. And he wants to first teach them how to grow. He 
wants to teach them how to grow plants. And what's going to happen to those plants is that they're 
going to die. And then everything that this opening line sets up, everything that the teacher brings 
into the classroom from a lizard to a puppy that they weren't even supposed to have to an orphan 
that the class adopts -- everything dies. And that opening voice, that opening sense of hesitancy, that 
sense of looking for the right word, the right way to say what it is they're trying to do, suggests that 
the teacher's in conflict. 

Another way to begin in first person is to acknowledge the reader and directly address them. Melanie 
Rae Thon has a wonderful story called  Xmas, Jamaica Plain. It's told in this really strong, first 
person point of view, and it begins: "I'm your worst fear. But not the worst thing that can happen." 
So that voice pulls you in to the story by suggesting that this voice knows something about you. It 
knows what you're afraid of. It knows the limits of your imagination, even, because there's 
something much worse than you could ever imagine out there. 

Probably my favorite opening sentence of any short story is the opening sentence of Lawns by 
Mona Simpson. And whenever I teach I like to sort of challenge students to write a sentence along 
these lines. And the opening sentence for Lawns by Mona Simpson is simply, "I steal." Now you try 
writing a sentence that is merely a noun and a verb, just two words, the power of those two words. 
A sentence is a unit of measure. I sentence contains within itself the breath of the narrative. "I steal" 
is a confession. It's an acknowledgment. And it's also a challenge, a proposition. Now the irony of 
that opening sentence is that we think that we're then going to read a story about a character who's a 
thief. And she is a thief. She's working at her college post office and she's stealing people's mail. And 
so that opening line sets up one narrative. But that narrative is actually a bit of a red herring. And 
what's really going on in that story is that the young woman is and has been sexually molested by her 
father most of her adolescence. And so though she claims to be a thief, the fact is she's had 
something stolen from her. And much of the story is about reconciling that. So that opening 
sentence really sets up that proposal, sets up the conflict, sets up a reversal. 
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And I want you to think about what it is you're attempting to do with your opening sentences. How 
are you engaging the reader in a character's memory? In their sense of their own past? So in Richard 
Bausch's All the Way in Flagstaff, Arizona, the story begins in third person: "Sitting in the shaded 
cool quiet of Saint Paul's Church in Flagstaff, Walter remembers a family picnic." And so with that 
one memory, we're triggered into the world of a story. 

Now something I like to do is instead of telling students to write a story, I tell them to write five 
sentences. Five opening sentences to five stories they'd like to not only write but that they 
themselves would like to read. And I give them a variety of different categories that they can draw 
from. And so they might write an opening sentence that introduces a character in a specific setting. 
Or an opening sentence that reveals the character's obsession. They might write an opening sentence 
that is a confession. And I often use a line from Reginald McKnight's The Kind of Light That 
Shines on Texas, which begins: "I never liked Marvin Pruitt." So we begin with a confession, and 
then where can that confession lead us? I sometimes tell students to write a sentence that's exactly 
100 words long and then edit that 100-word sentence down to ten words. Write an opening sentence 
that is as elegant and direct as Mona Simpson's "I steal." Write an opening sentence that begins, 
"Once upon a time." Now after the students have done this, they then have to interrogate their 
sentences. So it's not enough just to write them, they then have to begin the process of editing. So if 
we think about this opening sentence, how is it bringing the reader into the world of the story? Is it 
grabbing them by the hand, by the wrist, by the throat? By the ankle, dragging them in? Is the 
sentence quotable? Is it memorable? If the sentence is overly abstract, can we make it more 
concrete? Does it have cliches in it, and how can we rid ourselves of those cliches? And then I really 
want to encourage students to play games with their sentences. There's a lot at stake in writing a 
story and revising it and just suddenly playing a game with it, but if you can just play a game with 
your opening sentences, figuring out a way to add certain words. Add the word forget. Add the 
word criminal. Add the word rabbit into your sentence. And if it's a sentence that would never even 
occur to that sentence to consider a rabbit or a monkey or a rhinoceros and then suddenly you have 
to put it in there - how does that change and then open up your own sense of imagination? 

-Hi everyone. My name is Robert Anthony Siegel. I'm a novelist and short story writer who has 
always been impressed by the importance of poetry for fiction writers. In particular because I'm 
aware of how essential the image is for prose. Of course by image I mean the word picture, 
description that allows us to seize a moment in its physical reality. And yet it is extremely difficult to 
talk effectively about images, imagery, how they're made and how to make them better. For that 
reason I think it often falls out of discussion in fiction workshops, in fiction writing classes. Because 
it's difficult to discuss, we tend to ignore it and talk about the easier more readily available things: 
plot, structure, character, theme. And then at some point I hit on haiku, the extremely short image 
based Japanese poetic tradition. And what I've discovered is that haiku, because it is all about the 
image, is a great way to learn about the uses of imagery, even if you're writing prose. In particular, by 
reading them and by writing them yourself, you can sort of jump over the discussion of well how 
does an image work and just practice and get better. So right here I have a few of my favorite haiku 
and I just want to walk us through a couple to give you a sense of how they work, not as poems 
necessarily and not certainly within the haiku tradition which is complex and would require a great 
deal of contextualization. But how they work on the level of image alone. As fiction writers we're 
always interested in what we can steal. We're going to see what we can steal here. 
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The first is by the great poet Basho. It runs like this. "Felling a tree and seeing the cut end -- 
tonight's moon." What do you get from this? What I get, it's so brief, is an implied scene: man 
chopping down a tree, we know it's at night. Since the cut end of the tree, its roundness, the 
shocking paleness of the inner flesh of the wood, we know that for whatever reason the moon itself 
is obscured. Right? Maybe it's a misty night, it's cloudy, maybe there is no moon. We can't see the 
moon. But suddenly the moon is apparent in the shape of the cut end of the tree. It's always there. 
And of course the poem is enriched if you step back and note that in Buddhist tradition the moon is 
a symbol of enlightenment. So in a way this functions allegorically to say, well, you can't see the 
moon, you can't see enlightenment. It's really always here with us. The moon is always here. 
Enlightenment is always here in the world, in things. But important for us is to see the way the 
image works: Felling a tree and seeing the cut end, tonight's moon. It works by analogy. The small 
disc, the cut end, the large disc of the moon. We draw not only a conceptual analogy, right, both 
equal moon, both equal enlightenment, but a physical analogy: two circles, right, two bright circles in 
the darkness. That is part -- analogy is a key element of successful imagery. 

Let's try another, also by Basho. "The crane's legs have gotten shorter in the spring rain." I love this 
one because of course I live in North Carolina on the coast. It's very marshy. We have cranes, and I 
see them standing on their stilt legs. And you know, when the water rises, it really does look like 
their legs are shortening. And of course the mystery is why don't they get out of the rain? And at 
moments like that you really feel the fact that they are cranes and not people, right? People get out 
of the rain; cranes don't. And that is one of the great values of imagery in my view. Imagery shows 
us the thing itself and allows us to feel its thingness, its essence, more powerfully. It gives us the 
physical world, makes it present. It makes it vivid. In this case, right, the operative mechanism is 
paradox. Not conceptual paradox, right, we think about ideas that clash, but rather physical paradox. 
If you stare at the crane in the rain, right, as the water rises, it's legs seem to be getting shorter. In 
reality we know as we step back and think rationally that it's the water level that's rising, but the 
beauty of the image is that it short circuits our rational filter and allows us to just experience the 
physical moment. And if we were back as children looking you might really see the baby's eye view, 
which is that, Oh, the legs are getting shorter! What's happening? 

Let me do one more and then we'll conclude. Also by Basho: "The sea darkening, the wild duck's 
call is faintly white." An implied scene. A man is standing on the shore, sunset, right, the surface of 
the water is darkening just as the light is falling and the sky is darkening so the two start to meld, 
right? It's melancholy obviously. It's lonely. It pulls on a key element of Japanese aesthetic 
experience, which is called mono no aware, the sadness of things, the sense of time passing. Of 
course dusk is tied to that sense of endingness, the circularity of the day. But the darkness is broken 
by the duck's call, which sort of breaks the silence and seems to have color, right. The wild duck's 
call is faintly white. The confusion of one sense with another sense, right, so it's a long tradition in 
Japanese aesthetics, but we use it too and it's called synesthesia, right. Apparently that's an actual 
medical condition. There are people out there, I don't know whether they're lucky or unlucky, but 
somehow they have some sort of, they make a physical confusion between sense data. The poet uses 
that willed confusion to make the sound more present for us as a marker in the darkness. It's as the 
wild duck is out there to, I'm here, he's there, and a flash of white draws a connection between the 
two living beings. Synesthesia, another key function of imagery. 
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I could go on. There's a long tradition of haiku commentary. People have spent hundreds of years 
unpacking these very compressed somewhat enigmatic images and simply teasing out the 
implications carried by the word picture, the image. And of course that is one of the glories of 
imagery right that they telegraph with incredible concision, great efficiency, an enormous load of 
emotion, which is and information about scene. Each one of these implies a scene. So I know this 
video comes connected to a writing exercise. What I want you to do is write haiku. I know that can 
seem incredibly intimidating since the last time you wrote haiku may have been in high school when 
you were forced to. My approach is very freewheeling. I don't worry about the Japanese haiku 
tradition very much. After all we are writers writing in English. Don't worry about syllable count, 
which is often, which is an aspect of Japanese practice, but you know that five seven five count is 
natural, a natural rhythm to Japanese. It is not natural to English. So I encourage students to simply 
forget about counting syllables. Even forget about length. The important thing to remember is that 
it is short and that I like to think of it as a single breath. Take a breath. Write something that you 
could read out loud in a single breath. Think about it almost, if you've ever gone fishing or seen 
someone fishing, right, you take that fishing pole, you cast it out and the line shoots out till it loses 
momentum and drops in the water. That's exactly how the haiku should function. 

-The point of doing an exercise is to find a place to start writing, to get your imagination flowing. 
There's a technical component to doing an exercise, but it's also a point of entry. How do you think 
about writing a longer piece? You've just watched two wonderful examples, one about how to write 
an opening sentence (how to think about that sentence, how to think about revision) and another 
about the value of poetry to fiction writers and using haiku as the central device for that. 

-So start generating opening lines. Start generating those images. I sometimes think about the 
apprenticeship of the painter Georgia O'Keefe, who painted the same canvas day after day for a 
year. At the end of the day she would then paint it over and start again the next day. What she was 
learning was her craft. She was acquiring the necessary technique for what would become a lifetime 
of painting. That's what we're going to be doing here. 

-These first assignments are about getting going, so use this opportunity to flood the forum, do this 
exercise over and over, and put your stuff out there. Remember that we're here to talk to you about 
craft, to create these exercises and these opportunities. You're here to talk to each other, so the more 
you comment on each other's work, the more you're going to have the opportunity to create 
conversations, and what we're really trying to do here with this MOOC is to create a community. 

	

 


