Perfecting Your First Line

This exercise is designed to help you consider the various ways you can open an essay. After reading each example, try one sentence of your own in that style for the opening of your essay. 

1. The recent event (invites readers in with a familiar, once-upon-a-time kind of approach):

“About two weeks ago I received a letter from a punker who said he used to be a fan of Bad Religion.”

—From “A Punk Synopsis” by Greg Graffin

2. The “I’m-going-to-be-honest-with-you-and-tell-it-like-it-is” beginning (makes a definite ethical statement to the reader: trust me):

“I am fat. Sixty pounds too hefty, in my doctor’s opinion. Probably 80 pounds, in my fiancee’s view.”



—From “Why America Has to be Fat” by Michael S. Rosenwald

3. The “I’m-going-to-tell-you-what-you-need-to-know-whether-you-want-to-hear-it-or-not beginning (makes a different kind of ethical statement: I know more than you):

“If you want to be a writer, you must do two things above all others: read a lot and write a lot.”

—From On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft by Stephen King 

4. The “intriguing-detail” beginning (piques the reader’s interest):

“One holds the knife as one holds the bow of a cello or a tulip—by the stem.”

—From “The Knife” by Richard Selzer

5. The “intriguing-detail” that establishes a confessional relationship with the reader:

“You know, I’ve never had long hair.”

—From Fargo Rock City by Chuck Klosterman

6. The question (invites—even forces—immediate reader participation):

“So what should be the punishment for stealing someone else’s work and passing it off as your own?”

—From “Rule No. 35” reread Rule on Integrity” by David Leonhardt

