
Setting Examples

“As a reader, I don’t just want descriptions of food, clothing, and places. 
I want to understand the world to its core, through the eyes of those who live in it.”

— Sabaa Tahir

Opening to The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by Frank L. Baum
“Dorothy lived in the midst of the great Kansas prairies, with Uncle Henry, who was a farmer, and Aunt Em, who was the 
farmer's wife. Their house was small, for the lumber to build it had to be carried by wagon many miles. There were four walls, 
a �oor and a roof, which made one room; and this room contained a rusty looking cooking stove, a cupboard for the dishes, a 
table, three or four chairs, and the beds. Uncle Henry and Aunt Em had a big bed in one corner, and Dorothy a little bed in 
another corner. There was no garret at all, and no cellar-except a small hole, dug in the ground, called a cyclone cellar, where 
the family could go in case one of those great whirlwinds arose, mighty enough to crush any building in its path. It was 
reached by a trap-door in the middle of the �oor, from which a ladder led down into the small, dark hole.

When Dorothy stood in the doorway and looked around, she could see nothing but the great gray prairie on every 
side. Not a tree nor a house broke the broad sweep of �at country that reached the edge of the sky in all directions. The sun 
had baked the plowed land into a gray mass, with little cracks running through it. Even the grass was not green, for the sun 
had burned the tops of the long blades until they were the same gray color to be seen everywhere. Once the house had been 
painted, but the sun blistered the paint and the rains washed it away, and now the house was as dull and gray as everything 
else.”

Opening to “Fall of the House of Usher” by Edgar Allen Poe
“During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the autumn of the year, when the clouds hung oppressively low in the 
heavens, I had been passing alone, on horseback, through a singularly dreary tract of country; and at length found myself, as 
the shades of the evening drew on, within view of the melancholy House of Usher.”

Opening to “Separating” by John Updike
“The day was fair. Brilliant. All that June the weather had mocked the Maples’ internal misery with solid sunlight—gold shafts 
and cascades of green in which their conversations had wormed unseeing, their sad murmuring selves the only stain in 
Nature. Usually by this time of the year they had acquired tans; but when they met their elder daughter’s plane on her return 
from a year in England they were almost as pale as she, though Judith was too dazzled by the sunny opulent jumble of her 
native land to notice. They did not spoil her homecoming by telling her immediately. Wait a few days, let her recover from jet 
lag, had been one of their formulations, in that string of gray dialogues—over co�ee, over cocktails, over Cointreau—that 
had shaped the strategy of their dissolution, while the earth performed its annual stunt of renewal unnoticed beyond their 
closed windows. Richard had thought to leave at Easter; Joan had insisted they wait until the four children were at last 
assembled, with all exams passed and ceremonies attended, and the bauble of summer to console them. So he had drudged 
away, in love, in dread, repairing screens, getting the mowers sharpened, rolling and patching their new tennis court.”
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