
100BestFirstLinesfromNovels

1.CallmeIshmael.—HermanMelville, Moby-Dick(1851)

2.Itisatruthuniversallyacknowledged,thatasinglemaninpossessionofagood

fortune,mustbeinwantofawife.—JaneAusten, PrideandPrejudice (1813)

3.Ascreamingcomesacrossthesky.—ThomasPynchon, Gravity'sRainbow (1973)

4.Manyyearslater,ashefacedthefiringsquad,ColonelAurelianoBuendíawasto

rememberthatdistantafternoonwhenhisfathertookhimtodiscoverice.—Gabriel

GarcíaMárquez, OneHundredYearsofSolitude (1967;trans.GregoryRabassa)

5.Lolita,lightofmylife,fireofmyloins.—VladimirNabokov, Lolita (1955)

6.Happyfamiliesareallalike;everyunhappyfamilyisunhappyinitsownway.—Leo

Tolstoy, AnnaKarenina (1877;trans.ConstanceGarnett)

7.riverrun,pastEveandAdam's,fromswerveofshoretobendofbay,bringsusbya

commodiusvicusofrecirculationbacktoHowthCastleandEnvirons.—James

Joyce, FinnegansWake (1939)

8.ItwasabrightcolddayinApril,andtheclockswerestrikingthirteen.—George

Orwell, 1984 (1949)

9.Itwasthebestoftimes,itwastheworstoftimes,itwastheageofwisdom,itwasthe

ageoffoolishness,itwastheepochofbelief,itwastheepochofincredulity,itwasthe



seasonofLight,itwastheseasonofDarkness,itwasthespringofhope,itwasthe

winterofdespair.—CharlesDickens, ATaleofTwoCities (1859)

10.Iamaninvisibleman.—RalphEllison, InvisibleMan (1952)

11.TheMissLonelyheartsoftheNewYorkPost-Dispatch(Areyouintrouble?—Do-you-

need-advice?—Write-to-Miss-Lonelyhearts-and-she-will-help-you)satathisdesk

andstaredatapieceofwhitecardboard.—NathanaelWest, MissLonelyhearts(1933)

12.Youdon'tknowaboutmewithoutyouhavereadabookbythenameof The

AdventuresofTomSawyer;butthatain'tnomatter.—MarkTwain, Adventuresof

HuckleberryFinn (1885)

13.SomeonemusthaveslanderedJosefK.,foronemorning,withouthavingdone

anythingtrulywrong,hewasarrested.—FranzKafka, TheTrial (1925;trans.Breon

Mitchell)

14.YouareabouttobeginreadingItaloCalvino'snewnovel, Ifonawinter'snighta

traveler.—ItaloCalvino, Ifonawinter'snightatraveler (1979;trans.WilliamWeaver)

15.Thesunshone,havingnoalternative,onthenothingnew.—Samuel

Beckett, Murphy (1938)

16.Ifyoureallywanttohearaboutit,thefirstthingyou'llprobablywanttoknowis

whereIwasborn,andwhatmylousychildhoodwaslike,andhowmyparentswere

occupiedandallbeforetheyhadme,andallthatDavidCopperfieldkindofcrap,but

Idon'tfeellikegoingintoit,ifyouwanttoknowthetruth.—J.D.Salinger, The

CatcherintheRye (1951)



17.Onceuponatimeandaverygoodtimeitwastherewasamoocowcomingdown

alongtheroadandthismoocowthatwascomingdownalongtheroadmetanicens

littleboynamedbabytuckoo.—JamesJoyce, APortraitoftheArtistasaYoung

Man (1916)

18.ThisisthesaddeststoryIhaveeverheard.—FordMadoxFord, TheGood

Soldier (1915)

19.Iwisheithermyfatherormymother,orindeedbothofthem,astheywereinduty

bothequallyboundtoit,hadmindedwhattheywereaboutwhentheybegotme;had

theydulyconsideredhowmuchdependeduponwhattheywerethendoing;—thatnot

onlytheproductionofarationalBeingwasconcernedinit,butthatpossiblythe

happyformationandtemperatureofhisbody,perhapshisgeniusandtheverycastof

hismind;—and,foraughttheyknewtothecontrary,eventhefortunesofhiswhole

housemighttaketheirturnfromthehumoursanddispositionswhichwerethen

uppermost:—Hadtheydulyweighedandconsideredallthis,andproceeded

accordingly,—IamverilypersuadedIshouldhavemadeaquitedifferentfigurein

theworld,fromthat,inwhichthereaderislikelytoseeme.—Laurence

Sterne, TristramShandy (1759–1767)

20.WhetherIshallturnouttobetheheroofmyownlife,orwhetherthatstationwill

beheldbyanybodyelse,thesepagesmustshow.—CharlesDickens, David

Copperfield (1850)

21.Stately,plumpBuckMulligancamefromthestairhead,bearingabowloflatheron

whichamirrorandarazorlaycrossed.—JamesJoyce, Ulysses (1922)

22.Itwasadarkandstormynight;therainfellintorrents,exceptatoccasional

intervals,whenitwascheckedbyaviolentgustofwindwhichsweptupthestreets(for

itisinLondonthatourscenelies),rattlingalongthehouse-tops,andfiercely

agitatingthescantyflameofthelampsthatstruggledagainstthedarkness.

—EdwardGeorgeBulwer-Lytton, PaulClifford (1830)



23.OnesummerafternoonMrs.OedipaMaascamehomefromaTupperwareparty

whosehostesshadputperhapstoomuchkirschinthefonduetofindthatshe,Oedipa,

hadbeennamedexecutor,orshesupposedexecutrix,oftheestateofonePierce

Inverarity,aCaliforniarealestatemogulwhohadoncelosttwomilliondollarsinhis

sparetimebutstillhadassetsnumerousandtangledenoughtomakethejobof

sortingitalloutmorethanhonorary.—ThomasPynchon, TheCryingofLot49 (1966)

24.Itwasawrongnumberthatstartedit,thetelephoneringingthreetimesinthe

deadofnight,andthevoiceontheotherendaskingforsomeonehewasnot.—Paul

Auster, CityofGlass (1985)

25.Throughthefence,betweenthecurlingflowerspaces,Icouldseethemhitting.

—WilliamFaulkner, TheSoundandtheFury (1929)

26.124wasspiteful.—ToniMorrison, Beloved(1987)

27.SomewhereinlaMancha,inaplacewhosenameIdonotcaretoremember,a

gentlemanlivednotlongago,oneofthosewhohasalanceandancientshieldona

shelfandkeepsaskinnynagandagreyhoundforracing.—MigueldeCervantes, Don

Quixote (1605;trans.EdithGrossman)

28.Motherdiedtoday.—AlbertCamus, TheStranger (1942;trans.StuartGilbert)

29.EverysummerLinKongreturnedtoGooseVillagetodivorcehiswife,Shuyu.—Ha

Jin, Waiting(1999)

30.Theskyabovetheportwasthecoloroftelevision,tunedtoadeadchannel.

—WilliamGibson, Neuromancer (1984)



31.Iamasickman...Iamaspitefulman.—FyodorDostoyevsky, Notesfrom

Underground(1864;trans.MichaelR.Katz)

32.Wherenow?Whonow?Whennow?—SamuelBeckett, TheUnnamable (1953;trans.

PatrickBowles)

33.Onceanangrymandraggedhisfatheralongthegroundthroughhisownorchard.

"Stop!"criedthegroaningoldmanatlast,"Stop!Ididnotdragmyfatherbeyond

thistree."—GertrudeStein, TheMakingofAmericans (1925)

34.Inasense,IamJacobHorner.—JohnBarth, TheEndoftheRoad (1958)

35.Itwaslikeso,butwasn't.—RichardPowers, Galatea2.2 (1995)

36.—Money...inavoicethatrustled.—WilliamGaddis, JR (1975)

37.Mrs.Dallowaysaidshewouldbuytheflowersherself.—VirginiaWoolf,Mrs.

Dalloway(1925)

38.Allthishappened,moreorless.—KurtVonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five (1969)

39.Theyshootthewhitegirlfirst.—ToniMorrison, Paradise (1998)

40.Foralongtime,Iwenttobedearly.—MarcelProust, Swann'sWay (1913;trans.

LydiaDavis)



41.ThemomentonelearnsEnglish,complicationssetin.—FelipeAlfau,Chromos(1990)

42.Dr.Weiss,atforty,knewthatherlifehadbeenruinedbyliterature.—Anita

Brookner, TheDebut(1981)

43.Iwastheshadowofthewaxwingslain/Bythefalseazureinthewindowpane;

—VladimirNabokov, PaleFire (1962)

44.Shipsatadistancehaveeveryman'swishonboard.—ZoraNealeHurston, Their

EyesWereWatchingGod (1937)

45.Ihadthestory,bitbybit,fromvariouspeople,and,asgenerallyhappensinsuch

cases,eachtimeitwasadifferentstory.—EdithWharton, EthanFrome (1911)

46.Agesago,Alex,AllenandAlvaarrivedatAntibes,andAlvaallowingall,allowing

anyone,againstAlex'sadmonition,againstAllen'sangryassertion:anotherAfrican

amusement...anyhow,asallargued,anawesomeAfricanarmyassembledand

arduouslyadvancedagainstanAfricananthill,assiduouslyannihilatingantafter

ant,andafterward,AlexastonishinglyaccusesAlbertasalsoacceptingAfrica's

antipodalantannexation. —WalterAbish, AlphabeticalAfrica (1974)

47.TherewasaboycalledEustaceClarenceScrubb,andhealmostdeservedit.—C.S.

Lewis,TheVoyageoftheDawnTreader (1952)

48.HewasanoldmanwhofishedaloneinaskiffintheGulfStreamandhehadgone

eighty-fourdaysnowwithouttakingafish.—ErnestHemingway,TheOldManandthe

Sea(1952)



49.Itwasthedaymygrandmotherexploded.—IainM.Banks, TheCrowRoad (1992)

50.Iwasborntwice:first,asababygirl,onaremarkablysmoglessDetroitdayin

Januaryof1960;andthenagain,asateenageboy,inanemergencyroomnear

Petoskey,Michigan,inAugustof1974.—JeffreyEugenides, Middlesex(2002)

51.ElmerGantrywasdrunk.—SinclairLewis, ElmerGantry (1927)

52.Westarteddyingbeforethesnow,andlikethesnow,wecontinuedtofall.—Louise

Erdrich, Tracks(1988)

53.Itwasapleasuretoburn.—RayBradbury,Fahrenheit451 (1953)

54.Astoryhasnobeginningorend;arbitrarilyonechoosesthatmomentofexperience

fromwhichtolookbackorfromwhichtolookahead.—GrahamGreene, TheEndofthe

Affair (1951)

55.Havingplacedinmymouthsufficientbreadforthreeminutes'chewing,I

withdrewmypowersofsensualperceptionandretiredintotheprivacyofmymind,my

eyesandfaceassumingavacantandpreoccupiedexpression.—FlannO'Brien, At

Swim-Two-Birds (1939)

56.IwasbornintheYear1632,intheCityofYork,ofagoodFamily,tho'notofthat

Country,myFatherbeingaForeignerofBremen,whosettledfirstat Hull;Hegota

goodEstatebyMerchandise,andleavingoffhisTrade,livedafterwardat York,from

whencehehadmarriedmyMother,whoseRelationswerenamedRobinson,averygood

FamilyinthatCountry,andfromwhomIwascalledRobinsonKreutznaer;butbythe

usualCorruptionofWordsinEngland,wearenowcalled,naywecallourselves,and

writeourNameCrusoe,andsomyCompanionsalwayscall'dme.—Daniel

Defoe, RobinsonCrusoe (1719)



57.Inthebeginning,sometimesIleftmessagesinthestreet.—David

Markson, Wittgenstein'sMistress(1988)

58.MissBrookehadthatkindofbeautywhichseemstobethrownintoreliefbypoor

dress.

—GeorgeEliot, Middlemarch (1872)

59.Itwasloveatfirstsight.—JosephHeller, Catch-22 (1961)

60.Whatifthisyoungwoman,whowritessuchbadpoems,incompetitionwithher

husband,whosepoemsareequallybad,shouldstretchherremarkablylongandwell-

madelegsoutbeforeyou,sothatherskirtslipsuptothetopsofherstockings?

—GilbertSorrentino, ImaginativeQualitiesofActualThings (1971)

61.Ihaveneverbegunanovelwithmoremisgiving.—W.SomersetMaugham, The

Razor'sEdge (1944)

62.Onceuponatime,therewasawomanwhodiscoveredshehadturnedintothe

wrongperson.—AnneTyler, BackWhenWeWereGrownups (2001)

63.Thehumanrace,towhichsomanyofmyreadersbelong,hasbeenplayingat

children'sgamesfromthebeginning,andwillprobablydoittilltheend,whichisa

nuisanceforthefewpeoplewhogrowup.—G.K.Chesterton, TheNapoleonofNotting

Hill (1904)

64.Inmyyoungerandmorevulnerableyearsmyfathergavemesomeadvicethat

I'vebeenturningoverinmymindeversince.—F.ScottFitzgerald, TheGreat

Gatsby (1925)



65.YoubetternotnevertellnobodybutGod.—AliceWalker, TheColorPurple (1982)

66."Tobebornagain,"sangGibreelFarishtatumblingfromtheheavens,"firstyou

havetodie."—SalmanRushdie, TheSatanicVerses (1988)

67.Itwasaqueer,sultrysummer,thesummertheyelectrocutedtheRosenbergs,and

Ididn'tknowwhatIwasdoinginNewYork.—SylviaPlath, TheBellJar (1963)

68.Mostreallyprettygirlshaveprettyuglyfeet,andsodoesMindyMetalman,Lenore

notices,allofasudden.—DavidFosterWallace, TheBroomoftheSystem (1987)

69.IfIamoutofmymind,it'sallrightwithme,thoughtMosesHerzog.—Saul

Bellow, Herzog(1964)

70.FrancisMarionTarwater'sunclehadbeendeadforonlyhalfadaywhentheboy

gottoodrunktofinishdigginghisgraveandaNegronamedBufordMunson,whohad

cometogetajugfilled,hadtofinishitanddragthebodyfromthebreakfasttable

whereitwasstillsittingandburyitinadecentandChristianway,withthesignofits

Saviourattheheadofthegraveandenoughdirtontoptokeepthedogsfromdigging

itup.—FlanneryO'Connor, TheViolentBearitAway (1960)

71.Granted:Iamaninmateofamentalhospital;mykeeperiswatchingme,henever

letsmeoutofhissight;there'sapeepholeinthedoor,andmykeeper'seyeisthe

shadeofbrownthatcanneverseethroughablue-eyedtypelikeme.—GŸnter

Grass, TheTinDrum (1959;trans.RalphManheim)

72.WhenDickGibsonwasalittleboyhewasnotDickGibson.—StanleyElkin, TheDick

GibsonShow(1971)



73.HiramClegg,togetherwithhiswifeEmmaandfourfriendsofthefaithfrom

RandolphJunction,weresummonedbytheSpiritandMrs.ClaraCollins,widowofthe

belovedNazarenepreacherElyCollins,toWestCondonontheweekendofthe

eighteenthandnineteenthofApril,theretoawaittheEndoftheWorld.—Robert

Coover, TheOriginoftheBrunists (1966)

74.Shewaited,KateCroy,forherfathertocomein,buthekeptherunconscionably,

andthereweremomentsatwhichsheshowedherself,intheglassoverthemantel,a

facepositivelypalewiththeirritationthathadbroughthertothepointofgoingaway

withoutsightofhim.—HenryJames, TheWingsoftheDove (1902)

75.Inthelatesummerofthatyearwelivedinahouseinavillagethatlookedacross

theriverandtheplaintothemountains.—ErnestHemingway, AFarewellto

Arms (1929)

76."Takemycamel,dear,"saidmyAuntDot,assheclimbeddownfromthisanimal

onherreturnfromHighMass.—RoseMacaulay, TheTowersofTrebizond(1956)

77.Hewasaninch,perhapstwo,undersixfeet,powerfullybuilt,andheadvanced

straightatyouwithaslightstoopoftheshoulders,headforward,andafixedfrom-

understarewhichmadeyouthinkofachargingbull. —JosephConrad, LordJim(1900)

78.Thepastisaforeigncountry;theydothingsdifferentlythere. —L.P.

Hartley, TheGo-Between(1953)

79.OnmynamingdaywhenIcome12Igonefrontspearandkiltawyldboarhe

parblybenthelaswyldpigontheBundelDownsanyhowtherehadntbennonefora

longtimebeforhimnorIaintlookingtoseenoneagen.—RussellHoban, Riddley

Walker (1980)



80.Justice?—Yougetjusticeinthenextworld,inthisworldyouhavethelaw.—William

Gaddis, AFrolicofHisOwn (1994)

81.Vaughandiedyesterdayinhislastcar-crash.—J.G.Ballard, Crash (1973)

82.Iwritethissittinginthekitchensink.—DodieSmith, ICapturetheCastle (1948)

83."Whenyourmamawasthegeek,mydreamlets,"Papawouldsay,"shemadethe

nippingoffofnogginssuchacrystalmysterythatthehensthemselvesyearned

towardher,waltzingaroundher,hypnotizedwithlonging."—KatherineDunn, Geek

Love (1983)

84.InthelastyearsoftheSeventeenthCenturytherewastobefoundamongthefops

andfoolsoftheLondoncoffee-housesonerangy,ganglingflitchcalledEbenezer

Cooke,moreambitiousthantalented,andyetmoretalentedthanprudent,who,like

hisfriends-in-folly,allofwhomweresupposedtobeeducatingatOxfordor

Cambridge,hadfoundthesoundofMotherEnglishmorefuntogamewiththanher

sensetolaborover,andsoratherthanapplyinghimselftothepainsofscholarship,

hadlearnedtheknackofversifying,andgroundoutquiresofcoupletsafterthe

fashionoftheday,afrothwithJovesandJupiters,aclangwithjarringrhymes,and

string-tautwithsimilesstretchedtothesnapping-point.—JohnBarth, TheSot-Weed

Factor(1960)

85.WhenIfinallycaughtupwithAbrahamTrahearne,hewasdrinkingbeerwithan

alcoholicbulldognamedFireballRobertsinaramshacklejointjustoutsideofSonoma,

California,drinkingtheheartrightoutofafinespringafternoon. —James

Crumley, TheLastGoodKiss (1978)

86.ItwasjustnoonthatSundaymorningwhenthesheriffreachedthejailwithLucas



Beauchampthoughthewholetown(thewholecountytooforthatmatter)hadknown

sincethenightbeforethatLucashadkilledawhiteman.—WilliamFaulkner, Intruder

intheDust (1948)

87.I,TiberiusClaudiusDrususNeroGermanicusThis-that-and-the-other(forIshall

nottroubleyouyetwithallmytitles)whowasonce,andnotsolongagoeither,known

tomyfriendsandrelativesandassociatesas"ClaudiustheIdiot,"or"That

Claudius,"or"ClaudiustheStammerer,"or"Clau-Clau-Claudius"oratbestas"Poor

UncleClaudius,"amnowabouttowritethisstrangehistoryofmylife;startingfrom

myearliestchildhoodandcontinuingyearbyyearuntilIreachthefatefulpointof

changewhere,someeightyearsago,attheageoffifty-one,Isuddenlyfoundmyself

caughtinwhatImaycallthe"goldenpredicament"fromwhichIhaveneversince

becomedisentangled.—RobertGraves, I,Claudius (1934)

88.Ofallthethingsthatdrivementosea,themostcommondisaster,I'vecometo

learn,iswomen.—CharlesJohnson, MiddlePassage (1990)

89.IamanAmerican,Chicagoborn—Chicago,thatsombercity—andgoatthingsasI

havetaughtmyself,free-style,andwillmaketherecordinmyownway:firsttoknock,

firstadmitted;sometimesaninnocentknock,sometimesanotsoinnocent.—Saul

Bellow, TheAdventuresofAugieMarch (1953)

90.ThetowersofZenithaspiredabovethemorningmist;austeretowersofsteeland

cementandlimestone,sturdyascliffsanddelicateassilverrods.—Sinclair

Lewis, Babbitt (1922)

91.IwilltellyouinafewwordswhoIam:loverofthehummingbirdthatdartstothe

flowerbeyondtherottedsillwheremyfeetarepropped;loverofbrightneedlepoint

andthebrightstitchingfingersofhumorlessoldladiesbenttotheirsweetand

infamousdesigns;loverofparasolsmadefromthesamepuffystuffasayounggirl's

underdrawers;stillloverofthatsmallnavalboatwhichsomehowsurvivedthe

distressingyearsofmylifebetweenherdecksorinherpilothouse;andalsoloverof



poordearblackSonny,mymessboy,fellowvictimandconfidant,andofmywifeand

child.Butmostofall,loverofmyharmlessandsanguineself.—JohnHawkes, Second

Skin (1964)

92.Hewasbornwithagiftoflaughterandasensethattheworldwasmad.—Raphael

Sabatini, Scaramouche (1921)

93.Psychicscanseethecoloroftimeit'sblue.—RonaldSukenick, BlownAway (1986)

94.Inthetown,thereweretwomutesandtheywerealwaystogether.—Carson

McCullers, TheHeartisaLonelyHunter (1940)

95.Onceuponatimetwoorthreeweeksago,aratherstubbornanddetermined

middle-agedmandecidedtorecordforposterity,exactlyasithappened,wordby

wordandstepbystep,thestoryofanothermanforindeedwhatisgreatinmanis

thatheisabridgeandnotagoal,asomewhatparanoiacfellowunmarried,

unattached,andquiteirresponsible,whohaddecidedtolockhimselfinarooma

furnishedroomwithaprivatebath,cookingfacilities,abed,atable,andatleastone

chair,inNewYorkCity,forayear365daystobeprecise,towritethestoryofanother

person—ashyyoungmanaboutof19yearsold—who,afterthewartheSecondWorld

War,hadcometoAmericathelandofopportunitiesfromFranceunderthe

sponsorshipofhisuncle—ajournalist,fluentinfivelanguages—whohimselfhadcome

toAmericafromEuropePolanditseems,thoughthiswasnotclearlyestablished

sometimeduringthewarafteraseriesofrathergruesomeadventures,andwho,at

theendofthewar,wrotetothefatherhiscousinbymarriageoftheyoungmanwhom

heconsideredasanephew,curioustoknowifhethefatherandhisfamilyhad

survivedtheGermanoccupation,andindeedwasdeeplysaddenedtolearn,ina

letterfromtheyoungman—alongandtouchingletterwritteninEnglish,notbythe

youngman,however,whodidnotknowadamnwordofEnglish,butbyagoodfriend

ofhiswhohadstudiedEnglishinschool—thathisparentsbothhisfatherandmother

andhistwosistersoneolderandtheotheryoungerthanhehadbeendeportedthey

wereJewishtoaGermanconcentrationcampAuschwitzprobablyandneverreturned,

nodoubthavingbeenexterminateddeliberatelyX*X*X*X,andthat,therefore,the



youngmanwhowasnowanorphan,adisplacedperson,who,duringthewar,had

managedtoescapedeportationbyworkingveryhardonafarminSouthernFrance,

wouldbehappyandgratefultobegiventheopportunitytocometoAmericathatgreat

countryhehadheardsomuchaboutandyetknewsolittleabouttostartanewlife,

possiblygotoschool,learnatrade,andbecomeagood,loyalcitizen.—Raymond

Federman, DoubleorNothing (1971)

96.Timeisnotalinebutadimension,likethedimensionsofspace.—Margaret

Atwood, Cat'sEye(1988)

97.He—fortherecouldbenodoubtofhissex,thoughthefashionofthetimedid

somethingtodisguiseit—wasintheactofslicingattheheadofaMoorwhichswung

fromtherafters.—VirginiaWoolf, Orlando (1928)

98.High,highabovetheNorthPole,onthefirstdayof1969,twoprofessorsofEnglish

Literatureapproachedeachotheratacombinedvelocityof1200milesperhour.

—DavidLodge, ChangingPlaces (1975)

99.Theysaywhentroublecomescloseranks,andsothewhitepeopledid.—Jean

Rhys, WideSargassoSea (1966)

100.Thecoldpassedreluctantlyfromtheearth,andtheretiringfogsrevealedan

armystretchedoutonthehills,resting.—StephenCrane, TheRedBadgeof

Courage (1895)
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ageoffoolishness,itwastheepochofbelief,itwastheepochofincredulity,itwasthe

seasonofLight,itwastheseasonofDarkness,itwasthespringofhope,itwasthe

winterofdespair.—CharlesDickens, ATaleofTwoCities (1859)

10.Iamaninvisibleman.—RalphEllison, InvisibleMan (1952)



11.TheMissLonelyheartsoftheNewYorkPost-Dispatch(Areyouintrouble?—Do-you-

need-advice?—Write-to-Miss-Lonelyhearts-and-she-will-help-you)satathisdesk

andstaredatapieceofwhitecardboard.—NathanaelWest, MissLonelyhearts(1933)

12.Youdon'tknowaboutmewithoutyouhavereadabookbythenameof The

AdventuresofTomSawyer;butthatain'tnomatter.—MarkTwain, Adventuresof

HuckleberryFinn (1885)

13.SomeonemusthaveslanderedJosefK.,foronemorning,withouthavingdone

anythingtrulywrong,hewasarrested.—FranzKafka, TheTrial (1925;trans.Breon

Mitchell)

14.YouareabouttobeginreadingItaloCalvino'snewnovel, Ifonawinter'snighta

traveler.—ItaloCalvino, Ifonawinter'snightatraveler (1979;trans.WilliamWeaver)

15.Thesunshone,havingnoalternative,onthenothingnew.—Samuel

Beckett, Murphy (1938)

16.Ifyoureallywanttohearaboutit,thefirstthingyou'llprobablywanttoknowis

whereIwasborn,andwhatmylousychildhoodwaslike,andhowmyparentswere

occupiedandallbeforetheyhadme,andallthatDavidCopperfieldkindofcrap,but

Idon'tfeellikegoingintoit,ifyouwanttoknowthetruth.—J.D.Salinger, The

CatcherintheRye (1951)

17.Onceuponatimeandaverygoodtimeitwastherewasamoocowcomingdown

alongtheroadandthismoocowthatwascomingdownalongtheroadmetanicens

littleboynamedbabytuckoo.—JamesJoyce, APortraitoftheArtistasaYoung

Man (1916)

18.ThisisthesaddeststoryIhaveeverheard.—FordMadoxFord, TheGood



Soldier (1915)

19.Iwisheithermyfatherormymother,orindeedbothofthem,astheywereinduty

bothequallyboundtoit,hadmindedwhattheywereaboutwhentheybegotme;had

theydulyconsideredhowmuchdependeduponwhattheywerethendoing;—thatnot

onlytheproductionofarationalBeingwasconcernedinit,butthatpossiblythe

happyformationandtemperatureofhisbody,perhapshisgeniusandtheverycastof

hismind;—and,foraughttheyknewtothecontrary,eventhefortunesofhiswhole

housemighttaketheirturnfromthehumoursanddispositionswhichwerethen

uppermost:—Hadtheydulyweighedandconsideredallthis,andproceeded

accordingly,—IamverilypersuadedIshouldhavemadeaquitedifferentfigurein

theworld,fromthat,inwhichthereaderislikelytoseeme.—Laurence

Sterne, TristramShandy (1759–1767)

20.WhetherIshallturnouttobetheheroofmyownlife,orwhetherthatstationwill

beheldbyanybodyelse,thesepagesmustshow.—CharlesDickens, David

Copperfield (1850)

21.Stately,plumpBuckMulligancamefromthestairhead,bearingabowloflatheron

whichamirrorandarazorlaycrossed.—JamesJoyce, Ulysses (1922)

22.Itwasadarkandstormynight;therainfellintorrents,exceptatoccasional

intervals,whenitwascheckedbyaviolentgustofwindwhichsweptupthestreets(for

itisinLondonthatourscenelies),rattlingalongthehouse-tops,andfiercely

agitatingthescantyflameofthelampsthatstruggledagainstthedarkness.

—EdwardGeorgeBulwer-Lytton, PaulClifford (1830)

23.OnesummerafternoonMrs.OedipaMaascamehomefromaTupperwareparty

whosehostesshadputperhapstoomuchkirschinthefonduetofindthatshe,Oedipa,

hadbeennamedexecutor,orshesupposedexecutrix,oftheestateofonePierce

Inverarity,aCaliforniarealestatemogulwhohadoncelosttwomilliondollarsinhis

sparetimebutstillhadassetsnumerousandtangledenoughtomakethejobof



sortingitalloutmorethanhonorary.—ThomasPynchon, TheCryingofLot49 (1966)

24.Itwasawrongnumberthatstartedit,thetelephoneringingthreetimesinthe

deadofnight,andthevoiceontheotherendaskingforsomeonehewasnot.—Paul

Auster, CityofGlass (1985)

25.Throughthefence,betweenthecurlingflowerspaces,Icouldseethemhitting.

—WilliamFaulkner, TheSoundandtheFury (1929)

26.124wasspiteful.—ToniMorrison, Beloved(1987)

27.SomewhereinlaMancha,inaplacewhosenameIdonotcaretoremember,a

gentlemanlivednotlongago,oneofthosewhohasalanceandancientshieldona

shelfandkeepsaskinnynagandagreyhoundforracing.—MigueldeCervantes, Don

Quixote (1605;trans.EdithGrossman)

28.Motherdiedtoday.—AlbertCamus, TheStranger (1942;trans.StuartGilbert)

29.EverysummerLinKongreturnedtoGooseVillagetodivorcehiswife,Shuyu.—Ha

Jin, Waiting(1999)

30.Theskyabovetheportwasthecoloroftelevision,tunedtoadeadchannel.

—WilliamGibson, Neuromancer (1984)

31.Iamasickman...Iamaspitefulman.—FyodorDostoyevsky, Notesfrom

Underground(1864;trans.MichaelR.Katz)



32.Wherenow?Whonow?Whennow?—SamuelBeckett, TheUnnamable (1953;trans.

PatrickBowles)

33.Onceanangrymandraggedhisfatheralongthegroundthroughhisownorchard.

"Stop!"criedthegroaningoldmanatlast,"Stop!Ididnotdragmyfatherbeyond

thistree."—GertrudeStein, TheMakingofAmericans (1925)

34.Inasense,IamJacobHorner.—JohnBarth, TheEndoftheRoad (1958)

35.Itwaslikeso,butwasn't.—RichardPowers, Galatea2.2 (1995)

36.—Money...inavoicethatrustled.—WilliamGaddis, JR (1975)

37.Mrs.Dallowaysaidshewouldbuytheflowersherself.—VirginiaWoolf,Mrs.

Dalloway(1925)

38.Allthishappened,moreorless.—KurtVonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five (1969)

39.Theyshootthewhitegirlfirst.—ToniMorrison, Paradise (1998)

40.Foralongtime,Iwenttobedearly.—MarcelProust, Swann'sWay (1913;trans.

LydiaDavis)

41.ThemomentonelearnsEnglish,complicationssetin.—FelipeAlfau,Chromos(1990)

42.Dr.Weiss,atforty,knewthatherlifehadbeenruinedbyliterature.—Anita



Brookner, TheDebut(1981)

43.Iwastheshadowofthewaxwingslain/Bythefalseazureinthewindowpane;

—VladimirNabokov, PaleFire (1962)

44.Shipsatadistancehaveeveryman'swishonboard.—ZoraNealeHurston, Their

EyesWereWatchingGod (1937)

45.Ihadthestory,bitbybit,fromvariouspeople,and,asgenerallyhappensinsuch

cases,eachtimeitwasadifferentstory.—EdithWharton, EthanFrome (1911)

46.Agesago,Alex,AllenandAlvaarrivedatAntibes,andAlvaallowingall,allowing

anyone,againstAlex'sadmonition,againstAllen'sangryassertion:anotherAfrican

amusement...anyhow,asallargued,anawesomeAfricanarmyassembledand

arduouslyadvancedagainstanAfricananthill,assiduouslyannihilatingantafter

ant,andafterward,AlexastonishinglyaccusesAlbertasalsoacceptingAfrica's

antipodalantannexation. —WalterAbish, AlphabeticalAfrica (1974)

47.TherewasaboycalledEustaceClarenceScrubb,andhealmostdeservedit.—C.S.

Lewis,TheVoyageoftheDawnTreader (1952)

48.HewasanoldmanwhofishedaloneinaskiffintheGulfStreamandhehadgone

eighty-fourdaysnowwithouttakingafish.—ErnestHemingway,TheOldManandthe

Sea(1952)

49.Itwasthedaymygrandmotherexploded.—IainM.Banks, TheCrowRoad (1992)

50.Iwasborntwice:first,asababygirl,onaremarkablysmoglessDetroitdayin

Januaryof1960;andthenagain,asateenageboy,inanemergencyroomnear



Petoskey,Michigan,inAugustof1974.—JeffreyEugenides, Middlesex(2002)

51.ElmerGantrywasdrunk.—SinclairLewis, ElmerGantry (1927)

52.Westarteddyingbeforethesnow,andlikethesnow,wecontinuedtofall.—Louise

Erdrich, Tracks(1988)

53.Itwasapleasuretoburn.—RayBradbury,Fahrenheit451 (1953)

54.Astoryhasnobeginningorend;arbitrarilyonechoosesthatmomentofexperience

fromwhichtolookbackorfromwhichtolookahead.—GrahamGreene, TheEndofthe

Affair (1951)

55.Havingplacedinmymouthsufficientbreadforthreeminutes'chewing,I

withdrewmypowersofsensualperceptionandretiredintotheprivacyofmymind,my

eyesandfaceassumingavacantandpreoccupiedexpression.—FlannO'Brien, At

Swim-Two-Birds (1939)

56.IwasbornintheYear1632,intheCityofYork,ofagoodFamily,tho'notofthat

Country,myFatherbeingaForeignerofBremen,whosettledfirstat Hull;Hegota

goodEstatebyMerchandise,andleavingoffhisTrade,livedafterwardat York,from

whencehehadmarriedmyMother,whoseRelationswerenamedRobinson,averygood

FamilyinthatCountry,andfromwhomIwascalledRobinsonKreutznaer;butbythe

usualCorruptionofWordsinEngland,wearenowcalled,naywecallourselves,and

writeourNameCrusoe,andsomyCompanionsalwayscall'dme.—Daniel

Defoe, RobinsonCrusoe (1719)

57.Inthebeginning,sometimesIleftmessagesinthestreet.—David

Markson, Wittgenstein'sMistress(1988)



58.MissBrookehadthatkindofbeautywhichseemstobethrownintoreliefbypoor

dress.

—GeorgeEliot, Middlemarch (1872)

59.Itwasloveatfirstsight.—JosephHeller, Catch-22 (1961)

60.Whatifthisyoungwoman,whowritessuchbadpoems,incompetitionwithher

husband,whosepoemsareequallybad,shouldstretchherremarkablylongandwell-

madelegsoutbeforeyou,sothatherskirtslipsuptothetopsofherstockings?

—GilbertSorrentino, ImaginativeQualitiesofActualThings (1971)

61.Ihaveneverbegunanovelwithmoremisgiving.—W.SomersetMaugham, The

Razor'sEdge (1944)

62.Onceuponatime,therewasawomanwhodiscoveredshehadturnedintothe

wrongperson.—AnneTyler, BackWhenWeWereGrownups (2001)

63.Thehumanrace,towhichsomanyofmyreadersbelong,hasbeenplayingat

children'sgamesfromthebeginning,andwillprobablydoittilltheend,whichisa

nuisanceforthefewpeoplewhogrowup.—G.K.Chesterton, TheNapoleonofNotting

Hill (1904)

64.Inmyyoungerandmorevulnerableyearsmyfathergavemesomeadvicethat

I'vebeenturningoverinmymindeversince.—F.ScottFitzgerald, TheGreat

Gatsby (1925)

65.YoubetternotnevertellnobodybutGod.—AliceWalker, TheColorPurple (1982)



66."Tobebornagain,"sangGibreelFarishtatumblingfromtheheavens,"firstyou

havetodie."—SalmanRushdie, TheSatanicVerses (1988)

67.Itwasaqueer,sultrysummer,thesummertheyelectrocutedtheRosenbergs,and

Ididn'tknowwhatIwasdoinginNewYork.—SylviaPlath, TheBellJar (1963)

68.Mostreallyprettygirlshaveprettyuglyfeet,andsodoesMindyMetalman,Lenore

notices,allofasudden.—DavidFosterWallace, TheBroomoftheSystem (1987)

69.IfIamoutofmymind,it'sallrightwithme,thoughtMosesHerzog.—Saul

Bellow, Herzog(1964)

70.FrancisMarionTarwater'sunclehadbeendeadforonlyhalfadaywhentheboy

gottoodrunktofinishdigginghisgraveandaNegronamedBufordMunson,whohad

cometogetajugfilled,hadtofinishitanddragthebodyfromthebreakfasttable

whereitwasstillsittingandburyitinadecentandChristianway,withthesignofits

Saviourattheheadofthegraveandenoughdirtontoptokeepthedogsfromdigging

itup.—FlanneryO'Connor, TheViolentBearitAway (1960)

71.Granted:Iamaninmateofamentalhospital;mykeeperiswatchingme,henever

letsmeoutofhissight;there'sapeepholeinthedoor,andmykeeper'seyeisthe

shadeofbrownthatcanneverseethroughablue-eyedtypelikeme.—GŸnter

Grass, TheTinDrum (1959;trans.RalphManheim)

72.WhenDickGibsonwasalittleboyhewasnotDickGibson.—StanleyElkin, TheDick

GibsonShow(1971)

73.HiramClegg,togetherwithhiswifeEmmaandfourfriendsofthefaithfrom



RandolphJunction,weresummonedbytheSpiritandMrs.ClaraCollins,widowofthe

belovedNazarenepreacherElyCollins,toWestCondonontheweekendofthe

eighteenthandnineteenthofApril,theretoawaittheEndoftheWorld.—Robert

Coover, TheOriginoftheBrunists (1966)

74.Shewaited,KateCroy,forherfathertocomein,buthekeptherunconscionably,

andthereweremomentsatwhichsheshowedherself,intheglassoverthemantel,a

facepositivelypalewiththeirritationthathadbroughthertothepointofgoingaway

withoutsightofhim.—HenryJames, TheWingsoftheDove (1902)

75.Inthelatesummerofthatyearwelivedinahouseinavillagethatlookedacross

theriverandtheplaintothemountains.—ErnestHemingway, AFarewellto

Arms (1929)

76."Takemycamel,dear,"saidmyAuntDot,assheclimbeddownfromthisanimal

onherreturnfromHighMass.—RoseMacaulay, TheTowersofTrebizond(1956)

77.Hewasaninch,perhapstwo,undersixfeet,powerfullybuilt,andheadvanced

straightatyouwithaslightstoopoftheshoulders,headforward,andafixedfrom-

understarewhichmadeyouthinkofachargingbull. —JosephConrad, LordJim(1900)

78.Thepastisaforeigncountry;theydothingsdifferentlythere. —L.P.

Hartley, TheGo-Between(1953)

79.OnmynamingdaywhenIcome12Igonefrontspearandkiltawyldboarhe

parblybenthelaswyldpigontheBundelDownsanyhowtherehadntbennonefora

longtimebeforhimnorIaintlookingtoseenoneagen.—RussellHoban, Riddley

Walker (1980)

80.Justice?—Yougetjusticeinthenextworld,inthisworldyouhavethelaw.—William



Gaddis, AFrolicofHisOwn (1994)

81.Vaughandiedyesterdayinhislastcar-crash.—J.G.Ballard, Crash (1973)

82.Iwritethissittinginthekitchensink.—DodieSmith, ICapturetheCastle (1948)

83."Whenyourmamawasthegeek,mydreamlets,"Papawouldsay,"shemadethe

nippingoffofnogginssuchacrystalmysterythatthehensthemselvesyearned

towardher,waltzingaroundher,hypnotizedwithlonging."—KatherineDunn, Geek

Love (1983)

84.InthelastyearsoftheSeventeenthCenturytherewastobefoundamongthefops

andfoolsoftheLondoncoffee-housesonerangy,ganglingflitchcalledEbenezer

Cooke,moreambitiousthantalented,andyetmoretalentedthanprudent,who,like

hisfriends-in-folly,allofwhomweresupposedtobeeducatingatOxfordor

Cambridge,hadfoundthesoundofMotherEnglishmorefuntogamewiththanher

sensetolaborover,andsoratherthanapplyinghimselftothepainsofscholarship,

hadlearnedtheknackofversifying,andgroundoutquiresofcoupletsafterthe

fashionoftheday,afrothwithJovesandJupiters,aclangwithjarringrhymes,and

string-tautwithsimilesstretchedtothesnapping-point.—JohnBarth, TheSot-Weed

Factor(1960)

85.WhenIfinallycaughtupwithAbrahamTrahearne,hewasdrinkingbeerwithan

alcoholicbulldognamedFireballRobertsinaramshacklejointjustoutsideofSonoma,

California,drinkingtheheartrightoutofafinespringafternoon. —James

Crumley, TheLastGoodKiss (1978)

86.ItwasjustnoonthatSundaymorningwhenthesheriffreachedthejailwithLucas

Beauchampthoughthewholetown(thewholecountytooforthatmatter)hadknown

sincethenightbeforethatLucashadkilledawhiteman.—WilliamFaulkner, Intruder

intheDust (1948)



87.I,TiberiusClaudiusDrususNeroGermanicusThis-that-and-the-other(forIshall

nottroubleyouyetwithallmytitles)whowasonce,andnotsolongagoeither,known

tomyfriendsandrelativesandassociatesas"ClaudiustheIdiot,"or"That

Claudius,"or"ClaudiustheStammerer,"or"Clau-Clau-Claudius"oratbestas"Poor

UncleClaudius,"amnowabouttowritethisstrangehistoryofmylife;startingfrom

myearliestchildhoodandcontinuingyearbyyearuntilIreachthefatefulpointof

changewhere,someeightyearsago,attheageoffifty-one,Isuddenlyfoundmyself

caughtinwhatImaycallthe"goldenpredicament"fromwhichIhaveneversince

becomedisentangled.—RobertGraves, I,Claudius (1934)

88.Ofallthethingsthatdrivementosea,themostcommondisaster,I'vecometo

learn,iswomen.—CharlesJohnson, MiddlePassage (1990)

89.IamanAmerican,Chicagoborn—Chicago,thatsombercity—andgoatthingsasI

havetaughtmyself,free-style,andwillmaketherecordinmyownway:firsttoknock,

firstadmitted;sometimesaninnocentknock,sometimesanotsoinnocent.—Saul

Bellow, TheAdventuresofAugieMarch (1953)

90.ThetowersofZenithaspiredabovethemorningmist;austeretowersofsteeland

cementandlimestone,sturdyascliffsanddelicateassilverrods.—Sinclair

Lewis, Babbitt (1922)

91.IwilltellyouinafewwordswhoIam:loverofthehummingbirdthatdartstothe

flowerbeyondtherottedsillwheremyfeetarepropped;loverofbrightneedlepoint

andthebrightstitchingfingersofhumorlessoldladiesbenttotheirsweetand

infamousdesigns;loverofparasolsmadefromthesamepuffystuffasayounggirl's

underdrawers;stillloverofthatsmallnavalboatwhichsomehowsurvivedthe

distressingyearsofmylifebetweenherdecksorinherpilothouse;andalsoloverof

poordearblackSonny,mymessboy,fellowvictimandconfidant,andofmywifeand

child.Butmostofall,loverofmyharmlessandsanguineself.—JohnHawkes, Second

Skin (1964)



92.Hewasbornwithagiftoflaughterandasensethattheworldwasmad.—Raphael

Sabatini, Scaramouche (1921)

93.Psychicscanseethecoloroftimeit'sblue.—RonaldSukenick, BlownAway (1986)

94.Inthetown,thereweretwomutesandtheywerealwaystogether.—Carson

McCullers, TheHeartisaLonelyHunter (1940)

95.Onceuponatimetwoorthreeweeksago,aratherstubbornanddetermined

middle-agedmandecidedtorecordforposterity,exactlyasithappened,wordby

wordandstepbystep,thestoryofanothermanforindeedwhatisgreatinmanis

thatheisabridgeandnotagoal,asomewhatparanoiacfellowunmarried,

unattached,andquiteirresponsible,whohaddecidedtolockhimselfinarooma

furnishedroomwithaprivatebath,cookingfacilities,abed,atable,andatleastone

chair,inNewYorkCity,forayear365daystobeprecise,towritethestoryofanother

person—ashyyoungmanaboutof19yearsold—who,afterthewartheSecondWorld

War,hadcometoAmericathelandofopportunitiesfromFranceunderthe

sponsorshipofhisuncle—ajournalist,fluentinfivelanguages—whohimselfhadcome

toAmericafromEuropePolanditseems,thoughthiswasnotclearlyestablished

sometimeduringthewarafteraseriesofrathergruesomeadventures,andwho,at

theendofthewar,wrotetothefatherhiscousinbymarriageoftheyoungmanwhom

heconsideredasanephew,curioustoknowifhethefatherandhisfamilyhad

survivedtheGermanoccupation,andindeedwasdeeplysaddenedtolearn,ina

letterfromtheyoungman—alongandtouchingletterwritteninEnglish,notbythe

youngman,however,whodidnotknowadamnwordofEnglish,butbyagoodfriend

ofhiswhohadstudiedEnglishinschool—thathisparentsbothhisfatherandmother

andhistwosistersoneolderandtheotheryoungerthanhehadbeendeportedthey

wereJewishtoaGermanconcentrationcampAuschwitzprobablyandneverreturned,

nodoubthavingbeenexterminateddeliberatelyX*X*X*X,andthat,therefore,the

youngmanwhowasnowanorphan,adisplacedperson,who,duringthewar,had

managedtoescapedeportationbyworkingveryhardonafarminSouthernFrance,

wouldbehappyandgratefultobegiventheopportunitytocometoAmericathatgreat

countryhehadheardsomuchaboutandyetknewsolittleabouttostartanewlife,



possiblygotoschool,learnatrade,andbecomeagood,loyalcitizen.—Raymond

Federman, DoubleorNothing (1971)

96.Timeisnotalinebutadimension,likethedimensionsofspace.—Margaret

Atwood, Cat'sEye(1988)

97.He—fortherecouldbenodoubtofhissex,thoughthefashionofthetimedid

somethingtodisguiseit—wasintheactofslicingattheheadofaMoorwhichswung

fromtherafters.—VirginiaWoolf, Orlando (1928)

98.High,highabovetheNorthPole,onthefirstdayof1969,twoprofessorsofEnglish

Literatureapproachedeachotheratacombinedvelocityof1200milesperhour.

—DavidLodge, ChangingPlaces (1975)

99.Theysaywhentroublecomescloseranks,andsothewhitepeopledid.—Jean

Rhys, WideSargassoSea (1966)

100.Thecoldpassedreluctantlyfromtheearth,andtheretiringfogsrevealedan

armystretchedoutonthehills,resting.—StephenCrane, TheRedBadgeof

Courage (1895)


