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It Was A Dark And
Stormy Night

The Enduring
Legacy of “It
Was A Dark And
Stormy Night”

Few phrases in the English
language  carry  as  much
baggage,  recognition,  and
paradoxical literary weight
as  the  iconic  opener:  It
Was A Dark And Stormy
Night.  For  generations,
this  l ine  has  been  the
quintessential example of a
cl iché,  a  purple  prose
punchline, and the subject
of parody. Yet, beneath its
reputation  for  melodrama
lies a fascinating history of

ambition,  a  seminal  work
of  early  Gothic  fiction,  and
a  surprisingly  complex
lesson  for  writers.  This
article explores the origins
of this infamous sentence,
its journey from a serious
l i terary  at tempt  to  a
celebrated  comedic  trope,
a n d  w h a t  m o d e r n
storytellers can learn from
i t s  e n d u r i n g  ( a n d
controversial)  legacy.

The Man Behind the
Storm: Edward
Bulwer-Lytton

To understand the phrase
I t  W a s  A  D a r k  A n d
Stormy  Night,  we  must



first  travel  back  to  1830.
The  author  was  Edward
Bulwer-Lytton,  a  prolific
and  immensely  popular
E n g l i s h  n o v e l i s t ,
playwright,  and  politician.
In  his  novel  Paul  Clifford,
he  penned  the  opening
that  would  forever  define
his name. The full sentence
is  far  longer  than  the
truncated version we know
today: “It was a dark and
stormy night;  the rain fell
in  torrents—except  at
occasional  intervals,  when
it was checked by a violent
gust  of  wind which swept
up the streets (for it is in
London  that  our  scene
lies),  rattling  along  the
housetops,  and  fiercely
agitating  the  scanty  flame
of the lamps that struggled
against the darkness.”

Bulwer-Lytton  was  not  a
bad writer.  In his day, he
was  a  l i te rary  g iant ,
outselling  even  Charles

Dickens.  He  coined  other
enduring phrases, such as
“the pen is  mightier  than
the  sword.”  However,  his
distinctively ornate,  highly
descriptive  style—often
l a b e l l e d  p u r p l e
prose—made him a target
for later critics who valued
conciseness  and  realism.
The  open ing  o f  Pau l
Clifford  was  meant  to
establish mood and setting
immediately. It succeeds in
creating  an  atmosphere,
but  i ts  dense,  ro l l ing
structure makes it easy to
mock.  The  l ine  did  not
b e c o m e  i n f a m o u s
overnight;  it  simmered  in
the  public  consciousness,
slowly transforming from a
p e r i o d  p i e c e  i n t o  a
un ive r sa l  symbo l  o f
overwrought  writ ing.

From Serious Fiction
to Universal
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Punchline

How did a simple weather
r e p o r t ,  a l b e i t  a
melodramatic one, become
the  world’s  most  famous
cliché? The transition from
a  forgotten  novel  to  a
cultural  touchstone  is
largely due to the work of
t h e  San  Jose  State
University  and  a  man
named  Scott  Rice .  In
1982,  Rice  founded  the
Bulwer-Lytton  Fiction
Contest  (BLFC) .  The
premise  is  brilliant  in  its
simplicity:  contestants  are
challenged  to  write  the
worst  possible  opening
sentence to a hypothetical
nove l .  The  contest ’s
inspiration? You guessed it:
I t  W a s  A  D a r k  A n d
Stormy Night .

The BLFC gave the phrase
a  new,  comedic  l ife.  It
became  a  benchmark  for
terrible writing, a yardstick

against  which  all  awful
sentences  are  measured.
Winners  of  the  contest
often  use  the  l ine  as  a
jumping-off  point  for
u t t e r l y  a b s u r d ,
g r a m m a t i c a l l y
catastrophic,  or  hilariously
convoluted  prose.  The
contest  elevated  Bulwer-
Lytton’s  opener  from  a
simple literary curiosity to
a  global  phenomenon.
Every  year,  thousands  of
entries  are  submitted,  all
vying for the dubious honor
of  being  the  worst,  and
many pay direct homage to
the  stormy  night  that
started  it  all.  This  annual
event  ensures  that  the
phrase  It  Was  A  Dark
A n d  S t o r m y  N i g h t
r e m a i n s  r e l e v a n t ,
discussed,  and  parodied
across  generations.

The Anatomy of a



Cliché: Why This
Line Works (And
Doesn't)

F r o m  a  t e c h n i c a l
standpoint,  analyzing  the
phrase  It  Was  A  Dark
A n d  S t o r m y  N i g h t
reveals a great deal about
narrat ive  craft .  Let’s
examine its strengths and
weaknesses.

The Case for the
Defense

Despite its reputation, the
line is not without merit for
its time. It fulfills a primary
function of  an opening:  it
s e t s  t h e  m o o d
immediately.  We  know
exactly what kind of story
this  wil l  be—a  Gothic,
dramatic,  or  mysterious
tale.  The  combination  of
da rkness  and  s to rm
creates immediate tension.
As  a  narrative  hook,  it
promises  conflict  (man  vs.

n a t u r e ,  o r  p e r h a p s
something  more  sinister
lurking in the shadows). In
the  19th  century,  when
attent ion  spans  were
longer  and  descriptive
prose  was  k ing ,  th i s
opening  would  have  felt
immersive  and  cinematic.
It paints a vivid picture: the
rain, the violent gusts, the
struggling  lamplight.  It  is
rich  with  sensory  detail
that no minimalist opening
could provide.

The Case for the
Prosecution

For the modern reader, the
line fails on several counts.
Most  cr i t ical ly,  i t  is  a
cliché.  The  phrase  has
been  so  ove rused  in
p a r o d y  t h a t  i t  i s
emotionally  inert.  When a
reader  sees  It  Was  A
Dark And Stormy Night,
they  no  longer  think  for
one  second  about  actual
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weather;  they think about
bad  writing.  It’s  a  meta-
reference.  Furthermore,
t h e  f u l l  s e n t e n c e  i s
structurally  bloated.  The
use  of  long  dashes  and
parenthetical asides (“for it
is in London that our scene
lies”)  breaks  the  flow  and
feels  pretentious.  It  tells
the  reader  everything  at
once, leaving little room for
imagination  or  discovery.
In writing, showing is often
preferred  to  telling,  and
th i s  sen tence  i s  t he
u l t i m a t e  f o r m  o f
showing—excessively.  It
lacks  the  tautness  and
efficiency  that  modern
editors  demand.  The  line
has  become  a  textbook
example  of  overwriting,
where the author’s  desire
to  impress  distracts  from
the story itself.

The Psychology of a

Dark and Stormy
Setting

While  the  specific  wording
has  become  a  joke,  the
thematic  core  of  the
phrase  remains  incredibly
powerful.  Why  are  we  so
drawn to settings that are
dark  and  stormy?  The
a n s w e r  l i e s  i n
a t m o s p h e r i c
storytelling.  Darkness
represents  the  unknown,
the  subconscious,  and
danger.  Storms  represent
chaos,  upheaval,  and
powerful forces beyond our
control. Placing a character
in a dark and stormy night
instantly creates a state of
vulnerability. It is a primal
setting that resonates with
our deepest fears.

Modern  writers  are  often
taught to avoid the phrase
I t  W a s  A  D a r k  A n d
Stormy Night at all costs,
but  the  *concept*  is  still



used  daily  in  thril lers,
h o r r o r  n o v e l s ,  a n d
mysteries.  Instead  of
writing  the  cliché,  skilled
writers  evoke  the  same
f e e l i n g  w i t h  f r e s h
language.  They  might
describe “the low growl of
thunder  rolling  over  the
wet  asphalt”  or  “the  way
the  s t ree t l i gh t  cas t
fractured shadows through
the slashing rain.” They are
communicating  the  same
atmospheric  data  without
hitting the reader with the
exact phrase that triggers
a cliché alarm. The lesson
here is crucial: the mood of
a dark and stormy night is
evergreen;  the  specific
label  is  the  problem.  A
storm is a setting device
that  can  predict  plot,
reveal character (how does
a  character  react  to  the
storm?),  and  symbolize
internal conflict. It is a tool,
not a crutch.

Cultural Impact and
Pop Culture

The phrase It Was A Dark
And  Stormy  Night  has
permeated  nearly  every
corner of popular culture. It
is the go-to parody for any
show,  cartoon,  or  movie
that wants to make a quick
joke  about  bad  writing.
From  Peanuts  (where
Snoopy famously uses it to
begin  his  epic  novel-in-
progress  on  top  of  his
d o g h o u s e )  t o  T h e
Simpsons  and  endless
comic  strips,  the  line  is
shorthand  for  “this  is  a
melodramatic story.”

Peanuts and
Snoopy: Perhaps
the most famous
cultural usage. For
decades, Snoopy sat
on his doghouse,
typing “It was a dark
and stormy night…”
into his typewriter,
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often struggling to
finish the story. This
cemented the line in
the minds of millions
who had never read
Bulwer-Lytton.
The Bulwer-Lytton
Contest: As
mentioned, this
annual contest keeps
the phrase in active
circulation. It has
spawned countless
imitations and is a
source of joy for
wordplay
enthusiasts.
Literary Criticism:
The phrase is a
standard example in
textbooks on writing
style. It is used to
teach students about
clichés, tautology,
and the dangers of
adjectival overkill.
Video Games and
Film: Many narrative
games and movies
pay homage to the

line when setting up
a gothic or horror
scene, often with a
wink to the audience.

T h i s  w i d e s p r e a d
recognition has turned the
phrase  into  a  piece  of
cultural shorthand. It is a
dead  metaphor  for  bad
w r i t i n g ,  a  j o k e  t h a t
everyone is in on. This is a
unique  fate  for  a  single
sentence.  Most  lines  from
1830  are  forgotten.  This
one lives on, not because it
is good, but because it is a
perfect, teachable example
of  a  specific  kind  of
creative  failure.

Lessons for the
Modern Writer from
a Stormy Night

What can a writer in 2025
learn from the legacy of It
Was A Dark And Stormy
Night?  The  answer  is
surprisingly  practical  and



encompasses several  core
principles of good writing:

Avoid Clichés Like1.
the Plague: The
most obvious lesson.
A cliché is dead
language. It creates
no image in the
reader's mind.
Instead of using a
common phrase,
challenge yourself to
describe a scene in a
way no one has ever
described it before.
Original
description is the
lifeblood of
compelling prose.
Respect the2.
Reader’s
Intelligence:
Bulwer-Lytton left
nothing to the
imagination. He
described every drop
of rain and flicker of
the lamp. Trust your
reader to fill in the

gaps. A subtle detail
can be more
powerful than a
deluge of adjectives.
Show, Don’t Tell3.
(But Know When
to Tell): The line is a
classic example of
“telling” the
atmosphere. A more
modern technique
would be to “show” it
through a character’s
reaction: “He pulled
his coat tighter and
leaned into the
wind.” This tells us
it’s a storm without
stating it directly.
However, remember
that sometimes
“telling” is efficient.
The key is balance
and context.
Understand Your4.
Genre: Purple prose
was fashionable in
the Gothic era. If you
are writing a modern
literary novel or a
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taut thriller, this style
will feel out of place.
However, if you are
writing a pastiche or
a satirical fantasy,
using an
exaggerated version
of It Was A Dark
And Stormy Night
could be a brilliant
stylistic choice. Know
the rules before you
break them.
Experiment with5.
Voice: The sentence
is a strong example
of *voice*, even if
the voice is
considered excessive
by some. Developing
a unique authorial
voice is crucial, but
it must serve the
story, not
overshadow it. A
strong voice
engages; an
overbearing voice
exhausts.

Beyond the Storm:
The Importance of
an Opening Line

The fame of this particular
o p e n e r  h i g h l i g h t s
something essential  about
literature:  the  immense
pressure  on  the  first
sentence. A great opening
is  a  contract  with  the
reader.  It  sets  the  tone,
introduces  the  style,  and
poses a question that can
on ly  be  answered  by
reading  the  rest  of  the
book. It Was A Dark And
S t o r m y  N i g h t  i s  a
memorable opener, but for
the  wrong  reasons.  I t
teaches us that an opening
needs to be strong, but it
also needs to be authentic
and effective.

Compare it to other famous
first  lines:  “Call  me
Ishmael.”  (Moby-Dick)  or
“It  is  a  truth  universally



acknowledged,  that  a
single man in possession of
a good fortune, must be in
want of a wife.” (Pride and
Prejudice). These lines are
concise,  intriguing,  and
immediately  establish
voice  and  theme.  Bulwer-
Lytton’s  line,  in  contrast,
exhausts the reader before
the  story  even  begins.  It
promises a certain kind of
grim  theatricality,  but  it
does  so  with  such  effort
that  it  feels  gauche.  For
writers  studying  narrative
structure,  the  first
sentence  is  a  hill  worth
dying on—but choose your
hill wisely.

Conclusion: The
Storm That Refuses

to Pass

In  conclusion,  the journey
of  It  Was  A  Dark  And
Stormy  Night  from  a
serious literary opening to
a universal emblem of bad
w r i t i n g  i s  a  u n i q u e
phenomenon in the history
of language. It serves as a
cautionary  tale  about  the
per i l s  o f  excess ,  the
evolution of taste, and the
powerful role of parody in
shaping  a  text’s  destiny.
While  few  writers  would
dare use the phrase today
in  a  serious  context,  the
impulse  behind  it—to
create  atmosphere,  to
frame a story with natural
d r a m a — r e m a i n s
f u n d a m e n t a l  t o
storytell ing.


