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Reflective Essay

In this essay, I will discuss how I reached my aims when writing my horror-fantasy short story ‘The Shadow’, which is rooted in Nordic myth. These aims are to effectively write fear and suspense, create vivid imagery, and write an effective narrative structure. I explore ways of achieving these aims by drawing on other writers in this genre, workshopping, and academic sources, such as Cox’s advice that, “[h]orror stories tap into our deepest fears”.[footnoteRef:1] This will help me to explore themes that create fear and suspense, which I will demonstrate with personification and free indirect discourse. Furthermore, I will explore how workshopping improved my use of sensory imagery and anchoring to contribute to world-building and concrete imagery. I will also take into consideration Markham’s opinion that the narrative structure gives the impression that “the character is living a life which the story just happens to shed light on”, which I will discuss through my use of the complex discovery plot and how I reached the climax with the use of defamiliarization.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Ailsa Cox, Writing Short Stories, (Oxon: Routledge, 2005), p.14.]  [2:  E. A. Markham, ‘Reading, Writing, Teaching the Short Story’, The Handbook of Creative Writing, 2nd edn (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014), p.102.] 

	LeFanu argues that in horror stories “[t]he sinister quality of ghost stories is the connection they have with the ordinary world”, and from this, I tried creating fear and suspense by personifying something as ordinary as shadows to draw on fears of darkness and the unknown.[footnoteRef:3] I was influenced by Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Premature Burial’, where he explores the fear of being buried alive to draw on common phobias to create fear.[footnoteRef:4] I imitated this with the personification of the shadow, where I took something ordinary and turned it into an object of mind-blowing terror. [3:  Sarah LeFanu, ‘Dark Fantasy: ghosts and other hauntings’, Writing Fantasy Fiction, (London: A&C Black, 1996), p.80.]  [4:  Edgar Allan Poe, The Complete Tales and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe, (New York: Race Point Publishing, 2014). pp 219 – 228.] 

	In order to create a suspense-filled narrative, I took on Carroll’s opinion that suspense is “at every level of the narrative action,” which I aimed to achieve using free indirect discourse that reflects the fear and suspense of Fenrir by infusing the narration with the voice of the character.[footnoteRef:5] For example I used inspiration from Richardson, E. E’s story The Devil’s Footsteps, whose use of free indirect discord “[m]aybe once home had felt safe to him, but not any longer” to help build suspense in my short story, where my protagonist’s thoughts of uncertainty become evident: “[i]t must be the fever … maybe he’s out of breath?”.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Noël Carroll, The Philosophy of Horror, (New York: Routledge, 1990) p.128.]  [6:  Richardson, E. E., The Devil’s Footsteps, (London: The Bodley Head, 2005), p.12.] 

	During the workshopping process I was advised to improve my work by including more sensory imagery, as sensory imagery can be evocative and create vivid imagery, allowing the reader to experience the same sensations while also contributing to the world-building of the story.[footnoteRef:7] When trying to accomplish my aim of creating vivid imagery, I was inspired by Chiang’s use of sensory imagery of “tried to sleep, naked and sweating in the hot breeze”, in his ‘Tower of Babylon’ short story, which I tried to emulate when describing the scent of the dead bear, “reminded him of sour milk and rotting cabbages. It always stuck in his nose and would follow him all the way home”.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Kim Wilkins, ‘Genre and Speculative Fiction’, The Cambridge Companion to Creative Writing, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), p.44.]  [8:  Ted Chiang, ‘Tower of Babylon’, Stories Of Your Life and Others, (New York: Tor, 2002), p.18.] 

	I also tried to create vivid imagery by harnessing the technique of using an anchor, as Wilkins writes that anchors in stories help to orient the reader quickly to the scenery imagery that maps out any white spaces, like Ursula Le Guin’s use of the wall in The Dispossessed.[footnoteRef:9] In my story, I used the anchor of a branch that looked like a naked lady to orient the reader to visualise where they are in the woods and therefore reduce white space. Furthermore, this concrete imagery adds to the suspense, as Wilkins also wrote that “[d]escribing unfamiliar things through familiar comparisons can evoke feelings of strangeness”, which adds to the vivid imagery of the unnatural.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Kim Wilkins, ‘Genre and Speculative Fiction’, The Cambridge Companion to Creative Writing, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), p.44.]  [10:  Kim Wilkins, ‘Genre and Speculative Fiction’, The Cambridge Companion to Creative Writing, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), p.44.] 

	When structuring the narrative of the story, I again took influence from The Devil’s Footsteps, where the threat of monster is established from the onset, to set the narrative structure as a horror. As Botting argues that establishing the threat early can create fear from the onset by evoking feelings of familiarity and strangeness.[footnoteRef:11] Establishing the threat from the onset sets the complex discovery plot that Richardson and I both used. Cox’s says this can be important because “plot is used to hold the narrative together”, as showing the devastating effects of the monster from the onset can create a narrative of gradual suspense while leading up to the climax.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Fred Botting, The Handbook to Gothic Literature, ed. By Marie Mulbey-Roberts (London: Macmillan Press LTD, 1988), p.127.]  [12:  Ailsa Cox, Writing Short Stories, (Oxon: Routledge, 2005), p.48.] 

When structuring my story, I also took into consideration Smith’s suggestion to determine the end and then creating the events leading up to it.[footnoteRef:13] As I knew that I was to write about the loss of a sibling, this helped me determine how to reach the climax of the story as I structured it. LeFanu believes that a climax should end all elements of suspense, which I tried to do with the defamiliarization of blood dripping from the shoe signalling the confirmation of Jörmungandr death.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Guy N. Smith, Writing Horror Fiction, (London: A & C Black, 1996), p.83.]  [14:  Sarah LeFanu, ‘Dark Fantasy: ghosts and other hauntings’, Writing Fantasy Fiction, (London: A & C Black, 1996), p.174.] 

In conclusion, I emulated examples of other fantasy and horror fiction and academic sources to try and reach my aims of creating fear and suspense, vivid imagery, and an effective structure. I hope to have achieved this with different creative writing techniques and crafts that have improved difficulties in my writing, especially in my sensory imagery and defamiliarization. Also drawing on my strengths in writing about fear to create a piece that is horrifying and fantastical.
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