
[image: ]

Postgraduate/Distance Learning 
Assignment Coversheet & Feedback Form

[Please insert this coversheet as the first page of the assignment you are submitting]

	For completion by the student:
Student Name: Bean Sawyer

	
Module code: HPEN

	Student University Number:

2236166
	Educational support needs:
Yes/No

No

	
Module title: Writing Workshop: Researching and writing place and Context

	
	

	
Module tutor: Dr Sarah Reynolds

	
Assignment title: Researching & Writing to a Single Focus: Full Portfolio: The Source, Critical Commentary

	
Assignment due date: 08/04/2025

	
I confirm that this is my original work and that I have adhered to the University policy on plagiarism.

Name:  Bean Sawyer


	
Assignment Mark
	
1st Marker’s Provisional mark
	

	
2nd Marker’s/Moderator’s provisional mark
	

	
Agreed Internal Mark
	

	
External Examiner mark (if relevant)
	

	
Final Mark

	



NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the Final Examination Board




For completion by Marker 1:
Comments:

	Marker 1 signature:
	Date:

	
For completion by Marker 2 / Moderator:

Comments:












	Marker 2 / Moderator signature:
	Date:

	
External Examiner’s comments (if relevant):














	External Examiner signature:
	Date:





[bookmark: _Hlk194323692]Researching & Writing Place and Context 

Creative Reflective Essay

 
CONTENTS 






	Title
	   Wordcount
	

	
	
	

	The Source reflective essay
	2010
	

	
	
	

	Bibliography



	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	


	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	  
	  
	  

	
	
	  

	
	 
  
	  

	
	
	 

	
	 
 


	 

	
	
	 

	 
	 
	 

	 
	
	 



[bookmark: _Hlk185543323]
My creative writing piece, The Source, is the first part of a hybrid poetry/prose magical realism novella. The inspiration came from my research question: How can I retell or reinvent a folk story in contemporary Pembrokeshire? I was drawn to the Mabinogion as a primary source material and started with Sioned Davies’s translation[footnoteRef:1]. In this essay, I will discuss the decisions I have made throughout my creative research process and examine how the sources and influences I have chosen helped to shape my work; in the process, I will examine the work of novelists and poets who I feel are fitting examples in their fields to illustrate my understanding of hybrid storytelling. [1:  The Mabinogion, A new translation by Sioned Davies (Oxford World’s Classics 2007)] 

	To address my research question, I first turned to fairytale retellings, such as Kissing the Witch, by Emma Donoghue[footnoteRef:2] who reinvented classic stories, such as ‘Cinderella’ and ‘Little Red Riding Hood’.’ With this in mind, I asked myself what I could offer as a new and original spin on an old tale. I identify as a queer woman in my fifties, in the perimenopausal phase of my life, which has led me to look at how older women have been portrayed in traditional folk stories/fairytales. Often, they appear as negative stereotypes: hags, crones, witches, or evil stepmothers. In Sharon Blackie’s, Hagitude[footnoteRef:3], she reimagines the archetypes of elder women in folklore to offer a positive perspective for women entering the second half of their lives. Blackie says:  [2:  Emma Donoghue, Kissing the Witch (Penguin Books 1997)]  [3:  Sharon Blackie, Hagitude (September Publishing 2023)] 

“The word ‘hagitude’ means being at ease with the unique power you embody; having a strong sense of who you are and what you have to offer the world.”
As well as first-hand experience, I have been using Maisie Hill’s Perimenopause Power as a primary source material. Hill is a women’s health practitioner, and the book is an in-depth guide to understanding the symptoms of perimenopause. 
I also wanted to address the social issues of gender and sexual identity as a theme. In Kerry Andrew’s novel, Skin[footnoteRef:4], which draws upon various water myths, the reader does not discover the protagonist’s gender until part two of the book. Kerry Andrew refers to her protagonist by name, deliberately avoiding pronouns: he/him, she/her, and they/them. The effect is so subtle that as a reader, you assume the gender of Matty by the clues that are set out. It’s only when Matty’s gender is eventually revealed that you realise you fell into the gender stereotype trap.  [4:  Kerry Andrews Skin  (Jonathan Cape 2021)] 

“Matty still didn’t press play on the Walkman. The trees were giants, looking down, wondering what this small scruffy-haired person was doing.”[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Kerry Andrews Skin page 7] 

I have experimented with this in the scene where Alys meets Starling at the waterfall and assumes their gender based on appearance.
“Alys’s vision started to clear, her eyes focusing on a slender man dressed in a red check flannel shirt and black jeans, both now dripping wet.”
I discovered it was more difficult than I thought it would be to keep Starling's gender neutral in that scene without drawing attention to the absence of pronouns. It made me aware of how much we lean on them, especially during reported speech.

I used The Seven Basic Plots by Christopher Booker [footnoteRef:6]as a primary source to understand plot structure. Booker suggests that every story fits into one of these seven different categories: Overcoming the Monster, Rags to Riches, The Quest, Voyage and Return, Comedy, Tragedy, and Rebirth.  [6:  Christopher Booker, The Seven Basic Plots (Continuum Books 2004)] 

I decided the category that best supported the story I wanted to tell was voyage and return. My protagonist, Alys, was going to embark on a personal journey and return with an altered sense of reality: 
“Even when the heroes or heroines do not land in their ‘other world’ quite so literally with a bang, it is always clear that something very queer is happening to them.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Christopher Booker, The Seven Basic Plots, page 97] 

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, by Lewis Carroll[footnoteRef:8] is a classic voyage and return story. When Alice is asked by the caterpillar, ‘Who are you?’ [footnoteRef:9]Alice can’t remember after changing size so frequently. For me, this question connected to Blackies definition of Hagitude, ‘having a strong sense of who you are’. When I reached perimenopause, I felt a deep longing to reconnect with my inner self.  [8:  Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (Macmillan & Co 1865)]  [9:  Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland Chapter 5, Advice from a Caterpillar P.49] 

[bookmark: _Hlk194435105]Mhara Starling, author of Pagan Portals, Welsh Witchcraft and Welsh Fairies[footnoteRef:10] suggested that the Welsh word for the Otherworld, Annwfn (or Annwn), literally translates as ‘the very deep world.’ The word is derived from ‘an’, meaning ‘inside’, and ‘dwfn’ meaning, ‘world’. Starling then suggests that the very deep world may not necessarily be a physical place but more like a very deep place within ourselves that we can journey to. [footnoteRef:11] [10:  Mhara Starling, Welsh Witchcraft and Welsh Fairies (Llewellyn Publications 2024)]  [11:  https://uk.video.search.yahoo.com/search/video?fr=mcafee&p=mhara+starling+Annafyn&type=E210GB384G0#id=1&vid=32e9a30b92c961f6927d342ef5181619&action=click] 

I decided to perform ethnographic research by visiting Ffynone Falls in Pembrokeshire. I know the woodland and waterfall as I live close by. According to many secondary sources, including Pembrokeshire.online[footnoteRef:12], and written on an information sign at the gate to the falls, the waterfall is said to be the gateway into Annwfn which can be found in the first branch of the Mabinogi: Pwyll Pendeuc Dyfed: [12:  https://pembrokeshire.online/2022/04/ffynone-falls-gateway-to-another-world/] 

“Of the king Pwyll, and his adventures including hunting in these valleys and his journey to the Otherworld Annwfyn (here, but deeper) where he swaps places with the king Arawn for a year and a day to complete a task. The waterfall here at Ffynonne Woodland is locally understood to be the gateway to Annwfyn and the site of their fateful meeting.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Text from the sign at Ffynone Falls.] 

There is an old gamekeeper’s cottage near the waterfall, this was once part of the Ffynone manor estate designed by architect John Nash. I managed to find a property listing of the cottage with estate agents John Francis, where I was able to access photographs of the half-renovated interior[footnoteRef:14]. This gave me an insight into the internal layout and features of the building. Having had first-hand experience of renovation projects, the photographs evoked sensory memories for me: the smell of damp earth and dust, along with the physicality of the weight of stone and wooden beams and the sound of power tools and chisels. I know what it feels like to strip an old house back to the bare bones and to understand the methodology of its construction. In the process, you get a sense of the hands that originally formed it and all the people involved in its transformation over the years. This fed into the deepening themes, as Alys is journeys to her source.  From this, I experimented with writing the voice of the building and wondered what significant moments the house would remember. This allowed me to introduce poetry into the story, giving a voice to the lodge and to the water that surrounds it. [14:  https://www.walesonline.co.uk/lifestyle/welsh-homes/gallery/enchanting-renovation-project-mythical-waterfall-26869221] 

I chose to start writing the story in close third-person narrative, where the narrative is filtered through one point of view. This allowed me to lean towards a particular character so the reader could see experience situations through that character’s eyes, shifting the angle from which the story is told. 
After my first draft, the feedback I received in our session was that I hadn’t described the landscape or the setting in enough detail. I was rushing and not allowing time to paint the scene:
“It’d become an early morning ritual: walking the path to the waterfall, de-robing, wading into the icy cold water, plunging her body in, feeling the water wrap itself around every piece of her skin, then swimming between the rocks into the steep ravine.”
Here, I was telling rather than showing, and my readers were not able to connect fully with the landscape and the character. To fix this, I went back to the location and spent some time thinking about the characters: how they would walk through the terrain and what they would see, hear, smell, and touch. I made a few written sketches in my creative notebook and took audio samples. It was a great way to immerse myself in the landscape. The two most striking things I noticed were the wide variety of birds that inhabit the woodland and the different bodies of water that flow through the location. I’ve even met two wolves walking there (with their owner). It made me aware of the potential of adding more sensory details into the story. 
Writer and psychologist Julia Stone from Jerico Writers [footnoteRef:15]says: [15:  https://jerichowriters.com/sensory-language-examples-in-fiction/] 

“Sensory language helps our readers experience scenes, events, descriptions or settings in a richer way – to live through the senses. A story with sensory language evokes feelings in our readers and takes them on an emotional journey.”
I have done this with the smell of coffee, introducing the reader to the layout of the lodge.
“It was currently being filled with the smell of coffee, a medium roast drifting from the kitchen through the hallway, splitting like a tributary stream one trail into the lounge exploring the inglenook chimney, the other branching off up the spiralling wooden staircase into the bathroom and the tiny attic bedroom, flowing over her mattress and the pile of untidy clothes that lay on the floor, lingering high up in the rafters.”
When I first started writing, The Source, I intended it to be a short story so that I could demonstrate my understanding of story arcs using Freytag’s pyramid[footnoteRef:16]. However, as the story progressed, I realised it would be better suited to a novella of around 30-40,000 words. Currently, the story is moving through the exposition phase, hitting the inciting incident (when Alys enters the waterfall), and is just about to embark on the rising action. [16:  https://writers.com/freytags-pyramid] 

	I am also adding tension through sections of concrete poetry[footnoteRef:17], which break up the prose. I thought this would suit the style of this piece and offer spaces for reflection. The hybrid format also reflects the queer/non-binary/bisexual ideology that will weave throughout the story. Queerness opens a door to otherness, allowing the body of the work to exist as neither one thing or another, its very nature undefined and fluid. I’m particularly interested in queer ecology, as Nicole Seymour explains in her paper, Queer Ecologies and Queer Environmentalisms in The Cambridge Companion to Queer Studies[footnoteRef:18] [17:  https://www.poetryfoundation.org/education/glossary/concrete-poetry]  [18:  Seymour Nicole. Queer Ecologies and Queer Environmentalisms. (The Cambridge Companion to Queer Studies. Cambridge Companions to Literature. Cambridge University Press; 2020:108-122.) Chapter 7, P.108] 

“Queer ecology is a conceptual framework that interrogates the relationship between the queer and the natural which is the relationship between the human and natural world.”
She examines the intimacy and sensuality between human and nonhuman worlds, which is something Starling, who identifies as a fluid, non-gender-conforming being, will offer to Alys. They will flow seamlessly from human to animal to landscape, guiding Alys on her voyage.
Mrs Death misses Death, written by poet Salena Godden, is a poetry/prose hybrid novel where Death is personified through a series of black women, shapeshifting among the unseen and the unheard. The poetry elements have a rich intensity that I wanted to capture:
Mrs Death sings:
the first fires, the first fires
the first morning of the first mourning
the first shape of the first loss

I decided to experiment with this concept, using the voice of water:
Water Speaks: 
Water says, ‘run.’
It says, ‘climb onto my liquid back and let me carry you.’
It says, ‘remember when you were fluid, when you pooled at my feet.’
It says, ‘drip, 
drip,
 			drip.’
I expanded upon the voice of water as a dialogue using the pantoum poetic form. I decided this would be a good introduction to the story as it poses the question, ‘Who are you?’ right from the beginning. 
My experience of writing The Source so far has helped me understand the importance of sensory language to invoke mental images and enable the reader to connect with the characters on an emotional level. Keeping a creative journal was a useful tool to deepen that practice.  Attending the feedback sessions was important in the development stages of the story. At first, I wasn’t clear on the direction it was taking, so having a sounding board allowed me to discuss how to proceed and which areas of my writing needed strengthening.  This process has helped me feel more confident with my writing style and to proceed in the hybrid form. As such, I feel excited to continue with this story for my dissertation.
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