REFLECTIVE ESSAY                                                                Word Count Excluding References and Quotations: 1098
In this portfolio I aim to explore writing craft in the genres of science fiction and fantasy. I am particularly interested in exploring narrative craft and worldbuilding in these pieces as I wanted to expand my ability to create alternative places and believable characters within them. In this essay I will discuss how other writers shape my creative practice, concepts of queer theory and challenges I faced and overcame with feedback I received throughout the process. 

PIECE ONE: WHAT IF YOU BELONG IN THE CLOSET?
The primary inspiration for my first piece was Casey McQuiston’s One Last Stop, where she uses the time travel to create a sense of belonging as Jane finds a new home in the 21st century after being freed from the subway on her accidental journey through time from the 1970s[footnoteRef:1]. The central motif is “[y]ou gotta make your own place to belong” which explores the concept that a character can belong in a different time to that in which they started and a this is a motif I mirrored in my piece as Adeline belongs in the 21st century despite being from the 1920s[footnoteRef:2]. The queer representation was also key here, as time travel stories often feature LGBTQ+ characters, as I will explore later. [1:  Casey McQuiston, One Last Stop, (London, Macmillan, 2021)]  [2:  Casey McQuiston, One Last Stop, (London, Macmillan, 2021), p.393] 

The inspiration for the machine itself came from HG Wells’s The Time Machine which has a detailed scientific description and in terms of modern fictional time machines, Wells sets a good example[footnoteRef:3].  I combined this idea with CS Lewis’s The Lion The Witch and The Wardrobe, using the wardrobe as our point through which we travel[footnoteRef:4]. This also sparked a metaphor about closets, as queer people come out of the closet and hope to find a place in which to belong, linking again to the queer theory I researched while writing.  [3:  HG Wells, The Time Machine, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2017)]  [4:  CS Lewis, The Lion, The Witch And The Wardrobe, Full-colour Collector’s Edition (London, Collins, 1998)] 

James Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room inspects the relationship between queerness and social acceptance in 1950s Paris, following David, an American waiting for his fiancée to return from a holiday[footnoteRef:5]. In the time she is away, he has an affair with an Italian bartender bringing cultural ideals and queer lives under the spotlight[footnoteRef:6]. Eventually David’s decision to marry brings tragedy and the suggestion that it is important to be yourself is an idea I mirrored in my first piece as Adeline leaves the 1920s to pursue a future with Lindsey in the 2020s. She chooses to be herself and escape her engagement in favour of authenticity, reimagining David’s story had he made the alternative choice.  [5:  James Baldwin, Giovanni’s Room, (London, The Penguin Group, 1956)]  [6:  James Baldwin, Giovanni’s Room, (London, The Penguin Group, 1956)] 

I discovered whilst writing that speculative fiction and queer stories are often intertwined, as queer writers imagine a world where heteronormativity is not a societal expectation or create worlds so strange that it is normal to be queer. This is particularly common in time travel fiction as Jack Halberstam writes: “[q]ueer time and space are useful frameworks in assessing political and cultural change in the late 20th and 21st centuries (both what has changed and what must change)”[footnoteRef:7]. Breaking “chrononormative” patterns allowed me to subvert expectations of linear time to bring representatives of the two periods together for a vivid comparison[footnoteRef:8]. For example, “short hair and leather jacket a vast contradiction to her femininity in her […] dress” Using female characters in my piece allowed me to explore the changes in femininity and expectations of womanhood over time alongside that of the LGBTQ+ community.  [7:  Wendy Gay Pearson, Speculative Fiction and Queer Theory, (Published online, 2022)]  [8:  Wendy Gay Pearson, Speculative Fiction and Queer Theory, (Published online, 2022) ] 

Feedback I received through workshopping my piece indicated that I was struggling with narrative point of view as I was writing from Lindsey’s perspective but appeared to be inside Adeline’s head, making it read as omniscient narration. I tried some different types of narration including third person Adeline/Lindsey’s perspective, omniscient and first person Adeline/ Lindsey’s perspective. I decided that first person Lindsey’s perspective felt most authentic as her character was closest to myself time/ identity wise so I edited the sections where Adeline’s internal voice came through too strongly. For example, “[s]he feels underdressed in her polka dot dress” became “I suddenly feel underdressed, my short hair […] a vast contradiction to her femininity in her […] dress”

PIECE TWO: THE STATION ALCHEMIST AND HIS CHILD OF THE STARS
It is evident in this piece that I am attempting to emulate the craft of Susanna Clarke’s Piranesi and her use of adult innocence and exploration of surroundings[footnoteRef:9]. Creating an alternative world where the characters are mostly solitary was interesting as one character knows much more than the other in terms of the outside and the names of things[footnoteRef:10]. In Piranesi, The Other seems to have access to things such as shoes and food, whereas Piranesi himself dries out seaweed for fuel and makes shoes from fish leather, and in my piece The Alchemist knows the names of places and of the bird, whereas Percy does not, and does not seem to know why the Alchemist has different views on the world because as far as she is concerned the world is only Here[footnoteRef:11]. I also used Clarke’s capitalisation style, as she capitalises the first letters of important things, for example “[s]cattered about the House are Statues in which People or Gods or Beasts”[footnoteRef:12]. I used this in my piece: “I looked at myself in the new reflections, my eyelids, my lips, covered in Stardust.” [9:  Susanna Clarke, Piranesi, (London, Bloomsbury Publishing PLC, 2020)]  [10:  Susanna Clarke, Piranesi, (London, Bloomsbury Publishing PLC, 2020)]  [11:  Susanna Clarke, Piranesi, (London, Bloomsbury Publishing PLC, 2020)]  [12:  Susanna Clarke, Piranesi, (London, Bloomsbury Publishing PLC, 2020), p.121] 

In Erin Morgernstern’s The Starless Sea the surreal, almost magical feeling is created through worldbuilding and sensory description[footnoteRef:13]. I used the senses in my description of The Sinking Place and I was particularly inspired by Morgernstern’s focus on Zachary’s lungs as he drowns in the Starless Sea: “[t]he last thing he remembers is honey, so much honey filling his lungs and pulling him down to the bottom”[footnoteRef:14]. I used this idea in my piece describing the water vapour in the air: “[t]asting the water suspended in the air, it was warm and heavy on my tongue and as I breathed, it crawled down into my lungs, making a nest there.”  [13:  Erin Morgernstern, The Starless Sea, (London, Penguin Random House UK, 2019)]  [14:  Erin Morgernstern, The Starless Sea, (London, Penguin Random House UK, 2019) p.492] 

Shklovsky states that the purpose of art is to “recover the sensation of life”, and the technique of doing so is to “make objects unfamiliar”[footnoteRef:15]. I used defamiliarisation in my description of the bird as I wanted the reader to understand what it was that Percy found, even though she did not. I described the starling as “A fresh bruise or an oil slick in the moonlight.”, and continued to refer to it as the “oil slick Not-Pigeon” until Percy discovers its name. This was intended to add to the feeling of innocence and unawareness, and feedback I have received has indicated that this was successful.  [15:  Viktor Shklovsky, ‘Art as Technique’ (Warwick University website, Originally published in 1917) ] 

Workshopping this piece indicated that I was struggling with tense as I originally chose to write in present tense, but wanted to include elements of knowledge the character would not yet have had in that moment. I made the decision to write in past tense instead so that I could include those sections. 

In conclusion, I achieved my aim to explore writing craft in the genres of science fiction and fantasy. I explored narrative craft and worldbuilding in these pieces and expanded my ability to create alternative places and believable characters within them.
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