
REFLECTIVE ESSAY
The aim of this reflective essay is to highlight my creative journey while completing the 'Speculative Fiction: Sci-fi, fantasy, magic realism and other imagined worlds' module. I will reflect on my three-week learning progress and how I was supported into creative fiction reflecti[footnoteRef:1]ve of fantasy and magic realism. I will explore how I utilized different elements of craft, such as opening hooks, defamiliarization, and verisimilitude, to convey meaning and evoke a sense of wonder. I will also discuss how influential authors such as Neil Gaiman, Margaret Atwood, Octavia Butler, and Nnedi Okorafor shaped the creative pieces in my portfolio. Finally, I will delve into the origins of folklore and magic realism and examine how these genres play an equally crucial role in understanding our world, illuminating and interpreting the complexities of life that science or history alone cannot fully grasp. [1: “Octavia E. Butler: Telling My Stories | the Huntington.” [n.d.]. https://huntington.org/exhibition/octavia-e-butler-telling-my-stories [Accessed on 14/11/23]] 

In my creative portfolio, I presented two pieces of fiction: "Remembering Me," an extract from a short story in the realm of magic realism, and "Nansi," a short story steeped in fantasy. My journey into creating these pieces began with "Remembering Me," I was inspired by an exercise in a previous module to create a pitch for a TV film or film series. I developed a character chart for my protagonist, Elizabeth, and a plot diagram to structure my narrative. Although I was unable to complete the story due to word constraints and the desire to showcase different genres in my portfolio, I have a clear vision for the plot's direction.
My introduction to the concept of verisimilitude came through the works of Octavia Butler, an author renowned for her storytelling prowess. Butler's writing techniques emphasized the power of vivid imagery, allowing readers to immerse themselves fully in the story's setting. In a handwritten note on writing, dating between 1970 and 1995, Butler penned the inspiring words: "Tell people stories filled with facts. Make people touch and taste and know. Make people feel! Feel! Feel!" These words resonated deeply with me, shaping my approach to crafting narratives that transport readers into worlds that feel both familiar and fantastical.

Similarly, E.M. Forster explained in 'Aspects of the Novel' that "novelists include incredible elements into their works, causing readers to embrace the book as a whole or accept certain portions. The literal tone of books can elicit a range of emotions, with some readers loving the unexpected and others indignant... This occurrence is analogous to a sideshow at a fair..."
Using these quotes as prompts, I challenged myself to create not only openings with a hook in both short stories but to use the fear of being trapped to tap into all five senses. For example, in 'Remembering Me,' my protagonist, Elizabeth, was buried alive. I used verisimilitude to guide readers step by step through what she was feeling and what she smelled, tasted, heard, saw, and felt. I did this through lines like: "Rotting wood scrapped at her soft skin, inserting its fangs into her flesh" and "The space tasted of mold; its earthy metallic tang was like raw mushrooms from the bayou."
Through workshopping, I confirmed that my use of verisimilitude worked well as it connected with readers. It painted a mental image of what was happening in my stories and propelled the use of figurative language. This aided in the development of depth, imagery, and emotions, and it provided a distinct point of view.
Both of my creative pieces are historical fiction, and while I challenged myself to channel defamiliarization, it was very difficult. Rhona Martin explains in her book on Writing Historical Fiction: "A historical novel may appear to be an obvious choice for a first writing attempt, with the objective of getting approved by publishers and receiving attention from newspapers and radio stations. The richness of the environment, however, may not make the process any simpler, because effective storytelling is not exclusively inspired by the scenic background or the romanticism of bygone days." Martin also expressed the importance of research, which is one of the first things I had to do to achieve a correct time and place and conjure defamiliarization.
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I researched various topics that are all included and helped to create my short stories, such as smallpox ("Red Plague"), the Salmen witch trials, the Atlantic slave trade, etc. I traded places with each of my protagonists and expressed their view of the world. While both pieces reflect our primary world through their eyes, it remains strange. In his defense of realism, Raymond Tallis explained that "referential literature is often considered as a way to unveil a reality that we may otherwise ignore. Defamiliarization, according to critics like Boyd, is a feature of excellent work, both realism and alternative. This strategy, however, has resulted in a full transition from non-referential literature to language." Through this method, I provided a shift in viewpoint that causes readers to think and ask questions. It is a great way to improve writing, deepen the story, and interest readers, allowing them to identify with the ideas of the characters. An example of this in my work can be seen in "Nansi": "A group of us were taken up above, and there waiting on our arrival were more oddly dressed, slightly different-looking pale men. We were in the middle of the ocean on a big canoe, bigger than any I had ever seen..."

It was difficult trying to find motivation from other works of speculative fiction as I found most of them unrelatable and hard to follow. I resisted the urge to cognitively disconnect and maintained an open mind. I found inspiration in authors like Margaret Atwood, Neil Gaiman, and Nnedi Okorafor. I drew inspiration in creating my piece "Nansi" from Neil Gaiman's "American Gods" and, by extension, "Anansi Boys." In this book, Gaiman explores the lives of different gods and their impact on mankind. One of the "gods" was "Anansi," and I connected with this because this character has been a part of my culture ever since I was a child. Okorafor and Atwood also inspired me through their use of historical fiction in "The Handmaid's Tale" and "Who Fears Death." Their ability to evoke themes of female repression and self-discovery/coming-of-age assisted me in characterizing both of my female protagonists. All three of these authors were able to channel fantasy and magic realism through history, folklore, and mythology. Similarly, I aimed to achieve this in my creative pieces. As Hegerfeldt explains, "magic realist fiction insists, through a variety of literary techniques, that the concept of reality cannot be limited to the empirically perceptible. Rather, people's various methods of perceiving and creating their environment must be regarded as real, since they have substantial ramifications on the level of social and material reality insofar as they profoundly impact actions and decisions. Magic realist literature re-evaluates ways of knowledge generation often rejected within the mainstream Western paradigm by making metaphors, tales, dreams, or magical beliefs actual on the level of the text." I used this paradigm to create an answer to real Vincentian dark history in "Nansi."
In conclusion, though it was a difficult task, I learned a lot about writing craft and grew to appreciate the art of verisimilitude. It was a new and enlightening experience venturing into the world of sci-fi, magic realism, and fantasy. Through workshopping, I was able to sharpen my craft as a writer and work on developing different areas of my writing, like grammar and punctuation. The experience facilitated lifelong learning and equipped me with knowledge and skills that can be transferred into the Caribbean classroom.
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