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Creative Reading 

Project 2: The hero’s journey 
 

Research point 
Think about something you read recently. How did it make use of Aristotle’s first four 

elements? Did one element seem to predominate over the others? Which one? 

Why? 

For this research point I chose Graham Swift’s recently published book Mothering 

Sunday because it was recommended by a friend. 

A relatively simple plot 

The action takes place on one day, Mothering Sunday 30 March 1924, when 

traditionally household servants took the day off to visit their mothers. Jane Fairchild 

(22) is employed as a housemaid by the Nivens at Beechwood in Berkshire. As an 

abandoned child, brought up in an orphanage, she doesn’t have a mother to visit. 

She loves Milly the cook, who is three years younger and lost ‘her lad’ in World War I 

(WW1). Milly mothers her but is not very bright and often gets her words wrong and 

once called Jane an orchid instead of an orphan.  

On this rare day off, Jane thinks that she might cycle around the countryside or relax 

in the garden and read her book (Mr Niven allows her to borrow his books) Joseph 

Conrad’s Youth, the only book by the author in the Beechwood library. 

As there are no servants to cook for them, the Nivens are lunching at the George in 

Henley with their neighbours the Sheringhams, who live at Upleigh, and the 

Hobdays. The Sheringhams and the Nivens lost two sons each in the WW1.  The 

party will be focused on the Sheringham’s remaining son Paul’s marriage to the 

Hobday’s daughter Emma in two weeks’ time.  

Jane has been in a secret sexual relationship with Paul for seven years. At first he 

paid her sixpences for her services. Now he considers her a ‘friend’ but she knows 

the relationship will end with Paul’s marriage. Jane wonders if Paul and Emma would 

be at the lunch but then takes a phone call from Paul requesting that she comes over 

to Upleigh as soon as she can and that she uses the front door (not the norm for a 

servant). When the Nivens have left Jane rides over on her bike. The Upleigh 

servants also have the day off and Paul and Jane have the house to themselves. 
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They make love in Paul’s bedroom (Jane has never been with him in the house 

before) and leave stains on the bedclothes. Jane surmises that the Upleigh maid, 

Ethel, will think that it was fiancée Emma in Paul’s bed.  

This is Jane’s last assignation with Paul who is due to meet Emma for lunch later but 

at a different location to their parents. He is in no hurry to leave Jane and slowly and 

carefully dresses in his smartest clothes. Jane realises that he is going to be late and 

will have to drive fast. This alerts the reader to what happens next. Paul finally 

leaves but will inevitably be very late and Emma will most likely be cross.  Paul tells 

Jane there is no need for her to hurry and, after he has left, she wanders around the 

house naked, looks at the books in the library, helps herself (as instructed) to the pie 

and beer laid out in the kitchen, by Iris the cook, for Paul. She picks a single orchid 

flower from the plant in the hallway as she leaves but she has nowhere to put it and 

it becomes bruised and damaged.  As she leaves the phone rings. 

Jane cycles back to Beechwood by a meandering route and is met there by Mr Niven 

who imparts the shocking news that Paul is dead. He has crashed his car into an old 

oak tree on a bend, even though he has driven the same road scores of times. Mr 

Niven asks Jane to go with him to break the news to the Upleigh servants. Edith has 

already returned when they arrive. Mr Niven checks the house for a note  or anything 

that might cause distress to the family. Edith has already changed the bed and tidied 

up Paul’s scattered clothing. Jane is distraught but compelled to hide the intensity of 

her feelings although she wonders from Mr Niven’s solicitous manner whether he 

knew of her relationship. Later Jane reads her Conrad book in bed. What else could 

she do? She knows he is an important writer. 

This is a pivotal day in Jane’s life.  She is sad but she knows she will have many 

more lovers. In the months ahead, Milly goes ‘more funny in the head’ and is taken 

away. Jane’s interest in reading continues; she has grown out of the boyish 

adventure tales in Mr Niven’s library. With no family to send money to, Jane has 

cash to buy more Conrad. She wants to become a writer and knows that, like 

Conrad, she must find her own language. In due course she gets a job in a 

bookshop in Oxford. There are hints at a wild life and many lovers. She marries an 

academic, Donald, who reminds her of Paul but she doesn’t tell anyone this.  Paul 

dies of a brain tumour.  In middle age Jane becomes an acclaimed writer. She writes 

19 novels and is often interviewed about her unconventional life and work.  In her 

90s she still has a twinkle in her eye. The one story she has left untold is the one we 

are reading. 
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A small but significant cast of characters 

Jane Fairchild, Milly the cook, Mr & Mrs Nevin Paul Sheringham, Mr & Mrs 

Sheringham, Mr & Mrs Hobdays, Emma Hobdays, Iris  & Ethel the Upleigh cook and 

maid and Donald, Jane’s husband. 

Each character is significant but only the characters of Jane, Milly, Paul and Mr 

Nevin are developed in any depth and even then they are not fully rounded 

personas.  

Thought / theme 

There are two main themes that emerge. 

Motherhood : mothers who have lost their sons, a mother who has abandoned 

a daughter, mothers that will never be, children that will never be conceived 

It’s Mothering Sunday and if Jane had a mother to go to and had not been 

abandoned the story would not have happened. Milly acts like a mother to Jane, 

even though she is only three years older, as a response to the loss of ‘her lad’, the 

fiancé she confuses with a son.  When Milly goes, Jane is effectively orphaned for a 

second time. The Sheringhams and Nivens have lost four sons between them and 

with Paul’s death they lose a fifth.  Jane never has a child; she and Paul take 

precautions with the Dutch cap. Jane and Donald, her husband, have no children 

and Jane muses on this after his death.  

Homage to Joseph Conrad / stories told and untold 

One morning in August 1924 Jane reads in Mr Niven’s morning newspaper paper 

that Joseph Conrad has died and it comes as a personal shock as she has identified 

with the author. She hadn’t until that moment realised that he had still been alive. 

Conrad was the great literary influence in Jane’s life but she never told anyone about 

how she had fallen in love with “the gravity, the beard, the expression in his eyes as 

if he was seeing something far off that was also deep inside”. She used to imagine 

herself lying in bed beside a naked, ageing Conrad watching the smoke of their 

cigarettes rising and mingling; an echo of her final assignation with Paul. 

The whole book is about stories told and untold and stories in which we do now 

know what happened. The events of Mothering Sunday 1924 are the untold story in 

Jane’s life.  But we do not know the story of her mother and why she abandoned her 

child. We do not know if Mr Niven knew about Jane’s relationship with Paul. We do 

not know what the maid Edith thought after she learned that Paul had died on his 

way to meet his fiancée when she changed the sheets and saw the stain. We do not 
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know if Paul, who knew every bend in the road, killed himself by deliberately driving 

into the oak tree. 

Diction (expression of meaning) 

There is a narrator but she is not omniscient; she knows what Jane knows and we 

know that Jane became a writer and is writing about her life. However, she is not 

writing in the first person, she has distanced herself to tell us this hitherto untold 

story (third person limited I think this style of narration is called). 

This simple but powerful story unfolds in slow and languid way, with much musing on 

what might have been and what people might or might not know. There are layers on 

layers of meaning and symbolism. For example, Jane picks a white orchid from a 

great cluster of flowers as she is leaving Upleigh. Milly has muddled up the words 

orchid and orphan and referred to Jane as an orchid; the single orchid she picks and 

takes away from its family of flowers is orphaned and alone. In that moment a 

symbol of Jane and when it becomes crushed and bruised the orchid (representing 

virility in ancient Greece) becomes a symbol of the now or soon to be dead Paul. 

Conclusion 

This is storytelling in which every word counts. It is the twin themes of mothering and 

story-telling that dominate over plot, character and diction (although this is exquisite). 

I can’t wait to read it again as I’m sure I will see much more.  

References 

Book review by Hannah Beckerman for The Guardian 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/feb/21/graham-swift-latest-novel-

mothering-sunday-review (accessed 23 August 2016) 

Book review by James Runcie for The Independent  

http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/reviews/mothering-sunday-

by-graham-swift-book-review-a-haunting-tale-of-life-and-lust-a6867591.html 

(accessed 23 August 2016) 

Learning log reflection 

I can see that exploring plot, character, theme and expression of meaning form a 

useful way to analyse a book and I can see this at work in lesser and greater 

degrees in the book reviews I read of Mothering Sunday in the Guardian and 

Independent, although strangely neither reviewers wrote about mothering as a 

theme. They may have thought it too obvious but is multi layered and complex. 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/feb/21/graham-swift-latest-novel-mothering-sunday-review
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/feb/21/graham-swift-latest-novel-mothering-sunday-review
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/reviews/mothering-sunday-by-graham-swift-book-review-a-haunting-tale-of-life-and-lust-a6867591.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/reviews/mothering-sunday-by-graham-swift-book-review-a-haunting-tale-of-life-and-lust-a6867591.html
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After reading Mothering Sunday on my I-Pad I took a bit of time to work out how to 

do annotations and bookmark pages. I should have done this before I started but I 

will use these tools in future. It is also very handy to be able to search text to go back 

and double-check 

 

Exercise 1 – Part 1 
Choose a novel or a film or a play you love and map it to The Hero’s Journey.  

I’ve chosen Cold Comfort Farm, Stella Gibbons’s comic novel, published in 1932. It 

is a family favourite and a story that I’ve read many times when in need of cheering 

up.  It is a parody on rural literature, such as that written by Mary Webb, and has a 

structure which hopefully will map well to The Hero’s Journey.  

The Stages of The Hero’s Journey  

Act I (Beginning = the hero’s decision to act)  

1. Ordinary world  

London, 1930s, the heroine Flora Poste (22)  has lost her parents and is left with just  

£100 a year.  Her widowed friend Mary Smiling invites her to stay until she has a job 

and can get a flat of her own. Flora doesn’t like plan and decides she will live with 

relatives until she finds a suitable man to marry.  Mary disapproves. 

2. Call to adventure  

Flora writes to her relatives including the Starkadders at Cold Comfort Farm in 

Howling in Sussex. She receives a reply on ‘cheap lined paper, in a bold but illiterate 

hand’  from Aunt J Starkadder…(actually Flora’s cousin).  ‘So you are after your 

rights at last,’ she writes. ‘We are not like other folk but there have always been 

Starkadders at Cold Comfort Farm, and we will do our best to welcome Robert 

Poste’s child.’  Flora is intrigued and thinks her rights might be a nice little house or 

something… 

3. Refusal of the call  

Flora writes to ask about train times and in return receives a limp postcard which 

says nothing about trains but repeats the statement that there have always been 

Starkadders at Cold Comfort Farm. There is a reference in verses to vipers and it is 

clear that someone doesn’t want her there. Despite doubts about leaving Mrs 

Smiling’s comfortable house the mystery tempts Flora and she decides to go. Mrs 
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Smiling teases her about the likelihood of encountering dubious characters called 

Seth and Reuben… 

4. Meeting with the mentor  

Cousin Charles, who is training to be a Parson and is learning to fly, says farewell to 

Flora at the station and promises to pick her up in his plane Speed Cop II if it all gets 

too much.  Flora takes her copy of the Pensées (surely the wisest book ever 

compiled for the guidance a truly civilised person). Mary is convinced Flora will be 

back in no time. 

5. Crossing the first threshold  

Adam is dispatched by Judith with Viper the vicious gelding and the trap to pick up 

Flora.  After various mishaps Flora arrives at Cold Comfort Farm and silence falls. 

‘For the first time a Starkadder looked upon a civilised being.’  Flora has supper in 

her room and sends a telegram to Mrs Smiling:  ‘Worst fears realised darling seth 

and reuben too send gum boots.’ 

Act II (Middle = the action)  

6. Tests, allies, enemies  

Flora is appalled by the chaos, mud and dirt. She meets the household: Judith who 

cares for nothing except her handsome son Seth;  Adam Lambsbreath the 90 year 

old farm hand who cares only about his cows (who keep losing legs). Then there is 

Amos Starkadder, Judith’s husband and a hell fire preacher; Elfine who floats around 

the countryside and is in love with the local squire; Reuben, Amos’s heir – jealous of 

everyone, especially Flora who he believes is after his inheritance. 

7. Approach to the inmost cave  

Flora learns about Aunt Ada Doom who rules over the lot of them and only comes 

out of her room once or twice a year for the Counting. She saw something nasty in 

the woodshed when she was a child and as a result the Starkadders are all 

forbidden to leave the farm or it will bring on a fit of madness. Very convenient thinks 

Flora, what with all the power and meals brought up on trays. 

8. Ordeal  

Things are worse than Flora could possibly have imagined but she is a natural 

organiser and sorts out the house and household members… 
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Elfine is cleaned up and engaged  to the Squire; Amos is dispatched on a worldwide 

preaching tour; with Amos out of the way Reuben can run the farm; handsome Seth 

is ‘discovered’ by a movie maker; grieving Judith is persuaded to go to a nursing 

home for six months to acquire an interest in old churches. 

Aunt Ada Doom comes out of her room to count and finds everyone doing their own 

thing.  She has lost her power over the family and goes back to her room. Flora puts 

copies of Vogue and Paris hotel information on Aunt Ada’s tray.  

9. Reward  

A wonderfully organised and respectable wedding feast for Elfine and the Squire is 

held at the farm; the elderly woman in smart leather flying gear turns out to be Aunt 

Ada who is excited to be going by plane to Paris. Adam and the cows go to live with 

Elfine and the Squire.  

Act III (End = the consequences of action)  

10. The road back  

Flora asks Aunt Ada what her rights are but beyond a brief whispered reply about a 

goat she is none the wiser. Now everything is sorted Flora is restless and she still 

has her future to think about. 

11. Resurrection  

Flora realises that she loves Charles and gets a lift into the nearest town and phones 

him to ask to be rescued. 

12. Return with the elixir 

All is quiet and all traces of the wedding feast have been cleared away. None of the 

Starkadders are around which suits Flora. She writes a thank you note and heads 

out to the darkening fields to wait for Charles who arrives in his plane at 8pm. She is 

overjoyed to see him. He asks ‘this is forever, isn’t it?’ Flora says ‘yes’ and knows 

tomorrow will be a beautiful day. 

Learning reflection on this exercise 

This exercise was harder than it sounds because of the immense number of 

characters and detail. Of necessity I simplified the plot and only covered the main 

characters. I worked from the book, memory and a Wikipedia plot summary.  

It was an interesting but time-consuming exercise and definitely proves the point 

about there being story-telling ‘formulas’ that are commonly in use. The exercise 
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would be a very good starting point if one was adapting a play or story for radio or 

television as it captures the essential elements of the tale. 

Exercise 1 – Part 2 

Use the Hero’s Journey as a template to help you come up with your own plot. It 

might be the outline of a film, or a novel or a short story.  

A short while ago I got stuck waiting for ages in a minicab office for a taxi home. To 

while away the time I made mental notes of the atmosphere and people and I wrote 

them up into a short story called The Minicab Office. I’ve not shared it with anyone 

except my husband and I’m interested to see if and how it maps to the Hero’s 

Journey.  

The Stages of The Hero’s Journey  

Short story: The Minicab office by Sara Waterer 

Act I (Beginning = the hero’s decision to act)  

1. Ordinary world  

It’s is 9.30pm and Helen, needs to get home after her creative writing class in 

Stowmarket. Usually a friend gave her a lift but she wasn’t at class tonight.  

2. Call to adventure  

Helen needs to get home and decides, unusually, to get a taxi from the grotty mini 

cab office on the high street. She feels overdressed and out of place in her blue silk 

Hermes scarf and designer clothes. 

3. Refusal of the call  

The taxi controller tells Helen she will have to wait half an hour. She considers 

walking as home is just 1.5 miles away. But it is a dark and rainy night, and there are 

no streetlights, and open countryside for part of her route. Also a strap on her shoe 

has broken. She decides to wait after all. 

4. Meeting with the mentor  

The controller catches Helen impatiently glancing at her watch. ‘Most of our drivers 

packed up and went home at nine because it was so quiet. You should’ve booked.’ 

 [Bit of a weak mentor] 

5. Crossing the first threshold  
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The mini cab office stinks and there’s nothing to read except faded posters. Helen 

reaches into her handbag and discretely sprays some Chanel No 5 on her wrists to 

mask the smells. She feels the edges of her writer’s notebook and is tempted to pull 

it out and write some notes using all her senses as her tutor had instructed.  Helen 

surveys the room… worn lino, nicotine stained ceiling, prison like bars on the filthy 

windows. 

Act II (Middle = the action)  

6. Tests, allies, enemies  

An oddly dressed woman is sitting next to Helen on the wooden bench. She is drying 

a grubby wool jacket over a chair in front of a Calor gas fire. Aged 45 or perhaps a 

worn out 35 – pallid and unhealthy in the fluorescent light despite a lot of make up. In 

a brief exchange of conversation they complain about the rain and Helen tries to 

make her voice sound less posh. 

7. Approach to the inmost cave  

Helen studies the woman more closely. She is wearing a black lace top with plunging 

neckline, dingy grey cardigan, beige slacks and black pointed high heels with, 

strangely, striped pink and green socks. Helen is next in line for a cab but the woman 

was already here when she arrived. Is she the controller’s girlfriend? 

8. Ordeal  

Then the penny drops. Stowmarket has a red light district near the railway station, 

perhaps the woman was drying out before going back to work. Maybe the cab office 

was a cover for a brothel and the controller her pimp? 

9. Reward  

Helen’s speculation is cut short as the controller points to the green saloon car that 

has drawn up outside. ‘That’s your car.’ 

Act III (End = the consequences of action)  

10. The road back  

A year later Helen is still interested in creative writing and at Waterstones bookshop 

in Ipswich waiting for her favourite author Clarice Clark to talk about and read from 

her new crime thriller: The Scent of Murder. 

11. Resurrection  



 

 

Sara Waterer 511909 | Creative Arts Today | Creative Reading | The hero’s journey |  

August 2016 

 

 

P
a

g
e
1

0
 

Looking poised, professional, and stylishly dressed, Clarice takes the microphone. 

There is something oddly familiar about her. Clarice says people often ask where 

she gets her ideas from and explains that ideas are all around us every day. Then 

she reads a passage from her new book. 

‘The murdered woman was found in a layby between the small Suffolk town of 

Stowmarket and the sleepy village of Combs;  naked except for the blue Hermes silk 

scarf she was strangled with. A bottle of Chanel No 5 perfume had been forced into 

her mouth to stifle her screams… Police say was last seen at about 9.30pm when 

she enquired about a mini cab but was in too much of a hurry to wait.’ 

12. Return with the Elixir. 

After noticing Clarice’s footwear – pink and green striped socks - Helen leaves 

Waterstones in a hurry without noticing that she has left her blue silk scarf behind. 

Conclusion 

My story does map more or less to The Hero’s Journey except that the controller as 

a mentor is week. The woman in front of the fire may have been a mentor before 

Helen’s imagination distanced her. My short story is below. It’s not going to win any 

prizes (it is lacking on poetic devices such as metaphor and simile) but it pleases me 

that the material came from sitting for half an hour, late one night in a mini cab office.  

The difference was that I’d just been to an art rather than creative writing class. It 

seems an appropriate story to include on this part of the course! 
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The Minicab Office 
By Sara Waterer (updated 23 August 2016) 

The sour smell of the minicab office hit Helen’s nostrils the moment she pulled the 

steel-reinforced door open. A lick of paint and spray of air freshener wouldn’t go 

amiss, she thought as she stepped inside and ordered a taxi to Combs village. 

‘That’ll be half an hour,’ growled the grey-faced controller from his grimy cubicle. 

‘You’re next but we’ve only got one driver on tonight and I’ve just sent him to a job in 

Stowupland.’ 

For a moment Helen considered walking the mile and a half from Stowmarket to 

home but the strap on her shoe had broken just as she left the creative writing class 

at the Church Hall and it was already 9.30pm and dark and raining. Usually she got a 

lift home from a friend but she hadn’t been at the class this evening. 

‘I could walk it faster but I’ll wait,’ she told the controller, barely disguising her 

irritation. 

Helen checked the gouged, cracked boards of the wooden bench for chewing gum 

before sitting down in the waiting area. She felt out of place and over-dressed in her 

new camel jacket, midnight blue Hermès silk scarf and neatly pressed Versace 

jeans. She knew she’d been over-dressed for her writing class but as a middle aged 

woman with a few extra pounds she couldn’t shift, good clothes made a difference to 

how she felt. 

The fumes from the bulky Calor Gas heater and the acidic smell of cheap alcohol 

were making Helen feel slightly sick. An oddly-dressed woman sitting next to her on 

the bench was drying a grubby wool jacket over a chair in front of the fire, adding 

wet-sheep to the already noxious mix of aromas. 

Helen fiddled with the broken strap on her shoe and silently cursed the shop that had 

sold her the faulty footwear. She was feeling fidgety. There was nothing to read 

except faded notices about payment in advance after midnight and summer coach 

trips to Bognor and Margate. The picture on the wall-mounted TV was too grainy to 

be worth watching and the sound was hardly audible. 

The controller caught Helen impatiently glancing at her watch.  
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‘Most of our drivers packed up and went home at nine because it was so quiet. You 

should’ve booked.’ 

Delving into her handbag for her favourite Chanel no 5, Helen discretely sprayed the 

perfume on her wrists and neck hoping to mask the horrible smells. As she tucked 

the bottle back into her bag, she felt the hard edges of her notebook. The tutor at her 

beginners’ writing class had asked everyone to keep a journal and make notes, 

using all their senses, of interesting things they noticed. 

Helen brightened at the thought that while the smelly minicab office was offending 

her senses, it did present an opportunity. Getting her notebook out and scribbling 

might be too obvious but she could occupy herself by observing closely and fixing 

what she could see, hear and sniff in her mind. 

Slowly Helen surveyed the room... lino so worn that the floor boards were showing 

through, nicotine-stained ceiling, prison-like bars on the filthy windows, cracked and 

graffiti covered walls.  

Helen shifted her eyes to the right and studied the woman next to her. Aged 45 or 

perhaps a worn out 35 – pallid and unhealthy despite a lot of make up. Fluorescent 

lighting was so unkind. Hair flat at the back as if she’d been sleeping and only 

brushed what she could see in the mirror when she got up.  

And the clothes... what had the woman been thinking of when she got dressed? 

Black lace top with a plunging neckline, dingy grey cardigan and creased beige 

slacks. Pointed, black, high-heeled shoes with thin criss-cross straps. And, strangest 

of all, stripey pink and green socks. 

As if she could feel Helen’s staring eyes, the woman turned towards her. 

‘Wish this bloody rain would stop. I’ve already got soaked twice tonight, that’s why 

I’m drying my jacket.’ 

‘It’s horrid isn’t it?’ replied Helen trying to make her voice sound less posh than 

usual. ‘I was going to walk home but the strap on my shoe broke.’ 

That was to be the full extent of their conversation as, turning away, the woman 

pulled a plastic cola bottle from a carrier bag and took a swig before returning to her 

silent reverie. 

Helen wondered if there was vodka in the cola bottle and what the woman was doing 

in the cab office. Helen was next in line for a taxi but the woman had been here 
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when she arrived. Was she the controller’s girlfriend? If so, it wasn’t a very convivial 

relationship. 

Then the penny dropped. The high heels, the make-up, the cleavage. Helen had 

heard that Stowmarket had a red-light district and that ladies of the night plied their 

trade around the railway station. Maybe she was drying out in the cab office before 

going back to work? Maybe the cab office was a cover for a brothel? Maybe the 

controller was her pimp? 

Helen’s speculation was cut short as the controller caught her attention and pointed 

to the green saloon car that had drawn up outside.  

‘That’s your car. If you book next time you won’t have to wait.’ 

Helen breathed a sigh of relief as she unlocked the door to her pretty thatched 

cottage. She put down her bag, pulled off her scarf and kicked off her shoes. She felt 

too tired to write up her mental notes and, after a quick cup of tea and a biscuit, she 

went to bed resolving not to use that horrid minicab office again, however good the 

material was for her writing course. 

 

A year later Helen was still struggling to finish the first chapter of her novel but her 

interest in creative writing was going strong. She was in a front row seat in the 

basement of Waterstones bookshop in Ipswich waiting avidly for Clarice Clark, her 

favourite author, to read from her latest crime thriller.  

Looking poised and professional, Clarice stepped forward to take the microphone. 

She was stylishly dressed in a tailored grey trouser suit, tastefully teamed with a 

pastel green top. Helen hadn’t seen Clarice in the flesh before but there was 

something oddly familiar about her. 

 ‘It’s wonderful to see so many of you here – especially on a dark, rainy winter’s 

evening like this one. People often ask me where I get my ideas. The truth is they 

don’t come entirely from my imagination; ideas are around us all the time in the 

places we pass through and the people we meet. Let me read you a short passage 

from my new book, then I’ll tell you how I developed the characters and plot. 

‘The murdered woman was found in a layby between the small Suffolk town of 

Stowmarket and the sleepy village of Combs. She was naked except for the blue 

Hermès silk scarf with which she was strangled. A bottle of Chanel No 5 perfume 

had been forced into her mouth, possibly to stifle her screams. Police say she was 

last seen by the controller of a local minicab office at around 9.30pm. She had been 
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wearing an expensive looking beige jacket and smart jeans and had enquired about 

a taxi to Combs but was in too much of a hurry to wait...’ 

Helen hung her head to hide her confusion – it couldn’t be, surely? Nervously she 

looked up through her fringe and found herself staring at Clarice’s unusual footwear 

– pink and green striped socks.  

Helen was in such a hurry to get out of Waterstones that she didn’t notice she had 

left behind her blue silk scarf and signed copy of The Scent of Murder. 

(1300 words) 

Personal reflection – Pulp Fiction 
David and I watched Pulp Fiction together one evening and concluded we’d had a 

really good night in and that the film was definitely worthy of all the awards it 

received (Palme D’Or, Oscar for best original screenplay etc). We both enjoyed it a 

lot more than when we saw it in 1994 when it felt like a truly alien way to put together 

a film. Of course, it still feels weird and wacky with its meandering story lines and 

chronological twists and it really is quirky to have the end in the middle but of course 

you don’t realise that until you get to the end, where it picks up again on the opening 

scene!  

This time I wasn’t expecting a linear, beginning, middle and end and that opened up 

my mind and enabled me to enjoy the craziness of it (Postmodern – and a bit Dada 

and surreal too I’d say). I’m left wondering how the director and writer Quentin 

Tarantino managed to make me laugh so much at such a brutal and violent film.  

I really enjoyed the allusions to the kind of dialogue and action you’d find in 20th 

Century pulp magazines and popular crime fiction and the wonderfully stereotyped 

gangster, hoodlum characters. 

One of the really good things about this course is that I find myself viewing and 

reading things that I would not have chosen myself and then getting a lot from them. 
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Research point  

Postmodernism 
The term postmodernism relates to changes, arising from challenges to established 

structures and belief systems, that took place in Western society and culture from 

the 1960s onwards. In art, postmodernism was a reaction against modernism which 

was dominant since the beginning of the 20th Century. 

Postmodernism is typically characterised by an attitude of scepticism and distrust. It 

embraces philosophy, architecture, literature, music and film as well as art.  

Post modernism and art 

Postmodernism is anti-authoritarian, it refuses to endorse any single style or 

definition of what art should be. It tends not to distinguish between high culture and 

mass or popular culture and loosens up the boundary between art and everyday life. 

Postmodernism often makes self-conscious use of earlier styles and conventions 

and mixes different styles and media.  

The beginning of Postmodernism can’t be defined exactly but it is thought to have 

started with pop art and went on to include conceptual art, neo-

expressionism, feminist art and the Young British Artists of the 1990s. 

Postmodernism likes to play around with convention and universal truths such as 

religion, law, history, and ideology and spits them out again as something 

fragmented or altered and changed. 

Postmodernism v modernism 

Postmodernism was a reaction against modernism. Modernism was generally based 

on a utopian vision with universal principles or truths (religion, science etc) that could 

be used to understand reality. Modernist artists believed that by negating the subject 

and experimenting instead with form, technique and processes they could find a way 

of purely and simply understanding and reflecting the modern world. 

If modernism was based on idealism and reason, postmodernism was born of 

scepticism and a suspicion of reason. It challenged the notion that there are 

universal truths that will explain everything. Postmodern art suggests that individual 

experience and interpretation is more valid and is the best way of understanding and 

responding to reality. While modernists championed clarity and simplicity; 

postmodernism embraces complex, often contradictory layers of meaning. 

Postmodernism examples 

http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/c/conceptual-art
http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/n/neo-expressionism
http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/n/neo-expressionism
http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/f/feminist-art
http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/y/young-british-artists
http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/m/modernism


 

 

Sara Waterer 511909 | Creative Arts Today | Creative Reading | The hero’s journey |  

August 2016 

 

 

P
a

g
e
1

6
 

With Postmodernism  came  freedom and a sense that ‘anything goes’. It is often 

funny, tongue-in-cheek or ludicrous; it can be confrontational and controversial, 

challenging the boundaries of taste; but most crucially, it reflects a self-awareness of 

style and borrows from the past. 

Art 

See the slideshow on the Tate website here: 

http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/p/postmodernism 

Includes works by Jeff Koons, Roy Lichtenstein, Gilbert & George, Damient Hirst etc 

Film 

The 1994 movie Pulp Fiction written and directed by Quentin Tarantino has a totally 

fragmented storyline with a beginning, middle and but not in that order. Its use of 

stereotyped gangster / hoodlum scenes and action allude to 20th Century pulp 

magazines and popular crime fiction. It is very violent and at the same time comic. 

Literature 

May include fragmentation, paradox, unreliable narrators, pastiche, magic realism, 

bad taste… Just a few widely recogised examples: 

 Slaughterhouse Five, Kurt Vonnegut (1969) 

 Catch 22, Jospeh Heller (1961) 

 A Clockwork Orange, Anthony Burgess (1962) 

 American Psycho, Bret Easton Ellis (1991) 

Architecture 

Postmodern architecture brought back some of the classical detail (reinterpreting 

and playing around with it of course) that stark modernist structures had striped out. 

Slide show here with lots of interesting examples: 

http://www.slideshare.net/rohitarora7798/postmodern-architecture-and-the-

architects-involoved-in-it 

References 

Tate: http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/p/postmodernism 

(accessed 22 September 2016) 

Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Postmodernism & 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Postmodern_literature (accessed 22 September 2016) 
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http://www.slideshare.net/rohitarora7798/postmodern-architecture-and-the-architects-involoved-in-it
http://www.slideshare.net/rohitarora7798/postmodern-architecture-and-the-architects-involoved-in-it
http://www.tate.org.uk/learn/online-resources/glossary/p/postmodernism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Postmodernism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Postmodern_literature
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Exercise 2  

Can you think of any more examples of character archetypes? Have a think and then 

do some research to see if you’re on the right lines. 

When you’ve identified a list of archetypes, try and come up with an example for 

each from an existing story. What function does the archetype play in that story, 

either psychologically or dramatically? 

The term ‘archetype’ is from the ancient Greek word ‘archein’ meaning original or old 

and ‘typos’ meaning pattern, model or type. The combined meaning is an ‘original 

pattern’ of which all other similar persons, objects, or concepts derive. 

My list of archetypes Description Example 

Protagonist / Hero 
 

Most important character 
whose actions drive the 
story forward (can be a 
goodie or a baddie) 

Flora in Stella Gibbons’s 
Cold Comfort Farm –she 
is strong minded and sets 
herself the goal of 
reassigning all the family 
members to roles that they 
are better suited to. 

Antagonist 
 

The character that most 
challenges the protagonist 
and gets in way of 
achieving the goal 

Cruella De Vil in Dodi 
Smith’s 1001 Dalmations – 
she steals the dalmations 
to make into  a perfect fur 
coat. 

Sidekick 
 

Supports the protagonist; 
loyal, helps reach the goal 

Lewis, Morse’s sergeant in 
Colin Dexter’s Inspector 
Morse stories. Apparently 
not as clever as Morse but 
always comes up with 
something vital to help 
solve the crime.  
 

Skeptic 
 

Someone who doubts 
everything; voice of 
caution 

Dr Mckoy in Star Trek – he 
always  questions Captain 
Kirks plans and decisions. 

Femme Fatale 
 

A selfish and manipulative 
seductress. 

Delilah, in the biblical story 
of Samson and Delilah 
seduces Samson and cuts 
his hair causing him loss 
of his strength, 
enslavement, and 
eventually death. 
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Mentor/Guardian 
 

Teacher or helper of the 
protagonist; upholds moral 
standards 

Obi Wan Kenobi in Star 
Wars teaches  Luke 
Skywalker the ways of the 
Force and how to fight  

Shapeshifter 
 

A person or being who can 
change their physical form 

The beast in Beauty and 
the Beast. Beauty falls in 
love with him as a beast 
and loves him for what he 
is and he miraculously 
turns into a handsome 
prince. 

Love interest 
 

Someone the protagonist 
falls in love with 

Maid Marion in Robin 
Hood. As a noble woman 
Marion falls in love with 
the outlaw Robin because 
she recognises his good 
deeds 

Reason 
 

Someone who acts using 
logic rather than emotion 

Mr Spock in Star Trek who 
analyses every challenge 
with pure logic in contrast 
to some of the more 
emotional crew members. 

Emotion 
 

Someone who acts using 
emotion (any emotion) not 
logic 

Lydia in Pride and 
Prejudice is emotional and 
headstrong and runs off 
with Wickham (a soldier) 
believing he will marry her 
which he doesn’t. D’Arcy 
wins the love of Elizabeth 
when she discovers he 
has rescued the family 
from this embarrassing 
situation by persuading 
Wickham to marry Lydia. 

Antihero 
 

A protagonist without 
heroic qualities… 

Cervantes’ Don Quixote 
(bit of a rogue); Becky 
Sharp in Thackery’s Vanity 
Fair (nasty and selfish); 
Emma Bovary in 
Flaubert’s Madame 
Bovary (selfish, vain and 
rather stupid) 
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The list can go on and on and there is no absolute definitive character list. Freedman 

(2014) describes 52 character archetypes. Archetypes can be mixed up so a 

character can represent several archetypes e.g. skeptic and love interest.  

The psychologist Carl Gustav Jung used the concept of archetype in his theory of 

the human psyche. He believed that universal, mythic characters—archetypes—

reside in the collective unconscious of all people. Jung defined twelve primary types 

to symbolise basic human motivations. These are divided into three sets, Ego, Soul 

and Self. These are interesting to compare with the archetypes in my first list there is 

plenty of overlap and plenty of difference too.  

Ego 

The Innocent  (aka Utopian, traditionalist, naïve, mystic, saint, romantic, dreamer). 

Goal – to be happy. 

The Orphan/Regular Guy or Gal (aka good old boy, everyman, person next door, 

the realist, good citizen, the good neighbour, silent majority). Goal – to belong. 

The Hero (aka the warrior, crusader, rescuer, superhero, soldier, dragon slayer, 

winner and team player). Goal – expert mastery in a way that improves the world. 

The Caregiver (aka saint, altruist, parent, helper, supporter). Goal – to help others. 

Soul 

The Explorer (aka the seeker, iconoclast, wanderer, individualist, pilgrim). Goal a 

better more authentic life. 

The Outlaw (aka the rebel, revolutionary, wildman, the misfit or iconoclast). Goal – 

to overturn what isn’t working. 

The Lover (aka the partner, friend, intimate, enthisaist, sensualist, spouse, team-

builder). Goal – a relationship with the people, work and surroundings they love. 

The Creator (the artist, inventor, innovator, musician, writer or dreamer). Goal – to 

realise a vision. 

Self 

The Jester (aka the fool, trickster, joker, practical joker or comedian). Goal – to have 

a great time and lighten up the world. 

The Sage (aka the expert, scholar, detective, advisor, thinker, philosopher, 

researcher, planner, professional, mentor, teacher, contemplative). To use 

intelligence and analysis to understand the world.  
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The Magician (aka the visionary, catalyst, inventor, charismatic, leader, shaman, 

healer, medicine man). Goal – to make dreams come true.  

The Ruler (aka the boss, leader, aristocrat, king, queen, politician, role model, 

manager or administrator). Goal – to create a prosperous, successful family or 

community. 

I can appreciate that use of archetypes provides a helpful way for a writer to create a 

variety of differentiated characters and also that as a reader  they are useful consider 

when analysing or reviewing a story. 
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