
Sara Waterer 511909 | Creative Arts Today | Creative Reading | Assignment 2 |  

September 2016 

 

 

P
a

g
e
1
 

Creative Reading 

Assignment 2 
 

Chosen extract 

The Shipping News by E Annie Proulx (1993) 

Extract from Chapter 5 A Rolling Hitch 

Bunny sat on Quoyle’s shoulders, hands clutched under his chin as he stumped 

through the tuckamore. The house was the green of grass stain, tilted in fog. She 

endured her father’s hands on her knees, the smell of his same old hair, his rumbles 

that she weighed a ton, that she choked him. The house rocked with his strides 

through a pitching ocean of dwarf birch. That colour of green made her sick. 

‘Be good now,’ he said, loosing her fingers. Six years separated her from him, and 

every day was widening water between her outward-bound boat and the shore that 

was her father. ‘Almost there, almost there,’ Quoyle panted, pitying horses. 

He set her on the ground. She ran with Sunshine up and down the curve of rock. The 

house threw their voices back at them, hollow and unfamiliar.  

The gaunt building stood on rock. The distinctive feature was a window flanked by 

two smaller ones, as an adult might stand with protective arms around children’s 

shoulders. Fan lights over the door. Quoyle noticed half the panes were gone. Paint 

flaked from wood. Holes in the roof. The bay rolled and rolled. 

‘Miracle it’s standing. That roofline is as straight as a ruler,’ the aunt said. Trembling. 
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Assignment  two – part 1 

A close reading of an extract from The Shipping News 

 

My aim is to do a close reading of a 200 word extract from Chapter 5 of E Annie 

Proulx’s Pulitzer Prize winning novel The Shipping News (written in 1993) and record 

my personal response to the characters, plot, writing style and themes. Although I’ve 

read this book several times, I will base my interpretation on what can be gleaned 

from the extract rather than my knowledge of the entire book. 

Characters 

The characters featured in this short extract are Quoyle, Bunny, Sunshine and ‘the 

aunt’. I can deduce that Quoyle is the father of the child Bunny and it seems 

reasonable to assume that Sunshine is also a child as she runs with Bunny ‘up and 

down the curve of the rock’. They may be sisters. The aunt isn’t named and I 

assume that Quoyle is her nephew. There is no sign of or reference to the girls’ 

mother. 

I feel sympathy for Quoyle; he is trying to be an attentive father by carrying Bunny on 

his shoulders even though he finds the physical exertion tiring. I sense there is 

tension between them: ‘She [Bunny] endured her father’s hands on her knees, the 

smell of his same old hair, his rumbles that she weighed a ton, that she choked him.’ 

Quoyle feels there is a distance between him and Bunny, one that has been 

widening for six years, presumably since her birth. 

I’m getting the feeling that Quoyle struggles and is unsure of himself as a father. He 

is I believe the main character, the protagonist, to use a fiction-writing term, but is he 

a hero or antihero, heroic or hapless? And what is the role of the aunt in this story? 

This extract doesn’t tell us much about her but I can speculate. Why is she with the 

other three? Has she made sacrifices in her life to help Quoyle take care of his 

children or does a move to this remote and challenging place happen to suit her 

personal agenda? 

What’s happening? 

Quoyle, Bunny, Sunshine and the aunt have arrived, after an arduous walk, at a 

semi-dilapidated house. It is a place the aunt seems to have some knowledge of. 

Has she lived here before?  Is she owner?  

The descriptions of the house conjure up uninviting imagery. It is ‘the green of a 

grass stain, tilted in fog’ and from Bunny’s viewpoint on her father’s shoulders, ‘the 

house rocked with his [Quoyle’s] strides through a pitching ocean of dwarf birch. 

That colour of green made her sick’. As the two children played up and down the 

curve of the rock ‘the house threw their voices back at them, hollow and unfamiliar’. 
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We have a house that is a sickly green colour, in grounds overgrown with stunted 

trees; a gaunt building on a rock, set against a bay with rolling waves. It’s in a state 

of disrepair with broken fan lights over the door, flaking paint and holes in the roof.  

All this sounds dispiriting but it is perhaps some small compensation that the house 

has windows that the author likens, using the poetic device of personification, to an 

adult with protective arms around children’s shoulders.  

The aunt’s response to the house is emotional. She trembles. ‘Miracle it’s standing,’ 

she says. ‘That roofline is as straight as a ruler’ she adds with a glimmer of optimism 

and the suggestion that the house remains structurally sound. 

Despite several daunting challenges, it is a house that with some grit, determination 

and hard graft might perhaps become a family home.  

Narrative viewpoint and plot 

The story is told by an omniscient narrator who is able to tell the tale from the 

different perspectives of the characters involved rather than from a single, 

necessarily limited, viewpoint. This enables us to know how the different characters 

think and feel. For example Bunny endures her father’s hands on her knees, the 

smell of his same old hair etc. We know Quoyle is finding carrying Bunny on his 

shoulders hard work and that he has a bit of imagination: “ ‘Almost there, almost 

there,’ Quoyle panted, pitying horses.” 

Where is this scene set in the overall plot? If I try to map it to the Hero’s Journey (a 

narrative structure used by fiction writers incorporating 12 distinct story-telling stages 

identified by American scholar Joseph Campbell) it could be part of Stage 5 Crossing 

the first threshold – quite literally as it happens as they do, in the paragraphs 

immediately following the extract, enter the house. The aunt may have been 

introduced in Stage 4 Meeting with the mentor and, if so, this suggests her role might 

be to support and guide Quoyle in his journey as hero or antihero. 

Writing style 

Proulx’s writing style employs short, snappy and sometimes grammatically 

incomplete sentences. These command attention, e.g. ‘Paint flaked from wood. 

Holes in the roof. The bay rolled and rolled.  

Other sentences are highly descriptive; they conjure up imagery and stir the senses:  

‘The house rocked with his strides through a pitching ocean of dwarf birch’ and ‘The 

house threw their voices back at them, hollow and unfamiliar’. 

The author uses  poetic metaphor when she describes the widening distance 

between Quoyle and Bunny. Quoyle likens Bunny to an ‘outward-bound boat’ and 

himself to the shore, and the distance between them as ‘widening water’. I can see 
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both assonance (repeating vowel sounds) and alliteration (two or more words with 

the same initial sound) in these phrases. 

Proulx’s writing style drew me back to this book which is a firm favourite. It is I feel 

distinctive, poetically expressive and snappy too. The short, concise sentences 

sometimes remind me of news headlines. This is increasingly the case as the book 

progresses and Quoyle settles into his new job writing the shipping news for the 

Gammy Bird newspaper but I’m veering off brief by mentioning this.  

I’d venture to suggest that with a writing style that is at times fractured and 

unconventional The Shipping News could be described as a post-modern novel. 

Time and place themes 

There are few direct clues regarding the time period but Quoyle’s parenting style is 

informal and the slightly quirky, hippy names – Bunny and Sunshine – could be 

attributed to any time period from the 60s onwards.  

But more importantly this feels like a time of change for all four characters. The 

extract does not tell me where they’ve come from, what they’ve left behind or might 

be fleeing from but I feel there must have been some major life event leading up to 

this family pilgrimage to a remote, dilapidated house on a rock, surrounded by 

stunted trees and the sea. It is perhaps time to put the recent past behind them and 

return to what might be an ancestral home, the place from which the family 

originates. It is a bleak place with formidable challenges but also an opportunity and 

a chance to make a fresh start in a new place. 

Survival and resilience theme 

At the start of this extract, Quoyle is stumping through the ‘tuckamore’. Looking up 

‘tuckamore’ on the Internet proved surprisingly revealing. It may be a metaphor for 

the whole story, as well as an indicator of where the scene is set. Tuckamore is a 

part of the Canadian natural landscape (the story is actually set in Newfoundland). It 

is a term used for small evergreen trees that grow and flourish despite harsh 

conditions and unforeseen obstacles;  unforgiving opponents like wind, rain, snow, 

and sleet. A tuckamore is known for its resiliency and adaptability, and its ability to 

survive in tough conditions. 

So, perhaps as the story progresses, Quoyle and the aunt, and the children 

Sunshine and Bunny, will face plenty of obstacles but bend with the wind and survive 

against all the odds.  

[1,307 words] 
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Part 2 

To conclude write a commentary of about 500 words, drawn from your writing diary, 

reflecting on what you have learned in this part of the course and how you put this 

into practice in your assignment piece. 

I’ve heard it said that to be a good writer, you need to be a good reader. After 

completing this part of the course, I understand that fully and feel it is a fundamental 

lesson.  

It was interesting to explore Aristotle’s first four elements of playwriting (plot, 

character, thought (theme) and diction (expression of meaning) and fascinating to 

see that they are just as relevant today as in 335BC.  I felt they provided excellent 

starting points for reviewing or analysing a story or poem. 

Gaining insight into a structured narrative tool such as the Hero’s Journey was 

valuable, as was the study of character archetypes.  

I found myself watching and enjoying Pulp Fiction and reading the whole of Cormac 

McCarthy’s The Road – both are choices I would have been unlikely to make without 

the prompt. I found myself pondering whether post-modernism is over and if so what 

characterises creativity in our current times and does it even have a name? 

In addition to gaining new knowledge, I’ve come away with ideas for my own 

practice. The new media writing research made me think about using fragmented 

and rearranged text in my art. The exercise on poetic devices made me realise that 

with a little extra effort I could write more compelling titles and descriptions of my 

paintings.  

Writing 1,000 + words based on a 200 word text initially felt daunting but the course 

has taught me to both read and question deeply. To tackle the assignment I 

reviewed the different ways we had examined story extracts and poems and then 

wrote a list of questions. I reviewed, consolidated and reordered my written 

responses to form my analysis.   

I was able to establish a reasonably straightforward process to tackle this 

assignment but identifying a suitable passage to analyse was far from 

straightforward. Initially I considered  A Child in Time by Ian McEwen but couldn’t 

http://www.thewritersjourney.com/hero's_journey.htm
http://tuckamore.ca/the-firm/the-tuckamore-story/
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find a suitable extract. Then I explored a song cycle, The Juliet Letters, written by 

Elvis Costello with the Brodsky Quartet. I’d recently seen this performed and it was 

unusual and poetic but, I concluded, not rich enough in technique and scope. So I 

returned to an old favourite, The Shipping News. This was, I feel, a good choice but 

it took time to identify a suitable passage; one with key characters present when a 

pivotal element of the story was being told using a distinctive writing style and poetic 

devices.  

In writing my response I analysed the characters and touched briefly on archetypes, I 

discussed the narrative viewpoint and the plot with reference to the Hero’s Journey. I 

reflected on the themes of time and place and also identified another theme, 

resilience and sustainability. These topics all relate directly to what I have just learnt. 

This part of the course made me want to cut the time I spend online with social 

media and my habit of reading several newspapers each day to make time for more 

fiction and poetry. It has also rekindled my interest in creative writing and I now have 

a notebook full of observed and overheard moments from summer outings to inspire 

me. 

[526 words] 


