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Choosing and Developing a Motif 

A motif is a recurring object, image, colour, sound, phrase or action that helps 
communicate the deeper meaning of your writing. 

The key is not simply to repeat it. Its meaning should develop as the experience 
or story progresses. 

Choose a motif that: 

➢ connects naturally to your central idea;  
➢ can return at important moments;  
➢ reflects changes in the narrator or character;  
➢ means something different—or something deeper—by the ending.  

Use the examples below as inspiration, but make the motif fit your own 
experience, character and message. 

Introduce it. Return to it. Develop it. Transform it. 

A successful motif is not literary copy-and-paste. 

 Top Ten Personal Essay Motifs   

1.          A cracked phone screen — anxiety, damaged relationships or an 
imperfect self-image.  

2.            An unread message — regret, avoidance or something important 
left unsaid.  

3.        A playlist or recurring song — friendship, first love, nostalgia or 
growing apart.  

4.         A hoodie — comfort, identity, protection or hiding from the world.  
5.     A mirror — insecurity, body image, changing identity or self-

acceptance.  
6.          A photograph — memory, changing relationships or the gap between 

appearance and reality.  
7.        A school bag — pressure, responsibility or the emotional weight 

someone carries.  
8.          An empty chair — absence, grief or someone who continues to shape 

the writer’s life.  
9.       A pair of trainers — identity, belonging, ambition or learning to move 

forward.  
10.   The colour green — hope, ambition, jealousy, growth or chasing 

something that always seems just out of reach.  
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Complete Personal Folio Motif Bank 

       Technology and communication 

• A cracked phone screen          — damaged relationships, anxiety, 
distorted self-image or appearing fine despite hidden damage.  

• An unread message            — avoidance, regret, fear or something 
important left unsaid.  

• A deleted message         — lost courage, suppressed feelings or the 
inability to communicate honestly.  

• A missed call    — guilt, a lost opportunity or a final chance to connect 
with someone.  

• A voice note     — intimacy, memory or preserving the voice of someone 
who is absent.  

• A dying battery      — emotional exhaustion, burnout or gradually losing 
connection with others.  

• A notification sound     — pressure, distraction, anxiety or the constant 
need for approval.  

• A blank profile picture      — lost identity, disconnection or someone 
disappearing from the writer’s life.  

• A typing bubble    — anticipation, uncertainty or waiting for words that 
never arrive.  

• A location pin     — independence, control, feeling watched or searching 
for somewhere to belong.  

• A password      — trust, secrecy or the parts of ourselves we protect from 
others.  

• A games controller             — escapism, friendship, competition or feeling 
that someone else is in control.  

• A phone alarm         — routine, dread, pressure or the moment change 
begins.  
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• A frozen screen       — feeling trapped, overwhelmed or unable to move 
forward.  

 

     Clothing and personal belongings 

• A hoodie         — comfort, protection, identity or hiding from the world.  

• A pair of trainers       — growing up, belonging, independence or moving 
forward.  

• Football boots                             — ambition, family expectations, injury, 
disappointment or letting go of a dream.  

• A school blazer or tie       — conformity, pressure, belonging or leaving 
school behind.  

• An old T-shirt      — comfort, memory, a past relationship or an identity 
the writer has outgrown.  

• A hat or cap       — confidence, belonging or a public identity that 
conceals insecurity.  

• A ring     — family, inheritance, love, commitment or a relationship that 
has changed.  

• A watch         — pressure, waiting, mortality or fear of wasting time.  

• A pair of glasses     — perspective, insecurity or finally seeing a situation 
clearly.  

• A school bag        — responsibility, academic pressure or emotional 
weight.  

• A loose thread          — uncertainty, unravelling relationships or an identity 
coming apart.  

• A uniform         — conformity, discipline, belonging or the conflict between 
public and private identity.  

• A pair of laces       — dependence, growing independence or gradually 
learning to manage alone.  
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• A bracelet     — friendship, loyalty, memory or a relationship that has 
faded.  

• A scar                — pain, survival, healing or an experience that leaves a lasting 
mark.  

 

        Home, family and memory 

• A cup of tea        — comfort, family rituals, difficult conversations or grief 
within ordinary moments.  

• An empty chair          — absence, separation, bereavement or someone 
who remains emotionally present.  

• A bedroom door       — privacy, conflict, isolation or eventual 
reconnection.  

• A key   — trust, independence, responsibility, secrecy or access to a 
difficult memory.  

• A mirror     — identity, body image, insecurity or growing self-
acceptance.  

• A candle       — memory, grief, hope or the fragility of life.  

• A window         — feeling trapped, watching life from a distance or 
imagining another future.  

• A family photograph            — memory, belonging or the gap between 
appearances and reality.  

• A childhood toy              — innocence, security, growing up or a childhood 
experience that still matters.  

• An empty plate      — absence, poverty, family tension or a difficult 
relationship with food.  

• A chipped mug        — imperfection, family history or something damaged 
that remains valuable.  

• A packed box        — moving, family separation or deciding which 
memories to carry forward.  
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• An unmade bed        — exhaustion, grief or a life that feels out of control.  

• A recipe       — family history, culture, connection or keeping someone’s 
memory alive.  

• A kitchen table      — togetherness, conflict or conversations that shape 
family life.  

• An old coat         — protection, bereavement or carrying the presence of its 
former owner.  

• A clock      — waiting, family routine, passing time or the approach of an 
unavoidable change.  

• An unopened room       — grief, avoidance or a memory the writer is not 
ready to confront.  

 

         School, expectations and growing up 

• A marked essay           — fear of failure, self-worth or discovering that a 
grade does not define someone.  

• A chewed pencil       — nervousness, frustration or struggling to find the 
right words.  

• A pen that stops working       — creative doubt, silence or feeling unable 
to communicate.  

• An unopened book     — missed potential, lost confidence or a story the 
writer is not ready to face.  

• An exam timetable              — pressure, expectations or feeling that the future 
has been reduced to dates and grades.  

• A trophy or medal        — achievement, competition or the emptiness of 
succeeding only to please others.  

• A medal hidden in a drawer       — faded success, a past identity or an 
achievement that no longer feels important.  

• A school bell     — routine, control, freedom or time steadily running out.  
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• A school photograph        — changing identity or being trapped inside an 
earlier version of yourself.  

• An empty classroom          — endings, loneliness or the realisation that a 
stage of life is over.  

• A locker           — privacy, secrets or an identity kept separate from home 
life.  

• A report card          — parental expectations, pressure or the conflict 
between achievement and happiness.  

• A calculator        — comparison, measurable success or the fear of being 
reduced to a number.  

• A staircase        — progress, difficulty or fear of what comes next.  

• A name written on a page        — identity, ownership or learning to speak 
for yourself.  

 

     Friendship, love and relationships 

• A playlist       — friendship, first love, nostalgia or growing apart.  

• A recurring song   — shared memories, comfort or emotions the writer 
cannot express directly.  

• A friendship bracelet       — loyalty, belonging or a relationship that has 
faded.  

• An unopened present      — unresolved conflict, guilt or affection the 
writer cannot yet accept.  

• A concert or cinema ticket       — a shared experience, changing 
friendship or a moment preserved from the past.  

• A handwritten note           — affection, apology, encouragement or words 
that gain importance over time.  

• A missing puzzle piece    — loneliness, belonging or the search for 
someone who understands us.  
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• A magnet     — attraction, loyalty or two people repeatedly drawn back 
together.  

• A knot                                                            — loyalty, tension or a relationship that becomes difficult to 
untangle.  

• A balloon       — celebration, fragility or accepting that something must be 
released.  

• An inside joke         — belonging, intimacy or the sadness of no longer 
sharing the same connection.  

• A nickname      — affection, embarrassment, identity or an earlier version 
of the writer.  

• A shared meal       — friendship, belonging or growing distance when 
someone’s place becomes empty.  

• A borrowed item     — trust, memory or a relationship that ended before 
the object could be returned.  

 

        Journeys, places and transitions 

• A bus ticket              — independence, transition or the first journey taken 
alone.  

• A train journey         — leaving, change or moving towards an uncertain 
future.  

• A bus stop             — waiting, feeling left behind or standing between two 
stages of life.  

• A road               — choices, uncertainty or the direction a life is taking.  

• A bridge        — transition, reconciliation or finding the courage to move 
forward.  

• Traffic lights            — hesitation, control or learning when to stop and when 
to continue.  

• A map       — searching for direction or discovering that life cannot always 
be planned.  
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• A suitcase       — leaving home, emotional baggage or choosing what to 
carry forward.  

• An old house         — childhood, family history or a past that feels familiar 
yet distant.  

• An empty playground        — lost innocence, loneliness or recognising 
how much has changed.  

• A familiar street          — belonging, memory or seeing a childhood place 
through older eyes.  

• A station platform          — choices, separation, waiting or a point of no 
return.  

• A passport        — identity, freedom, cultural belonging or the chance to 
begin again.  

• A gate      — opportunity, restriction or crossing into a new stage of life.  

• Footprints              — influence, memory or deciding whether to follow 
someone else’s path.  

 

        Nature, weather and light 

• Rain       — sadness, grief, emotional release or renewal.  

• A storm     — conflict, fear, emotional turmoil or a crisis that must be 
endured.  

• Clouds    — uncertainty, low mood or thoughts that obscure hope.  

• Sunlight    — happiness, exposure, hope or finally seeing clearly.  

• A sunrise        — recovery, a new beginning or cautious optimism.  

• A sunset                  — endings, acceptance or appreciating something before it 
disappears.  

• The moon    — loneliness, change or comfort found in something 
constant.  
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• A star   — ambition, guidance, memory or a goal that seems 
unreachable.  

• A falling leaf        — ageing, loss, change or accepting a natural ending.  

• A plant or seedling    — personal growth, recovery or progress that 
initially goes unnoticed.  

• A tree    — family roots, endurance or change across generations.  

• A flower    — affection, beauty, fragility or growth.  

• A dying flower      — loss, fading love or something beautiful that cannot 
last.  

• A bird      — freedom, escape or the courage to leave somewhere familiar.  

• A feather     — fragility, memory or the lightness that comes from letting 
go.  

• The sea         — freedom, grief, uncertainty or forces beyond our control.  

• Tides         — recurring emotions, relationships or memories that 
repeatedly return.  

• Snow   — silence, isolation, purity or covering something that remains 
underneath.  

• Fog        — confusion, uncertainty or being unable to imagine the future.  

• Fire    — anger, destruction, passion, warmth or transformation.  

 

      Colours as motifs 

A colour becomes an effective motif when its meaning develops—not simply 
because the writer keeps mentioning it. 

• Green   — hope, ambition, envy, growth or pursuing something that 
remains out of reach.  

• Blue   — sadness, loneliness, calmness, safety or eventual peace.  

• Red   — love, anger, danger, shame, passion or grief.  
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• Yellow   — happiness, childhood, anxiety, warning or forced 
cheerfulness.  

• Orange   — warmth, energy, autumn, warning or approaching change.  

• Purple   — individuality, creativity, pride, identity or mourning.  

• Pink      — affection, vulnerability, childhood or expectations surrounding 
gender and identity.  

• Black    — grief, fear, concealment, rebellion or strength.  

• White    — innocence, emptiness, silence, perfection or a new 
beginning.  

• Grey      — numbness, routine, uncertainty, depression or feeling 
invisible.  

• Brown   — home, stability, tradition, nature or feeling trapped in the 
familiar.  

• Gold      — success, ambition, value or discovering that achievement 
can feel hollow.  

• Silver         — memory, maturity or something beautiful but emotionally 
cold.  

• A fading colour       — weakening memories, loss or a relationship 
gradually disappearing.  

• A colour becoming brighter        — recovery, confidence or the return of 
hope.  

• A changing colour palette        — developing identity, emotional growth or 
movement towards self-acceptance.  

Literary link: If you are studying The Great Gatsby, you will recognise how the 
green light carries ideas of hope, ambition and unreachable dreams. Use the 
principle — but create your own meaning. 

 

    Sounds, phrases and sensations 

• A ticking clock      — pressure, waiting, mortality or approaching change.  
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• A door slamming         — conflict, rejection or emotional distance.  

• Someone’s laugh         — affection, belonging or the memory of someone 
absent.  

• A familiar voice      — reassurance, identity or a connection that survives 
separation.  

• Silence       — tension, grief, secrecy or things a family cannot discuss.  

• A repeated question    — uncertainty, guilt or something the writer still 
cannot answer.  

• A repeated piece of advice    — guidance that initially seems irritating 
but later gains significance.  

• A name      — identity, belonging or the difference between how others 
see us and how we see ourselves.  

• An apology                      — guilt, healing or words that arrive too late.  

• A familiar perfume    — memory, grief or being suddenly transported 
into the past.  

• The smell of familiar food                    — home, culture, family or belonging.  

• A particular sweet        — childhood, innocence or memories associated 
with someone important.  

• Steam rising from a drink                 — warmth, brief comfort or emotions 
that cannot be held forever.  

• A heartbeat          — fear, excitement, vulnerability or survival.  

• A recurring dream    — anxiety, desire or an experience the writer has 
not resolved. 
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   TOP 10 MOTIFS FOR CREATIVE FOLIO WRITING    

These work particularly well in short stories because they can build atmosphere, 
foreshadow events and reveal character without explaining everything directly. 

1.       A flickering light — uncertainty, danger, fading hope or a truth 
struggling to emerge.  

2.      A stopped clock — trauma, death, a life trapped in the past or one 
moment that changed everything.  

3.          An old photograph — buried memories, family secrets or a past that is 
not quite what it seems.  

4.   A recurring song or melody — memory, grief, warning or an unseen 
connection between characters.  

5.     A reflection — fractured identity, self-deception or a character 
becoming someone they no longer recognise.  

6.          A loose red thread — relationships unravelling, danger drawing closer 
or seemingly separate events becoming connected.  

7.              Footsteps — fear, guilt, pursuit or the past following the character.  

8.       Rain — grief, isolation, emotional release or eventual renewal.  

9.      A bird — freedom, entrapment, escape or a warning that something is 
about to change.  

10.   The colour red — love, danger, violence, guilt or a secret that 
becomes increasingly difficult to conceal. 

 

MOTIF IDEAS FOR NATIONAL 5 AND HIGHER SHORT STORIES 

A motif is a recurring image, object, colour, sound, phrase or idea that gains 
significance as a story develops. 

In a successful creative piece, a motif might: 

➢ create atmosphere;  

➢ reveal a character’s feelings;  

➢ foreshadow an event;  
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➢ connect different moments;  

➢ represent the central theme;  

➢ conceal or reveal a truth;  

➢ change meaning after a twist;  

➢ make the ending feel satisfying.  

The motif should return at carefully chosen moments. If it appears constantly, 
it may begin to feel forced—or as though the writer has temporarily misplaced 
every other technique. 

 

        Objects, rooms and hidden secrets 

• A locked door          — secrecy, grief, fear, repression or a truth the 
character refuses to confront.  

• A key   — access, trust, responsibility or knowledge the character may 
regret discovering.  

• A broken key       — lost opportunity, powerlessness or a truth that can 
no longer be contained.  

• An open window         — freedom, vulnerability, escape or an invitation to 
danger.  

• A cracked window           — fractured safety or a threat entering a familiar 
place.  

• A mirror     — identity, self-deception, guilt or becoming someone 
unfamiliar.  

• A covered mirror       — grief, superstition, shame or refusal to face the 
truth.  

• A staircase        — progress, danger or descent into memory and fear.  

• An empty room      — absence, loneliness or evidence of something 
deliberately removed.  

• A hidden drawer           — secrets, forbidden knowledge or a concealed 
identity.  
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• An attic         — forgotten history, family secrets or memories stored out of 
sight.  

• A basement    — buried fear, guilt or the darker parts of a character’s 
mind.  

• A music box           — childhood, innocence, memory or an unsettling 
connection with the past.  

• A broken ornament          — damaged relationships, family conflict or an 
attempt to hide wrongdoing.  

• A rocking chair          — absence, memory or the suggestion that 
someone—or something—is still present.  

• An empty picture frame            — missing identity, erased history or 
someone deliberately forgotten.  

• A candle       — hope, life, memory or safety gradually being extinguished.  

• A flickering bulb       — uncertainty, danger or a truth struggling to 
emerge.  

• A stain   — guilt, violence, memory or something that cannot be 
completely removed.  

• A crack in a wall             — instability, concealed damage or pressure building 
beneath the surface.  

 

       Time, memory and the past 

• A stopped clock      — trauma, death or a character emotionally trapped 
in one moment.  

• A ticking clock         — pressure, approaching danger or limited time.  

• A watch running backwards           — distorted memory, regret or a 
supernatural disturbance.  

• A missing date on a calendar              — erased memory, avoidance or an 
event someone refuses to acknowledge.  
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• A birthday card              — growing older, absence or a relationship frozen 
in the past.  

• An old photograph          — memory, family secrets or a past that has been 
misremembered.  

• A photograph with someone missing       — disappearance, rejection 
or a deliberately concealed truth.  

• A diary        — hidden identity, unreliable memory or access to another 
character’s private life.  

• An unfinished letter       — interrupted truth, regret or words that arrived 
too late.  

• A childhood toy              — innocence, trauma or something from the past that 
refuses to remain buried.  

• A recurring memory    — guilt, grief or an event whose true meaning is 
gradually revealed.  

• A familiar smell    — involuntary memory, home, danger or the 
presence of someone absent.  

• A scar                — survival, violence or physical evidence of a hidden history.  

• An old newspaper cutting     — forgotten crime, family history or a 
public version of a private tragedy.  

 

    Sounds, voices and silence 

• Footsteps              — pursuit, guilt, fear or the past following the character.  

• A recurring knock         — warning, opportunity or something 
demanding to be acknowledged.  

• A ringing telephone       — urgency, connection or a truth the character is 
afraid to hear.  

• A voice message     — memory, evidence or the preserved voice of 
someone absent.  
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• A recurring song   — love, loss, manipulation or an emotional 
connection across time.  

• A music-box melody     — childhood innocence transformed into 
unease.  

• A lullaby                   — protection, family memory or something comforting 
that becomes threatening.  

• A whisper       — secrecy, paranoia or a truth that cannot yet be spoken 
openly.  

• Someone’s laugh         — affection, memory or an unsettling reminder of 
someone who has gone.  

• A heartbeat          — fear, guilt, attraction or survival.  

• Heavy breathing             — panic, pursuit or an unseen presence drawing 
closer.  

• A dripping tap     — tension, passing time or a character’s growing 
inability to ignore something.  

• A train whistle         — departure, escape or an opportunity disappearing.  

• A school bell     — routine, control or the approach of a decisive 
moment.  

• Silence         — grief, threat, secrecy or communication breaking down.  

• A repeated phrase    — warning, memory, manipulation or words whose 
true meaning emerges later.  

• A name spoken repeatedly      — identity, haunting, guilt or an attempt to 
reach someone.  

 

        Weather, nature and landscape 

• Rain       — grief, loneliness, cleansing or emotional release.  

• A storm     — conflict, fear or an approaching crisis.  

• Thunder    — warning, anger or a sudden interruption of safety.  
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• Lightning   — revelation, violence or a brief glimpse of the truth.  

• Fog        — confusion, secrecy, uncertainty or limited understanding.  

• Snow   — silence, isolation, innocence or something dangerous 
concealed beneath beauty.  

• Ice          — emotional distance, danger or feelings kept frozen.  

• Wind      — change, instability or an unseen force influencing events.  

• The sea         — freedom, danger, grief or forces beyond human control.  

• The tide        ↔️ — returning memories, unavoidable change or the past 
repeatedly resurfacing.  

• A river         — time, transition or events that cannot be reversed.  

• A tree    — family, endurance, roots or secrets passed through 
generations.  

• A damaged tree      — broken family relationships or survival after 
trauma.  

• Falling leaves        — ageing, loss or inevitable change.  

• A flower    — love, innocence or fragile hope.  

• A dying flower      — fading love, illness or approaching loss.  

• A seedling    — renewal, recovery or hope beginning unnoticed.  

• A bird      — freedom, escape, captivity or warning.  

• A crow or raven         — death, observation, intelligence or approaching 
danger.  

• A moth               — obsession, vulnerability or attraction to something 
destructive.  

• A spider’s web   — entrapment, manipulation or connections gradually 
becoming visible.  

• Footprints in snow or mud              — presence, pursuit or evidence that 
someone was not alone.  
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      Colours as creative motifs 

A colour can develop atmosphere while also representing a character, emotion 
or central theme. 

• Red   — love, violence, danger, anger, guilt or a truth that cannot remain 
hidden.  

• Green   — hope, jealousy, decay, ambition or something desired but 
out of reach.  

• Blue   — calmness, grief, loneliness, emotional distance or freedom.  

• Yellow   — happiness, illness, warning, cowardice or cheerfulness that 
feels artificial.  

• Orange   — warmth, fire, energy, warning or approaching change.  

• Purple   — power, mystery, imagination, identity or mourning.  

• Pink      — affection, innocence, vulnerability or expectations placed 
upon a character.  

• Black    — death, secrecy, fear, rebellion or hidden strength.  

• White    — innocence, emptiness, silence, perfection or deception 
concealed beneath purity.  

• Grey      — numbness, uncertainty, routine or a world drained of hope.  

• Brown   — earth, home, decay, tradition or something old and 
neglected.  

• Gold     — wealth, ambition, temptation or success that proves hollow.  

• Silver         — the moon, memory, emotional coldness or supernatural 
influence.  

• A colour gradually fading       — lost memory, weakening hope or a 
relationship disappearing.  

• A colour becoming brighter        — growing confidence, revelation or 
recovery.  
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• A colour appearing where it should not         — danger, supernatural 
disruption or reality becoming unreliable.  

 

     Character and identity 

• A reflection     — identity, duality or a character becoming someone they 
fear.  

• A shadow      — hidden identity, guilt or the darker side of a character.  

• A mask    — deception, social expectations or the difference between 
public and private identity.  

• A name      — belonging, reputation or the struggle to define oneself.  

• A nickname    — affection, control or an identity imposed by others.  

• A photograph of the character          — changing identity or evidence that 
contradicts their memory.  

• A uniform       — conformity, authority or the suppression of individuality.  

• A pair of gloves     — concealment, emotional distance or avoidance of 
responsibility.  

• A coat         — protection, disguise or the continuing presence of its former 
owner.  

• A tattoo or mark      — identity, loyalty, survival or a past that cannot be 
erased.  

• A cracked pair of glasses     — distorted perception or a character’s 
understanding breaking down.  

• A double or repeated face    — divided identity, paranoia or an 
unreliable sense of reality.  

 

    Relationships, grief and absence 

• An empty chair          — death, separation or someone who remains 
emotionally present.  
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• An untouched cup        — absence, waiting or a routine that continues 
after loss.  

• A place set at the table      — denial, memory or refusing to accept 
someone’s absence.  

• A wedding ring     — love, loyalty, betrayal or the end of a relationship.  

• A borrowed item     — connection, unfinished business or a relationship 
interrupted.  

• A gift      — affection, guilt, manipulation or a final message.  

• A pressed flower          — preserved love, memory or something 
beautiful that cannot remain alive.  

• A scarf        — warmth, memory or the physical trace of an absent person.  

• A familiar perfume     — love, memory, grief or the suggestion that 
someone has returned.  

• An unanswered letter       — rejection, misunderstanding or a truth never 
communicated.  

• A photograph turned face-down            — anger, grief or a relationship the 
character cannot confront.  

• Two cups becoming one        — separation, loss or a character slowly 
accepting solitude.  

 

          Journeys, choices and change 

• A crossroads   — choice, uncertainty or competing futures.  

• A bridge        — transition, reconciliation or crossing a point of no return.  

• A road               — destiny, freedom or a life shaped by decisions.  

• A train         — escape, separation or an opportunity that will not wait.  

• A bus ticket       — independence, chance or proof of a journey someone 
denies taking.  
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• A suitcase       — escape, emotional baggage or preparing to abandon one 
identity.  

• A map       — control, confusion or the failure of carefully made plans.  

• A compass         — guidance, morality or losing a sense of direction.  

• Traffic lights            — hesitation, control or knowing when to act.  

• A gate      — restriction, opportunity or entry into the unknown.  

• A tunnel         — fear, transition or moving through darkness towards 
understanding.  

• A lighthouse              — guidance, isolation, warning or unreachable safety.  

• A path becoming overgrown        — neglected memory, abandoned 
ambitions or a truth deliberately avoided.  

 

    Phrases, actions and repeated behaviour 

Motifs do not have to be physical objects. 

• “I’m fine.”       — denial, emotional suppression or a façade gradually 
breaking.  

• “See you tomorrow.”           — hope, dramatic irony or a promise that 
cannot be fulfilled.  

• “Don’t look back.”          — warning, regret or the impossibility of escaping 
the past.  

• “It’s nothing.”                        — concealment or danger being deliberately 
underestimated.  

• Counting       — anxiety, control or a coping mechanism beginning to fail.  

• Checking a lock     — fear, paranoia or guilt.  

• Washing hands         — guilt, contamination or an impossible attempt to 
feel clean.  

• Looking over one’s shoulder          — fear, pursuit or a guilty conscience.  
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• Touching a scar                — trauma, memory or the return of fear.  

• Straightening an object            — a need for control while life becomes 
increasingly chaotic.  

• Lighting a candle       — remembrance, hope or communication with the 
past.  

• Leaving food untouched      — grief, anxiety or loss of control.  

 

   Quick creative motif planner 

1. What is my story really about? 

Grief? Identity? Ambition? Fear? Guilt? Freedom? Family? Change? 

2. What could represent that idea? 

Choose an object, colour, sound, phrase, image or repeated action. 

3. What does it mean initially? 

What does the reader first believe it represents? 

4. Where will it return? 

Place it at important moments—not randomly in every paragraph. 

5. How will its meaning change? 

Can it become more threatening, hopeful, revealing or emotionally significant? 

6. What will it reveal at the climax or twist? 

Could the reader suddenly understand its earlier appearances differently? 

7. How will it appear at the end? 

Its final return should show what has changed—or what tragically has not. 

 

       Three possible motif journeys 

      Flickering light: fear to understanding 

• Opening: The light flickers whenever the character passes an abandoned 
room.  
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• Rising action: It flickers as forgotten memories begin to return.  

• Climax: The light goes out when the character finally enters.  

• Ending: Morning light fills the room after the truth is accepted.  

     Stopped clock: trauma to release 

• Opening: A clock has remained stopped at 3:17 for years.  

• Rising action: The time appears elsewhere throughout the story.  

• Climax: The character remembers what happened at 3:17.  

• Ending: They repair the clock—or choose to remove it entirely.  

  Red: affection to warning 

• Opening: Red represents the warmth of a character’s favourite scarf.  

• Rising action: Small flashes of red appear as danger approaches.  

• Climax: The scarf reveals the connection between the character and the 
central event.  

• Ending: Red becomes the colour of memory rather than fear.  

Start with an ordinary detail. Give it a hidden meaning. Let its final 
appearance change how we understand the entire story. 

 


