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Age Range: 4+ (ageless)

Summary
A collection of 52 hand-drawn illustrations of
strange lands, mythical creatures, and diverse
anthropomorphic and human characters. Each
scene is highly detailed and intended to
naturally elicit storytelling by the reader. It
begins with an inspiring foreword short-story by
Neil Gaiman and introduction by creator Elise
Hurst, which sets the scene and suggests how
to use the book. A small number of inspirational break-away pages can be found at intervals
throughout. This is a book where the images tell thousands of potential stories and will offer
tremendous stimulus to budding writers of all ages.

Introduction
These notes have been formulated to be useful to many age groups, but teachers and home
educators may wish to adapt them to the interests and needs of their own students. The
exercises and activities below can be used as prompts, or as the basis of an extended unit of
study. The broad range of approaches seek to engage different creative processes and can be
used for children or adults.
The following teaching objectives will be explored through a range of activities and discussion
points. At the end of the document, the written aspects of the book will be addressed, and
possibilities for further investigation identified.

Copyright Note
These notes may be reproduced free of charge for use and study within schools, but they may
not be offered for commercial sale.
© Elise Hurst 2022
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Objectives
1. To develop storytelling, creative practices and communication strategies.
This book can be used by individuals to develop their personal creative writing and
artistic practise. Within a group context, however, the book is extended by exposing
the group to more varied ideas, associations and assumptions which can challenge
and further the discussions and possibilities for storytelling. In dealing with many
viewpoints, groups will constantly re-evaluate ideas and discover a need for flexibility
in how scenes are assessed. The ability to see a situation from many angles, and
seeking a multitude of possibilities for story outcomes, is a tremendously useful life
skill for individuals and groups. Fostering an environment where these viewpoints can
be identified and discussed is very important in a group context.
2. To develop visual literacy.
Students will need to ‘read’ the images to find meaning, looking for clues and
symbols, identifying creatures, thinking about place and environment, and how these
things are interrelated within the context of each image. Students can investigate how
the use of line, tone and colour contribute to the storytelling of the book.

Teaching Strategy
In the following pages are a wide range of activities that may be used with individuals and
groups. Some are simple focusing activities such as the first section of the ‘scavenger hunt’,
prompting a close inspection of details to locate things on the list. Many other activities focus
on extending this observation into personal creative activity. For example, the ‘scavenger
hunt’ list continues into a second part focusing on story elements, relying on each viewer to
assign, rather than discover, each attribute. The images then become peopled with emotions,
backstory, characters, motivations and possibilities – specific to the viewer.
While there are no wrong answers to the activities, and students are encouraged to discover
and share their unique perspectives, they should be able to explain and discuss their answers
so that they can begin to create a coherent narrative world. The more thoughtful these
responses become, the more the student will connect in real and useful ways for their own
storytelling development.
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Activities
The activities are collected into three sections, each containing both individual and group
exercises. The exercises are designed to introduce students to the skills of visual literacy,
creative practise and storytelling.
1. Captions
Students create and share captions as short form responses to illustrations.
2. Scavenger Hunt
Students look for details and assign story to elements found within the illustrations
3. Questions
Students practise asking questions about the images and must come up with their
own answers, inventing further detail and insights into the illustrations

Visual Literacy
This section focuses specifically upon how the art in The Storyteller’s Handbook is created and
structured, and how these techniques contribute to storytelling. A detailed case study of one
illustration explains the artist’s use of layout, technique, tone, colour and imagery. The aim is
to enable teachers and home educators to engage in visual discussions while encouraging
students to create their own artworks. Further printable art activities can be found at the end
of this document.

Using the writing in ‘The Storyteller’s Handbook’
There are a small number of written passages in this book, notably a foreword written by Neil
Gaiman in the form of a fable, an introduction by the creator Elise Hurst, and six stand-alone
statements (or break-outs) interspersed with the illustrations in the book. This section will
focus on the written aspects, facilitating a discussion on the nature of story. This area may be
of particular interest to older children and adults, who are investigating the theory as well as
the practise of storytelling.
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ACTIVITY 1: CAPTIONS
Students are shown an illustration and must create a caption for it. A caption differs from a
story in that it seeks to capture a brief aspect of the scene, usually in one or two sentences.
It may try to briefly summarise the action of a scene, or it may deliver insight (as imagined by
that viewer) into one restricted aspect. If a whole class responds differently to the same
image, it is a quick clear way of showing the range of possibilities presented by differing
viewpoints.
1.1 Imaginative
Create captions that don't describe exactly what you see, but rather something that only one
of the characters could know - some dialogue, a thought, a sound, an action, a hope, a
concern, or a cunning plan. Captions like this can be applied to many images, awakening
unexpected story possibilities. Captions that deal with emotions can quickly make a scene feel
more real and engaging.

For example: She had always looked forward to this day but now that it was here, she wasn't
at all sure it was such a good idea.
1.2 Creative Warm-up
Begin a session with a captioning exercise, where each student quickly creates a caption for
a chosen image. For a further challenge, the captions could relate to a theme (must contain a
sound, dialogue, description or a number of adjectives).
1.3 Group Activity
Students individually invent captions, they are then handed in, mixed up and swapped with
other students. Can people guess which image they go with? Could the captions describe
multiple images? What did people visualise when they first heard them?
1.4 Caption tag
One person writes a caption to an image, the next person draws something based on that
caption only, the next person writes a caption based on that artwork, and so on.
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ACTIVITY 2: SCAVENGER HUNT
This activity is designed to encourage students to look closely at images to identify details and
story elements. When we look at the images in The Storyteller’s Handbook we are actually
seeing small moments of story playing out everywhere. This scavenger hunt is a fun challenge
to explore the worlds while looking for obvious details, but also searching for characters and
story elements. These elements might be emotions, actions, intent, phobias, interactions, or
even sounds. There may be many possibilities for each item. To make the most out of the
hunt try to have students elaborate upon their answers, supplying details that go beyond
what they can see. This aspect will also develop their visual literacy as they become
accustomed to ‘reading’ the images for meaning.

Scavenger Hunt: 70 items to find, 24 story elements. (See list at end)
2.1 Micro-stories
Divide the list into small batches, including story hunt items. Assign batches to individuals or
groups. See how many can be found. Each person chooses one of their ‘finds’ and elaborates
to share a bit of imagined story. It may be describing a moment, a character backstory, some
plot, or dialogue. Everyone will approach this differently.
2.2 Ask questions about your detail or story element
For example: An umbrella collection
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Why is there a collection?
Who collected it?
Is it finished?
What is it for?
Where did the umbrellas come from?
How long has it been there?
Who wants it?
What would be an unusual use for it?

Answers may relate to clues in the image. It is good if the students diverge from the image
and take ownership of the idea. These images are intended to spark individual storytelling.
2.3 New questions
Students come up with their own scavenger hunt. It may be a list of details to search for, or
story elements. They might come up with a line of dialogue, a description of sound or smell,
a description of what is just around the corner, a character name, a caption or someone’s
inner thoughts. Other students can then try to identify which picture is a possible match and
detail why. Questions may relate to an area of investigation occurring in the class (e.g.
environment, history, or aspects of language).
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ACTIVITY 3: QUESTIONS
Each image in this book can be used in so many ways. The more students ask questions about
what they see, the more they will be challenged to provide answers - originating from their
imaginations, interests and experience. It helps to treat each scene as a real place, with real
characters and motivations and rules. If students can connect with something in the scene,
they may find it easier to take control and invent story. Below are some possible questions:
3.1 Sensory and Environmental Questions
Students imagine themselves in that location and may ask:
•

What can you hear? What does the wind sound like?
Are there any bird noises or music?
Who is talking, what are they saying?
What languages can you hear, can you understand anyone?
What would it feel like to have bare feet there?
What can you smell?

•

Did something just rumble?
What weather is coming? What season is it?
Is something unusual happening?
Look all around - what is just beyond the edge? Or far distant?
What is floating overhead?

3.2 Character Questions
Choose a person/creature/object and write from their perspective.
•

Can a cloud be a character? Or a window? Or
an animal? What if all the chimney pots and
the birds were talking together?
What is their secret fear?
Where did they come from?
What do they miss?
What are they looking for?
What do they hope for?
What do they dream?
What are they good at that no one knows?

© Elise Hurst 2022
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3.3 Character Challenge
Choose something very unlikely for a character (an inanimate object, or an animal).
•
•
•
•

Write dialogue for them. What would their voice sound like?
(TIP: You might secretly borrow the voice of someone you know to get you started.)
Give them an unlikely friend or ally.
Give them a problem to solve.
Make them visit another illustration.

How many characters are here?

Extension - Pushing beyond first instincts
After answering questions, students should examine what effect that answer will have on
the scene. Is it good or bad, or complicated?
•
•

Try choosing the opposite to their first answer - what does this do?
Reverse an attribute: something strong changes to something timid, loud becomes
silent, scary to scared. What is the effect of this?

© Elise Hurst 2022
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VISUAL LITERACY
The illustrator Elise Hurst has used visual techniques to convey story, mood, and themes. In a
written text, the author can describe how people are thinking and feeling. In a purely visual
setting, these tasks must be performed by visuals alone. The use of line, colour, tone (light
and dark areas), negative space and body language are all tools used by the visual storyteller.
The following is an examination of one image from The Storyteller’s Handbook.

Image Study

Shapes
If we were to divide the image into a few broad
areas we have a wedge shape of the rain, a mirrorimage of that shape below comprising umbrellas,
and a polar bear in a triangle of space between
them. The bear captures our attention as the
dominant character by his interruption of the
negative space, the dark details of his face
becoming a focal point. The direction of lines, the
large grouped shapes and the strategic use of clear
space can therefore direct our attention to specific
parts in the composition.

© Elise Hurst 2022
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Technique
There is a strong consistency of technique and colour across this image. Ink pen hatching is
the most common technique, most easily identified by the descending parallel lines used for
rain. The same technique is used for the umbrellas, with hatched lines following the contour
of the umbrellas’ shapes to give them dimension. The bear is created with a different
technique of broken loose strokes to convey silky fur, a marked contrast to the strong
structures around it. Colour (watercolour) is very subtle and of limited variety, (the same
green and blue colours are used repeatedly), and subtle touches of orange are barely
noticeable on the creatures in the crowd. For more details on techniques and patterns used
by the artist, see the Patterns and Techniques page at the end of this document.

Imagery
It may be noted that the structure of this image bears some relationship to photographs of
polar bears on ice flows, often associated with discussion of climate change. In this image, the
polar bear is situated upon a shape jutting out of a ‘sea’ of umbrellas, which surge like a wave,
and are coloured in the muted blue-greens of the ocean. Behind the bear is a building in polar
ice colours, like a jutting promontory of a glacier or iceberg. While all of the other animals are
anthropomorphic, being dressed as people and acting in human ways (carrying umbrellas),
the polar bear is not. It is sitting above the crowd, in a natural state. Below, the animals in the
crowd are toads, boars, foxes and hares which can all be described as invasive ‘pest’ species
and are known for their destructive impact on many natural environments.

Body Language
What is the posture of the bear and what does that suggest? What emotion do the students
see in the character? It is fascinating to see the various answers that students will give – from
tired, attentive to depressed or angry. This is where lived experience and cultural differences
can play a huge role in interpreting a scene.

Discussion
•
•
•
•

Without explaining the imagery, ask students to describe the picture and say what
they think may be going on.
Talk about animals acting naturally versus unnaturally, and the concept of
anthropomorphism (attribution of human characteristics or behaviour to non-human
entities).
Can they think of stories which use anthropomorphism, the effect it had on the story
and how the story might have worked differently had the creator used humans?
Ask if the image could symbolise anything and what they think that might be. They
should say what clues they can find to support their ideas.

Activity (individual or group)
•

Students should think of an issue that they could explore visually. What imagery
would help to convey their ideas? What character could they use as a focus? Can
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•
•

•

they choose an animal that would convey that most effectively? How can they use
the natural attributes of their chosen animal to help or subvert their idea? What
environment would help to tell that story? What details would help to support their
theme?
Students will then create an artwork according to their ideas, in the medium of their
choice (perhaps collage, drawing, painting or sculpture).
Using the Scales template (at end of document), students create their own large
creature, cutting out and decorating the provided shapes to create the creature of
their choice. The shapes could also be used for feathers, or leaves, depending on the
interests of the group.
Using the incomplete illustration (full size at end of document) of the dogs waiting
beneath ascending ropes, students draw what they think is in the sky.

© Elise Hurst 2022
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Creative Habits

It is common for ideas to occur spontaneously in response to environment and the stories
that surround us every day. Establishing a few creative habits can aid people in noticing,
remembering and storing these ideas as ingredients for their own story creation.
Elise says:
“I remember when I set out to write my first picture book. I couldn’t believe how
hard it was to come up with an idea… when I knew there had been many times in
the past when I’d thought ‘Oh, that would make a great book!’ I realised that I had
to start capturing ideas when they occurred to me. Once I had begun really looking
at the world around me for inspiration, I began to see interesting ideas
everywhere. Often, they were just tiny fragments, but then I would start to see
how things could join together and then suddenly, we have a story.”
Artists and writers all have their own way of gathering, storing and using their ideas. Below
are a few ideas to try:
•

Keep a writing journal for ideas, characters, doodles, great descriptions and words.

•

Make a story pin-board where scraps of ideas, characters, locations, names can be
pegged. Students may find themselves drawn to collect a specific group of things,
and so discover a useful theme to explore.

•

Walk with a notebook. Try to spot things that could be part of a story and write them
down. Create characters out of people and animals. Look at street names and
imagine creating your own part of town. Choose a house or a tree as a location and
imagine what kind of story could happen there.

•

Look at vintage photography or postcards. Could the people or places be used in
stories?

•

Share ideas with friends or family.
Sometimes when people sit down and just start telling the story, their instincts take
over and great ideas spring to life. Give everyone a chance to describe something
and say what they think is happening. There are no wrong answers.

Extension Activities
When students have many partial ideas, here are some activities to begin to broaden them
out.
•

Write a letter connecting two pages and two very different characters - what do they
have in common?

© Elise Hurst 2022
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•

Create diary entries for a character - try giving them a great day, a bad day and a
problem to overcome.

•

Create a short play about something happening - you could do this alone or in a
group.

•

Make your character travel into a different picture.

•

Make a progressive story starting with a random image from the book. Each person
contributes a sentence/paragraph as you go around the room.

© Elise Hurst 2022
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USING THE WRITING IN THE
STORYTELLER’S HANDBOOK
Although this book is ostensibly a textless visual resource, there are a select number of
written passages, which can be used to investigate the nature of story and the many ways it
can be expressed. The first is a short story fable written by Neil Gaiman as a foreword to the
book. It is situated within the world of the drawings through the use of imagery, and by its
fantastical approach it is well-suited to interpretation and discussion. This area of discussion
is particularly appropriate for older groups and could be extended into historical and cultural
investigations of narrative approaches.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What do students think this story is about?
What does story mean to people?
How many forms of story can students think of?
What are some non-written forms of storytelling?
What are some very modern examples?
What are some very old examples? (e.g. paleolithic cave painting, body art, oral
histories, temple carvings, Bayeux Tapestry, Roman frescoes, shadow puppet plays.)
Why are stories told in different ways?
What are archetypal characters and how might they be useful in a story? (e.g. the
sage/mentor/teacher, the artist, the villain, rebel, the hero, the explorer, the carer,
the jester, the everyman…)
How is an archetype different to a stereotype?

This story seems to be filled with impossible things. It can be regarded as a fantasy, but
students can also see if they can find meaning beneath the words.
•
•
•
•
•

What symbolism can you find in this story?
Is the old man a storyteller, or perhaps story itself?
Can story ever die or be finished?
Who is the gatekeeper?
Why is fantasy a useful story form for
exploring ideas?

Writing: The break-out pages
There are six pages of text interspersed in the artwork of the book, useful for prompting
discussion about storytelling, the importance of creativity and the way we can each use our
unique experiences and ideas as a resource.
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Possible discussion could involve the following questions and ideas:
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•

Can students think of any of childhood moments that could inspire a story?
Could that moment be converted into a story, involving what we wish had
happened?
How is autobiography different from fiction inspired by real events? Why might you
choose one storytelling style instead of the other?
Can students think of historical stories that are full of the details and attitudes of
that period.
What might stories tell us about the people writing them? Are there any clues that
the writer agreed or disagreed with the ideas of their time? (Who are the
protagonists and are they stereotypical or subversive according to the norms of that
period?)
Do stories always tell us about the author? Does it matter?
What have we come across in a story that felt very ‘real’ or relatable? What was at
the core of that storytelling? (Was it the situation or emotion, or both that was
relatable?) What does this suggest? How might we use such ‘real’ aspects in our own
work?
What images in The Storyteller’s Handbook feel relatable?

The creator states that each person has a unique imagination and that their voice is important
and full of potential. How might students encourage each other to create and share their
stories?
•
•
•
•

Create a zine
Publish a class journal
Create an artwork
Create picture books to share with younger students

Consider the first break-out page:
“Our imaginations are not limited by what is, they can soar into what if.
Long ago when lands were uncharted and the world seemed vast and
unknowable, the map makers would draw dragons and beasts to fill the
spaces of the globe. Here, again, we stand on the edge of what is and, with
the turning of each page, we look out into the great what if. And yes, there
will be dragons.”
•
•
•
•
•

Why would map makers draw dragons?
What does this say about how people viewed the unknown?
What unknown spaces still exist and how would you mark them on a map?
How does this idea relate to storytelling?
What is meant by the last statement and what emotion does it elicit?
Discuss the imagery of the language.
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About the Creator: Elise Hurst

Elise is an award-winning Australian artist, illustrator and writer. Coming from an artistic
family, she has a background in traditional representational fine art. At university she
studied archaeology and aspects of Celtic, Norse and ancient European literature and
history, then near the end of her studies she began illustrating her first books. She has now
illustrated over sixty titles, and also been author-illustrator of eight. Although mostly
specialising in books for children, her work has tended more recently to stories that can
appeal to adults as well as children, looking for universal themes and ideas. Simultaneous
with book illustration, Elise created stand-alone narrative illustrations which sells worldwide
as cards, prints and original artworks. The Storyteller’s Handbook marks the combination of
this approach to storytelling with a published work.

Notable illustrated works
•
•
•
•
•

Trying by Kobi Yamada
(Compendium, 2020)
The Ocean at the End of the Lane
by Neil Gaiman (Headline, 2019)
Girl on Wire by Lucy Estela
(Penguin, 2018)
Adelaide’s Secret World
by Elise Hurst (A&U, 2015)
Imagine a City by Elise Hurst
(Allen & Unwin, 2014)

Resources
Elise Hurst: www.elisehurst.com
Publisher website: www.live-inspired.com
Neil Gaiman: www.neilgaiman.com
For more art exercises, downloadable PDFs and discussion:
www.thestorytellershandbook.com
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Scavenger Hunt

How many can you find in The Storyteller’s Handbook?
Can you find them in more than one place?
A spiral
A lonely place
An upside-down city
A sea of umbrellas
A snuggle
A treacherous path
Something defying gravity
A travelling companion
A grumpy toad
Storytime
A quill
A journey
A fishy tail
A very big cat
The most dangerous bath ever
A tempest
A flying jellyfish
The sleepiest group
A monkey
A rare sight
Something sky-swimming
A traffic jam
A long swing
An inside forest
The smallest rabbit
A knotty problem
An inside aquarium
Koalas
An umbrella collection
A free ride
A pyramid
A night light
Dinner
Someone travelling in style
Something rumbling

© Elise Hurst 2022

A school of fish
The softest ears
A twisty chimney
A cat door
A cheeky turtle
A round door
An explorer
A hungry bush
A literary wombat
Something puffy
Tentacles
A mysterious stranger
A dangerous game
A cat on a rooftop
A sideways tree
A navigating duck
A chicken in a bucket
A peacock
A sad bug
An unlikely predator
A secret door
A tricky turtle
A shadow creature
Twins
The biggest bird
A book about mushrooms
An unlikely snail
A tiny door
The scariest place
A battle
The highest view
Wet and dry
Something magical
The woolliest character
A key thief!
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Story Hunt
Your answers will be different to everyone else.
Where do you think these things might be?
Someone who is afraid of the dark
Someone being brave
Someone anxious
Trust
Something being followed
Who cannot see?
An idea coming to life
Something humming
Someone who needs a hug
Revenge
Hidden danger
Someone who is not what they seem
Something about to transform
Who is beginning an adventure?
Who is at the end of an adventure?
A huge deception
An unlikely victor
Who is ready to leave?
Common ground
Who is afraid to speak the truth?
A moment from disaster
Who is almost at the end?
Who is in a dream?
A clever trick
Old friends
A very Grand Plan
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Patterns & Techniques
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