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A man sits at his computer. He stands
and walks to the kitchen. His wife

calls from upstairs and asks for the
time. “It's 1:15,;" he tells her. He opens

Hﬂw many different
ways can you tell this
story? In the book 98 Ways . WAYS

to Tell a Story: Exercises in
Style, comic-book artist

TO TELL A STORY

EXERCISES IN STYLE

the refrigerator door and realizes he's Matt Madden offers 99 ver- . AN LEIL

sions of one simple sce-
narig—as monaologue, as
personification, as a map, and even as a

forgotten what he was looking for.

superhero tale!

Madden's idea was inspired by Exercises in
Style, a 1947 book by French author Raymond
Queneau, who rewrote a basic and pretiy bor-
ing story in 99 interesting ways, including free
verse, sonnel, haiky, telegram, and pig Latin.

“There are so many difierent kinds of experi-
ences that can happen to people, whether
ordinary or fantastic] Madden told Wiiting.
“What changes is the way the story is told: the
setting, the voice, the rhythm ... and the point
of view. The trick iz 1o lell your tale from a new
angle-mix it up, turn it inside oul, give it a
fresh perspectivel

What is perspective, you ask? "Think of a
camera placed on the floor, looking up at a
giant foot coming down to squash the viewer
as opposed to a camera looking down at a
group of peaple from the top of a building,'
Madden explains. “One gives the viewer a
sense of helplessness; the other, a sense of
power. You can use both in the same story to
show [different] points of view!

In 99 Ways, Madden played hard with
perspective, On these pages, he talks us
through his inspiration for three of his stories—
the original template, personification, and a
superhero comic—and shares some wnting

Hi, I'm Matt Madden.
you think it's hard to make up
i an interesting template or starter story,
try making up a boring one—it was one of tha
hardest parts of the project! Finally, I decided to
skatch out a few everyday scenarios that might
happen to me and my wife. I finally
hit upon the refrigerator story, which never
happened, although it is very common for
’ me to fordet what I'm doing in
the middle of doing it.

1o writing at least 99 great stories!

tips. His ideas are sure to put you on your way
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come to life ... [so that they] seem to reflect the mood and feelings of the human
characters. Visually, this comic iz almost exactly the same as the original story, or

template. In the first panel, though, we notice something odd: The computer announces
it's sleepy. You might not even notice the first time around, but the dialogue is no
longer being spoken by the human characters. I moved the tails of the word
balloons, so the spiral stalrcase asks the time, and the watch

answers ... and it is the refrigerator that wonders what

Matt is looking for anyway.
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Alr_‘u: of people think writers ... [lie] around looking
¥ Mromantic and cool until the Muse hits them with
|nsmiration to create a Work of Genius, Don't be
ooled by this myth. Anyone can be an artist, because
rt is a creative activity and not a gift that you sil
ound waiting for. Don’t worry if you think you have
nathing interesting to say: The greal thing about art is
at you often discover what you'ra talking aboul
hile you're warking on it, The important thing is to
five in and get your hands dirty!
Give yourself a very strict rule, even a random or
1] absurd one, like making yourself tell the same
stary 89 times. Starting from a constraint makes
writing like a game or a puzzle, it takes your mind
off the intimidating BLANK PAGE. For example, try
to write a paragraph in which you never use the
vowel e:
You may think that sounds simp—oops!=that is
say, uh, not hard, but you will quickly find that
normal things you say afl th—or, um ... things you
say day in and day out, now you can'i, 50 you
must think of unusual ways to writ—that is, ways
to jot down words (but don't worry if you can't
stand ii—it is OK, on occasion, o cheat!).
What | just wrote is actually a kind of word
game called a lipogram, a text in which one or
more letters are forbidden. Word games are a
good place to starl from when you are trying to
write. Try these:
* palindrome-a phrase that reads the same
forward and backward, like “Go hang a salami,
I'm a lasagna hog!”

* pangram-a sentence that uses all the letters
of the alphabat, such as "The quick brown fox
jumps over the lazy dog.”

Any medium, whether it's
a novel, a play, a comie, or a video game, is just a container
for all kinds of stories. This comic plays around with some of the conventions
of superhero comics: the bright colors, the busy layouts that are sometimes hard to read,
the stock hero and the quirky bad guy—in this case called the Refrigerator—who are
having a conversation in the middle of their fistfight. The mundane elements of
my story are now transformed into the overblown
theatrics of a superhero comia.

MATT MADDEN'S TIPS FOR DivinGg RIGHT IV

Games like these can be fun exercises in them-
selves, but they can also be used as a starting
point for stones. Say | want to write a short story
involving dogs and cats. To get started, | might
make a word chain (a chain of words in which
each new word changes one letter from the
previous one} connecting the words dog and cat:

POG COG COT CAT

MNow | have the words cog and cof to play
around with, Those words suggest a wooden
wheel and a simple dwelling, respectively, which
makes me think | could do a story about a dog
who shows up on a farm and makes friends with a
cal who sleeps on a col. There's still a lot of work
to do if | want to make this a good story. But, hey,
it's a start, and at least I'm not staring at thal

BLANK PAGE anymore!

Can you think of another way to tell Matt
Madden's refrigerator tale? E-mail your story,
sculpture, or whatever you come up with to
word@weeklyreader.com. We'll post the
mast creative stories at our blog WORD
(www.readandwriting.com)-and send the
creator of our favorite story a free auto-
graphed copy of Matt Madden's book

99 Ways to Tell a Story. (Tip: For more
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