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THESIS STATEMENT:
This thesis is an exploration of the ways in which writers, primarily those
who focus on creative non-fiction such as memoirs and autobiographies, translate
their work into a visual format, either individually or collaboratively and how these

different forms are equally valid and effective.
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We dream in narrative, daydream in narrative, remember, anticipate,
hope, despair, believe, doubt, plan, revise, criticize, gossip, learn, hate
and love by narrative.

—-Barbara Hardy



INTRODUCTION

Before there were alphabets or epic poems, personal stories were passed along
from one storyteller to the next, told orally around fires, embellished along the way.
With the invention of the written language came an entirely new set of rules to define
and structure narrative. But even with these new rules, narrative and storytelling
have always been transient forms, changing and adapting to new technologies and
mindsets. Today, there are an infinite number of ways to tell our own stories. From the
simple form of words on a page, to the incorporation of imagery and visuals, to audio
and video, each author, there is an appropriate media in which to tell his story. The
non-traditional narrative forms by which some authors and artists tell their personal
histories and stories are just as valid as traditional, mainstream forms. Artists must
work in a medium in which they feel comfortable, and which is the best vehicle for
their individual stories.

A bare-bones definition of narrative would be to simply say that it tells a
story. But when put into the context of someone’s life, this form does much more.
“We dream in narrative, daydream in narrative, remember, anticipate, hope, despair,
believe, doubt, plan, revise, criticize, gossip, learn, hate and love by narrative”.! While
here, Barbara Hardy is specifically referring to fiction, this idea can be applied to all
forms. Narrative is the fabric by which we mold and shape our lives. It is the way we
connect to others to share our stories and fiind common ground. From the traditional
novel format to poetry to the graphic novel to artists’ books, the ways that we can do

this are ever-evolving.



WHY MEMOIR?

When I look back on my childhood I wonder how I survived at all. It
was, of course, a miserable childhood: the happy childhood is hardly
worth your while. Worse than the ordinary miserable childhood is the
miserable Irish childhood, and worse yet is the miserable Irish Catholic

childhood.?
-Frank McCourt, Angela’s Ashes

We are, as humans, drawn to the lives of others. When we read or interact with
another person’s story, we are trying to make a connection with that person’s life. The
human experience is universal. We want to relate - to see in other people what we
know of in ourselves. It is this need to connect that makes autobiography and memoir
such engaging, popular subjects in modern culture.

Megan Brown, an assistant professor of English who teaches a course about
reading and writing autobiography, believes that, as readers, “we want to gloat about
someone else’s real-life misfortunes, or to remind ourselves that our lives really are
not so bad, relatively speaking. We want to draw encouragement and hope from
someone else’s struggles and triumphs. Perhaps we simply want to be entertained or
enlightened by hearing someone else’s life story.”

And this is true. By reading the story of someone like Dave Pelzer, whose
memoirs A Child Called It and The Lost Boy recount his abusive upbringing, we
realize that our own lives maybe are not as bad as we thought. It can be therapeutic
for the reader, as well as the writer, to experience the struggles of others and find
out how they have overcome their pasts. The reader is forced to put his own life
into perspective, and in this way, come to terms with his own unwritten memoir. As

readers, we become “voyeurs into a world that is edifying, but also safe.”



When we engage in an autobiography, we immerse ourselves into that
person’s life. We attempt to identify with their experiences, often looking for
inspiration or hope. According to Paul John Eakin, “Autobiography is not merely
something we read in a book; rather, as a discourse of identity, delivered bit by bit in
the stories we tell about ourselves day in and day out, autobiography structures our
living.”s

And because writing is a form of self-therapy, or a “discourse of identity,” much
of the memoir genre focuses on tragic or difficult lives. When someone takes on the
task of writing his memoir, he must not only figure out what happened that is worth
sharing, but what it all means.

It must also be noted that we often read simply for entertainment and pleasure.
“After all,” writes McCourt in the opening of Angela’s Ashes, “the happy childhood is
hardly worth your while.” Readers who have faced similar struggles in their own lives
might not be drawn to Pelzer’s story of abuse and neglect, but might find interest in a
memoir that reflects very little of their own lives. Each of these reasons contributes to

the popularity and significance of the genre.



TRADITIONAL FORM

Perhaps the most widely recognized and easily digested personal narrative
comes in the form of the traditional memoir. Physically speaking, it’s a familiar
format: a few hundred pages, clean margins, blocks of text which follow the standard
semantic and syntactic rules. At first glance, it could tell the reader anything. But here,
it is not the structure that matters, but the words and ideas held inside.

Traditional writing, the kind seen in rows upon rows at any bookstore, follows
a fairly simple format: event-driven plots told from one point of view in more-or-less
chronological order. The style is prosaic, which is not to say it cannot have a poetic
flare - often the most successful memoirs do. These are the markers of storytelling
by which the average reader feels comfortable. In this format, a memoir could be any
other book or tale.

Jeanette Walls’ The Glass Castle is a perfect example of this type of highly-
accessible yet completely enthralling writing. Walls had a nomadic, often tragic
childhood, marked by neglect and sexual abuse. But she does not tell her story with
blame or anger. Rather, she simply presents it for the reader to interpret, much in the
way she approached it as a child.

The novel opens with a present-day Walls sitting in a cab looking out at her
mother, who is scavenging in a dumpster a mere fifteen feet away. The two-page
vignette pulls the reader in with the keen eye that she has developed as a journalist.
“..still she reminded me of the mom she’d been when I was a kid, swan-diving off cliffs
and painting in the desert and reading Shakespeare aloud.”

In the next scene, which flashes back to her childhood, Walls’ tone and diction



switch to capture the innocence she had at that age. “Pink was my favorite color. The
dress’s skirt stuck out like a tutu, and I liked to spin around in front of the mirror,
thinking I looked like a ballerina” She sandwiches this description in between the
lines “I was on fire.” and a sentence describing cooking hot dogs on the stove. By
positioning her three-year-old dreams of a ballerina between a terrifying moment,
finding herself aflame, and an adult activity, cooking dinner, Walls clearly relates her
childlike attitude and innocence where she does not realize the problems in her life.
To three-year-old Walls, cooking dinner on the stove is normal. The Village Voice
writes that the novel’s “power stems from its childlike perspective and unsentimental
prose.”®

The narrative techniques Walls uses, such as alternating between the childlike
and adult point of views, strong details and a well-paced plot, are pretty standard
fare for fiction and non-fiction alike. “The details are convincing. The reader can see
how exciting these parents are, even during times of simultaneous and dangerous
neglect,” writes Jocelyn Bartkevicius in her review. What sets her story apart,
however, is its truth. As one reader noted, “The story as fiction would have been
amazing, but since this is a memoir it is even more extraordinary.”® This goes back to
what Brown wrote about the appeal of the memoir: people are instinctually drawn to
the stories of others. For Walls, who grew up to work as a journalist, writing was the
only avenue she could approach to tell her story.

Frank McCourt’s literary masterpiece Angela’s Ashes won the Pulitzer Prize
for Biography or Autobiography. Like The Glass Castle, this memoir relies on all the

traditional rules of storytelling: striking details, engaging conversation, a gritty and



interesting plot. McCourt deals with many of the same themes that Walls touches
upon. “Books that describe experiences of growing up with difficult parents resonate
with most of us and often achieve a wide readership,” writes Sophie Freud. This,
coupled with the remarkable writing and story, contribute to the book’s success.
Though still a traditional book, McCourt handles his remembrance of 1930s and
’40s Ireland with slightly different literary techniques. The novel starts with him as a child
in Brooklyn and follows him to Ireland and finally back to America. It adheres to many
of the same standard cues as The Glass Castle such as having one point of view and a
mostly chronological plot. But McCourt takes some liberties with the grammar and style

of his prose.

I don’t want to stay in this place where you have to stand in line with boys
and girls, straighten your back, hands by your sides, look ahead, don’t look
down, move your feet, move your feet, look at Cyril, look at Cyril, and there
goes Cyril, all dressed up in his saffron kilt and the medals jingling, medals
for this and medals for that and the girls love Cyril and Mrs. O’Connor
loves Cyril for didn’t he bring her fame and didn’t she teach him every step
he knows, oh, dance, Cyril, dance, oh, Jesus, he floats around the room, he’s
an angel out of heaven and stop the frowning, Frankie McCourt, or you'll
have a puss on you like a pound of tripe, dance, Frankie, dance, pick up
your feet for the love 0’Jesus, onetwothreefourfivesixseven onetwothree
and a onetwothree, Maura, will you help that Frankie McCourt before he
ties his two feet around his pole entirely, help him, Maura.”?

McCourt seamlessly blends conversation and internal narrative together,
resulting in a fast-paced, swirling account, mimicking Frankie’s own movements in
both this scene, and throughout his life. McCourt’s purposeful exclusion of quotation
marks throughout the entire novel causes speakers to blend together, hinting at the
idea of McCourt’s fallible memory, which might recount events similarly to how they

actually occurred, but cannot be expected to be one hundred percent accurate. It



also mimics the never-ending hardship he faced, where each tumultuous event was
followed quickly by the next.

McCourt uses a familiar structure, the comfortable format of the book, to
push boundaries while not alienating his readers. As a writer, he was not able to tell
his story using solely standard syntax. His unconventional grammar, coupled with
traditional narrative elements make his book engaging yet approachable. For many
writers, playing with the structure of the narrative can be an effective way to break
boundaries while still working within the written word.

McCourt’s parents were both uneducated and his schooling was mediocre
at best. This upbringing helps infuse his writing with a more lax, poetic style that
refuses to follow every grammatical and syntactical rule. This is not to say that
McCourt himself is uneducated, as evidenced in his becoming a teacher, but rather he
uses this literary device to reflect his humble beginnings. In contrast, Walls’ parents,
despite their problems, put a high value on education. In the book, Walls recounts
having to do her math homework in binary because her father felt that using Arabic
numerals was too easy. Despite her erratic upbringing, intelligence was highly valued

in her family and her writing style clearly reflects this.



EXPERIMENTAL FORM

Taking narrative a step further than McCourt, some authors step into the
world of poetry to write their story. These experimental endeavors still rely mostly on
text, but urge the readers to step out of their comfort zones. Lyn Heijinian’s memoir
My Life does just that. Heijinian’s story is one many of us can recognize: a coming-of-
age tale, cataloging her transition from childhood into adulthood. Hejinian’s writing
mimics memory in it’s fluid and wandering style. But she does not focus on any tragic
or horrible events in her life. “If language can enable the self to lose gender and other
fundamental attributes, language can cause all things to appear beautiful,” writes
Lisa Samuels. Hejinian purposefully chooses the memories she includes in My Life,

describing fleeting moments to give the reader a warm impression.

What is possibly my earliest recollection is of a
brilliantly yellow flower sharp on the grass. From

that period also come other purely visual memories.

I remember clearly particular wallpapers, the small
yellow roses on the yellowing paper in my grandmother’s
room, the faded green stems and leaves, and the dark
green paper of my own bedroom. In still another room
was a pink paper, newly hung, which I tore off the wall
in long strips as I lay in my crib for an afternoon nap.
Because my memory is visual in its nature, that I should
have become a painter follows logically. Yet, though my
father was a painter, I am not.*

Through her poetic flare, Hejinian creates a specific, yet still accessible,
visual scene in the mind of the reader. The reader can insert his own memories into
Hejinian’s, increasing the connection to the text and the author. Hejinian works within
the confines of a traditional codex form but allows freedom within the poetic style.
Her writing is often stream-of-consciousness, in places even a bit hard to follow. But

as a whole, it reaches the reader on a very intimate level.



In The Vermont Notebook, John Ashbery and Joe Brainard collaborate to pair

Ashbery’s poetry with Brainard’s imagery. [Fig. 1] Many of the pieces at the beginning

i

f////?/

/)

/

=
FIGURE 1 | John Ashbery & Joe Brainard, The Vermont Notebook, 2001

of the book are list poems, which vary in topic and theme. Towards the end, the format
switches to more prosaic, paragraph-style writings. It is not 100 percent clear how
much truth and autobiography exist within Ashbery and Brainard’s collaboration, but
the lists and topics touched upon are certainly effects from the poet’s life. “Ashbery

has a real knack for creating extraordinary situations out of the commonplace,”*

writes Larry Sawyer, editor of MilkMag.

Darkness, eventide, shadows, roost, perch, leaf, light, evasion, sen-
tinel, plug, dream, mope, urchin, distress, ways, many, few, found,
dreaming, unclad, season, solstice, many, before, few, undid, seam,
artery, motor, before, sleep, come, mouth, asshole, behaving,
foundered, sleep, reef, perfect, almost.*®

This passage appears next to a black and white drawing of a feather, leaf and

grassy elements. “This collaboration turns inward and meditates on uncertainties
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although Brainard’s art is representational and Ashbery’s wry wit is borderline silly,”
writes Sawyer. “Ashbery deftly turns corners, however, precisely when the silliness
could have become somewhat too daft and his pronouncements possess a maddening
inverse logic that genuinely charms.””

Poetry, and collaborations like The Vermont Notebook, which bridges textual
imagery with visual imagery, reaches a different kind of reader than traditional
narrative. David Orr, who wrote Beautiful & Pointless: A Guide to Modern Poetry, says
he “reads poetry because it helps him negotiate the world around him and understand
his own feelings about that world.”*® Often, poetry allows for a wider variety of reader
interpretations than traditional narratives. For Orr, and poetry-lovers in general,

connecting to Ashbery or Hejinain might be easier because there is less concrete fact

and more fluid descriptions.
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GRAPHIC FORM

For some authors, the written word alone is not enough to tell their stories.
Yet many are reluctant to break way from the traditional book format - a time-tested
vehicle for storytelling.

Lynd Ward was an illustrator who branched into wood engraving, delving
into the world of wordless storytelling. While he did not work with memoir or
autobiography in the strictest sense, his work nonetheless serves as a foundation for
graphic and visual novelists to come. “Ward’s one-image-per-page narrative places
strict demands on his storytelling: Each image must stand alone and declare its
message simply and unmistakably even as it builds on the images that preceded it.”?

Working in the late 1920s and throughout the ‘30s, Ward published six
woodcut novels. His first novel, God’s Man, was published in 1929, was very successful
upon its release. The story is that of an artist who makes a deal with a shadowed
figure. He finds fame and fortune, but soon becomes dissatisfied with his life and
attempts suicide. He is found by a
beautiful women who lives alone
in the woods. They have a child
together and live a simple but
happy life. At the end, the artist
meets another shadowy figure.
This time it is Death, and the artist

falls off a cliff as he steps back in

horror. [Fig' 2] FIGURE 2 | Lynd Ward, God’s Man: A Novel in Woodcuts, 1929
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The story is told entirely through black and white wood engravings, which
allowed Ward to manipulate light and contrast. He had to tread carefully when
crafting these stories. Like Weldon noted, each panel must be able to stand on its
own, but together, they must form a cohesive and comprehendible story. Ward wrote

about the process in his book Storyteller Without Words:

The first visual units immediately establish character and setting.

Each succeeding unit must relate to what has been established and,

by focusing on a slightly later point in the developing action, move

the story that much further along. The difficulty, of course, lies in
determining how much of an interval between unites will be effective.
If it is too great, you lose the reader because he cannot make that leap
with the information you have given him On the other hand, if the
interval is too slight, the new unit will seem repetitious and the reader’s
interest will flag.®

Ward’s training as an artist set him up to work visually, and yet the stories
he had to tell could not be translated in one or two frames. So he turned to the book.
Ward helped lay the foundation on which wordless novels could be told. Despite
rising literacy rates, his books sold quite well. He paved the way for audiences who
connected more with the visual than with the textual. Marjane Satrapi, author of
Persepolis, a graphic memoir, believes that “what distinguish[es] the comics is that
part of the narration is done with drawings.”*

In 2009, David Small, an illustrator, published Stitches, his graphic memoir. It
tells the story of how, at fourteen, he went into surgery to have a growth on his neck
removed only to wake up with no voice. Later, he discovers that he actually had throat
cancer which was caused by his father, a radiologist.

The 325-page narrative is mostly pictorial, with each page devoted to a

number of black and white ink drawings. The text that appears is either dialogue,
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onomatopoeia or a few lines of narration above the images. But the bulk of Small’s
story is told through the images themselves. After Small’s first operation to try and
remove his cancer, Small’s mother comes to visit him in the hospital. A repressed
lesbian who resents her son, she rarely interacts with him in a loving or parental
manner. Small draws her in shadow, with light hitting her from the side, highlighting
her face. She removes her glasses wipes away what appear to be tears. When she
finally turns to speak to him, a few frames later, the look in her eye has returned to one
of malice. Small’s black and white drawings use shading and light to cast tone and
emotion onto the characters. Rather than describing the hateful look she gives him,
and her internal conflict over loving a son she resents, he simply draws it. Moments
after she has an emotional reaction to his situation, the reader can instantly see the
fury in her eyes. [Fig. 3]

On the same page, the final
frame is a drawing of Small himself, as

he angrily reminds his mother that she

burned all of his books. He does not

need words to show how angry he was
with her, or how much she resented
him. He can tell us visually and far

THAT 15 0
more effectively. These emotions, which SHORT SUPPLY
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he relates through the images, were

not sentiments shared verbally in his

family, a reclusive group who kept their FIGURE 3 | David Small, Stitches, 2009
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emotions to themselves. It would not make sense to relate the inner emotions of his
family in a verbal manner, since that was not a technique used in his family.

In writing this memoir, Small “tried to imitate what my old analyst had done
for me.””” His original intent for writing was not to be published, but rather to come to
terms with his youth and the horrible events that changed his life. It was self-therapy.
To read through Stitches is to go on the artist’s journey with him - to understand and
overcome his cancer and his parents, and for the reader, this can help to understand
our own lives.

Small lost the ability to speak at fourteen and for nearly ten years, he could
only manage a hoarse whisper. The majority of his adolescence was spent interacting
on a visual level. When he sat down to write Stitches, he began with prose and then
translated the stories visually. For Small, a working illustrator who spent much of
his life interacting on a visual level, writing a traditional memoir was not the natural
avenue. He, in fact, began writing his own memoir “first in prose and then later
in pictures, I tried to write out what had happened to me as a kid,”* he said in an
interview.

The book is littered with short dialogue and speech bubbles. The reader must
relate to Small’s world in a mostly visual sense, much like Small was forced to do at
14, when his world turned from oral to visual after he lost his voice. To use the graphic
memoir format is to force the reader to interact with his story in the same manner that
he did. For Small, it was the only viable option for coming to terms with his cancer, his

family and his past.
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VISUAL FORM

Even further than graphic novels are authors who take the written word
either completely off the page or turn the page into an entirely new form. Pushing
the boundaries, these authors-turned-artists work in all sorts of mediums, including
photography, sculpture and book arts, to breathe new and different life into their
works. Small created trailers for his graphic novel. This American Life, Story Corps,
and The Moth use radio to tell stories. These artists-authors bridge the gap between
writing and visual arts, providing a seamless transition between the mediums.

Book artist Caren Heft has participated in a number of exhibitions about
autobiographical artists’ books. Her 1983 piece, Maps & Landmarks, chronicles her

childhood in Northwest Florida. [Fig. 4] It uses text, letterpress and imagery to define

her youth in a way that text alone could not.

FIGURE 4 | Caren Heft, Maps & Landmarks, 1983



16

“The book is about the isolated grave sites in Northwest Florida which I found
as a child hiking through the woods with my brothers,” she writes on her website.
“The book is also about pain, as documented by injuries I sustained showing horses,
and horse ailments.”* The physical nature of the subject matter, hiking and pain, is
told so well through the tactile book arts form, which causes the reader to feel and
interact on a physical level, mimicking the very topics she is approaching. Visually,
the book has a natural look - with a deckle and fraying edges, metal leaf and wire
screening. By incorporating physical elements, she is leading the reader on a journey
where they encounter different textures and emotions, much like on an actual hike
through the woods.

Much of Heft’s work incorporates very personal, specific stories with more
interpretive topics that can be easily approached by most readers. In Maps &
Landmarks, she combines the very precise childhood memory with something
to which most people can relate: pain. Heft incorporated her own x-rays, as well -
something that would be much more difficult, if not impossible, to do within the
confines of a traditional codex.

For Heft, book arts is the best avenue for her storytelling. It allows her
to incorporate text, as she often does, as well as natural and found materials,
printmaking and paper-making. Much like her unique experiences, her books,
produced in small-editions, are only available to a small portion of the population.
Her purpose in creating these works is not to reach the masses, as it is for some, but to
find the best avenue through which to relate her experiences.

Ilse Schreiber-Noll works in a variety of mediums, including painting
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and woodcut. But it is in her books that these converge to form some of her post
powerful pieces. “My works are diaries and visual documents,” she writes in her artist
statement. “They speak of the tragedy of war and the threat of ecological disaster.”*
While these themes aren’t specifically autobiographical, they represent the artist’s
passionate views that are closely tied to who she is as a person. “I create heavy
crusted surfaces that hold rudiments from nature such as sand, ashes and plants to
generate a strong sense of physical presence.”” For her, the physical presence of the
book, the tactile and interactive nature, compels the reader to not only think about the
issues that the artist is raising, but literally to have a physical interaction with those
ideas as well. Her 2010 book, “Oil Spill”, about the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, uses
hand-made paper made with sand. [Fig. 5] The reader, in turning the pages, can not
help but feel the rough texture. This, coupled with haunting imagery of injured gulls
and sealife, forces the reader to interact with the idea of the oil spill and its effect on

the ecosystem.

In addition to these unique books, she also creates what she calls “Diaries of

FIGURE 5 | Ilse Schreiber-Noll, Oil Spill, 2010
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http://www.ilseschreibernoll.com/ilseschreibernoll/Artist_Books_Ilse_Schreiber-
Noll/Pages/Unique_Books.html#6 Conflict.” Ranging from 2002-2010, each
book focuses on a specific issue, from Iraq and Afghanistan, to forgotten prisons.
Each book compiles newspaper clippings and imagery of death and destruction,
emphasizing the tragedy of war. From the readers point of view, there is no one
specific enemy or army - her works are not specifically anti-United States. Rather, she
focuses on war as a whole, outlining it as the villain. By presenting these issues in a
more neutral, though still decidedly negative, light, she allows the reader to shed any
political agenda and see war for what it really is: the tragic loss of human life and the
destruction of the natural world. These issues would be difficult to relate through
words alone without invoking a political agenda. For Schreiber-Noll, the visual format
is the only one that can get the reader to think about these issues on a basic level,
without being clouded by the political persuasions of the artist.

There are countless other artists using a variety of mediums to tell their

stories. Marjane Satrapi’s comic, Persepolis, tells the story of her childhood growing

Sl SHOULD START
LEARHIMG TD DEFEMD HEE
RIGHTS A% A WOHMAN
BT Mw !

CPPOSITION DEMOMSTIRATIOMNS.

IM SPITE OF EVECYTHMG, THE MO TS TOD DAMGEROUS.
. . . SPIRIT OF RENTLUTION WAS STRL
up Iranian during the Iranian e A TIRAE WERE S0 "J

Revolution. [Fig. 6] She chose the

comic form because “image is an

SBACE THE 4938 REVOLUTION, (B
G (EDER, (WELL, A VEAR,
PLDER ) &R0 AN HAD CHARD

international language,” Satrapi

S0 | WENT WITH THEM, | PassEs] 1o WER SUDDENLY THINGS GOT HASTY. }
T FLYEES...

said in an interview. “And when

you draw a situation—someone
is scared or angry or happy— it

means the same thing in all

FIGURE 6 | Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis, 2000.
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cultures. You cannot draw someone crying, and in one culture they think that he
is happy. He would have the same expression. There’s something direct about the
image.”” Satrapi aims to reach a broad range of readers through the comic format. An
Iranian who moved to France, she spoke a variety of languages growing up. For her,
graphic novels, or comics as she prefers to call them, can speak to anyone. “I didn’t
want to make any artistic work that would only be conceivable by the elite.”*

Seven years after the release of Persepolis, she collaborated with French comic
artist Vincent Paronnaud to co-direct a film adaptation of her novel. The film follows
the same arc as the book, but is a visual hybrid of Satrapi and Paronnaud’s work. In a
making-of featurette, she describes how the two worked seamlessly for two years, often
finishing the other’s frames and drawings. Satrapi had to collaborate with a filmmaker to
bring her work to life - as a comic artist, and not an animator, she needed both guidance

and instruction, but within a context that would allow her to translate her life’s story in a

still very personal way. By branching out into film, she was able to reach an entirely new

FIGURE 7 | Marjane Satrapi & Vincent Paronnaud, Persepolis (film), 2007.
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dimension of readers, or in this case, viewers. [Fig. 7]

Book arts and film are only a small sampling of how authors are translating
their tales into a visual (or even audio) realm. The Moth is a storytelling venue where
the author tells any true, previously untold story “live, on stage, without notes.”” It
is released as a podcast, allowing these short glimpses into stranger’s lives to reach
millions. This American Life and Radio Lab, both platforms for personal, true stories, air
on the radio and are available as podcasts as well. According to iTunes, This American
Life is the most popular podcast, followed by Radio Lab. The Moth ranks in at number
seven. The popularity of these shows underlines our need to hear the stories of others -

to share those experiences and strengthen the human need for connection.
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CONCLUSION

Some ideas require a graphic language if they are not to be violated.*

—Marcel Duchamp

These narrative forms work on a variety of levels to achieve the same goal:
to tell a story and make a connection. We tell our stories the way we need to; we
tell them for ourselves in whatever format or medium makes the most sense. The
audience will vary based on the format and distribution, but the ultimate goal is the
same: to present his tale, to reach the reader and to effect change. We are compelled
to tell our stories. When we release into the world what we need to say and allow the
reader to come in and project their own experiences onto our lives, we allow ourselves
to connect with others. “By dialoguing, by talking, you can actually, between all the
people, change one of them,”' Satrapi said. This is true, even if that talking is done
as an artist to a viewer or an author to a reader. When a reader or viewer comes
away from someone’s autobiography, they take away a new manner of looking at
themselves.

Coming from one who is both a writer and an artist, the studio work that
accompanies this thesis explores the interplay between text and imagery and the
way one can translate into the other. Incorporating visual elements, in tandem
with creative non-fiction, bridges the gap between words and art. Through this
combination, the work appeals to a broader audience: those who connect to text and
those who identify better with imagery, while still remaining true to the original
inspiration and format.

These stories invite the reader to think of their own history and allow them
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to connect to the text in a personal and intimate way. This mimics the physical form
of the book itself, where the reader engages through the act of opening and reading.
The tactile, interactive nature of book arts works as a natural ally to the written word.
When text alone is not enough, adding a visual element, either in a dimensional

or structural way, or simply with the inclusion of imagery, can open the book to an
entirely new audience. “We seem to have no other way of describing ‘lived time’ save
in the form of a narrative,” writes Jerome Bruner.?* Narrative is the structure of life -
no matter the form or presentation, it is the underlying stories that make up human

existence and the universal human experience.
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