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	Life today is lived in snippets—140-character Tweets, Facebook status updates, headline news, 30-second advertisements, YouTube short videos.  Some may find this to be a sign of the degradation of society, grammar and literature that leads to shortened and scattered attention spans, but this truncated form of communication can also be poetic.  When one is limited and constrained by time and form, the story that is told is often open to interpretation.  The reader or audience must fill in the blanks and come to their own conclusion.  
	Famously, Ernest Hemingway once wrote an entire story in six words “for sale, baby shoes, never worn.”  In these six words, Hemingway created a vignette that conveyed and evoked a multitude of meaning.  A vignette is a literary device, which creates short, impressionistic scenes that focus on one moment or give a trenchant impression about a character, idea or setting.  
	For my project, I would like to explore this form, as well as the domain of flash fiction, to create a series of short vignettes out of different mediums: the written word, photographic, film and film with sound.  These vignettes will use a short phrase as its basis and attempt to evoke different impressions in each iteration.  The project will take the form of a narrative that shows a progression of meaning through added layers of media.  My goal is to tell an evolving story by manipulating the meaning of the same short phrase through the addition of visuals and sound.  How can the attributes and affordances of each set of media (written word, photograph, film and sound) re-write the narrative?  

Background of Micro Fiction
	I was first introduced to the concept of micro fiction in NPR’s Talk of the Nation segment “Six-Word Memoirs: Life Stories Distilled[endnoteRef:-1].”  I was fascinated by the idea that such a short phrase could evoke such a range of feelings, which have resonated with me since hearing this segment over two years ago.  [-1:  “Six-Word Memoirs: Life Stories Distilled,” Talk of the Nation, National Public Radio (Washington, DC, February 7, 2008). ] 

	 This form of fiction is marked by extreme brevity and known by many names including flash fiction, micro fiction, nano fiction, short-short story, postcard fiction, etc.[endnoteRef:0] The micro fiction/short-short story form has a long history going back to Aesop’s Fables.  However with the prevalence of screen-based media, which makes reading longer passages more difficult, and the internet as an instant publishing tool, micro fiction has been re-popularized (Thomas).  The length of micro fiction can vary from 55 words to 100 words to 1000 words.  Flash fiction contains all of the classic story elements: protagonist, conflict and resolution.  Since all of these elements must be conveyed through a limited number of words, much of these elements have to be left inferred, hinted at or create a sense of ambiguity.   [0:  Wikipedia, “Flash Fiction,” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flash_fiction. Accessed April 12, 2010.] 

	Generally micro fiction tries to tell a small story rather than one with broad, complex themes.  Also, as words and time are at a premium, the writer often uses the technique of opening the narrative in medias res, or in the middle of the action.  Another technique used in flash fiction is to use allusive references to stories that are already well known (Thomas).  By doing so, one can build upon a reader or viewer’s previous knowledge to add to the story without adding words or time (Thomas).  Other tactics include playing against expectations, using recurring imagery and raising a question that the reader will want answered.[endnoteRef:1]  Flash fiction also typically includes a surprise ending or “twist.”  As in flash fiction, one does not “have enough time to build up sympathetic characters and show how a long, devastating plot has affected them…flash fiction is often streamlined to the punch line at the end” (Thomas).  [1:  Renshaw, Camille, “The Essentials of Micro-Fiction,” Pif Magazine, http://www.pifmagazine.com/1998/06/the-essentials-of-microfiction/.  Accessed April 12, 2010.] 


Investigating and Manipulating Prose
	For my project, I intend to begin my micro-fiction story with an opening line or lines of prose to set a scene, which will eventually be re-interpreted in other media.  With this opening phrase, I plan to mislead the viewer/audience so that I can subvert their expectations later with the addition of film and sound.  In order to achieve this, it is necessary to investigate the different literary techniques that can be utilized to engender ambiguity.  
	One way this can be achieved is by using homographs, which are words that are spelled alike, but have different meanings, and sometimes, different pronunciations.  For instance, the word “dove” can mean a kind of bird, or it can be the past tense of dive.  Similarly, a polyseme, which is a word or phrase with multiple, related meanings, can be used.  This differs from homonyms in that a word seems to exhibit a different meaning when applied in different contexts.  For instance milk could be both the activity of extracting milk and also the result of the extraction.  In this way, homographs and polysemes can be manipulated to create multiple meanings. 
	Another literary and logical technique for creating multiple meanings in words is amphiboly, which is an “ambiguity, which results from ambiguous grammar” (Curtis).  There are several ways in which to employ amphiboly.  First, is the ambiguous placement of pronouns.  For instance Marilyn vos Savant gives this example in The Power of Logical Thinking, “The anthropologists went to a remote area and took photographs of some native women, but they weren’t developed.”  The use of “they” is ambiguous as it is unclear whether or not it refers to the photographs or the women.  Misplaced modifiers are also another in which ambiguous grammatical structure can be exploited.  For instance, in Animal Crackers, Groucho Marx’s line is, “One morning I shot an elephant in my pajamas.  How he got into my pajamas I’ll never know.”  The phrase “in my pajamas” creates a humorous ambiguity as it is possible to interpret that instead of the person being in the pajamas, it is the elephant.  (Curtis).
	 Equivocation is another logical fallacy that can be exploited to create ambiguous meaning.  Equivocation is a “type of ambiguity which occurs when a single word or phrase is ambiguous, and this ambiguity is not grammatical but lexical…when a phrase equivocates, it is not due to grammar, but to the phrase as a whole having two distinct meanings” (Curtis).  A famous example of the use of equivocation is Abbott and Costello’s classic vaudeville comedy sketch, “Who’s on First?”  In the routine, Abbott is identifying the players on a baseball team to Costello, but as the names of the players are purposefully confusing such as Who, What, I Don’t Know and Why, Costello mis-interprets Abbott’s question as a statement and vice-versa.  Therefore, when Abbott asks “Who’s on First,” and Costello replies that “Who’s on First” the phrase equivocates.  It could be interpreted as either a question or an answer depending on the context.  

Exploring Photography
	Photography can also be exploited to change meaning.  In her essay “On Photography” Susan Sontag remarks that “to photograph is to confer importance” (Sontag 1977, 28).  The act of photographing itself is editorializing through the frame of a camera lens.  A photographer can frame meaning and elevate the mundane to a higher level of hierarchy. Sontag also observes that “the work that photographers do is no generic exception to the usually shady commerce between art and truth” (Sontag 1977, 5).  She goes on to describe how members of the Farm Security Administration photographic project of the late 1930s took dozens of pictures of sharecroppers until they found the “precise expression on the subject’s face that supported their own notions about poverty, light, dignity, texture, exploitation and geometry” (Sontag 1977, 6).
	Different meanings can also be derived by the framing or strategic cropping of a photograph.  When the first photographs of the depiction of torture at Abu Ghraib were released the images were horrific and told a tale of gross injustice.  Later, when the original un-cropped photographs were released, another layer of the story unfolded as the images revealed that the soldiers were taking the photographs to further humiliate the detainees.  Photographs can also be altered to illustrate a particular editorial point of view.  In a September 17, 2009 blog post on the New York Times photography blog “Lens,” David Hume Kennerly[endnoteRef:2] took issue with the cropping of a photo of Dick Cheney that Newsweek used to illustrate a quote that Cheney made about the CIA.  In the cropped version of the photo, Cheney is seen wielding a butcher’s knife, which gives the photograph a sinister air.  This photo alters the original by cropping out the context of the photograph, which is Cheney preparing a family dinner in the kitchen with his wife, children and grandchildren in the background.   [2:  Kennerly, David Hume.  “Essay: Chop and Crop.”  Lens Blog on the NYTimes.com. http://lens.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/09/17/essay-9/.] 


Flash Fiction in Theater and Film
An extreme example of flash fiction in the form of theater is “Breath”, an ultra-minimalist play by Samuel Beckett lasting approximately 35 seconds that challenged theatrical conventions of time, character and plot.  The entire plot of the play consisted of the “sound of an instant of recorded vagitus, followed by an amplified recording of somebody slowly inhaling and exhaling accompanied by an increase and decrease in the intensity of the light.  There is a second identical cry, and the piece ends.  No people are seen on stage, but Beckett states that it should be littered with miscellaneous rubbish.”[endnoteRef:3]  This play was very controversial when staged and brought into question the very meaning of theater.  The sounds accompanying the visuals were what told the story.  The meaning of the play is left completely open to interpretation because of the limited staging, lack of dialogue and use of ambient sound.   [3:  Wikipedia, “Breath,” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Breath_%28play%29.  Accessed April 12, 2010.


Bibliography
Balazs, Bela, “Theory of the Film: Sound” in Film Sound: Theory and Practice ed. Elizabeth Weis and John Belton, 116-124.  New York: Columbia University Press, 1985.
Bordwell, David and Thompson, Kristin, “Fundamental Aesthetics of Sound in the Cinema” in Film Sound: Theory and Practice ed. Elizabeth Weis and John Belton, 181-199.  New York: Columbia University Press, 1985.
Chatman, Seymour. Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film. Ithaca, New York: Cornell University, 1978.
Cocteau, Jean. Orphée.  Librairie Stock, 1926.
Curtis, Gary N. “Amphiboly” and “Equivocation.” Fallacy Files. http://www.fallacyfiles.org. 
Fershleiser, Rachel and Smith, Larry, Eds. Six-Word Memoirs: Not Quite What I Was Planning. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2008.
Sontag, Susan.  On Photography.  New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1977.
Thomas, G.W., “Writing Flash Fiction,” Fiction Factor, http://www.fictionfactor.com/guests/flashfiction.html. Accessed April 12, 2010.

] 

A more recent, digital example of flash fiction in theater/film form is the website, 5secondfilms.com.  As evidenced by the name, this website generates a five-second movie every day.  Each video is comprised of two seconds of beginning titles, five seconds of film and one second of end titles, and attempts to convey a story, or part of a story, by using this combination of words and film sometimes successfully, and sometimes not.    
	Further examples that support my project in film include “Melinda and Melinda”.  Directed by Woody Allen, this movie is framed as a story within a story with a group of writers are waxing philosophic about life (is it naturally comic or tragic?)  They then create two stories, one comic and one tragic, both beginning with the scene “a distraught woman knocks on a door and disrupts a dinner party.”  This work inspired me to think of ways that I take a story with the same basic elements, and use different methods by which to change or influence the ending.  Allen’s self-imposed constraints were to use the same main character (Melinda) and a shared opening scene and to create the two sides of the Comedy-Drama masks.  
	Lars von Trier and Jørgen Leth’s “The Five Obstructions” also share this basic concept of self-imposed constraints that are found in “Melinda and Melinda” and in my project.  Director von Trier challenges his mentor and fellow filmmaker Leth to re-make his favorite film of Leth’s “The Perfect Human” five times each according to an “obstruction” set out by von Trier.  My personal “obstructions” that I propose to set out will be the reinterpretation/re-creation of the same short phrase, not through five different films, but through various media.  

Using Sound 
	Sound can manipulate narrative in different ways.  One important device is the use of asynchronous sound, “the discrepancy between the things heard and the things seen in the film, “ which “produces a tension arising from curiosity and expectation” (Balazs 1985, 120).  In this way, a filmmaker can create a different feeling or pathos, an off-screen character or different environment.  Another technique is the use of “acoustic close-ups” or isolation of sounds that are prevalent in everyday life, but not generally acknowledged or heard because they are drowned out by everyday noise.  This “intimacy of sound” can create a different atmosphere and focus the audience’s attention in a different direction (Balazs 1985, 121).
	Another way to add, enhance or change meaning in film is the use of non-diegetic sound, which is a sound that does not come from a source in the story space.  Examples of non-diegetic sound include music to enhance the film’s action or a disembodied narration (Bordwell and Thompson 1985, 192).  The use of non-diegetic sound gives a filmmaker the ability to expand “the space of the narrative action” so that it is not “limited to what we can see on the screen at any given moment.”  This use of off-screen space will be very important in expanding the limits of what can be told through micro fiction.  		


Project Methodology: The Iterative Process
	When I first began the process of exploring iterative narrative, I struggled with coming up with a cohesive narrative that adhered to all the obstructions I had set-up for myself.  Rather than let myself become road-blocked, I followed my professor’s advice of just creating fast and dirty prototypes.  I decided to tackle the mediums of still photography and sound in my first prototype.  

First Prototype
	In this first venture, I attempted to create an off-screen character through the use of asynchronous sound.  For the first half of the clip, which was told in still images, the actions and motivation of the main character are ambiguous.  He is wandering around, seemingly anxious and searching an apartment.  We see him pick up a shoe and a cup, then contemplating between the two.  The second half of the clip used sound to fill in the gaps of the story.  From the audio, we hear that the main character is desperately searching his apartment for a cricket.  The shoes and the cup are the tools by which he can eliminate this nuisance.  Choosing the shoe means death for the cricket, while selecting the cup means that he will be granting the cricket clemency.   From the sound of a cup dropping on the floor, we can infer that he chose the latter.  This sound occurs after the visuals have faded to black, extending the space and time of the narrative.  While this project was an interesting exercise in the dynamics of sound, it failed to fulfill any of the other requirements I had set out for myself.  Also, although I did succeed in creating an off-screen character, the reveal of this character happened in the beginning of the sound piece, thus failing to create any kind of anticipation or surprise element.

Second Prototype
	For the next iteration, I attempted to incorporate each of the four elements: written word, photographic still, film and film with sound.  The second prototype began with the words, “Food stores exhausted, next re-supply unknown.”  The weathered, dingy typographic treatment as well as the slightly militaristic tone of the words was meant to convey a sense that this phrase was uttered by a weary soldier in the field.  The next image is of a clean bowl on a brightly colored placemat that appears to be on a wooden table.  This shifts the context of the phrase into a domestic setting and one that is at odds with the one of the words.  During the motion portion of the film, we have a first-person viewpoint of a clock that is ticking, as well as someone who seems to be fixating on a door in a hallway.  At the end, the unknown protagonist travels along another hallway and comes upon the placemat and bowl.  We then realize that these objects were not on a wooden table, which seemed to be the case in the cropped photo, but on a wooden floor.  In the sound portion, the protagonist is revealed at the end of the piece to be a cat meowing and waiting for their owner to come home and feed them.  While this project did fulfill all of the requirements of my project as well as contain a surprise element, it was lacking an interesting narrative.  The story was too simple and not particularly compelling.  

Third Prototype
	For my third prototype, I decided that it was necessary to go back and focus on building an interesting narrative first.  I believe that part of the reason my previous iterations failed was because I approached them from the perspective of trying to figure out how to make my self-imposed obstructions work rather than focusing on trying to tell a good story.  The first step I took in trying to remedy this was to examine the strategies for writing micro fiction that I discussed earlier in this document in the section Background of Micro Fiction.  I decided that in order to draw more elements into and create greater interest in my story, it would be a good tactic to use allusive references.  I have always found mythology to be a fascinating topic and an interesting source to draw from.  I chose the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice because of my familiarity of it through the Jean Cocteau play Orphée.  
	Although there are several myths surrounding Orpheus, the one involving Eurydice is probably the most famous.  In this tragic tale, Orpheus, the son of the muse of music Calliope and a gifted musician, falls in love with a nymph, Eurydice.  The two marry, and on their wedding night, Eurydice celebrates by dancing in a field with her maids.  She is bit on the heel by a poisonous snake and dies.  Orpheus is completely devastated by the untimely death of his new bride, and travels to the underworld, Hades, to try to retrieve her.  He manages to so greatly move Hades and Persephone, the rulers of the underworld, with his beautiful music that they allow him to take Eurydice back to the world of the living with one caveat, he must not look at Eurydice until they are out of the underworld.  Orpheus manages to follow this edict until the very end, when they reach the mouth of the cave and exit from the underworld, he looks back at Eurydice to reassure himself that she is following behind him.  This fatal slip seals Eurydice’s destiny to be forever banished to the underworld.     
Twentieth-century French playwright and filmmaker, Jean Cocteau, also drew from the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice in his 1926 play Orphée.  In this piece, Orpheus is re-imagined as a renowned poet in Thebes.  He is obsessed with a horse that dictates poetry to him by tapping its hoof.  One of the key phrases that the horse dictates to him is “Madame Eurydice reviendra des enfer,” which translates to “Madame Eurydice will return (or come back again) from hell.”  This phrase is also an acrostic for merde, which is a French obscenity.  I decided to take this phrase as the basis for the final iteration of my project.
This phrase makes allusion to both the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice as well as the French play and sets up the expectation of the viewer.  These expectations are somewhat subverted in my re-telling of the myth as I change the point of view of the story to be from Orpheus to that of Eurydice who is a heroin addict.  
For the second photographic portion of the story, this story is told in a straightforward manner.  We see Eurydice prepare a dose of heroin, which she injects into her arm and then drifts off into what seems to be a pleasant high or slumber.  The series ends when she awakes to see Orpheus standing over her.  
For the third part of the iterative narrative, I added an element of both fantasy and myth through the use of special effects motion graphics on top of the original still photographs.  This time, when we see Eurydice shooting up, we see that the belt that she has used to find a suitable vein to inject drugs into has morphed into that of the snake, which is a direct allusion to the original myth.  The drugs that she injects into her bloodstream then turns into a poisonous substance that travels throughout her body.  We also see that rather than drifting blissfully off into a high, she is actually overdosing.  When she regains consciousness, she sees Orpheus again bent over her.  We are meant to believe that she has come back again from the brink of death (or hell).  
For the final portion of this narrative, the layer of sound will indicate at the end of the sketch that when she sees Orpheus, she does not survive, but rather dies when her heartbeat slows and stops, as she is doomed back to hell.   With these four different layers of media, I hope that each act will serve to change the meaning of the story, as well as create a cohesive narrative.

Issues and Conclusion
A strong narrative is an important and integral theme for success throughout many mediums, be it flash fiction, photography, film, art, architecture and even food/restaurants, fashion and websites.  Realizing this, I set out with the goal to strengthen my narrative skills at the beginning of this project.  Ironically, or perhaps predictably for me, I did not begin with trying to create the framework for a strong narrative first, which led to some dithering and wasted time and resources for the first half of my project.  However, I did end up learning from mistakes made during the first two prototypes.
I also struggled with my lack of filmmaking background as well as technical skills in motion graphics.  Film is not a subject for dilettantes as amateur mistakes can be glaringly obvious.  One of the reasons that I chose to restrict myself to photographic stills even for the motion portion was this lack of technical skill and filmmaking knowledge.  This restriction ended up working in my favor as I believe that motion graphics confers the mythical, fantastical attributes that I needed for the third part of my final prototype.  However, I leave this project humbled by the many complex aspects that comprise filmmaking.
I am not completely certain if my project was successful in fulfilling all of the obstructions and constraints that I set out for myself at the beginning of this project.  I am not sure that I successfully conveyed a change in meaning for each portion of the final story without adding extra explanation and narration of my own during presentation.  I began this project knowing that it would be an extremely difficult, frustrating and challenging journey.  However, even Jørgen Leth, a master filmmaker and storyteller, failed Lars von Trier’s all but impossible test in “The Five Obstructions.”  
 End Notes




