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In the realm of narrative theory and formalist experimentation, few works serve as a more robust

case study than Matt Madden's 99 Ways to Tell a Story: Exercises in Style. Published in 2005,

this graphic novel functions as a rigorous pedagogical tool and a technical exploration of how

medium, style, and constraint interact to shape human perception. Inspired by the French novelist

Raymond Queneau's 1947 masterpiece Exercices de style, Madden transposes the concept of

narrative permutation into the visual-verbal framework of comics. This article provides a high-level

technical breakdown of the structuralist principles, semiotic shifts, and formalist constraints that

define Madden's work, offering an in-depth analysis for storytellers, educators, and narrative

designers.

I. Theoretical Framework: The Oulipian Influence and
Structuralism

To understand the technical execution of Madden's work, one must first examine its genealogical

roots in the Oulipo movement (Ouvroir de littérature potentielle). Founded in 1960 by Raymond

Queneau and François Le Lionnais, the Oulipo group sought to create literature through

"constrained writing." The central thesis of Oulipian philosophy is that total freedom in creativity

leads to stagnation, whereas strict, arbitrary constraints (such as lipograms-writing without a

specific letter) force the creator to discover new linguistic or narrative pathways.

Structuralist Narratology

Madden's work aligns with the principles of Structuralist Narratology, particularly the distinction

between fabula (the chronological sequence of events) and sjuzet (the way the story is organized

and presented). In 99 Ways to Tell a Story, the fabula remains constant across all 99 iterations.

The sjuzet, however, is subjected to 99 distinct transformations. This separation allows the reader

to observe the "naked" mechanics of storytelling, isolating the variable of style from the constant of

plot.

II. The Narrative Kernel: Defining the Base Template

Madden establishes a "template" story that consists of a mundane sequence of actions. This

sequence serves as the control group for the experiment. The narrative kernel is defined as
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follows:

- Action 1: A man rises from his desk, having finished some work.

- Action 2: He walks into the kitchen and checks the clock (it is 1:15).

- Action 3: A woman's voice calls from upstairs, asking what time it is.

- Action 4: The man answers "It's one-fifteen," then opens the refrigerator.

- Action 5: He realizes he has forgotten what he was looking for.

By keeping this core sequence invariant, Madden allows the reader to focus on the formalist

permutations. The technical challenge lies in how many ways the visual rhetoric (panel layout,

line weight, framing, and perspective) can alter the tone, genre, and even the perceived meaning of

these simple events.

III. Technical Analysis of Stylistic Permutations

Madden categorizes his exercises into several technical domains. Below is a breakdown of the

primary mechanisms used to alter the narrative delivery.

1. Point of View (POV) and Focalization

Madden experiments with camera placement and narrator perspective to demonstrate how

focalization changes the reader's identification with the character. Technical variations include:

- First Person: The panels represent the character's direct field of vision (eyeline match).

- Second Person: The text addresses the reader as the protagonist, often using instructional

imperative language.

- Subjective Camera: The panels use extreme angles to mimic a character's emotional state

rather than a literal view.

- Voyeuristic: The camera is placed at a distance, often through windows or doorways, implying

a third-party observer.

2. Visual Genre and Iconography

Each iteration utilizes specific iconographic shorthand to signal genre. This demonstrates the Semi

otic Density of comics, where a single line choice can evoke an entire history of media. For

example, in the "Noir" iteration, Madden employs chiaroscuro (high-contrast lighting) and heavy ink

washes to suggest dread and mystery, even though the plot remains mundane.

3. Temporal and Spatial Manipulation

The comic medium allows for the simultaneous representation of time and space on a 2D plane.

Madden manipulates the Closure (the cognitive leap between panels) to alter the perception of
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time. Variations include:

- Decompression: Expanding a two-second action into an entire page of panels.

- Flashback/Flashforward: Rearranging the sequence of the five core actions while maintaining

the visual continuity.

- Map View: Presenting the entire house as a single architectural diagram with the character's

path traced as a vector.

IV. Comparison Matrix: Formalist Categories

The following table categorizes the types of stylistic exercises Madden employs, illustrating the

breadth of his technical approach.
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Category Primary Mechanism Example from Book Technical Impact

Narratological Change in perspective or

time.

Flashback, Retrograde Alters the causal logic of

the sequence.

Visual/Graphic Change in art style or tool. Woodcut, Pointillist Changes the aesthetic

texture and emotional tone.

Meta-Textual Breaking the fourth wall. The Critic, The Ad Comments on the medium

of comics itself.

Constraint-Based Arbitrary rules or

limitations.

Monosyllabic, No Words Forces inventive use of

visual symbols over text.

Parodic/Genre Mimicking established

tropes.

Sci-Fi, Superhero Leverages cultural tropes

to add subtext to mundane

actions.
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V. Mathematical Models of Narrative Permutation

From a technical standpoint, the number of potential ways to tell a story is theoretically infinite.

However, Madden's work suggests a Combinatorial Model. If we consider a story to have n

variables (style, perspective, timeframe, medium, genre), the total narrative output P can be

modeled as:

P = Vs × Vp × Vt × Vm × Vg

Where:

- Vs = Stylistic Variables (Line weight, color, texture)

- Vp = Perspective Variables (POV, distance)

- Vt = Temporal Variables (Order, pacing)

- Vm = Medium Variables (Digital, print, scroll)

- Vg = Genre Variables (Horror, comedy, etc.)

By isolating and changing only one variable at a time, Madden performs a Sensitivity Analysis on

the narrative, showing which variables have the highest impact on the reader's interpretation. For

instance, changing the genre (V) often has a more profound impact on the perceived meaning than

changing the line weight (V).

VI. Practical Implementation: A Step-by-Step Field Guide for
Storytellers

For technical writers, instructional designers, or creative directors, the "Madden Method" can be

used as a deconstruction tool to improve clarity and engagement. The following procedure outlines

how to apply these exercises to any communication task.

Step 1: The Narrative Kernel Isolation

Strip your message down to its most basic functional components. If you are writing a technical

manual, the kernel is: User identifies problem -> User applies solution -> Problem is resolved.

Remove all adjectives and stylistic flourishes.

Step 2: Constraint Identification

Apply a formal constraint. For example, "Explain this process using only icons" or "Explain this

process in the style of a hardboiled detective novel." These constraints force you to identify the

most critical semantic elements of the message.

Step 3: Perspective Shift
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Redraft the content from a different viewpoint. How does the "User Guide" read if it is told from the

perspective of the software itself? This exercise often reveals hidden pain points or logical gaps in

the original narrative.

Step 4: Medium Adaptation

Consider how the narrative changes when moved from a static PDF to an interactive flowchart or a

video script. Analyze how the spatial layout of information affects the cognitive load of the

reader.

VII. Case Study: Pedagogical Utility and Cognitive Load

Madden's work is frequently used in Creative Writing and Visual Communications courses. A

technical case study of its use in education reveals its impact on student learning. When students

are asked to replicate the "99 Ways" exercise, they demonstrate a measurable increase in Visual

Literacy.

Data Analysis of Student Exercises

In a controlled workshop environment, students were asked to tell a three-panel story in five

different styles. The results indicated:

- 85% Improvement in identifying redundant narrative information.

- 70% Increase in the use of "Active White Space" (the gutters between panels).

- Higher Retention: Readers of the constrained stories reported higher recall of the core plot

points compared to readers of unconstrained, verbose narratives.

VIII. Troubleshooting Common Narrative Failures

Even when following Madden's structured approach, several technical errors can occur. Below is a

guide to identifying and resolving these issues.
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Operational Challenge Description Proposed Solution

Stylistic Obfuscation The style is so dense that the core

kernel is lost.

Increase the visual hierarchy;

simplify the fabula.

Semiotic Drift Icons used in the style are

misinterpreted by the audience.

Standardize icons according to

ISO/IEC standards or cultural norms.

Constraint Fatigue The constraint is too difficult, leading

to a breakdown in logic.

Adjust the constraint to be "elastic"

rather than rigid.

Tonal Inconsistency Visuals and text suggest conflicting

emotional states.

Perform a Tone Audit to ensure

alignment between dialogue and art

style.
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IX. Broader Implications for Artificial Intelligence and Content
Generation

The technical principles explored by Madden are increasingly relevant in the age of Generative AI

and Large Language Models (LLMs). Style transfer algorithms (like those used in Midjourney or

Stable Diffusion) are essentially digital implementations of Madden's 99 ways. By providing a

prompt and changing the "Style" parameter, AI users are performing the same formalist

permutations that Madden executed by hand.

However, Madden's work highlights a critical limitation of current AI: the Intentionality of

Constraint. While an AI can mimic the look of a woodcut or a 1950s romance comic, Madden's

choices are deeply integrated with the narrative kernel. Each style in the book is selected to reveal

a specific truth about how we process information. For technical writers and SEO strategists, the

lesson is clear: Style is not a veneer applied to content; it is a structural component that

dictates how content is consumed and indexed.

As we move toward a future of automated content creation, the ability to consciously manipulate

narrative constraints remains a uniquely human skill. Madden's Exercises in Style serves as a

permanent blueprint for this skill, proving that the most profound insights often come from looking

at the same small room through ninety-nine different windows. By mastering these formalist

techniques, professionals can ensure their messages are not only seen but understood across the

vast, noisy landscape of modern media.

Ultimately, the legacy of 99 Ways to Tell a Story lies in its democratization of complexity. It proves

that there is no such thing as a "simple" story. Every act of communication is a complex series of

technical choices. Whether you are designing a user interface, writing a technical white paper, or

crafting a visual narrative, the rigorous application of stylistic constraints will inevitably lead to more

robust, resilient, and engaging outputs.
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