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Abstract


This report will explore the use of several media to portray a single story-world, considering the advantages of and disadvantages of such an approach, and considering what criteria should be used to judge stories told in this manner.

Introduction


Throughout human cultural evolution, we've devised increasingly sophisticated, and more diverse ways of telling stories, and of propagating them. Part of every person's education includes learning how to understand the different media of communication, be it the written word, the photographed image, or the orchestrated sound. Most of the time, a story is confined to a particular medium, which can be judged according to a set of criteria developed through the study and exploration of the medium in question. But every now and then, a story and its world will return, most often in the same medium as its precursor, but occasionally, and more interestingly in an entirely different medium. Often, this conversion can be perceived as diminishing the original story (“the book was better”), but should that necessarily be the case?

The Problem


This report is not concerned with the problem of creating stories, but that of telling them. This differentiation between the story and its telling is known as narratology, where the story is the sequence of events and the characters that move the story on, and the narration is the way in which the story is communicated.


Cohan and Shines (1988, p 53) describe narratology in Telling stories, a theoretical analysis of narrative fiction as follows.


Narratology studies narrative as a general category of texts which can be classified according to poetics, the set of identifiable conventions that make a text recognisable as a narrated story. [...] Narrative poetics outlines the competence required of readers and tellers of narrative.


So there is a clear difference between the actual story, an ideal, and the way in which it is communicated. The medium through which it is communicated is merely a convention, a collection of signs and symbols used to transmit the story from the story teller to his or her audience. So both the reader and teller need to be “competent” in creating and deciphering this culturally learned code. This is not restricted to the written word, and indeed Cohan and Shines go on to say (p83)

For narration to represent events or traits they must be represented by something else: a sign system consisting of words, drawings, cinematography, and so on


There are several ways of tackling the problem of telling stories, and this report suggests that one solution would be to use a number of these techniques at the same time.

A Solution


Potentially, one could spread the characters and events of a story-world over several media. By relying on a single medium, the artist may be neglecting aspects of his or her world which the chosen medium can not easily depict, but which another medium may be perfectly adapted to. By using several media, the artist allows the audience to explore much more fully the story world, and for it to become more real. By being exposed to different interpretations of the same world, the reader becomes aware that they are merely interpretations, derived from a greater source, rather like Plato's shadow's on the cave wall are merely reflections of a greater ideal. By using different interpretations, the artist is perhaps getting closer to that ideal; to the characters and the world he or she is trying to evoke.

The Product


As a demonstration of this “cross-media” narrative, I have created a comic strip that includes the same main character (Dreg) as the short animated film I am working on at the moment.
 Hopefully, the two works should bolster each other, giving them greater depth and appeal.

A language for cross-media narrative



The concept of the competence of both reader and story teller brings to light one of the problems that arise when spreading narrative over several media. Each medium has its own language; we assess animation by considering its cinematography, quality of movement, sense of timing, and we use a different set of criteria for a comic strip: panel layout, clarity of action, etc. The reader and storyteller need to be well versed (and in the case of the reader, be interested) in the languages of the medium being used. By using several media, the story teller is at risk of diminishing his potential audience, as well as stretching his or her own abilities.

But is there a language with which to judge cross-media narrative? How do we judge, not just one work, but several works spanning several media linked by a single world? Naturally, each work should be judged for its individual merit, but maybe by taking all the different works together, you can end up with a whole which is greater than the sum of its parts (or possibly inferior, if it is badly handled). What makes a successful cross-media narrative? What competencies do the story-teller, and the reader need for it to work?


Some of these criteria are just as valid for serial, or iterative art using only one medium, such as a television, or comic book series (just as, for example, use of colour could be a relevant criterion for both comic strips and short animations...), and should be taken into account when judging cross-media narrative.


Often, criteria contradict each other. As is the case with all pieces of work, the artist needs to choose between, or find a suitable balance between conflicting ideas.

The Criteria:

1- How relevant is the choice of medium to the narrative of a particular piece?



Why use film, comic arc, or writing to describe a certain aspect of the story world? It seems quite clear that each medium has its own strengths and weaknesses. The make-up of the story, from specific events to a character's deepest feelings, can be interpreted in a variety of ways. It may be wise, before narrating a story, to consider which medium to us. An action sequence with specific movements would probably be better portrayed in film or animation, but a character's inner struggle might be more suitably depicted in writing or music. Of course, each medium is linked; a comic strip contains both images and writing, a film images and sound, and so on. Also, each medium leads the audience in a different way, and the choice of medium should reflect the sensation the artist wishes to provoke. This leads to the next criterion.

2- How does the chosen medium effect the narrative?


This criterion is closely linked with the previous one. The story may well effect the choice of medium, but the effect is reciprocal. Maybe a story could be told to equal effect in different media, but necessarily with a different emphasis. Is the effect that the medium has on the story a desirable one? Which direction is the artist taking the story by using a particular medium? The audience's prejudice should be taken into account as well; we tend to have a particular idea of what a comic strip or a computer game is. The choice of medium should take this into account, either because the story fits the prejudices or because it challenges them. Frank Miller, in an interview for DreamWatch (2005, p37), covering his comic book Sin City, says “People keep thinking of comics as only superheroes, that is a genre rather than a medium”. This is maybe less obvious for more established art forms, such as novels and cinema, but the prejudices do exist and can be challenged or played to.

3- How closely linked are the different pieces of work?



To truly get a sense of a consistent world, it would help if the different pieces of work referenced each other. A sense of place can be reinforced by having the same locations appear in the different pieces of work. The same is true for recurring characters. By keeping the different pieces linked, however subtly, the reader/viewer will gradually build up an idea of what the world is, and how it functions, as well as who the characters are. Berger (1997, p102) makes the point about comic strips in Narratives in Popular Culture, Media, and Everyday Life.

Comics can be described as an iterative art form, one in which our familiarity with the characters over the years gives us a sense of considerably familiarity with them [...] and thus an increased pleasure in following their adventures


Of course, this can also be used as a marketing tool; by referencing another piece which the reader hasn't experienced, you're advertising it, and increasing the chances that the reader will try to track the other piece down. This is often used, in comic book series- as for example in many an Asterix and Obelix story, one of the protagonists will mention an experience, from a previous volume, which Goscinny will helpfully point the reader to with a footnote. I feel this adds to the sense of unity in the Asterix and Obelix series, though it is also quite clearly a marketing ploy to sell more volumes. In fact, it seems that marketing is the principle reason for cross-media narrative in the popular arts.

4- Do the pieces of work stand alone?



This criterion conflicts with the previous one. In a television series, each episode is linked to the others, but it can be very frustrating if you are unable to keep up with the plot because you didn't see the other episodes. With a television series, this is sometimes unavoidable (though good writing can often circumvent this problem, making each episode watchable without necessarily having seen the ones before it). The problem is especially acute when spreading the narrative over several media; by doing this, you're necessarily making it more difficult for the potential audience to view all of the different pieces. So it is necessary that each piece work stands on its own. Though again, if it is too separate from the other pieces, the story world will loose its homogeneity.

5- How faithful is the piece to the central theme?



By this, I don't mean that all of the pieces should follow the same story line, or have the same philosophy. It is more in the general sense of belonging to the world; how consistent are the "rules" of one piece to the rules of the world? For instance, if there is a clearly defined political structure in the story world, which is present in all the other pieces, should one piece suddenly use a different structure, the result can be very off-putting. The reader suddenly is unsure of how the world functions, and it becomes difficult to suspend disbelief. If the change is too dramatic, it could undermine the solidity of the story world, and therefore diminish the other pieces. Though again, sometimes story worlds can evolve in interesting ways which take the original concept, and apply a radically different approach to it. This can renew and fortify the story world. A good example of this is the reinvention of Batman as "the dark knight". His transformation into a dark, brooding hero added a lot of romance and intrigue to the character.


6- What does the piece add to the story world?


It's all well and good if the new piece is linked to the other pieces, uses the same rules, and contains the same locations and characters, but a piece which resembles all the others in nearly every aspect isn't going to be very interesting. Hopefully it should help the story world evolve, by developing the characters, and adding new themes. This is where using several media really makes sense. By portraying a character and its world in a different medium, you are necessarily giving the viewer a new perception of the world, thereby enriching it. Regarding the comic strip, I could simply make another comic strip, which introduces new characters and develops the existing ones. But to do a short animation with the characters adds a whole new dimension. Suddenly, the viewer can see how the character moves, and how the world functions. You could compare, for example, the different ways that the comic strip and the film depict the gravity shifts of Disarea.

7- How accessible are the different pieces of work?


This is a particular problem when different media are used. Maybe a person is used to going to the cinema and watching a film, but not to going into a book shop and buying a comic book, or playing a computer game. Of course, this is not necessarily a bad thing; the inaccessibility of the different pieces of work can add to the sense of achievement and understanding of the viewer/reader who manages to experience them all. Ideally, each work should stand on its own, but a greater understanding is rewarded to the viewer who is competent enough, not only at deciphering the different pieces of work, but at tracking them down. His task can be made easier by direct references to the other works, suchas in the cas of the Asterix and Obelix example mentioned above, but also through advertising and clever use of the Internet (the Internet was put to particularly good use for the Blair Witch Project, for example).

8- How well executed are the different pieces


This  may be a rather obvious criterion, though possibly less relevant to the problem of cross-media narrative as a whole. Once the medium has been chosen, and the story told, one has to consider how well the medium has been used. This is where the story-teller's competence in that particular medium is put into question. This is relevant to the greater narrative, because a badly executed piece of work could cheapen, and possibly undermine it. A Spiderman lunch-box is unlikely to enhance my perception of Spiderman's world, but again, this is an example of marketing, rather than artistic integrity, being the driving force behind cross-media narrative.

Case Studies


I will now apply these criteria to two well known examples of cross-media narrative, as well as to my own work. One example I have chosen is The Animatrix, a series of short animations set in the world of The Matrix, a series of three films. The other example is Blade Runner, the computer game, set in the world of the film of the same name.


You might wonder why I have not included a comic book example, seeing as my own cross-media narrative covers a comic book and short animation, especially seeing as there has been a recent deluge of films based on Marvel comics. Though these contain elements of what I am discussing, they fail to use cross-media narrative fully because they are reinterpretations of the comic books, rather than additions to them. Certainly, the films allow us to perceive, for example, Spider man in an entirely different way (we can experience his swinging between the skyscrapers of New York with much more immediacy), but the films do not run along side the comic strips, rather they take elements from them, and reinvent the story. I am more interested in different pieces of work which function along side each other, bolstering each other.


Also, as may have been noticeable above, I am more interested in using several media to enhance the art, rather than as a marketing tool. It is quite clear that The Animatrix was used as a marketing tool to increase “hype” for the second and third films in the trilogy (there was also a computer game released, Enter the Matrix for much the same reason, and it too presents a different side of the Matrix story). But I feel that the final product that is The Animatrix is an excellent collection of short animated films, which are each as effective and entertaining as each other, and though you may question the motive, the result is artistically sound. Also, the Blade Runner game, though it uses the film's license to sell itself, is a unique piece of work, and admirable in its own right, unlike many other film spin-offs.

How relevant is the choice of medium, and how does that choice effect the story?


The short animation format seems just right for The Animatrix. Each film is a short story, exploring a certain area, or concept, surrounding The Matrix and its world. The format of short animation is suitable for presenting these ideas, especially as the Matrix is very much a visual creation- The same stories in written format would probably lose a lot of their impact, not least for the many visual ties The Animatrix has the films.


But maybe more importantly, the choice is especially suitable because of the type of animation it is, Japanese anime, which was one of the main inspirations behind the Wachowski brothers' films. So despite the fact that the films and The Animatrix use different media, there is a definite coherence both visually and stylistically.


One of the strengths of The Animatrix is that each short film is in a different style, ranging from fully computer generated, to traditional animation, to a combination of both. Each style generally reflects well on the story the particular film deals with. For example the extremely limited palette of A detective story, the eighth short film, works very well for the film noir feel it goes for. The world of the Matrix becomes all the more real because of all the different interpretations it supports. As viewers, we necessarily see a different aspect of the Matrix with each film.


 Blade Runner, the game, is a “point and click” game, whereby the player explores a world, interacts with characters and objects, and progresses by solving puzzles. This kind of game relies heavily on its story and characters, and tends to do a much better job at story telling than most other game genres.


The computer game format is well suited to the non-linear nature of the story. This is because the actions of the player will have a direct effect on the outcome of the story. It is rare for computer games to do this (it requires more work for the game developer who risks creating a huge amount of material which will not be experienced by the player.) But Blade Runner takes this idea further still, making the actual characterisation change depending on the player's choices; even as to whether or not a character is a replicant (including the main character himself).


The game's format is very cinematic, with the camera not in the player's control, but set up by the game developers. This allows for interesting cinematography (the effect is enhanced by the frequent use of “cut-scenes”, 3D animated short films used to move the story along- an example of cross-media narrative within the game itself). This makes it feel more like an interactive film, than a computer game. So the choice of medium in this case allows the story to be very flexible, and because it requires more interaction, and a longer viewing time, than the film, arguably is at least as absorbing, if not more, than the film.


As for The Dregs of War, the comic strip, the story is very much tailored to the comic book format. It is dialog heavy, as well as relatively fast paced. I could, possibly, have written the story, and in fact the world of Disarea is based on a book I wrote four years ago. But Disarea is a particularly visual world, and I had very specific ideas for how Dreg, the main character, looks. Also, there are several gags (such as the strategically place “Ouch” when Isabella is knocked to the ground in page 10) that could only work in comic book form.


Possibly the same story could have been told as a short film, but the other advantage of comic books is that they are quicker and easier to make than films, and I could never have told the same story using animation in the time I had. But it isn't only time that is a factor. Comic books often go considerably further in scale, action and concepts than films dare to, simply because they are freer to explore ideas that wouldn't be financially feasible as film.


But it should also be taken into account that I worked on this comic strip in parallel to the film, and this gave it a vital, and wholly practical role, as a form of preproduction work. It allowed me to experiment with colour, as well as get a feel for the ambiance of the world. Similarly, working on the film, in particular modeling Dreg in 3D, helped considerably in improving my drawings of him.

How closely linked are the different pieces of work?


The Animatrix came between the first, and second Matrix films. Most of the short films' plots are unrelated to their cinematic cousins, though the first of the animations, The Final Flight of the Osiris is directly involved with the plot of the films (though not vital to understanding the films), and the events depicted in it are mentioned in the second Matrix film. Also, the voice of Keanu Reeves is used as a voice over in Kid's story, reprising his role as Neo, the main character of the films. And in A detective story, Trinity, one of the principle characters from the films, appears shortly in animated form, voiced by the actress who plays her in the films, Carrie-Anne Moss.


Several images from the cinematic films appear within the short films. We see an athlete momentarily wake up in the “real world” in World Record, and we recognise the tubes and pink slime that Neo emerges from in the first Matrix film. We recognise the various robots from the films (such as the formidable sentinels), as well as the “agents” policing the matrix.
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In Blade Runner the game, your character walks through the same locations as Harrison Ford's character does in the film, from the Tyrell building, to the leaking bathroom of the Bradbury building. Also, characters from the films are often mentioned, and as you proceed through the game, hints are given throughout about events from the film taking place elsewhere.
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The Dregs of War comic has the same main character as the film. Unfortunately, the film has not been completed at the time of writing, but I plan to make several visual references in the film to the comic book, such as recreating certain scenes from the comic book in 3D for the film, as well as imitating the change of colour palette.

[image: image3.png]Figl: two interpretations of waking up in the “real world”. From the cinematic film (Ief) to the stylised
animation in World Record (right)




Do the pieces stand alone?


The Animatrix performs less well in this respect. Though none of the films use the same characters as their cinematic counterparts, they do seem to take it for granted that the viewer has seen the films, and knows how the world functions.


However, the two short films that make up The Second Renaissance explain  how the world of the Matrix came to be, and this may be enough information for the viewer to understand the other films. But many of the events in the Animatrix would not make sense without having first viewed the The Matrix (such as when the Athlete momentarily experiences the “real world” in World Record). Though possibly The Animatrix could afford this because of the popularity of the first film.


As for Blade Runner the game, it is very much self contained. Maybe this was necessary, because despite the film being critically acclaimed, and having achieved cult status, far fewer people have watched it than have watched The Matrix. Everything that the player needs to know about the world is explained within the game, and the references to the film will certainly add to the pleasure of the film's fans, but aren't fundamental to the game itself.


I feel that The Dregs of War comic book stands alone, simply because it has to do all the characterization and plot that the film does not. In fact, though the film possibly stands alone as a (hopefully) relatively interesting action sequence, it lacks any real substance. In a way, it needs the viewer to have read the comic strip, so as to empathise with Dreg, and make the sequence more interesting. So in this respect I think the comic strip is more successful than the film.

How faithful is the piece to the central theme?


All three pieces are successful in this regard. Each film of The Animatrix abides by the “rules” laid down by the cinematic films, probably because each story was either written, or approved by the Wachowski brothers. Each film explores a different aspect of the Matrix, but any viewer familiar with the cinematic films, will recognise the agents policing matrix, or the sentinels patrolling the real world. The various connections between the Matrix and the real world are maintained (such as how the crew of the Osiris connect to the matrix through the intimidating piece of technology that is inserted into their brain).


The developers for Blade Runner the game were very faithful to the film, not only in recreating locations, but also in recreating Ridley Scott's vision of a futuristic Los Angeles. It is constantly night, it is constantly raining, and the “Offworld colonies” are being furiously advertised. The game imitates the noir feel of the film, the premise being very similar (just as in the film, the main character is a blade runner looking for a group of replicants. Though the plot does evolve in a very different way to the film's).


As for the film and comic book, they are inevitably intertwined seeing as they share a lot of their preproduction work have been created at the same time. They are also the first pieces of work set in this world (though they are loosely based on the book written several years before, they are radically different from it). They are the central theme.

What does the piece add to the story world?


One of the attractions of The Animatrix is it's exploration of aspects of the matrix that are ignored or only touched upon within the trilogy. Certainly, it was interesting in Beyond to see the idea of “glitches in the matrix” taken further, where a woman stumbles across a house where the laws of causality, gravity and time itself do not function normally. Also, in World Record, it was a clever addition to the world of the Matrix that humans could also reach the “real world” through physical extremes.


But as mentioned above, simply the fact that The Animatrix is a series of animated films means that the viewer gets a different perspective on the Matrix.


The Blade Runner game adds to the world by making the player much more familiar with it. By allowing the player to explore and discover the world, the game gives the player a different connection with it than he or she would get from watching a film. Again, this is a result of using a different medium to communicate an idea, which will necessarily be received differently as a result.


As for the comic strip, it should give the film a whole back story and give its protagonist a personality. I hope that presenting Dreg's vulnerability in the comic strip,  the viewer will admire him all the more for chasing off his pursuers in the film, and enjoy the film all the more for it.


As for the film, it's greatest strength lies again in the medium I have chosen. Animation is particularly suited for this subject matter because of Dreg's non-human form and because of the gravity shifts themselves which would be tricky, at best, to do in live action. Though it would be interesting to see how it would work in a computer game format; allowing the player to experience the gravity shifts with even more immediacy.

How accessible are the different pieces of work?


Here The Animatrix succeeds, of course, seeing as it was part of a marketing scheme. As well as the advertising it received, four of the films were available for download on the Internet, a very effective way of building up awareness. Also, it was being sold at a clever time; just as fans were eagerly anticipating the next two films, and The Animatrix would provide some respite from the waiting.


Blade Runner the game, though critically acclaimed, did less well commercially, and as a result has achieved cult status (though it was created only eight years ago, in 1997). Though somehow, this is fitting, seeing as the same is true for the film.


For my two pieces I have also used the Internet, and plan to directly reference the comic strip at the end of the film (as in, quite simply “Read the comic strip at...”). Not only will this give the strip more publicity, but hopefully will enhance the appeal of the film, because it gives it a sense of belonging to something else, rather than merely being a student film made because he thinks chase scenes are “cool” (which I do, incidentally).

How well executed are the different pieces?


The Animatrix was created by a host of anime directors that are leaders in their field, and as a result contains high quality work, as well as some experimental techniques (such as the “sketchy” effect in Kid's story) and the seamless integration of 2D and 3D artwork (such as in The Second Renaissance). It was important that such quality was achieved if The Animatrix were to stand up to the visual quality of the three films.


Blade Runner, the game has a unique look and feel, partly to do with the huge amount of artistic work put into it, from the detailed backgrounds to the excellent voice acting, but also from its voxel renderer, a technique which has yet to gain a wider following, therefore giving us nothing to compare it to. This gives the game a timeless quality, as well as a certain aesthetic; the voxels (volumetric pixels), are quite big, and the pre-rendered backgrounds are quite pixellated, giving the game an appealing “grittiness”.


As for the comic strip, I had to learn a lot while doing it, such as panel layout, choice of colours, etc. as well as several new drawing skills. The drawings are often a little clunky, and the environments leave a lot to be desired. The inking is poorly done, with the line art being too thick, and not enough is done to separate the characters from the backgrounds


But at least it is relatively consistent, and I feel the colouring (of which I am particularly proud) manages to compensate for some of the drawing weaknesses. More importantly, I feel the comic book successfully captures the feel I've been going for, depicting this dark, though colourful world in an appealing way. I only hope that the film will be as successful.

How successful are they as cross-media narratives?


The Animatrix and Blade Runner, the game, both greatly enhanced my perception of the worlds they are set in. With the criteria set down above, they perform well, maintaining the delicate balance between keeping true to the world they are set in and adding new ideas to them. They are good examples of how cross-media narrative can be put to good use.


As for The Dreg's or War, we will have to wait until the film is complete to get a true idea of how effective the two pieces of work function together. Though so far, the comic book seems to have worked, in that those who have been following the progress of the film, now feel that have a much better understanding of who Dreg is and where he stands in his peculiar world.

Conclusion


I feel that spreading narrative over several media in this way is a very interesting and effective solution to the problem of story telling. It has several disadvantages though. As mentioned above, it diminishes the potential audience, but it also demands more competence from the story teller. This could be circumvented by having several story tellers, but then you have the problem of maintaining congruity within the story world. Also, it is hard enough making a successful product within one medium, without having to worry about making it in several. This is why nearly all examples of this have their motives in marketing- you'll have a comic strip derivative of a popular film (or vice versa) merely to get more money from the original concept. This is understandable, and not necessarily a bad thing; at least there is a financially viable reason for the use of cross-media narrative. But I believe that the process of using several media should be considered as a good story telling tool in its own right, and that hopefully we should see more of it in the future, as it becomes easier and cheaper to create and distribute works in different media.
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