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t h e  a r t  o f
s t o r y t e l l i n g

History s entirely on it. We’d so much 

poorer as people if            our s weren’t enriched by  

family,  thrives, in part, on tales passed 

down for generations. Many of            our best minds themselves 

in s trying to find new ways to deliver a fantastic yarn.  

Words, of course, are not the  means of -veying these 

narratives. Yes, laptops are used (and sometimes even s),   

but s have also been doing the forever. Comics, too!

In brief, it’s all about   thing: truly thrilling    storytelling.
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Once upon a time, 
storytelling was all 
we had. Just talking. 
No photography  
or flicks or e-books. 
No tweeting or texting or Tumblr-ing. 
Before these modern mediums gave 
us the means to document our lives in 
sometimes ridiculously exacting ways, 
we passed along our history, personal 
experiences, and family traditions 
through a whisper in the ear, a gather-
ing around a fire, an assembly in the 
village square. 

This oral tradition of storytelling 
was a social-media leap from the soli-
tary anecdotalism of cave drawing. 
Still, for all its enchanting qualities, 
it must have been cryptic stuff. “Our 
species existed for more than 100,000  
years before the earliest signs of lit-
eracy,” Drew Westen, a professor at 
Emory University, noted in a recent 
op-ed piece in The New York Times, 
“and another 5,000 years would pass 
before the majority of humans would 
know how to read and write.” 

Today, of course, storytelling exists 
in an exhilarating array of forms, 
a small but vivid sample of which 
appears on the following pages. 

We tend to think of photography as a 
truth-telling medium and the camera 

as a tool for capturing, in perpetuity 
(and often painfully embarrassing 
poses, and facial-hair and fashion 
choices), the many phases of our lives. 
And it is that (see page 68). But in the 
hands of a boldly imaginative artist, 
it is also a tour-de-force storytelling 
form (opposite and page 74).

The smartphone has become many 
things: navigational tool, translator, 
bottomless source of Web informa-
tion, dinner table–conversation killer. 
But it’s a hi-def moviemaking device 
too (page 69), and, for better or worse, 
the 21st century’s equivalent of a scroll, 
typewriter paper, newsprint, a Word 
doc. Those deeply poetic love letters 
of Simone de Beauvoir? Today, in text 
message form, they might look some-
thing like: “U r so ill, my BFF. I ♥ u!” 
Even the  gr8 Shakespeare would be 
LOLing (page 69.)

No matter what shape it takes,  
storytelling—and the urge to spill 
tales fantastic and tender and search-
ing or just plain silly—thankfully 
endures. And to that we say, “Have we 
got some stories for you.” Enjoy.

s t O r y t e l l e r 

G r e G o r y 
c r e w d s o n  “Untitled” “It’s storytelling of a particular type,” says Gregory 

Crewdson about photography—and about the elaborately staged images 
he creates. “Unlike a typical story, there’s no beginning, middle, and end. 
It’s a story that never resolves, which is part of the power of it.” Crewdson’s 
new book In a Lonely Place gathers images from across his stellar career. 
A hint to just one of the mysteries of “Untitled”? As a boy, Crewdson liked 
to spy on his psychotherapist father—whose office was in the basement.re
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dial “M” for Movies
While Hollywood films seem only to get bigger, mobile phones 
are making deft Spielbergs of us all. Shot entirely on a Nokia N8,  
 “Splitscreen: A Love Story” won the Nokia Shorts 2011 compe- 
tition. Pull out your smartphones (see box above) and be stunned. 

short stories

WAtcH the 
“splitscreen” film 
using this Qr code 
or at spiritmag.
com/storytelling

“Is Dolly there?”
He’d intended to ask her sister for a date. But when he called and 
Dolly turned out not to be home, he hatched plan B. “Well,” he said 
to the flirty 22-year-old on the other end of the line, “what are you 
doing tonight?” Our family photo albums can’t capture every detail 
of the story of our lives—for instance, that call in which my father 
met my mother—but embedded in them are our most essential 
narratives and intimacies. Meet my folks, Ruth and Fred. —JM  

s t O r y t e l l e r

p at r i c i a 
m a r x

“star-x-eD lUvrs” 
The New Yorker humorist 
and author of the new  
novel Starting From Happy  
herewith thumbs the Bard.

s t O r y t e l l e r 

j o h n  m c a l l e y
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WAtcH the 
“copenhagen” video 
using this Qr code 
or at spiritmag.
com/storytelling

“cOpeNhageN” 
Few songwriters move us as deeply as Lucinda 
Williams, whose lyric for “Copenhagen” she 
wrote out on a napkin for us. The song is an 
aching portrait of loss. The video weeps, too.

Siblings Peter and Maria Hoey are close in every way except age 
(13 years apart) and geography. He does the drawing for their 

sublime editorial illustrations in California; she colors them from her 
digs in Brooklyn. For their unusual comics work, which appears in  

the The Best American Comics 2011, they often take a single scene 
and “grid it out,” says Peter, to tell multiple stories simultaneously. 

Maria calls the style “nostalgic” (and big brother’s influence “deviant.”)

“First Day of Fall”
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Wide Awake
designer

Rodrigo Corral

Schulz and Peanuts
designer 
Chip Kidd

jackets required
s t O r y t e l l e r 

d o o G i e  
h o r n e r

“things people say to My Dog”
The best book covers capture the essence of tens of thousands of words in a single 
image. It is storytelling through design—and when it works it’s riveting.

He swears his flowcharts didn’t start out to be funny. “I’m not really 
a funny person; I’m actually a pretty serious person,” says graphic 
designer Doogie Horner. “In fact, most of these charts come from 
subjects that I find confusing. For example, people spend a lot of 
time talking to my dog. Confusing. And they always ask him the 
same questions.” Other vexing topics that Horner wrestles into 
hilarity in his 2010 book, Everything Explained Through Flowcharts: 
salad dressing, tattoos, and the afterlife. Horner is so unfunny that 
he does stand-up comedy, and appeared last year on America’s 
Got Talent, which he calls a synonym for horrible. That’s funny!

Good Faith 
designer 

Gabrielle Wilson

The Enemy Within 
designer  

Gregg Kulick

Drunk
designer 
Kelly Blair

Dracula 
designer

Megan Wilson

short stories

KEY

Black text
THINGS PEOPLE SAY TO MY DOG

Blue text
MY DOG’S RESPONSE

I hate baths, but 
yeah, they make 
my fur look nice.

I’m not a puppy. I 
know I’m compact; 
it’s my breed. 
There’s nothing I 
can do about my 
breed.

A little good luck,  
and a lot of good 
breeding. I have 
papers. 

Thank you.

I done some 
bad things, but 
not to anyone 
who didn’t 
deserve ’em.

You have a 
strange 
morality 
fixation.

Just so you know: Being 
neutered doesn’t mean I 
can’t love you. It just means 
you don’t have to worry about 
having puppies. Either J. Crew or PETCO, I’m not sure.

For the last time: I’m 
a full-grown dog, not 
a puppy! I’m 42 in 
people years.

Me, I 
know. 

Also, I eat 
Shiny Coat 
Formula 
Alpo.

Really? I think it’s 
kind of feminine.

I told you I wanted it! 
Why would you throw it 
as far away from me as 
possible?

Knock yourself out. 
Just don’t go against 
the grain.

I can crush soup 
bones with my 
jaws. I can chew 
rawhide. I can 
bite the head 
clean off a 
squirrel. 

Something 
disgusting. And 
I’m sniffing it 
with a nose ten 
times more 
powerful than 
yours.

My owner calls 
me Toby. My real 
name is Larry.

Shih tzu, 
a breed 
descended 
from ancient 
Chinese 
royalty.

Dog years: 7 
Human years: 42

Who’s a 
good boy?

FLATTERING

Who’s the 
cutest puppy 
in the whole 

world?

How did 
you get so 

cute?

SMALL
TALK

What a 
good dog.

What are 
you sniffing 

there?

What 
beautiful 

shiny fur you 
have!

I like your 
little  

sweater.

Are you a 
good dog?

I bet 
you’re a 

good dog.

Where’d 
you get 

it?

JUST THE
FACTS

NERVOUS

RHETORICAL
QUESTIONS

FLIRTATIOUS

You have 
such beautiful 

brown eyes.

What a cute 
puppy!

Do you 
mind if I 
pet you?

You 
don’t 

bite, do 

What’s your 
name?

What kind of 
dog are you?

How old are 
you, little 

fella?

You don’t 
look that 

old.

We were bred to fit on the laps of 
Kings, which is why we are small, 
and often mistaken for puppies, 
even though we’re fully grown 
dogs who have lived long lives 
and probably seen more stuff 
than you have.

What makes you 
think that’s an 
appropriate thing 
to say to someone?

Oh boy, here it comes.

I’d 
rather 
not.

I hate this sweater.

Thanks.

Whoah, you just 
read my mind. I 
would love a treat! 

Wait—you 
don’t have 
a treat, do 
you?

Check out 
this dance 
I can do.

I don’t know what the word “motorcycle” means. I’m a dog.

Can you
smell my 

dog on me?

Don’t blame 
this smell 
on your dog.

You ate him, didn’t 
you? How are you not 
in jail?

Or you could 
pet me, like 
a normal 
person.

Please don’t make me do this. It’s bad 
enough I’m forced to wear people clothes. 
Must I also ape your meaningless customs?

You get a real kick out of 
exercising dominion over the 
beasts, don’t you? You’re on 
top of the food chain now, but 
remember: Every dog has his 
day. (Shakes paw)

You’re 
speaking 
jibberish. You 
just said 
“Burglar 
sandwich very 
much no walk 
please.”

Whoosa 
wappy 
puppy?

Wookit 
your little 

tail!

Bitty 
witty 
pups!

ookit!

Ees a 
wittle 
wizzle!

BABY
TALK

Tweat-a 
tweat?A nummy 

numkins?

Do you
want a 
treat?

You’re a 
chubby little 
fella, huh?

INSULTING

TAUNTING

Are you a 
boy or a 

girl?

You’re a 
good dog.

FRIGHTENING

Do you 
want your 

toy?

Is this 
your toy?

You look 
like my old 

dog.

(Throws 
toy)

Go get it!

Can you 
roll over?

Can you 
shake 

hands?

C’mon, 
do a 
trick!

Good
boy!

Grrrrrr. Woof, 
woof!

Do you 
want to ride 

on my 
motorcycle?

(Concerned 
stare)

IDIOTIC

Can you do 
any tricks?

DEMEANING

You’re so 
cute I could 
eat you up!

I’m gonna 
kidnap 

you!

Yes!

Yes! Yes!

Yes!

Yes!

Yes!

Yes!

Yes!

Yes!

Yes!

Yes!

Yes!

Yes!
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“the haunted household”

1.  We try to keep our place tidy. i sweep the floor, i sit back, 
relax, and ponder my good work, yet...

4. these creatures make life difficult. i love pasta, but there’s 
always one straggler that, once dry, will never leave again.

7.  i am deeply embarrassed by my laptop’s scruffy smile. 10. things have not improved since we had children.

2. ...a few seconds later... 5.  another formidable opponent is the little crumb of whatever,
which gets stuck between the two parts of our tabletop.

8. there goes another remote. 11. but by now i’ve learned to live with their trickery. these
friends may be wicked, but they are dependable companions...

3. ...ta-da! one of those little beasts jumps out to mock me. 6. they ridicule my handiwork. 9. why does this guy begrudge me my last bite of marmalade? 12. ...and they’re welcome to stay. except you, t-shirt houdini!

One of the most revered illustrators of his generation, 40-year-old 
Christoph Niemann had a great thing going in New York—so three 
years ago he left to return to his native Germany. “The idea,” he 
says, “was to kick myself out of my comfort zone; to try things I was 
really afraid of.” From Berlin, Niemann agreed to create Abstract City, 
a blog for The New York Times that gave life, through a variety of  

boundary-pushing visual experiments, to the artist’s personal 
obsessions. “The Haunted Household” is just one of the dizzyingly 
imaginative pieces that surfaced and will be compiled in a book in 
2012. Niemann’s favorite theme is the way technology insulates us  
from real crises and drives us into our own tiny universes, to the point  
where, he jokes, we “start having relationships even with dustballs.” 

s t O r y t e l l e r 

c h r i s t o p h  
n i e m a n n
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“Keys to happiness”
Anyone who has sat at an airport bar knows that storytelling is not 
exclusive to professionals. Jim Gillett yearns to tell stories. So much 
so that, at age 39, he has given up a teaching career to pursue his 
dream of being a writer. Jim still lives in the East L.A. neighborhood 
where this story takes place. This is his first published work.  
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