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 The multimodal form that my literacy narrative took is a way that I see Joddy Murray's 

ideas about non-discursive rhetoric made real. In this discussion I would like to talk about how 

my narrative became what it became, and how I see my experience creating the literacy narrative 

reinforcing Murray's argument that image is generative and can be a medium through which a 

writer can say the unsayable. 

 Before I began drawing the self-portraits that became the backbone of my narrative, I had 

a general idea of what story I wanted to tell, but I wasn't quite sure how to frame the story or 

what pieces I should include. I knew I wanted to tell a story about this moment in Europe when I 

completely lost myself in a specific book, but I wasn't sure where to start my narrative, or how to 

frame it. So I had an idea of the story I wanted to tell, but the story didn't come together in a 

coherent way until I began drawing the self-portraits, which were important to the story, though I 

didn't realize how important until after I began drawing them. 

 I have considered what would have happened if I had been able to find the original self-

portraits. Would this narrative look the same? I really don't think it would. While I re- drew the 

self-portraits I began to rework the narrative. In drawing, the extra story that was muddling my 

idea of what my narrative would look like fell away, and the story I wanted to tell began to 

solidify. I made connections between the self-portraits, the self-absorption, and my complete lack 

of memory of many moments on the trip. I also made connections with the literacy moment 

itself: I was self-absorbed, I was losing myself in books because I wasn't operating in the real 

world. The physical manifestation of my sickness were the self-portraits; the healing process was 



through the escape into books. Drawing the images made it possible to articulate the narrative 

which I couldn't quite articulate until I drew them. I find the utility of the images in my literacy 

narrative to be strong evidence for Joddy Murray's ideas about how images that defy translation 

are the most generative and non-discursive. Murray writes,“...images are not only integral to 

non-discursive symbolization, they also help form our very sense of who we are.” Quite literally, 

I wrote my literacy narrative by re-constructing, in image, who I was at a certain point in time. 

Not only did the images I draw help generate the text and the subtext, they helped reconstruct my 

frame of mind; who I was at a specific moment in time, who I am now. Do my self- portraits 

defy translation? I'm not sure. But I do think that they communicate some things that I wouldn't 

be able to articulate with words, and they reveal how I see myself in a way that would be 

difficult or impossible to get across in writing. More importantly, how I saw myself then, how I 

see myself now, is important to the meaning of the story I wanted to tell. This is not a story about 

reality. This is a story about sickness and the ways in which I escaped my sickness. The self-

portraits were one way that I was able to demonstrate how important the distorted image I had of 

myself was to the moment in which my narrative takes place. 

 Not only did the images I drew generate the narrative that I later wrote, they also 

articulated an ineffable feeling that I had around this moment in Europe. Again I find Murray's 

arguments echoing my findings in how my narrative came together. Murray argues that images 

can help access the ineffable. I needed to create the self-portraits before I could write my story. 

Before the images, there was no story. In addition, I don't think this narrative would be as 

meaningful if it was just words. I think the self- portraits add a layer of meaning that I wouldn't 

be able to translate into words. Furthermore, the small pieces of text, which I wrote as I was 



drawing and included in text form in my narrative, along with the self-portraits, add an important 

text beneath the text in which I am drawing, healing, and re-living the moment in Europe when 

the narrative originally took place. This sub-story demonstrates what it was like to be in that 

moment while the voiceover speaks with a voice from many years later. My narrative formed 

post-image creation, so the non-discursive practice of drawing myself became essential to the 

multi-layered, multimodal narrative that I created. 

 I do think that had I had the original self-portraits this would be a different narrative. 

Better, worse I don't know, but I do find it fascinating to think how process influences the result

—in this case the process in which I created my narrative became essential to the result. Perhaps 

it is not important what my narrative could have been had I been able to find the original self-

portraits, because what it is and how it came into being is a good example of the power of non-

discursive rhetoric, and how it can add layers of meaning to a written text. 

 Lastly, I think of bell hooks as I put my literacy narrative out into the world, onto the 

DALN website especially. My narrative, which at first felt silly and too personal, now feels right. 

It makes me feel like my voice is being heard, and that by putting it on the DALN I am 

becoming an active member of the community as I wouldn't have felt before. The most important 

ideas that I took away from this project were those about the use of image in writing and 

communication, as well as the importance of personal experience. As I go on to teach Writing 

and Rhetoric 1 students, I am keeping this in mind, because I find it to be an exciting, effective 

way of teaching that I was not introduced to me until recently, but which I think will help them 

with their writing, as it helped with mine. And one final note to consider: When creating digital 

pieces and movies like we have, I think it is important to remember that they need not be perfect 



to be effective. I found myself, in the end stages of putting my presentation together, getting 

bogged down in the small defects in the voiceover, the little transitions, things that I do not have 

enough technological savvy to really fix. I finally realized that the point of my presentation was 

not to be perfect—it was to tell a story in a different form, a form that would get me thinking in 

different ways. Overall, I think the most important thing to remember when using this form in 

the classroom is to emphasize this point: Multimodal pieces are often experimental and imperfect 

and it is their imperfections which make them interesting and meaningful.


