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Short Research Paper:  The Telling of Stories


Stories are an invitation to human relationship and, thereby, to meaning.  “Let me tell you a story ...” is the oldest invitation in the human experience (Taylor, 1996, p. 1).  By reference, the paper “Storytelling: The Thread of Humanity” is included herein as an introduction to the relationship of stories and humanity.  

Stories in printed form have a very different reality than those told orally.  Printed stories are set in a firm context that may be explored again and again and again as the reader thinks about the work in different modes and explores the meaning of the writer.  Steve Denning looks at this availability as a kind of logarithmic table, “scarcely more alive than the abstract reasoning for which we have set them aside.” (Denning, 2000, p. 137)  Denning feels that the force of the story is not in the story itself, but in the telling of the story, with the teller expressing understanding and eliciting understanding from the listener. 

“A focus on the story alone, to the exclusion of the interaction between the storyteller and the listener, misses the point of storytelling.  It is the interaction of the storyteller with the listeners and the communal meaning that emerges from the interaction.”  (Denning, 2000, p. 137)


Long agrees with Denning.  He thinks that stories work better and are more fun when they are shared verbally. 

“This is not to diminish the power of the written word, but storytelling was originally an oral art, and stories traditionally were passed on by word of mouth for generations.  There is a qualitative difference that can easily be detected when a story is read to instead of told to someone.”  (Long, 1986, p. 5)

Macguire reminds us that storytelling is a vocal art.  He points out that a written story needs to be organized around a single epiphany or turning point, while when you tell a story there is a narrative string of events that gets spun in the tale. It is also a “folk” art that emerges naturally from us.  This is quite different than an actor interpreting a role from a script, bringing a character to life within a theatrical context.  Rather, storytelling involves speaking from the heart, bringing a story to life from a human context (opposed to a theatrical one).  “Storytelling is at its best when the story can’t be separated from the teller.” (Macguire,1998, p. 135)

Cassady agrees.  Storytelling is considered an oral art form that provides a means of preserving and transmitting ideas, images, motives, and emotions that are universal (Cassady, 1990).   

“Why ‘story/teller’?  Because they cannot be separated.  The story is the teller is the story/teller.  Unlike the printed word, a story that is told cannot be recorded accurately on paper.  So much depends on other things—on the background of the teller, on the interpretation of emotions, on the way a listener responds, on the state of the teller’s thoughts, perceptions, feelings.  On the teller’s abilities.” (Cassady, 1990, p. 5)

Much like theatre, dance and music, the “art” occurs during the presentation, and like any art form, the purpose is sharing, to entertain, present knowledge, teach behavior and morals. This would include such things as vocal inflection, movement, or the use of cue cards and props.  The forms of stories differ when written or told.  A told story paints a picture, using rhythmic patterns, is pleasing to listen to, is enjoyable and education.  “At its best it goes beyond truth in that it illustrates life and so is bigger than life” (Cassady, 1990, p. 8).  So picking the best story to tell is an important first step in the successful telling of the story.  For example, moving to a more hybrid form of storytelling, Cassady poses questions to ask yourself when choosing a story to tell:  Do you like it? Do you agree with it?  What is your purpose?  Will the story mean something to your audience?  Is the story tellable?  Can you tell it?  Who are the characters?  Is the language appropriate?  Will the story have a positive influence?  How much description and dialogue?  Does the story have rhythm?  Will it hold an audience’s attention?  What is the story’s theme?  Is your story faithful to the original?  (Cassady, 1990, pp. 45-57)  If you need to change the story, the first question to ask is, what stories are okay to change?  The good news is that oral stories are not copyrighted, which means that they can be adjusted in any way the storyteller feels is appropriate.  The storyteller can change the point of view, change the time period, rearrange the plot, add or delete characters or lengthen or shorten the story.  When considering changes to a story, Cassady reminds us that in the telling there must be clear-cut differences between good and evil, perhaps built on archetypical characters personifying certain traits or characteristics, without too much dependency on long descriptive passage, but rather on narration, or getting the story told (Cassady, 1990, p. 6).


Sven Birkerts would not necessarily agree with Denning, Long and Macquire regarding the advantages of the oral approaches described above.  Rather, he makes the case that in the virtual world of global connectivity reading a story provides a higher level of potential participation and learning than listening to a story.  In his work The Gutenberg Elegies: The Fate of Reading in an Electronic Age, Birkets describes the reading of a story as a virtual journey into a different world, a different mental location, the place where the story is occurring.  This imagined reality is elicited by the author, who uses linguistic tools to stimulate this world into existence.  The reader enters into the role of co-creator with the author, with the conjuring up of the image taking on flavors of the reader.  The more effective this transition, the more effective the story is as a story.  When fully engaged, Birkerts argues that reader’s minds are working in concert with the storyteller, generating a cooperative virtual world of story in which the reader can come and go at will, and feel a sense of connectedness that is often difficult to achieve in the outside world.  Inside the story, readers’ lives make sense, as they not only determine and inform the actions of the characters of the story, but remap their own lives in relation to the story.  The readers’ participation in a story can change their perceived relationship to all other things.  (Birkerts, 1994, pp. 80-82)  This change has to do both with the content of the story and the process of the storytelling.  

An oral story cannot be recorded accurately on paper.  So much of the telling depends on other things – the background of the teller, the interpretation of emotions, the way the listener responds, the teller’s and listener’s thoughts, perceptions, feelings, and/or the teller’s abilities.  Storytelling, then, is defined as an oral art form that provides a means of preserving and transmitting ideas, images, motives, and emotions that are universal.  (Cassady, 1990, p.5)


In Oral Cultures Past and Present: Rappin’ and Homer, Edwards and Sienkewica, who studied the oral tradition from ancient Greeks through the contemporary era, present the argument that oral storytelling and literature are poles of a single continuum.  But instead of presenting the oral and written as dichotomous, they look at them as two parts of the same whole.  They go on to say that an understanding of the social context of the story is vital.  The issue becomes “not only oral versus written but also how to preserve the vital elements of culture when a folk tale is retold – whether on paper or in performance.”  (Leotta, 1997, p. 41) 


Oral folklore is always moving and changing, while written form captures a moment in time.  When a story is put on paper, the words and way they are juxtaposed must carry the message.  When a story is told verbally, there are subtle nuances of eye contact and body language that tell a tale richer than the verbal language itself.  This also says that each time an oral tale is told, there are differences.  Stories told out loud are living experiences that are transformed by the heart and soul and experience of the teller and listeners.  This, however, is not always considered a benefit.  Barbara Walker, a renowned folklorist and writer, warns that storytellers must not get carried away with technique so that their histrionics overshadow the story itself.  (Leotta, 1997, p. 43)

The Native American Tradition

Stories from Native American tribes form a large number of tales from the oral traditions of North America.  These stories serve as a cultural foundation for their tribes.  They are meant to be repeated over and over from generation to generation.

“Now I will tell you stories of what happened long ago.  There was a world before this.  The things that I am going to tell about happened in that world.  Some of you will remember every word that I say, some will remember a part of the words, and some will forget them all – I think this will be the way, but each man must do the best he can … You must keep these stories as long as the world lasts; tell them to your children and grandchildren generation after generation …”  (Feldman, 1965, Preface)

At the root of Indian stories as Indian culture, are the concepts of “reciprocity and the right relation to the earth.”  (Bruchac, 1997, pp. 12-15)  Native American tales are not only memorable, but have exciting details that attract both storytellers and audiences alike.  For example, Iroquois stories are filled with such wonderful creatures as stone giants, monster bears, flying heads, magical dwarfs, and vampire skeletons.  But with the telling of these stories comes a responsibility to ensure an understanding of the context of these stories.  These stories are not meant to exist in isolation from the culture of the people to whom they were addressed.  They have a strong relationship with the sacred, and were intended to serve as lessons and communication tools.


Bruchac believes the storyteller of Native American Stories must also have an awareness of the place and proper use of these stories.  There “appears to be a continent-wide tradition that all Native American myths and legends are to be told only at certain times and in certain ways.”  (Bruchac, 1997, p. 14)  An example is the Anishinabe medicine woman and storyteller who begins every story with an offering of tobacco to the ancestors, and then begins each story in song.


Stories were to be told only during winter months in most North American tribes, and, in many cases, only at night.  Also, to mention the names of certain characters in the stories outside of the story itself was considered bad luck.  For example, some California Indian tribes say that if you mention the name of Coyote outside the story he will come visit you and cause mischief.  Enforcement of these traditions is not through human means, but through the powers of nature.  For example, the Iroquoi say that if you tell stories in summertime a bee will fly into your dwelling lodge and sting you.  In like manner, the Abenaki believe that if you tell stories during the growing season, snakes will come into your house.  

The Setting of the Telling


Today timing is still important in storytelling.  As Shakespeare said, “Ripeness is all.”
  While Prusak does not agree that timing is everything, he does say that it is important, that stories need a context, to be told at a particular time and place (Brown, et al, 2004, p. 24).  Generally stories have a context and hence the telling of them is more effective in specific settings for specific purposes.  For example, some stories are told for social bonding, as signals, to understand history or direct the future, to spark change, or to help understand ourselves and make sense of life.  Denning’s list of the functions that stories play in organizations would include:  entertaining, conveying information, nurturing communities, promoting innovation, preserving organizations and changing organizations (Brown, et al, 2004, p. 110).
Macguire says that the way to develop the skill for storytelling is to tell stories.  As Robin Moore says, “Inside each of us is a natural-born storyteller, waiting to be released.” (Macguire, 1998, p. 128)  Macguire says the ideal way to go about creating personal stories is to speak our inner stories out loud, telling stories to ourselves so that we can hear them and feel them taking shape, then telling them over and over again.  His approach follows:  

· Find a place where, for the time being, you can be comfortable talking out loud to yourself.
· Begin by pondering your story idea silently for a few moments.

· Start talking out loud, spinning out the story as you go along.

· Feel free to pause at appropriate points and silently ponder what you’ve said already, or what you want to say next.

· End the session whenever you decide the time is right.

(Macguire, 1998, pp. 130-131)

In other words, a told story is one that is meant to be more open, interactive, lively, homespun, with spontaneously emerging elements:  the teller’s on-the-spot energy, mood, imagination, judgment, appearance, and gestures; the audience’s perceived needs and cues; the circumstance surrounding the telling occasion; and the influence of the physical setting. (Macguire, 1998, p. 139)  While the storyteller should have a clear sense of the milestones that need to be reached—and where to begin and where to end—the  pace, rhythm and time space of each telling has to be suited to the particular occasion of the telling.


While leaning more towards storytelling in terms of a theatrical story, Cassady nonetheless believes that the storyteller must UNDERSTAND the story and make it their own.  In other words, the storyteller engages in a step-by-step analysis of the story:  (1) characterization, understanding the characters and why they do what they do, their important traits and background, their emotions, their motives; (2) theme, what the story means overall and what it is saying to the audience; (3) mood, the overall feeling of the story itself (versus the characters in the story), what mood is conveyed to listeners; (4) organization of plot (if there is one, although even stories without a plot have high points), recognizing the inciting incident (that which is responsible for the opposition beginning), rising action (perhaps the solving of one problem leading to another) and climax (the high point, the turning point), the protagonist and antagonist (meeting of two opposing forces); (5) universality, figuring out how the story relates to the human condition (needs and wants), its relevance to the listener’s life; (6) symbolism, going beyond the actual words (for example, the symbolic situations and characters in fables and myths); (7) imagery, while short in a told story, need to go beyond the words to help listeners visualize or taste or smell; (8) voice, considering quality, rate and variety pauses and length of pauses, emphasis, in other words how a particular passage should be spoken; and (9) use of words, not only familiar with the words in a story but understanding their meaning and pronunciation, even if you’re not going to use them, because in order to choose synonyms you have to understand the original sense of the words.  As Cassady reminds us, “The more you understand your story, the more chance you have of making it meaningful for an audience.  So it’s a good idea to go through the steps discussed in addition to considering anything else you think is important.”  (Cassady, 1990, p. 100)

Cassady says that you must learn the essence of your story, the broad outline, which can be learned by choosing a story you like, determining the sequence of events, and rereading and telling the story to yourself (Cassady, 1990).  When the story comes from someone else, there is the question of whether to read or memorize, both of which have advantages and disadvantages.  For example, a disadvantage of reading is that you have to look down and you lose eye contact, plus there is a physical barrier between you and the audience.  An advantage of reading is that no matter how much time you spend practicing, you don’t actually have to memorize it, nor worry about getting lost or missing an important part.  An advantage to memorizing is the ability to keep eye contact and thus more direct interaction.  Disadvantages include forgetting what comes next, or conveying the illusion of memorized words without involvement or commitment to the story.
Ironically, Macguire does address the need to learn a story by heart, perhaps not exactly but sufficiently to get the key words, phrases or passages across verbatim every time the tale is told.  He says that once you recall the story’s overall flow (its storyboard), you memorize the first words of each major part and the transition passages that take you from one scene to another.  Second, you stop using written text to remind yourself of what comes next, and, every three days you review your tale all the way through, concentrating on envisioning it scene by scene like a movie.  Fifth, you tell your tale aloud at least every three days from beginning to end, without stopping, pausing, repeating or skipping around.  Sixth, you take mental notes of things you think, do, see, hear, smell, taste, or feel that remind you of the tale as you live your day-to-day life.  Seventh, become aware of times when you could tell the tale in a more personal, spiritual, ceremonial way: “as a source of peace, inspiration, enlivenment, consolation, celebration, grounding, centering, or self-affirmation.” (Macguire 1998, p. 175)  Eighth, think about people and groups where you might share the story, or occasions in the near future which might be appropriate for the sharing.  Ninth, think about additions or substitutions that could be made in the telling, relating memories from your own life or incidents or facts or events or analogies.  Tenth, consider deletions or condensations you could make in the telling, and what parts could stand alone.  Eleventh, when you understand how to embody your tale, time yourself on a watch as you tell the story out loud to yourself asking:  What if I had twice as much time to tell it or what if I had half as much time to tell it?  (Macguire, 1998, pp. 174-178)


Denning describes storytelling as a part of/in terms of a larger presentation.  And while there are certainly similarities to the telling described above as forwarded by Macguire, Denning’s springboard story is written out word-by-word and performed in a highly theatrical manner, so would not qualify as a natural form of storytelling, or even as storytelling per se in the tightest definition of the word.  Denning’s springboard story is highly situational-dependent and context-sensitive.  The elements for performing a story as forwarded by Denning for his Springboard Story are:  voice, understanding the audience, the eyes, ownership, conviction, readiness, practice (practice, practice), practice with an audience, keeping one’s edge, and living the presentation.  Voice is primarily discussed in terms of accent (singling out key words to produce depth), which can be combined with intonation (caressing, ironical, scornful, respectful) and with rhythm.  Denning points out that, “Pauses can highlight a word more loudly than a wild shout.” (Denning, 2001, p. 203)  Understanding the audience is seeking out everything that is relevant (sensing, dissecting, weighing, discovering, examining, studying, analyzing and intuiting) in terms of not just the facts but the meaning of what you hear and feel.  This knowledge gathering is what feeds the imagination, feelings, thoughts and will, and, ultimately, provides the value of the story, providing authenticity (Denning, 2001, p. 204).  Eyes are what communicate the spark or fire to a listener’s mind.  Ownership is how you become the presentation, feeling the story as if it were your own flesh going through it, having an inner relationship with what is being said.  Conviction has to do with truth, not simply factual accuracy, but something that you genuinely believe.  Readiness is you as a presenter being the master of your inspiration, knowing how to “call it forth at the hour announced for the time of your presentation.” (Denning, 2001, p. 205)  Then, practice (practice, practice) and practice with an audience.  This is a sign of genuine professionalism, to never stop trying to make it better.  When ready, practicing with an audience provides the resonance, a sounding board with human emotions.  Keeping one’s edge is not loosing that aspect of being unstable, uncertain that is at the beginning, continuing to make the presentation while observing yourself, and continuously improving.  Living the presentation is the obligation to provide “this experience as external embodiment in a clear articulate form.” (Denning, 2001, p. 206)  Here is where belief and truth come into play, using your belief in what you are saying to help convince and stir your listeners.

In discussing delivery of a story, Simmons notes that when you speak words are less than 15 percent of what listeners “hear.”  Listeners are receiving messages from the storyteller’s face, posture, hands, clothes, eye movements, timing, tone and other unpredictable factors like a storyteller’s haircut or where they work or what they have to say or their accent, etc.  Simmons goes on to point out that an individual is a story to whomever they meet (Simmons, 2001, p. 86).

For example, a modest use of hands can add value to a message by creating props, drawing scenery, increasing the intensity of an emotion or intentionally sending an incongruent message.  Facial expressions can communicate emotion at a deeper level than the cultural norm in a split second!  The same presence and movement of the body can convey a sense of confidence to one listener and arrogance to another.  Sounds can be used to convey a sense of reality or to produce smells and tastes and emotions (pursing the lips to create the wind, chattering teeth to illustrate cold, etc.).  Timing and pauses add meaning and variety; silence can be more powerful than verbals.  And tone, which can ultimately override every other message, making or breaking the influence of the storyteller (Simmons, 2001).  For the storyteller, this would mean on a “bad tone” day any activity would be for naught.  Finally, Simmons provides “do’s and don’ts” for storytellers, which certainly make sense for any presenter:  don’t act superior, don’t bore your listeners, don’t scare people or make them feel guilty, do connect at the level of humanity, and do leave them feeling hopeful.
Some Thoughts for SAF

While the tradition of oral storytelling holds high value when the situation and context are appropriate, the true storyteller is one who naturally pulls up that which is within, sharing not only the content of a story, but the content of his/her mind and heart in such a manner as to full engage the mind and emotions of listeners.  This cannot be “produced” or “prefabricated” but is the result of combining a natural affinity for effective sharing and a deep understanding of—and commitment to—the material being conveyed with a situation, setting and audience in resonance with the storyteller, the content of the story, and the medium of storytelling.  In other words, effective storytelling emerges from the interactions of the story, the storyteller, the listener(s) and the situation/context of the telling, and in essence storytelling can be considered as a complex adaptive system.

A second critical point is that successful storytelling in its oral form cannot be replicated, even by the same storyteller, since effectiveness is highly dependent on the situation and audience as well as the storyteller.  Further, since stories are more effective when they are “owned” by the storyteller, made their own, then there is limited opportunity to convey a more “universal” message.  It would appear that the idea of creating a universal “spine” may be workable, yet the “storyteller” would not only be “telling” but “creating” the story to be told (using the “spine”).  Therefore, the storyteller in this instance would also be the story creator/developer to a large extent, making the story his/her own in the rewriting/retelling of it.

Birkerts thought in The Guttenberg Galaxy make a lot of sense when considering SAF and the need to mobilize core values.  Recall that Birkerts argues that when fully engaged, reader’s minds are working in concert with the storyteller, generating a cooperative virtual world of story in which the reader can come and go at will, and feel a sense of connectedness that is often difficult to achieve in the outside world.  Inside the story, readers’ lives make sense, as they not only determine and inform the actions of the characters of the story, but remap their own lives in relation to the story.  The readers’ participation in a story can change their perceived relationship to all other things (Birkerts, 1994, pp. 80-82).  This would support creation of a virtual repository of stories.

Another consideration is that of creating a Storyteller Archetype that would be available virtually, a character that would (virtually) have all the characteristics of the best storyteller possible while simultaneously having a scripted story that conveys the desired message again and again to listeners.  Further, as noted by Birkerts, this virtual form is highly acceptable (if not downright desirable) by younger generations raised in a world quite different than that where the oral storytelling tradition of American Indians conveyed meaning.


Another potential is that offered through gaming theory, embedding the stories as part of other systems, indeed, all other learning systems, being used and/or developed by SAF.  
 

While we agree that everyone is living/participating in multiple stories throughout their lives, and that subsequently there is certainly a storyteller inside everyone, the reality is that some individuals can quickly become effective storytelling and others may take considerably longer learning how to tell their stories.  Similarly, some individuals have a greater affinity for listening than others, and some individuals can learn more quickly and easily from stories than others.  While it is true that stories can resonate beyond many other forms of communication—and convey deeper meaning—it is also true that humans learn in many ways, i.e., some by listening and others by reading; some by watching and others by doing.  So it would make sense to use all available approaches to using stories effectively to inculcate values.  For example, using a virtual storyteller and gaming approaches to provide ease of access to younger SAF personnel, while simultaneously working with instructors and leaders to hone their storytelling capacity, perhaps as an element of the leadership coaching program.  The SCVILOV project is building resources to support both of these approaches. 
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