A QUICK GUIDE 

TO 

STORYTELLING
BY
MAT ANDASUN

WHY TELL STORIES?
We have a profound need to tell and hear stories. It is how we share experience, understand each other, and create community. 

How Do You Define Storytelling?

You don't! There is no consensus, and it is extraordinarily hard to come up with any good definition, long or short. 
Good storytelling can be powerful, transporting, and magical, and most tellers agree that this can only fully happen in live performance (whether that may be on a stage or 3 friends round a table). Storytellers don't read from a book, either. 
You can find a little more discussion of what storytelling is, and some history, at the “What Is Storytelling?” pages of “The Call of Story” at http://www.callofstory.org/en/storytelling/default.asp
Where do I find stories to tell? 

www.timsheppard.co.uk/story/storylinks.html will give you a good start. There are many thousands of tales available online. 

Read, and listen. Check your local library's folktale collections in both the children's and adult departments, plus the single folktales in children's picture-books. 
LEARNING STORYTELLING

What are the basics of how to tell a story?

· Pretend you're confident! - Don't apologise as you start
· Relax, breathe, play – storytelling is a fun game 
· Tell it in your own words. If you try to memorise the words of the story, you set yourself up for failure and confusion. Just remember the few lines of plot, and feel free to let them come out differently.  Let your imagination work - that's what will create the magic, not your feats of memory. 

· If you get stuck, keep going. Don't frown, curse, stop, or apologise. Simply describe details of sounds, colours, smells, clothes, atmosphere etc. to play for time. Or stay silent and still engaged with people's eyes and they'll think it's a dramatic pause, as you let inspiration return (don't look at the floor to remember). Nobody but you knows what you were going to say, so they will never spot your departures from it - there are no 'mistakes'. 

· Keep your stories to ten minutes long or less, to begin with. Time yourself beforehand. It takes much more skill both to keep people's level of attention and to control the pacing through longer stories. 

· Take time to finish. Look at people, smile, and listen to their applause - do not run away or gesture to dismiss it.

How do I learn a story?

1. Avoid memorising the text itself - storytelling is an oral art, not a literary recital, and is as much about expressing your understanding as it is about getting the story 'right'. 
2. Go through the story once or twice, really immersing yourself in your imagination, to get familiar with the plot and allow the images to come to life, and then start telling the story out loud to yourself
3. Learn any repeated phrases or formulae that the story depends on.  
4. Close your eyes and try to see the story's plot as if it were a "movie" inside your head.  If there are any parts that you were not able to clearly remember read the story again and “watch the movie” again.
5. Tell the story in your own words each time and the audience gets the authentic you - which is what they want and what creates the magic.  Have fun retelling the plot in your own words, picturing the story in your imagination while you tell it.
6. Allow yourself to "become" the characters as well as the narrator. 

7. Ask a friend to be a good listener. It’s always very different the first time you tell a story in front of anyone else! 
How long this takes varies with each story and each teller, but many take weeks or more even though they might remember the plot itself within a handful of tries. 
Should I do accents?

There is a wide consensus that it's okay to tell stories from another culture, with the proviso that you 'make it your own' - as with any story. Making the story your own includes telling it from your own perspective, with your own voice. If you attempt accents that aren’t part of your own culture will probably come across as a caricature, especially to native speakers.  People can get very offended by caricatures.  You can be welcomed telling a very foreign story to its own natives if you are heartfelt, respectful and use your own voice.
Should I Do Different Voices?

If you feel comfortable and natural doing so, then character voices can be good in moderation - enjoy yourself and find your own style. But watch out - switching voices all through a dialogue, or using exaggerated voices, can quickly distract from the actual story and diminish the magic. 
Are there stories I'm not allowed to tell?

There are a few touchy individuals in every culture who want to fence off their culture and resent foreigners borrowing it, and so you may be told by one person that it is forbidden to tell those stories. However, the great majority of storytellers in each culture, especially struggling or dying cultures, will tell you that the stories should be told as widely as possible. 
Stories have always migrated, and thereby lost their contexts and any taboos. Every storyteller should make considerable effort to research traditions and contexts, but don't be afraid to start off telling while ignorant and grow in wisdom. 

GOOD LUCK!!
Adapted from “The Storytelling FAQ” by Tim Sheppard at www.timsheppard.co.uk and “Learning The Plot Of A Folktale/Storytelling In The Classroom” by Heather Forest www.storyarts.org
