Worksheet One: Learning Stories


The aim of this worksheet is to give you some hints and tips for learning stories. These are the techniques that I was taught when I first started storytelling and still use to a greater extent today. Although not exhaustive they will hopefully help you to get started and find your own voice as a storyteller.

· The first and most obvious step is to read stories. Lots of stories. Read as many stories form as many different sources as possible. Read traditional folktales, epic myths, the classics and modern writers (Ted Hughes, Terry Jones, Peter Dickinson, Joy Chant, Ursula Le Guin and Angela Carter to name but a few). Phillip Pullman says that he reads like a butterfly and writes like a bee, and I find this a great attitude to apply to finding new, good stories. The more stories you read the more familiar you’ll become with their different structures, contents and styles.

· When you find a story that you like (and it really is important that you like the stories and want to share them with others), read it properly a few times. On your first reading you are interested in where the story is taking you (just as your listeners will be when you re-tell it) and can miss some of the subtler aspects of the plot. On subsequent readings you will get a better feel for the story. This is important as it will help you understand which parts have a direct influence on events later on in the story; many stories have long unrelated pre-ambles and red herrings and though these add character to the story, they are not the essential blocks of the story’s structure. I wouldn’t advocate getting rid of these elements without due consideration but it is important to distinguish between the plot and the trimmings.

· Once you feel that you know the story well enough, try telling it out loud. Hide the text so you’re not tempted to have a sneaky look to remind yourself what happens next. Do this at home or whilst out walking the dog, it doesn’t matter. The aim is to show yourself that you do know your way through the main events of the story, that you could explain the plot if you had to. Check the text again if you need to and then tell it out loud again until you feel comfortable that you know the story. Next tell the story to a friend or colleague. This can be a nice informal telling without all the embellishment that creeps in later. Tell a couple more people if you need to, just to reassure yourself. Once you’ve told someone else, and seen that you do actually know the story, you are ready for a more formal telling.

· It is important to note that learning a story isn’t the same as learning a play script or memorising a poem. You don’t need to learn the story as it is written down word for word and in fact doing so will make the re-telling a lesser thing. The beauty of storytelling is that every time you tell a story it becomes richer and will change to suit the needs and mood of each particular audience.

· If you need a boost to learning your first few stories here’s a handy tip. An easy way to learn a story is to break it down into seven main parts (I don’t know why seven, it just seems to work for most stories). When I was first learning the art of storytelling I was told to think of these as a fish’s bones with each telling adding flesh and eventually scales to these bones.  These seven points are your stepping-stones through the story and as you learn more stories you will become adept at knowing where they naturally fall. Finding your seven points isn’t a case of breaking the text into seven equal parts but rather finding the main events and plot blocks of the story. Learn the stepping-stones and you learn the story. Remember that your troll or princess or hero will be different to anyone else’s with your unique description and voice so you don’t need to memorise someone else’s descriptive words for characters or places in the story.

· Once you know the plot you need to get into the story. You need to know how the story feels, looks, sounds and smells. An easy way to do this is to think about one scene from your story, one that most strikes you. Picture the scene in as much detail as you can; think about the lighting, the sounds, the characters, the smells, the mood. This is your doorway into the story so try and fix as much detail as possible in your mind. You might not ever use all this detail in an actual telling but it is important that it is there in your head. This done, pick a few other scenes or events and do the same with them (if you have used the seven plot point method above, it helps to do this for each point).

· Now you have learnt the story practise, practise and yea verily thrice practice. Only by telling your stories to real audiences do they gain life as you add flesh to their bones. You will find some bits work on an audience and some don’t. Don’t try to control the story. Let it live and let it find its natural rhythm, highs and lows. Jokes will creep in, characters will find their voice and even the plot might take a few twists that you hadn’t expected. Don’t be scared to scrap bits or add extra elements as you see fit either. It is all too easy to become precious about the purity of traditional stories. It is just a story not a sacred artefact.

· Finally, and absolutely most importantly, enjoy yourself. If you are having fun with the story and the audience it will show and your telling will be that much richer for it.

Learning stories really is that simple and it gets easier with practice. So now you have no excuse not to learn a couple of stories even if you start with the ones we all know – Three Billy Goats, Cinderella, Snow White. Seeing these and other characters and places come to life in front of us and not on the flat screen of a TV is something we have all been deprived of for far too long!
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