Worksheet Two: Telling Stories


Introduction

We all tell stories in unique ways. As a storyteller you can only find your own voice by actually telling stories. This worksheet will highlight some of the key things to take into consideration when doing this and how using different techniques will affect your telling.

Voice

Your voice is obviously the most important tool that you have and it is vital to keep it healthy. Listed here are some of the ways in which you can use your voice.

Your Voice

The most important element of storytelling is that the voice you use is yours. You are not playing a character when you tell a story; although you might use different voices for the characters the narrative is yours.

Character Voices

Using different voices for some or all of the characters is an easy and effective way to help bring them to life. You will need to decide if you are comfortable using this technique and it is by no means vital. Many of the best storytellers don’t use their voices in this way. If you are going to use different voices consider things like the character’s accent, timbre and emotion. Decide how much you will emphasise these aspects and how subtle or over the top they will be. Remember to keep your characters consistent throughout each story. If a character begins the story with a Cornish accent make sure they end it with one! Play around with voices and see how you feel and how your audiences react.

Volume

The way in which you use the volume of your voice is also important. The audience need to hear what you’re saying but taking the volume down low is a great way of increasing tension and creating a sense of intimacy. Turning the volume up over your natural level is good for emphasising points and for loud characters but over use will just make your story noisy and probably end up hurting your voice. Again, play around with the volume and see how you feel and how your audiences react.

Tempo

Finally the tempo with which you deliver the story will need consideration. Don’t be afraid to talk at a normal pace; if you’re nervous it’s very easy to speed up but if your audience is captivated it’s surprising how much you can bring the tempo down. Speeding bits up increases the sense of urgency and creates different dynamics within the story. As with the other aspects, play around with the tempo and see how you feel and how your audiences react.

Gesture and mime

Many storytellers use little or no gesture or mime when storytelling, preferring instead to rely on their voice skills. Others make great use of expansive gestures and detailed characterisation. There are lots of simple tricks you can use, like looking down when a giant is talking to humans, so play around with gesture and mime and see how you feel and how your audiences react.

Music

If you can sing or play an instrument see how these skills might be incorporated into your telling. Many traditional folktales contain songs and it is always nice to hear them incorporated into a story. Also consider using backing music (live of course!) to help create mood and a sense of scene. As always, play around with music and see how you feel and how your audiences react.

Story adaptation

You might want to try telling a story differently to the way in which you first encountered it: change it from a traditional folktale to a science fiction adventure or a modern urban myth. Some view this as endangering the integrity of the oral tradition whilst others feel that it helps keep stories fresh. I feel that it allows storytelling to fulfil its full potential, both as a recorder of our myths, beliefs and histories but also as a relevant living art form. Stories about goblins in the sewers and giant eagles nesting on tower blocks put a sense of the magical back into the mundane and help us to build our own mythic landscape (one of my favourite stories is about the time I vanquished a giant that was terrorising Leeds). 

Costume

Wearing a special item of clothing or clothes to help you to get into character is quite common. This can add a level of ceremony and tradition to storytelling. The storyteller is taking on a mantle and fulfilling a special role within society. This is different to pretending to be someone else, which is acting not storytelling. If you decide to dress up as a character from the story or a historical character I think it is very important that you still use your own voice. It’s still you telling the story and the costume is more of a ceremonial artefact. Don’t forget now, you can always play around with costumes and see how you feel and how your audiences react.

Summary

As you might of gathered I think that it’s important to try out any ideas that you have and to try various ways of telling your stories. Only by practicing and experimenting will find that voice of yours and become a good or even great storyteller. And don’t forget that your stories will become better with each telling so don’t be disheartened if a story doesn’t seem to work that well on the first try.

It is also important that you enjoy the language of stories. Don’t be frightened of using repetition. Most traditional stories use cycles of threes. The first character to try the quest will fail. The second character to try the quest will also fail. The third character will make the same journey as the first two, with the same description, but will ultimately succeed. The use of repetition gives your audience a sense of familiarity that is then broken by the third character.

Finally, and absolutely most importantly, have fun. Tell stories you like and enjoy and take pleasure from your audience’s reactions to them.
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