The Delights of Storytelling

EXPERIENCE

MK: I would like to ask you what the experience of telling a story is for you now and how it has changed over time. Has your understanding of this experience changed? Has this type of consideration or self-reflection gone together with your work from the beginning, and does this experience have it’s own dynamism, is it developing?

GL: What I feel close to is experience – something which goes beyond the mere fact of someone coming out on stage, onto a pedestal as it were, saying what he has to say, followed by applause. For me, storytelling is not something constructed on stage - it is a unique kind of interpersonal situation. Its ideal realization is found in moments when people begin to tell their own stories, referring, for instance, to the fairy tale from which the storyteller began, or to a motif which had been introduced during the story. For me, this is the point. It’s not about some kind of artistic experience or aesthetic moments, but rather a gentle kind of provocation, which gives people the possibility to talk freely about themselves.

MLG: This is one path, and I have much respect for it. I also think that the experience Gosia mentioned is very important. But what I’m doing at present and the direction I’m headed is the stage situation. There is an obvious difference in the way we approach storytelling. Naturally, the direct relationship with the listener is a fundamental matter: this is one of the things which make storytelling different from theatre, and the stage presence of the storyteller different from that of the actor.


You tell the story - the one that is in you, the one that is playing itself out before your eyes - but the listener defines it in his or her own way. Everything you say, after all, relates to his or her own experience and imagination. The fact that one reminds people about their own stories is part of the essence of the storytelling craft. In no way does this mean that these histories or images must be revealed during the storytelling evening. Ideally, if the performance of the storyteller becomes a kind of initiation, something in people opens up, it awakens a longing for listening and storytelling. Later this longing can fulfil itself in dialogue after the performance or in sharing each other’s stories at home, not necessarily during the spectacle itself. If the story is beautiful and well-told, it takes root in your heart so deeply that years later your mind will be able to bring it forth.


But to be able to tell a story in such a way, you have to work patiently on constructing the story, on imagination, on presence, on your voice, on wording, on the craft of the storyteller.

MK: Gosia has spoken about the reason for storytelling - that storytelling is a tool to create an interpersonal situation. We could focus on this - In what way does building the interpersonal situation depend on the help of the storytelling process? Magda emphasizes the artistic dimension, but the purpose is the same.

MLG: Yes, definitely. However, Gosia consistently incorporates the exchange of stories into the spectacle itself, as we can clearly see from her work. Usually the way this works is that after the audience has listened to our stories, they are invited to tell their own, at times just fragments or ideas - on the basis of one or other narrative game. This is a way of telling stories – ‘you too can be a storyteller’. This is very rewarding, but for me it is not an indispensable element of an evening devoted to storytelling and this is not the essence of the art of narration.


I encountered many professional storytellers in France; they were the descendents of different cultures and they generally performed on this or that stage. At first that kind of staged narrative irritated me greatly. Irritated me - because I thought that the essence of storytelling was the act of sitting in a circle, the very lack of a stage, the lack of a script, the lack of the division between storytellers and listeners, the fact that everyone can be the narrator, the idea that no-one knows how the situation will develop. However, each time it happened that a really good storyteller would anyway appear, a master of his craft, so much so that the staged presentation stopped bothering me - the stage floated away as it were, disappeared. If someone knows how to tell a story in such a way that you the listener hear your own story in their words, whereby you have a vision, where images come to you, images which move you, where you feel the beauty of the language, whereby whole sentences become trapped in your memory – well that kind of storyteller can even sit on top of The Eiffel Tower and the distance between you and him will anyway disappear.


At times like those you don’t necessarily feel the need to immediately tell another story. Not to go too far afield, I will use as an example one of our own narrative spectacles – ‘An Ocean of Stories’. Parts of it were stories - actually the beginnings of stories - which were written by members of the audience. One of them told me later that it was a very difficult task - What can you write, here and now, having listened to a story which represents who knows how many hours, months or even years of work? I think that the process of listening is itself creative - and for many people in the audience nothing more is needed to achieve fulfilment. Particularly since to listen well is at root an artistic effort - it is obvious that there can be no storytelling without listeners.
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JK: I would like to return to the situation of the narrative. I think that as the Grupa Studnia O we tried to avoid storytelling for some time. The starting point for us was a ferment of ideas, an unrest born of that period of our studies, from our art trips, our workshops. Upon returning to Warsaw we felt the need to act, to be engaged in creative activity. And it became manifested in making music, meetings, and evening songfests. It was important to find a form of self-realisation, for expressing the artistic ‘her and now’. My path was as follows: I used to be involved with writing – poems, stories. The experience of writing is connected with the constant sense of being unfulfilled.  This is because of the lack of direct contact with your readers. You write some poems, stories, you can publish it, give it to someone to read – and that’s it. You put in this enormous effort, and there is no joy from a personal encounter. (And is nothing as dreadful as an ‘evening with the author of…’)
Music was the second stage for me. You think up something; you get a musical idea, you share it with the team; there is a dialogue, there is a live situation, a performance, a concert. But this situation does not give you fulfilment either because we play on an instrument - and here is another barrier. As a storyteller, you have this feeling - you have a passion for something, an interest which you want to share. The storytelling situation evolves from the search for pleasure, and it gives the greatest joy. It creates situations of direct contact, regardless of whether this encounter will in fact be an exchange of thoughts or more of an artistic event. The art of storytelling creates a most direct contact with the audience. Storytelling allows us to build an unusually intense bond at such meetings.

BF: When I recall the beginnings of our activity together, for example Diabolus, I have the impression that we were all aiming, at that time, for the same thing – to create a situation which would be conducive to an interesting talk, an exchange of experiences. Storytelling was not then a closed-off artistic act, but a kind of trampoline, an introduction, an invitation to dialogue. But a dialogue of a specific kind – the language we proposed was the language of narration, image, imagination, emotion. This formula is still present in our workshop activities with students or during courses conducted at the Royal Castle. Today, when I try to answer the question - Why do I tell stories? – the answer is that the story is the form which enables me to best express my personal experience. I tell stories which for some reasons are close to me, which resonate strongly in me. This is an intimate connection – I feel I am expressing something personal, something all of my own, and yet I am doing it through a medium which uses the third person. For instance, I tell the story of a girl who jumps into a well and meets Mother Earth. At some level, that is a story about myself – I was once a small girl, a small girl who happened to love that story and I often imagined (today I still do) that I myself jump into that well. Or, when I tell Lap stories about a woman-seal who loses her skin, in a sense I am speaking about my experience of lost ‘skin’, the experience of being without skin, and the painful consequences of this.
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Recently, I have also been trying to tell personal stories as if they were a tale - the tale of my life. For example, the story about two cousins who secretly walked on the roof of their grandma’s house and all-flushed they paint red figures of Holy Mary... I try to give this story the structure of a fairytale, with all the repetition, choruses and singing implied in that. And it happened that during one of these meetings, the listeners, including children, started to tell my story with me, repeating the formulae. Which is the most beautiful kind of moment in the life of the storyteller – when she can personally meet her audience. I get the feeling that it is only then, when those two poles meet – when we are both in touch with ourselves and in touch with our listeners – that the story is full, alive, true. 
AAK: The process of building up a process out of experiences is extremely exciting for me. How is it that that an experience, where we are a sort of eye-witness, suddenly becomes a story? The longer I learn and teach Turkish, the oftener I am in Turkey, the more I realise that it is an oral culture. In Turkey people speak and talk more than they read; Turkish is not as attractive in writing as in speech. The circulations of newspapers are low – all life experiences, all conflicts, interpersonal matters are discussed in various ways, with a variety of intensities, depending on the place, listener or conversational partner. Something we might call the ‘spoken-ness’ of life’s testimonies, something we experience most in Turkey, is indeed something related to the specificity of Turkish as a language. Based on the harmony of vowels, the language offers many melodious shades, which suits storytelling very well, though due to the logical repetitiveness, might also seem rather monotonous.
Besides epics, stories and legends, I am interested in the passing moment in storytelling. Listening to the relationship between someone’s experiences – which might be something alien to a foreigner – provides for me great material for a story. I am absolutely convinced that each of us has his or her story to tell. After all, it sometimes seems to me that my knowledge about Turkey is more of a collection of various human stories, stories about life than some ethnographic knowledge about certain regions of the world. For example, from my trip to the Black sea I brought back not photos of ruins but photos and stories of old women collecting old-wood from the meadows. When I recall this trip, I remember above all the ‘phlegmatic complaining’ and the hospitality.

DM: Ten years have passed since we first met. It all began with spontaneous music-making – everyone brought something, Lithuanian songs, Polish, Turkish, Ukrainian, Turkish... And only just now have I realised that the songs which we sang then were already small stories. 
To begin with, storytelling was very difficult for me. Until now it is hard.

My first experience was a pantomime – body-language. Speaking with the body, I expressed everything, all images and all the emotions without the use of words – this was my training and still today I make use of this. The body is a kind of instrument, which sometimes needs to be tuned. The body has to be in harmony with every word spoken. This is my road to storytelling. You have to be with the story with your whole body to be able to tell the story in a convincing way and bring the listeners with you, to immerse them in the world of the story.
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ALTERNATIVE

JK: In my opinion, the art of storytelling has its place somewhere in alternative culture, perhaps even counter-culture. At the present time, mainstream culture makes its consumers static. It seems that physical passivity, isolation and confinement to the borders of one’s own imagination – this imagination being under attack from the images of mainstream culture - is the price the contemporary consumer has to pay for the benefits of technological advance. The couch potato culture requires an anonymous and sedentary audience. One can even experience this phenomenon travelling on a packed commuter bus where everybody is only concerned to find a good seat and then isolate, drift off into an individual trance. 

I was once going along Nowy Świat street on a bus when a Roma teenager, an accordion player, got on the bus. Although these performances do not usually attract much attention, on this occasion the boy played with such passion and engagement that he aroused genuine interest. The people on the bus began to smile to themselves and to each other. In this way, the boy managed to change the microcosm of the bus for several minutes. Well, the storyteller’s role in society may be compared to that boy’s situation in the bus. 
In the context of storytelling, the artificial division into actor and audience is shattered. There appears a kind of community where the exchange of our usual roles is possible as the story often becomes the pretext for the recollection of our individual stories - thus changing the passive spectator into a co-author. One of the greatest paradoxes of our time is that a free exchange of opinions among a group of people is becoming a very rare thing. In its social context, storytelling may be treated as a manifestation of imagination and the freedom of direct communication which does not seem to be an everyday part of modern democratic reality.

In this context, the storyteller is a social rebel. Although it was not very long ago that counter-culture was associated with an open manifestation of rebellion and aggressive opposition accompanied by punk-rock, it now seems that even something as refined as storytelling is deemed a part of cultural change.
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PROJECT

DIABOLUS IN MUSICA

The meeting took the form of a traditional Greek symposium i.e. a feast when a discussion is accompanied by singing and music, food and toasts, stories and theatre. We aimed at the agon element i.e. a constructive argument of the guest-experts up against the diabolic motifs in ancient and medieval music. For the meeting we managed to collect together: a historian, a philosopher, an anthropologist, a musician, a musicologist and a music-therapist. 

The experts focused, among other things, on the ancient dispute of theoreticians and practitioners of music as against the ambivalence of music experience in medieval theology, the phenomenon of ‘musical temptation’ and forbidden dissonances in medieval music, as well as the motif of the lunatics’ ship, the musicians’ hell in medieval iconography, the ancient cult of lunacy and the tradition of music-healing.

During the meeting we used phraseology derived from the feasts described in Xenophon’s and Plato’s Symposia, the medieval romance of the Tales of the Round Table, and from Rabelais’ Gargantula and Pantagruel. The ‘oral quotations’ were used to introduce new subjects and participants but also to comment on small incidents in the course of the meeting: sudden silence, heated argument or the late arrival of one of the guests. The quotations not only served to explain changes in mood but also to unite all the parts of the meeting. All the motifs and themes were illustrated with Latin aphorisms of famous music theoreticians like Guido of Arezzo, Thomas Aquinas and Boethius. We paid special attention to the character of toasts as their role was to emphasise all the most important moments of the feast. Similarly we commented on every new dish in reference to the ancient or medieval tradition connected with it. (We served a Pythagorian fricassee.)

In our stories and during the meeting we made use of children’s games derived from the iconographic motifs of Peter Breughel’s paintings, thus introducing the themes of carnival and medieval jesters and fools.

All members of Grupa Studnia O were involved in the project.

TABLE: FISH WITHOUT FISH

This is a recipe that proved very useful when we needed to serve a dish that would embody a symbol of Christianity in the medieval part of the Diabolus project. We used the recipe since we had no money for real fish. It really works - nobody recognised what it was. Besides it is healthy.

1 kg of rolled oats, 5 onions, 2 eggs, 0,5 kg bread crumbs, butter, salt and pepper.

Boil the rolled oats and cool them down. Chop the onions and add to the rolled oats together with bread crumbs and eggs. Knead it all together and add spices. Finally form small fillets - in the shape of fish. Coat them with flour and fry. 

Prepared by PG
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FAIRYTALES 

DM: I have been in love with fairytales as far back as I can remember. I have a recollection, association that whenever a voice telling a story appeared in the darkness it was something to be accompanied by beautiful and soothing feelings. I think everyone looks for a kind of consolation in fairytales. While listening to a fairytale you can really leave your earthly uneasiness behind - dive into all the oceans and climb all the mountains of the world. You may be afraid, but at the same time you are sure that nothing bad is going to happen. And that is where the real attraction lies. 

JK: These stories are usually based on the specific reality, imagination and sensibility of childhood. Maybe this is the reason for the peculiar kind of intimacy, nostalgia and yearning for a sensibility for which there seems to be no place in the contemporary world.

GL: It is very important that fairytales give both listener and teller a sense of security. In the course of our meetings, there sometimes appeared unforeseen situations which could hurt or upset somebody; nevertheless, it seems to me that in all our projects we included stories that, in the end, had a soothing effect. That is not to say that ‘all’s well that ends well’, but rather that fairytales, thanks to their coherence, do convey a general feeling that there is a kind of order in the world. Even if we are not entirely happy with that order, it is still more soothing than the sense of a chaos where you cannot do anything at all.

MLG: It is true that we mainly tell soothing stories, but this is not always the case. I often choose The rat catcher which is by no means is a soothing story - it arouses feelings of uneasiness, especially when you remember that it is a legend to some extent based on a true story. At the end of the story, the angry rat catcher Hameln attracts all the children and leads them out of the city, apparently to exactly the same place where he had earlier placed the rats. There are other versions of the story according to which the children lived happily ever after in a fairyland - but this ending does not seem to be very convincing.

I have been working on Konrad Wallenrod for some time now, and here the story is also by no means comforting, it’s rather provocative in fact. We do sometimes tell stories to wake our listeners up - to shake them and provoke them. I always felt we lacked these kinds of feelings in our work - we try to be too kind and friendly and then the audience gets sleepy in the mellow atmosphere we have too often created. 

However, I agree that stories and legends give us a unique opportunity to experience controlled fears and tensions when facing invented challenges that are unthinkable in our lives. This is the real beauty of stories: they grant us the possibility of going beyond our own experience. The narrator of Thomas Mann’s the Holy Sinner (Der Erwählte lit. the Chosen One), a scribe, illustrates the situation perfectly when he describes his protagonists availing themselves of the herbal beer and love vine which he himself “has never tried but which their throats absorb with pleasure. Stories are often a substitute for those delights which we ourselves or heaven deny us.” 
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PROJECT

DEPARTMENT OF THE QUEST FOR THE PINNACLE OF JOY and other fairytales (not for children)

This was a project of Jarek Kaczmarek - an evening with tales and stories combining famous literary motifs, eroticism and elements of our present-day reality in novel ways. 

These tales are a good example of oral literature - the creation of the stories in writing and in speech was simultaneous. Some of the tales were first related; others were first written. So the storytelling influenced the written form and vice versa. The project aimed to answer questions about the meeting-point of storytelling and literature, and the possibility of developing a kind of common discourse that would enable us to preserve the same intensity in both speech and in writing.

The erotic tales are a continuation from the times when coffee houses used to be centres of intellectual and artistic life. The meetings are usually organised in small and cosy places such as artistic cafes since their owners are open to original ideas and events. There are more and more places like that in Warsaw and other cities.

The choice of an erotic subject-matter was a deliberate provocation. You always need to find common ground with your listeners when telling them your own story and, paradoxically, it is the erotic that can nowadays serve as common ground. We are all bombarded with erotic messages daily yet the issue hardly ever becomes the subject of original or interesting discussion. In the past, myths were perceived as a uniting point of reference. Today pop stars and the media-created world are that point of reference; they even have their own way of practicing storytelling - talk shows. 
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Our meetings have a very simple form. They are meetings between listeners and a storyteller without any particular need for music or stage-design. (‘A long time age there was a prince who wanted to marry a genuine princess.’)

PROJECT 

ANDERSEN

Andersen’s fairytales would seem to be such a natural choice when it comes to stories for children. Yet it turns out that what was so beautiful on the written page loses its charm when read aloud – the stories become longish and boring.

It is the fairy-tale world of Andersen’s stories that is in fact so moving and familiar. All the stories we tell in kindergartens and schools aim to reflect the microcosm rather than the stories themselves. In one of the stories, a merchant’s son wants to tell a funny and didactic story to his beloved’s parents. He chooses a fairytale about small peas. In the story one of the peas ends up in a royal castle waiting for a princess to come, whilst another pea brings consolation to a little, sick girl. It was exactly Andersen’s fascination with inanimate objects that influenced us – so much so that we are now pondering the ways a tea-pot, a pea or a fragile coffee cup would convey stories.

In order to enliven and brighten up the stories, we combine them with music, not necessarily from 19th-century Denmark. At the end, everybody takes one pea home. I wonder what stories will grow out of them.

Project Beata Frankowska and Gosia Litwinowicz

Traditional instruments: Sebastian Wielądek

Page 43

Body

MGL: Dorota used to emphasise something very important during our warm-ups: “Do it so that you can really feel it!” When you are forming an imaginary ball, this must be accompanied by the kind of tension that would appear with the creation of a real object. This may prove to be a very useful exercise for a storyteller since using words usually does not take as much effort as presenting things with your body. The physical experience helps to make the mental ideas more vivid. Words are flexible and allow us to convey things a quite effortless manner. When it comes to presenting things with your body, you have to ‘pace yourself’ - you will tend only to include the most important things, the gist.

DM: Working with your body makes you appreciate how many peculiar, characteristic gestures you use and that they are, in fact, subconscious and unnecessary. Things like touching your hair, or adjusting your glasses are often symptoms of stage fright and we may not even be aware of them. But they do attract listeners’ attention – and completely unnecessarily.

Involving your body in the storytelling process sets your imagination free. The scenario is in my head, but I tell the story with my whole body. My experience in pantomime is very helpful here. In pantomime you have to make everything you want to say manifest - you virtually have to become a tissue, a balloon or a tree and reveal the tissue’s weight, bend in the wind or be full of water or wine. Sometimes you just cannot carry on and these are the times when you should move your body and look for inspiration with your breath, voice or movement. Another important element emerges with the appearance of a partner - you can then build a relationship, a dialogue.
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TIME

GL: What decides about the success or a failure of a meeting?
It is really hard to say what determines the outcome of a given meeting. There is no guarantee that the people who have come to listen will automatically just ‘tune in’. During the meeting we somehow try to slow down time and this really requires a lot of effort - to create a really relaxed atmosphere. We have got all kind of experiences. It happens that at the end of a meeting listeners do not want to leave, they want to stay and continue talking. Sometimes, however, people want to leave immediately and the end there is only silence, nobody wants to continue. Who knows why? In fact, it is an interesting question; certainly the mere fact that a person decides to come to the meeting will not guarantee that he or she will feel the mystery of the performance.

MGL: The question about the magical dimension of storytelling meetings seems to have much in common with the way you experience time during the meeting. Much depends on the intensity of storytelling: it is a process taking place in the present, but ‘inside the story’ time goes by very quickly. These two different time levels overlap. It is said that storytellers are like the children of Kronos because they can play with time, they can either speed or slow down the time. This is on the one hand the secret of a story itself; on the other hand it is also the skill of the storyteller who ‘knows his trade’.

There are also some deliberate measures that we introduce to enhance the storytelling process. We pay attention to the atmosphere of the place where we tell the stories; we try to organize the space so that our guests feel as if they had entered a party with a perfect host. This get-together takes place at the queen Washti’s or at the witch Jaga’s place (here we try to activate our listeners’ imagination); it has got its scenario and its dramatic tension. Music fills the room and we greet the guests, we get acquainted; sometimes we suggest they take off their shoes and make themselves comfortable on carpets or cushions with small pots of coffee. We are attentive hosts and even sprinkle the hands of our guests with rose-water. 
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We put a lot of effort into effecting a smooth transition from the guests’ private mood into the specific and collective atmosphere of the meeting. All the elements are carefully selected and already form a part of the meeting – we are making a kind of introduction to the specific context of the evening. 

My ideal narrative meeting would involve a mixture of the show’s artistic intensity and its spontaneity. Already in Diabolus we referred to this vision. It takes a whole night to create an ideal spectacle with numerous stages because listeners need time to share their impressions and then listen again and then again share stories and feelings. At times they may even want to dance and sing together, not to mention share a meal together. 
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CHILDHOOD

MK: I am really interested in the relation that you have got with childhood experiences as this is a recurring motif in your work. You often return to your childhood when you try to explain the experience of storytelling. I am not sure if you realise that this similarity and connection between childhood and storytelling experiences may make the storytelling childish and infantile. I think you do manage to escape this danger but still it always exists. How can a story be ‘saved’ as it were for adults? Can we give a story back its ‘weight’? 
JK: There is certainly something in that - storytelling always consists in activating the inner-child in us. This awakening results in a kind of bliss and serenity. I even think that Studnia is more a group for adults than for children just because the stories make the grown-ups who come wake up their inner-child and feel content about it. Not everybody experiences it because the involvement in the story sometimes entails self-exposure and taking off our everyday mask. Beata once described this process of crossing the borderline between private and public life; she said she tells the story as Beata Frankowska but at the same time she is just a storyteller playing with the topic. The same happens to the listeners, he or she should not only be a spectator but should cross the borderline and thus enter the story in a more direct way than during any other kind of performance. This direct contact with the story’s world provokes a kind of return to the world of childhood. 

GL: I am not really fond of the ‘childhood restoration’ metaphor. Besides there seems to be a paradox when Jarek says that we try to restore our childhood experience while at the same time our projects are designed for adults. In fact, the majority of our projects have both a version for children and a separate thing for adults. We invest vast amounts of energy in what we called ‘preserving the stories for adults’ or ‘the restoration of the story’s weight’. 
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JK: The childhood that we try to restore has a specific significance. Firstly, it consists in abandoning your everyday shell, your social and your official role. Secondly, it involves the restoration of a kind of naivety and the stimulation of your imagination. 

With the notion of ‘inner-child’ I understand simple curiosity and the eagerness to reflect on most simple and basic things that adults rarely pay attention to. 

I also remember that, as a child, I used to think that the grown-ups lacked something that I had. Most probably I was thinking about the unbiased and uncritical amazement and admiration for the world and in fact there is no storytelling and actually no art without both of these elements. 

Project

Philosophical stories

The project aims to introduce philosophical topics like good and evil, wisdom and stupidity, happiness, freedom, captivity and time - all this through stories and fairytales (in kindergartens and primary schools). Through the commentary and analysis of stories and fairytales, you can talk to children about topics said to be reserved for adults. 

We treat the children’s amazement and curiosity as points of departure for the game of asking questions and solving riddles. There are all kinds of questions which may be wise, foolish or strange and the point is to recognise those which are ‘philosophical’.

Every meeting has its leading question and all the stories presented are a kind of comment to the question. (The stories are of all origins - Slavic, African, Buddhist, Hasidic, Armenian. There are also those from classic literature like Andersen’s fairytales, the Arabian Nights, stories based on Lem’s Robots’ Tales, Leszek Kołakowski’s tales and many others.)

What does it mean to be wise? Is it true that the foolish are lucky? What is real and what is only an illusion? Can you capture the time? Is our personality just a ‘tabula rasa’? Is every hare a coward and every fox a smarty pants? 

We organised several meetings of this kind, among others:  ‘I think because I am’, ‘Where is time running?’, ‘In the Garden of Wisdom’, ‘Fear has got big eyes (and they are probably green)’, ‘Across the Mirror’, ‘The Seven Strings of Light’, ‘Characters’ Review’, ‘A Journey to Happy Islands’.
Project leaders:

Jarek Kaczmarek

Beata Frankowska
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Formulae

BF: A well-made story needs formulae i.e. recurring phrases with a clear and noticeable metric pattern. In traditional oral culture, formulae help storytellers memorise the story and keep the events in the right order. These kinds of formulae usually describe the characters’ names, features and occupations: ‘the sly Odysseus’, ‘the heroic Nazar’, ‘the cypress-like and aloof Rudabe’ but they also comment on the time and place of the story. In a similar way, sayings, proverbs and riddles help convey common knowledge in a recognisable and recurring form.

Clear metric patterns are an indispensable element of a well-composed story. They are often to be found already-made in the original texts as frequently happens with traditional stories or epic poems. Sometimes, however, you have to work alone on a formula, search for that specific rhythm which will help organise the storytelling. It is well to have a good rhythmic phrase for the introduction and closing part of the story – the trouble spots of a story that usually attract the most attention. This helps you transport the listeners into the midst of the story, to let the audience experience the story’s time and world form the outset. The recurring formulae also contribute greatly to the specific listener-storyteller interaction - the listeners usually start repeating a phrase having hear it several times. The latter principle turns out to be especially relevant when working with children as they seem to absorb the story better when given the chance to participate in it through repetition.

A good formula seems to work wonders. I experienced this once when telling the Grimms’ version of Fitcher’s Bird. In the story there are three) examples of ‘terrifying’ dialogues (following storytelling principles):

· O, Fitcher's bird, how com'st thou here?
- I come from Fitcher's house quite near.
- And what may the young bride be doing?"
- From cellar to garret she's swept all clean,
And now from the window she's peeping, I ween. 
[translated by Margaret Taylor (1884)]
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The second or third time, the listeners started repeating the chorus with me and thus they as it were tamed all the negative and frightening elements of the story. Counting-out rhymes may also serve as formulae, especially if they are in an invented language. Undoubtedly it is worthwhile having your formulae when creating your own story because it helps your memories acquire that specific fairy-tale quality. I was once working on a very personal story about two girls’ adventures in an attic. I invented a very simple metric formula: “Discreetly, on tiptoe, so as not to waken granny, they left the room to climb the ladder, the rotten ladder, the rotten trapdoor and lo! There is the attic’s small door.” Imagine my surprise and satisfaction when everybody started chanting the chorus along with me. I realised that this is exactly the way to make a real and direct connection with the audience, the way to cerate a kind of oral ‘community’ which actively accompanies you in relating your personal story.

Project 

Lithuanian Fairytales

There are many old stories preserved in Lithuanian folk culture. Although their message is not always clear to a contemporary listener they are still retold and rewritten. The stories invoke an obsolete order of things and a vivid image of the once close relationship of man and nature. The stories abound in distinct heroines like Egle or the Snakes’ Queen; laims i.e. goddesses of destiny, a devil-cheating girl or a bird-woman symbolising fate. Which is not to say that there are no male protagonists - for example bedalis embodies a man without destiny. 

This time our exploration of traditional and modern versions of Lithuanian stories was inseparably connected with music. Lithuanian music uses a unique form of polyphony; they are folk songs, called sutartines and are is performed by two, three or four women. The songs are based on simple and repetitive lyrics, accompanied by frequent and rather obscure exclamations with complex and unusual harmonies which attract attention and set a specific rhythm for a story, effectively emphasising the climaxes.

Although the project involves only Lithuanian materials, it does not have a strictly ‘ethnographic’ or ‘folk’ character. Undoubtedly the stories tell us a lot about Lithuanian culture - they are a result of a thorough examination of the Lithuanian tradition - but the focus is rather on their message they convey to the contemporary listener. The project tries to answer the question of what attracts us nowadays in stories about unceasing quests for destiny, dangerous promises and journeys into the unknown.
Project Gosia Litwinowicz and Beata Frankowka

Traditional instruments Sebastian Wielądek
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Project

Saami Mainaas i.e. Lapp Stories
The meeting was organised in association with organisers of a temporal exhibition entitled ‘Laplanders - sons of the sun and wind’, organised in the Warsaw Museum of Ethnology. Together with the visitors we set off on an imaginary journey into the Lapp world. Although we had an imaginary sleigh and reindeers, our guides were absolutely real: an ethnographer Maria Dybowska, an archaeologist Przemysław Urbańczyk, an artist Iga Rodowicz and Jerzy Litwiniuk - the translator of the Finnish epic-poem Karawela. During the meeting, among other things we looked into Lapp shamanism, the tradition of archaic singing i.e. joik and contemporary influences deriving from the archaic form and philosophy of joik (we listened to some joik recordings during the meeting). We also discussed the Lapp cultural image and the way the nation is constructing their new ethnic identity. Studnia presented Lapp tales about an old shamanic drum, or about the Giant Stallo and a man turned into a reindeer, about underground uldach and a seal-woman.

The fairy-tale-version of the Lapp project is being realised in schools, kindergartens, libraries and other culture centres. The material presented in the project had been adapted for young listeners and introduces the young listeners smoothly into the mysterious Far North. Stories about ice, snow and wind; about seals and reindeers are interlaced with traditional music of the Northern cultures. During the meetings we teach children some Lapp greetings and basic words form the Saami language and even try to play some Lapp games to let the children participate actively in the performance. We follow the same principle as the Laplanders and only tell these stories in winter-time!

Project leaders Beata Frankowska, Zosia Bartosiewicz
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A Story’s Gender

BF: Does a story have gender? If we look at the question from the cultural point of view, then certainly every story does seem to have its own gender. And the perspective from which a given story is told is very important for me. Whether a story is about women or whether it is told from the women’s perspective makes all the difference here.

There are very many examples of traditional narratives, stories and fairy-tales - like those by the brothers Grimm - where the heroines are usually seen through a male narrator’s eyes and they generally have a negative or at best an ambivalent image. According to feminist criticism, the traditional fairylike narratives like the Cinderella and the Sleeping Beauty do convey patriarchal and oppressive cultural patterns and offer quite a different message for girls and for boys. Contrary to what Bruno Bettelheim wrote in his The Uses of Enchantment, stories do not appear to be universal as their message largely depends on the listener’s gender. While boys usually take home the message ‘Be brave and go ahead!’ what girls take away may be summarised by ‘Be obedient and stay at home’. That gives me enough reason to read the stories with a critical eye and not to let myself be deluded that old, well-known stories are in fact universal. On the other hand, however, one may try to look for a women’s perspective in the old narratives or even try to construct them anew. This way of perceiving things is becoming more and more popular in various women’s communities - and in Poland as well.

Many therapy groups for women make use of traditional stories in order to analyse the presentation of women’s bodily experiences like the experience of menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth and eroticism, or feminine social roles like motherhood and daughterhood as well as relationships with other women. 

I myself took part in some workshops for women which aimed to inspire women through precepts like ‘regain your own voice’ or ‘find your own story’. I got the impression that this trend is very strong, vivid and creative and may constitute a good inspiration for the storyteller. Which does not mean that I only concentrate on stories about women; it does, however, mean that I adopt a woman’s perspective when telling my stories. Certainly the realisation of the many different ways of perceiving a given story - from a male, female, child’s, old man’s, animal’s or even an object’s perspective may enrich substantially the old readings of traditional stories.
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MK: It seems that traditional narratives have a kind of ideological message. What do you think about that? What do you do about this message? What does Jarek do - could you describe it? Do you think that no story is universal? What do you do with the message of a story if you are fascinated with the form it has taken but are not taken by the message itself? It seems to be quite a challenge for you, so how do you work on it then? What about Magda who is in the first place interested in the formal side of a story? How does she react? What about Gosia who pays more attention to the social dimension of storytelling?
JK: You can probably divide stories into male and female ones, but this kind of division does not strike me as very convincing. For me storytelling is indeed constant metamorphosis where you have to strike a balance between the elements of yin and yang. Still, this is not the most important thing. The crucial thing in any form of artistic creation is the hidden message. What really counts is what you can read between the lines and that tells you if a thing is like an ocean or if it is just a small and ordinary puddle. I also think that you either tell a story or analyse it, you cannot do both at one time.

MGL: I think that it is the choice of a story that is crucial here. Luckily enough we are not actors and no director imposes stories nor their interpretations on us. In my case, I almost always follow my intuition. Usually it is the topic, a situation or the language of a given story that captivates me and makes me work on the text. When you take a story it really starts following you around, it takes you cannot leave it behind. That is why I only choose things that really arouse my internal agitation and only then I try to bring it to the light of day.

When I chose the Konrad Wallenrod story, I was frequently asked why I did not rather opted for Grażyna… These questions annoyed me - is it really impossible for the Wallenrod story to be equally important for a man and a woman? In fact women resort to deceit often enough and use it as their only available weapon. We need only mention Ester, Judea or Scheherazade. Although I am undoubtedly more interested in Konrad’s emotions than in poor Aldona’s feelings at the end of the story, she also manages to catch the limelight and is by no means a totally passive character. We do tend to identify with whoever is the more interesting and appealing protagonist, regardless of their gender.

One of my favourite stories from the Arabian Nights is a story about a girl who is kept in a chest at the bottom of the sea by the jealous and possessive king Shaeijar. Though guarded, she manages to finds a way to betray the king with some one hundred men of various races and positions. The king goes mad and murders almost all the young girls in the land. The usual reading of the story emphasises feminine infidelity and promiscuity, whereas I personally prefer to understand the story as an embodiment of feminine strength and resilience in the face of restrictions and limitations imposed by men who want to deprive women of the right to pleasures. So when I am telling the story I try to show it in an ironic light because irony, sarcasm and humour may drastically change the ideological message and expose the lightness and humour of the story.
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GL: Where is the problem? What do you mean by ‘a true story’ or ‘a true version’ of a story? Why should we treat the Grimm brothers’ stories, Andersen’s or traditional stories as specially inspired texts which convey something that we in fact cannot even define? Would you call it wisdom gathered over generations? This does not really sound convincing. It often happens that writers do come up with extraordinary stories and ideas, which does not mean, however, that all their ideas are perfect. This happens to all of us. The same happens with literature - both the written and the oral literature. Stories often help us realise many things about ourselves and leave an unforgettable impression. It seems that every single artist makes the effort to create because, whether consciously or not, he or she wants to reveal, convey and show something real and true. 

And everybody has the right to engage in this. In this sense we have no predecessors and no tradition that would impose any obligations on us. 

If you look at the issue with a more down-to-earth attitude you will see that bookstores, cinemas and children’s shops are all full of images from ‘classic’ stories that multiply very quickly and without limitations or standards. Some of them are badly written; others are just stupid. Undoubtedly there are some new versions, totally ‘non-classic’ and they do offer a brand new reading of the stories involved. Although generally it turns out that the wolf is not so bad after all and you do not really have to kill him, the girl in the red hat does not seem to lose her popularity. A wind of change appears to be blowing through the fairytale world - we do not seem to want to include in our stories a bad wolf nor explicit warnings for young girls.

Project

Women’s stories - the Queen Waszti’s feast

These narrative performances were organised by the storytellers from the Grupa Studnia and the members of an oriental music group Yerba Mater. The stories were meant to be listened to by women - our meeting formed a part of a Women’s Festival called ‘Progresteron’ which is organised by Dojrzewalnia Róż [‘Rose Cultivation’] for a feminine association named ‘Luna’. Some meetings also took place in the oriental ‘Guru Restaurant’.
Our major inspiration came from the biblical Book of Esther and particularly form the initial fragments describing Queen Washti’s feast. The feast was organised only for women. We invited our guests into an imaginary Red Chamber and together followed the imaginative path into an ancient women’s meeting. We tried to conjure up the sensuous atmosphere of an ancient feminine bathhouse, together with the fountain’s shimmer, the delicate fragrance of balsams and intensive hues of every colour from purple and lapis lazuli to porphyry. We wanted to feel the sense of total security, the complete openness and the pleasure of being solely in women’s company. 
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We created an intimate and safe space where we could share our stories, relate them from woman’s point of view and then compare them with other stories and experiences. In the imaginary Red Chamber we told stories from a Persian epic poem Szahname about childbirth, erotic stories from the Arabian Nights about a girl kept in a chest and a Grimm brothers’ story about the Fitcher Bird set in the context of the Near East. We did not establish any special rules that the stories should follow - each story had a smooth and unrestricted flow. The Esther story reached the moment when the king Xerxes’ guard marched into the Women’s Chamber and insisted that the Queen come to the King’s chamber. That is the moment when we ask our guests “What did the Queen do? What was her answer?” The ball of golden thread passes from hand to hand and the story takes different courses. The one thing that we know for sure is that the Queen defied the order and stayed with the women. She must have had reasons not to do as she was told. If you want to know the reasons, you will have to ask the women.
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Voice

MGL: There is no storytelling without voice. You can imagine a storyteller on the radio or sitting behind a screen where he cannot be seen. A storyteller may not need the body but he does not exist without a voice. 

Moreover, it is not that storytelling is just ‘chatting’ in public. Of course an informal language is often used but it should not dominate the story. A good story needs changes in the style of the language used. It is largely the flexibility of speech registers that makes the story attractive and truthful to the listener. To my mind, storytelling aims at striking a balance between common speech and extraordinary speech and even artificial modes of language. We use language on a daily basis and that is why it may seem transparent and neutral. It is the storyteller’s task to experiment and find new ways of perceiving well-known words e.g. by shifting the intonation of a phrase and thus removing the word’s drab and ordinary meaning and sound. It is about restoring the sharpness, exactness and freshness of words. In Arabic, this is process is described with the notion of ‘striking with a word’.

To discover the power of spoken language it is worth experimenting with your voice - by bravely articulating words with additional force, chanting, reciting, over-pronouncing some sounds, using strange tones and peculiar timbres. It is good to try mixing speech with singing as well as playing with invented languages like our gromlo. Such experiments release the energy lying dormant in spoken words. 

I believe that storytelling is like music - a universal art. You can understand a story even in a language that you do not speak. That is because information is also carried by the sound. The voice itself conveys an incredibly rich emotional message provided the storyteller focuses on the story’s emotional matter rather than on his own. Storytellers often forget about the flexibility and power of their voice, restricting themselves to a few basic rhythmical and melodic schemes. I do not want say that we should sing our stories, but we should at least try to set our voice in a delicate swing. The so-called ‘parameter exercises’ are very helpful here as you think about the pace, dynamic and the rhythm of your speech as well as about the voice’s pitch and timbre. 
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Another interesting issue concerns the inner voices of a story i.e. the voices of the story’s protagonists and the specific sound profile of a given character. The basic difference between a professional actor and a storyteller is that the storyteller remains, as it were, above all the characters - he or she may enter the character’s world for a moment but never identifies himself totally with any specific protagonist. So I would not say the storyteller turns himself into any character, he rather tunes in with a character only to be able quickly to jump into the role of the narrator or any other character. And that is exactly the difference between storytelling and acting. It happens that a storyteller gets so into the spirit of a story that he no longer talks about the story but just talks the story. That is what happens in the Lapp joik where they do not talk about a tree - they talk the tree. 

AAK: I am currently working on the secret of a story told by a Turkish storyteller, who is above all a master of voice-modulation: he is able to speak with forty different voices. I have generally come to the conclusion that a good voice is the basic instrument that every storyteller needs to have, and know how to use skilfully. 

BF: I think I have only just started with voice differentiation. Of course, the point here is not to literally imitate the sound of, let’s say, a howling wolf. Nothing of the sort. When we look at a Turkish meddah we realise that they mainly use stereotypes and when they change accent, everybody can immediately recognise that they are depicting a Jew; or by changing pitch - a woman. We can use voice-modulation just the way we use the formulae. Sometimes we go even further and try to create ‘formula voices’ i.e. something in between formulae and our own voice differentiation.
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Languages. Gromlo

GL: It is a nice and relaxing exercise to tell a story in a non-existent language which we called gromlo. The language may sound like Italian or Japanese but it is none of them. So you cannot get the story if you do not know how to decipher the story’s structure, its recurring formulae or its rhythmical pattern. Without these elements, you will never be able to recognise the climaxes and neither the storyteller nor the listeners will know what is happening in the story. Using a non-existent language helps us put all the story’s elements in order. Moreover, the storyteller does not pay excessive attention, as often happens, to the choice of nice and beautiful words because they simply do not exist. Willy-nilly he focuses on the melodic side of the language and the search for the right sounds. Apart form its educational benefit, this exercise is simply good fun.

MGL: Telling a story in a foreign language is another good exercise. It may sound like a paradox but when speaking in a foreign language it is even easier to get rid of all our inhibitions because in any case we are prone to make mistakes and errors. In this situation, we tend to use gestures and play with onomatopoeic words. Foreign languages make us more sensitive to sounds and tones and it is easier for us to imitate the sounds, to make parodies or even mock somebody.

Because our language competence is somehow restricted, we have to be as effective as possible. When using your mother tongue you feel so unrestricted that sometimes, subconsciously, you only focus on the form and beauty of the speech. You often wade through unnecessary details while in a foreign language there is no more prattling - you are left with facts and a hard structure. Otherwise you are lost. It is good for the listeners because you describe the characters through their actions and not by means of flowery epithets and comments. 

The whole language exercise here boils down to the economy of the story’s language. You usually use only a restricted number of adjectives when speaking a foreign language, so automatically you rely more on your body, your gestures and voice modulations. 
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I - the Storyteller 

JK: Every storyteller has his own story – how she came to storytelling. I have always been interested in contemporary things. I like stories from various cultures but the real challenge for me are contemporary stories. I never felt the need to share my personal stories as such. 

I wanted to create literature and to convey literature to others. When you write a book you do not need to explain to others why you do it. You choose a topic, write the book and then publish it or not. That is not exactly the case with storytelling - here you need the listeners and you somehow have to explain to them why they should be listening to you. So there is the inevitable question of why anybody should want to listen to me. What topic should I choose to make it interesting for a contemporary listener - something that would concern him, here and now?
What should I present to my audience? After all it seems we have not got a kind of common mythology any more, a set of common, well-known images, motifs and characters. Well, in a sense there is a kind of contemporary Olympus - the world of showbiz - but it has already got its storytelling arena i.e. the talk show. 

Instead of looking for something extraordinary I started by analysing our everyday experience. That is why it dawned on me that we are all in one way or other interested in the erotic side of life - a very tempting but at the same time a very difficult topic. We appear to be constantly exposed to erotic-ridden messages, but if you take a closer look there is hardly anything interesting to be found there - nothing worth talking about or even paying attention to. Yet when set it in the context of fairytales, wordplays on famous literary or film motifs and with additional contemporary elements, the erotic gained, as it were, a new and attractive quality for me. The next question was how and where to present it? The choice was obvious - the café, with its reference to the times of Young Poland and the Inter-war-period in Poland when erotic stories were usually told in cafés. And that was how I ended up as a Seducer-Storyteller.

BF: A somewhat typical scenario, isn’t it? A seducer seduces and a beautiful woman lets him seduce herself…

JK: Do not take it all so literally. Here, in storytelling it is the audience who plays the role of the beautiful woman.
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BF: I personally take real pleasure in the paradoxical interplay between my private and public image. I am somehow hidden behind the story and as a narrator I remain myself throughout the story, I am the very same person all the time, not an actor. I cling to my private story, my life here and now, but at the same time I am creating another story, I am enacting it, using common and well known elements, imitating other people and characters. In storytelling gestures are really fascinating because you present something from the story using your body but it is still your body and your hands. The storyteller’s gestures are very specific and they do differ from that of an actor. From a broad perspective they may be seen as similar, yet they are not. There is fun to be had here - I am always tempted not to lose my identity totally when telling a story, to remain my private self, but at the same time not to disclose too much of myself because storytelling is not really a private situation. 

MLG: Who am I when telling a story? It seems that I remain myself, yet this ‘me’ is not my private self here. I may sometimes as it were reveal my private ‘image’, just the way I present all the characters form my story and I play their roles without ever fully identifying with them. Still, I do let the story ‘pass through me’, so I am a kind of a medium. And although it is always a story that I have been working on for a long time or which I even invented myself, the story may surprise me in a way… So when I have stage fright, I try never to forget about the power of the story itself and remember that my task is only to pass on, convey the story – the story which is also capable of fighting its way out to the listener. This really helps: it is not me, it is the story that is important here. This conviction makes me feel like an instrument filled up with the story’s spirit which tunes me up and lets me forget about myself and just be the story.

ND: I remember when I was once listening to Bruno [La Salle, ed.] when he was telling the story of Ulysses. I started wondering whose story it was, to what extent he creates the story which in fact comes from a canonical and repeatedly rewritten text. The same thing happens with Konrad Wallenrod’s tale. I had many doubts and I was not really sure what it was all about. Why do they classify the well-known, classic tale in the very same way as they categorise a personal story spun spontaneously for a small group of people?  

And suddenly during the Ulysses meeting, Bruno started sneezing. He said, “I’m sorry,” and continued the story without a moment of embarrassment. I realised that in storytelling everything that happens fits and belongs together. There is the storyteller and he tells the story and the story ‘belongs to him’, it is not anything imposed, it is not a mere recitation but rather an inner voice and a series of images experienced that make the storyteller ooze the tale. If anything disturbs him it is perfectly ok to react and then go back to the story. An actor would have to somehow incorporate the inconvenience into the play, a storyteller does not have to.
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MGL: During another performance, Bruno, before the last song from the Ulysses’ story, was walking on the stage and relating the character’s previous adventures in a very simple and natural manner as if recreating the present situation of the protagonist. Thus he created an excellent scenic situation and smoothly moved on to the story proper. Similarly, Jihad Darwiche, when I met him during workshops in CLiO, simply asked people what they want to hear form him, a story that he had chosen which was difficult and complex or maybe something else. And than when he was already telling his complex story he made some breaks to check whether everybody was keeping up. He was asking questions and as if leaving the story for some moments but at the same time also creating a very specific storytelling situation with that specific audience. 

ND: If I put myself in the listener’s shoes I can see a big difference between the actor and the storyteller. I think Jihad’s technique of asking direct questions which seem as if pulled out from the story makes the contact with the storyteller very natural. In traditional methods there are of course some special phrases for maintaining the spectator-actor contact but even in Brecht’s theatre, they seem played-out and unnatural. Obviously actors have a kind of contact with the audience but unlike the actor, a storyteller has not got a written scenario of a dialogue and he always has to use his own initiative and ideas to get through to the listeners. The question about the storyteller’s identity does not really makes sense for me. Even if we do not agree that the person remains him- or herself when telling the story, we should at least accept that storytellers are a kind of medium and an instrument of the story. 

AAK: When I’ve got a nice story, a story that I like, I feel like a person who needs to share a great joy with others. Obviously I am focused on the form and but it is above all a great story that I want to share with the listener.
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The Gift of Speech

MK: The style of speaking? Speech sophistication?

AAK: Under the sophistication I understand the kind of language competence that is indispensable for a storyteller to relate stories. The high language competence is important in the aesthetic, artistic and educational sense. It is necessary to tell stories for teenagers and children to shape and develop their artistic sensibility and the need for aesthetic speech. 

GL: I feel that I have got the gift for speech. Obviously one needs to concentrate and make some effort but still. And usually I feel that it is not really about speaking as such. That the whole thing is not about formal register, excellent stress and syntax nor over-stylization. Obviously grammar errors, wrong connectors or constant inversions disqualify you as a storyteller but still it is not only a matter of the story being good in the literary sense. There is a funny story connected with this and the way people perceive storytelling. We presented a pilot project for a LdV initiative which aimed at developing and promoting storytelling among teachers and librarians. The response, that librarians “do not need elocution in their daily work,” testified all too well to the stereotypical way of seeing storytelling as a mere part of the school tradition of elocution contests. Elocution is the art of careful and beautiful public speaking but has little to do with storytelling simply because it is stiff and artificial.

MLG: I think it is all about intensity, the intensity of your speech and the belief that what you are saying is not only en empty wordy façade. The point is that you need the real conviction that behind your words there are feelings, experiences and images. As well as that, the melody of the story’s language and the rhythm of the speech are also very important. That is where you can really notice the speech intensity.
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It is exactly the same with the way I experience poetry. When I am reading poetry I have to read it aloud and it seems very similar to singing a poem. When you look at Leśmian’s, Czechowicz’s or Mickiewicz’s works you will see that there are very many fragments that work like a chorus, fragments where you need to swing your voice a little and give it special vibrations, pace, rhythm, and pitch, all rather uncommon for normal speech. That is what you may do with every story: find a ready formulae or create it yourself. What really counts here is the use of various speech parameters because only then can we get a really lively and interesting manner of speaking. Our sentences do not have to be perfect and round, they should be normal, sometimes broken and unfinished but it is crucial to play with them, make experiments and search for new and various means of expression. That’s how I render the story’s images through words. It is exactly our inner conviction and the way we see the story that gives a frame to everything. Without this conviction we are left only with a wordy façade. 

Turkish Project

Of words and sounds the garden is made. So charming as rosebuds the words

The more you listen, the greater the pleasure. Please lend us you ear

While humble servants the story will tell

The first Turkish meeting, When Scheherazade once turned into a meddah, was organised in the National Museum in Warsaw. The performance was based on one of the most important stories from the Arabian Nights. We used folk Turkish songs and traditional Turkish oral stories like the one about the river Euphrates. 

Everything from the repertoire to the methods used in the performance was based on the meddah’s techniques i.e. techniques of the traditional Turkish storyteller. We took the opening and closing formulae form the Turkish tradition - as well as the props for the meeting i.e. a scarf used for a variety of head covers and a wooden stick. We also applied the specific meddah’s taklit that consists in parody and actor-like imitation. 

The name meddah comes form the Arab word madaha which means ‘to praise, to extol’. Originally the Arab and Turkish maddahs’/ meddahs’ role was to write panegyrics and praise gods, and only then the rulers. It was after the period of the conquest of Asia Minor that the meddah started losing his religious role incorporating more secular elements, gradually becoming a popular storyteller with dramatic inclinations. He started connecting the folk theatre and the oral narration, thus becoming a kind of compromise and a transition between folk theatre, largely ignored by Islam, and the popular oral tradition of telling stories. 

The Turkish folk songs were so engaging that we included them in the poetic-musical spectacle On the Folk-song’s Way which was also in a way based on Turkish motifs in the narrative tradition. There were even some Anatolian motifs form the Euphrates story incorporated as well as other folk songs form various regions of Turkey.
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The notion of ‘a way’ (in Turkish yol) in Turkish culture is above all associated with the improvised poetry performed traditionally by an aszyk, - a folk epic singer. The name aszyk stands for ‘a lover, burning with passion’ both in the mystical and the worldly sense. That is why in our repertoire we have a folk song Uzun ince bir yoldayým (I follow a long and tiny path) originally performed by a blind Aszyk Veysela (at the turn of the 19th century).

We had a special guide who helped us with the preparations. It was Tuğba Nawrocki, a young Turk and a graduate of a private acting school in Istanbul and currently living in Poland. Tuğba taught us Turkish folk songs with unflagging enthusiasm and led us on a narrative journey through Anatolia. Thanks to her we managed to create a set of Turkish folk songs that still form a part of many our spectacles. In one of Warsaw’s Turkish restaurants we found another guide - a Turkish chef who turned out to be a great teacher. In the evenings when there were no clients we used to organise small meetings with music when Ilhani would sing countless folk tunes with his strong and vibrant voice. At times he and Tuğba would have discussions about the way a song should be performed. The difference between the two was that she had a classically trained style while Ilhani knew the folk versions.

In the series of meetings devoted to the meddah tradition we included another two meetings entitled: ‘Meddah’s stories, or: a traditional Turkish storyteller instructs and entertains’ which took place in the Warsaw Gallery of Nusantara Museum of Asia and the Pacific. The meeting had a quite complex shape and included Agnieszka Ayşen Kaim’s lecture, followed by an artistic presentation, folk songs, narrative games and a presentation of selected elements of meddah techniques which had been collected during the research for the artistic work of a contemporary Turkish meddah Erol Günaydýn. We also introduced some urban stories which are characteristic of the meddah’s repertoire.  
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The second meeting formed a part of the 7th Science Festival in Warsaw and was presented as a mini-show entitled Turkish Meddah - an Actor or a Storyteller? The stories and presentations were not only intermingled with poetry and singing but also with interactive contact with the listeners consisting of riddle-solving and dialogues, everything in an informal café-like atmosphere. At the meeting we also used texts and formulae used by traditional Turkish meddahs from Istanbul in Polish as well as a biographical story about the great-grandmother and the grandmother of the leader and originator of the project. 

The narrative spectacle The Shoemaker Maaruf’s Story, organised by the Royal Castle in Warsaw as a part of teacher-training course, was also based on references to the meddah’s storytelling art. The presentation of the tales taken from the Arabian Nights deliberately drew attention to Polish-Turkish relationships and the influences of the two cultures on one another. There were even short stories about the Middle Eastern counterpart of our Polish Dyl Sowizdrzał known as Hodża Nasreddin. In our research we reached for Count Jan Potocki’s Journeys to Turkey and Egypt in 1784 and Lady Mary Wortley Montague’s Turkish Embassy Letter from the 18th century. 
Project’s leaders: Agnieszka Ayşen Kaim & Magda Lena Górska
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Table: Baklawa

So the poor shoemaker Maaruf entered the shop before him there unfolded a sight … silver trays full of crescent rolls with sesame pulp; nearby there was a fluffy halvah with pistachio nuts, big glass bowls the rosy ………., as if a mellow ruby jewel covered with a sugary powder just next to it juicy kunafa. And thin strips of kadaif ready to be sprinkled with sweet syrup. In the very centre of it all there was the baklawa - the sultan of Oriental delicacies.

Dough:

1kg flour, 5 eggs, 2 glasses of milk

Knead the dough and form small balls. Then roll out each of the balls into very thin layers.

Mass:

1 kg of ground walnuts, 1 butter

Melt the butter. Put the pieces of dough in layers and spread butter on each of them. Spread every third layer with the ground walnuts and pour on the melted butter. In this form put the mass into the oven (175◦C) and bake till it brown. (around 40min)

Syrup:. 

4 glasses of sugar four (not full) glasses of water, 1 lemon

Dissolve the sugar in the water and boil for 5 minutes. Add the juice of one lemon and boil for another while. Cool down the syrup and pour it on the ready cake.  

You cannot really make a baklawa at home - we tried several times. If you follow the recipe, you will make a very tasty cake but still it seems only to be a poor substitute of the royal baklawa.

Prepared by PG

Project

Another spectacle that resulted form our research of the Middle Eastern oral culture was entitled The Magic of the Tales from the Arabian Nights and was presented in the library of Warsaw University. This spectacle was organised in cooperation with the well-known professor Marek Dziekan, an Arabist, and included references to the oral tradition from the pre-Moslem and Moslem period as well as stories about Mahomet’s life, known as hadis. We were quoting sunnas e.g. ‘about betrayal’ and picaresque legends form the Al-Hamadani cycle, its main character being a local smart-aleck Jucha. We discussed various aspects of oral Arab culture, for example the Arabian Nights, and the question of the border between the influence of European imagination and interpretation and the authenticity of the masterpieces of the Orient. We also focused on early Arab poetry, its symbolism and rhythm (in Arabic kafiya) which is said to be something ‘that hits you in the nape’. It was indeed the analysis of oriental storytelling that made us realise the power of the word - that we have to use it with care and prudence - just as Scheherazade did for one thousand and one nights when telling stories as her last hope, her last resort.
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Places

School – Museum – Kindergarten – Library - The House of Stories

GL: We visit many places with our stories - sometimes we choose the place, sometimes we are simply invited somewhere. 

We have frequently told our stories in museums, either because our motifs were similar to those of the exhibition or because the exhibition’s topic was worth creating a special project for. Museums are very tale-friendly places but I think that it also works the other way round and that telling stories is beneficial for museums too. Both for the adult and for the young, listening to stories with a vivid and lively character which activates their imagination and not only involves knowledge, helps ‘make them comfortable’ and look at the world around them through their own eyes and feel good about it without the urge to rummage in the memory for dry school facts. 

Kindergartens, schools and libraries are all very important places for us. Telling tales to children is a very natural but at the same time a very demanding situation. Children are unique because they let you enchant themselves and follow your story with total engagement, but when they are scared they just cry and run away and when they are bored they just turn to something else or pick their noses. Still, there is hardly anything better than listening to stories when it comes to developing the ability to follow ideas that you have to visualise yourself. 

It is exactly the development of this ability to listen and visualise that I focus on in my diverse school projects. Some of the projects combine school and museum-like information; others involve elements from what you might call a multicultural education. Jewish, Turkish, Persian and Lapp stories as well as songs in various languages with specific exclamations and incantations make for a very intensive and sense-stimulating introduction into different cultures. 

People are often worried whether meetings like that do not make children believe that telling tales in real life is good. 
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Many doubt whether it is right to make one story out of such diverse stories as: the story behind Rembrandt’s painting ‘The Jewish Bride’ and the story of a little Jewish girl who lived in Piaseczno in the interwar period. Or whether it is good to present the life of Antoni Krutta, an 18th century interpreter in Wysoki Port and at Stanislaw Augustus’s court, in a picaresque way or in the form of a ballad, a tale or an autobiography what makes of it a different and a separate story each time it is told. The fact is, however, that when we create a narrative and when we fictionalise a story, it is always inseparably connected with thorough source-and-interpretation-research as well as with historic and cultural investigation. At times our work is very similar to a historic book writer’s preparations, someone who is not exactly presenting facts, yet the historical probability of the events presented is very high. 

A library seems to be a place meant for telling stories. Undoubtedly storytelling originates in literature and the majority of our stories comes from written texts and not from any ancient bard. Libraries are like oceans of stories; mysterious places filled with mute tales. Why not tells stories there and then? A library has a perfect atmosphere and seems to be a natural choice for storytelling. It is exactly storytelling that has the power to bring apparently obsolete stories to life. It often happens that a written story reads badly but when you detach it from its written form, it starts taking a new shape and acquiring colour. In addition, each time the story is retold, it acquires a new shade. Thanks to the storyteller’s emotions, techniques and the community of listeners each telling is a unique version of the story that is being created. 

We also tell our stories in clubs, cafes, and cultural centres and always, in whatever place we are, we try to create ‘the storytelling situation’ and somehow convert the place into an unusual and unreal space, a place outside the fleeting modern world.

Our plan is to create a centre of oral culture - The House of Stories - a place where we will be able to realise our artistic, research and educational activities. Yet even with our own place on the earth we hope we will retain the gift for telling stories in all kinds of other places. 
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Project

Dancing Tales, a story about Hasids from Piaseczno

Before the world wars, Jews used to make up around half of Piaseczno’s population. After the war the whole Jewish community disappeared from this small town near Warsaw, together with all material signs of their former presence. A car park took the place of the synagogue which was pulled down in 1978; the former mikvah, a traditional Jewish bathhouse, now hosts an internet café and the Jewish cemetery was reduced to mere seventeen gravestones. So we could only turn to the immaterial – the memories of the human mind and, at best, their written form. First of all we talked to elderly people about their memories and mementoes; secondly we examined the national archives; we searched for the accounts of Jews who managed to survive the war - but we only found one such an account by Jakow Cymerman, currently living in Israel. Finally, we reached for literature in the form of Rabbi Nachman from Bracław’s stories and other Hasidic tales. 

The aim of the project was to re-discover and present the stories of the region, particularly those about the Jews who once lived in Piaseczno. We organised workshops for local children and teenagers about the stories concerning the history of the region. Together with the participants, we managed to design a website with the stories and we even talked the Internet Café’s owner into setting it up as the Café’s homepage.

All the stories we managed to gather formed a narrative spectacle Dancing Tales, a story about Hasids from Piaseczno. Even after finishing the project we did not forget about the stories and continued presenting them not only in Piaseczno, but also in various places in Warsaw and across Poland but even in the Czech Prague not to forget the Israeli young people who visit Piaseczno.

The experience was interesting enough to serve as an example for a separate program of workshops and training sessions for teachers and students in various Polish towns organised in cooperation with the Centre for Civic Education. 

Project’s leaders: Beata Frankowska & Gosia Litwinowicz
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Table: Homentasze, or:  Haman’s ears

In Nadarzyńska street everybody is all hustle and bustle today. Estera Lipsztat is baking homentasz while her husband Samuel is sitting by the well and reading the Talmud. Suddenly Estera looks through the window and shouts: “Samuel, I am fed up with baking, it is my holiday and I want to read the Talmud now.” Samuel raises his hands and shouts: “Lomir zich iberben!” – “My dear wife, let’s not argue on the Purim day!” 

Homenasz are cookies made to celebrate the Purim day that was the day of the victory over the Jew’s persecutor Haman. The cookies appeared in the ‘Dancing stories’ evoking the joyful spirit of the Purim day.

Dough:

30 g flour, 20 g butter, 10g sugar, a pinch of vanilla

Sift the flour, chop up the butter and mix in, add sugar and ground vanilla. Knead the mass and leave it in the fridge for an hour.

Filling:

20 g of poppy seeds, 15 g honey, 10g sugar, 10 g walnuts, 10 g raisins

Prepare the poppy in the traditional way; add melted honey, sugar, chopped walnuts and raisins. Roll out the mass from the fridge and cut it into squares. Cover each of the squares with the filling. Fold the pieces to form triangles and seal the edges of the triangles. Cover the tops with sugar. Put the pieces on the baking tray and leave it in the oven (175 C) for 40 minutes.

Prepared by: PG
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Project

The Constitution’s Costumes

It is not easy to find a way to tell the story of the Constitution of the 3rd May without challenging the poetic vision and official ways of celebrating the event. Many of our projects were based on the search for everyday life-stories and characters that never occupied the front pages of lexicons or encyclopaedias, and that was also the case with the Constitution’s story. Again we started looking for small personal stories and we entered a colourful world with complex material culture and a rich language full of words that seemed to be charms or incantations: …….

The research resulted in a spectacle that we later presented at the Royal Castle in Warsaw. We successfully managed to combine various forms and put together tales from Warsaw streets, a story of the Warsaw burgher family of the Andruchiewicz, an 18th century highway code, together with stories about the contents of the King’s pockets which turned into a sound-and-meaning game. (Is kolareta a thing to eat a thing to wear; or maybe it is a dress, perhaps an exotic fish?) The serious Senator’s Hall, perfect for official celebrations, served us as a place for telling our invented story about a king who had a dream of a perfect city.

This time it was not a traditional storytelling meeting as we suggested to the listeners playing a ‘Castle Game’. We set a timetable with a specified place and time for each story. Some listeners followed us from the very beginning; others just dropped in for one or two stories; still others came across us completely by accident. This was a kind of ‘walking performance’ - a difficult but at the same natural situation for a storyteller who has to recreate the storytelling situation, organise the group of listeners and, as it were, fight for their attention every time he starts a new story. It is like telling a story in the market place or in the street. As far as the performance is concerned, it was not only the story but also the particular form of the ‘unrestricted’ spectacle organisation that helped avoid the needless pathos.
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Music

GL: The question of how you work with music when combining it with a story really fascinates me. Where is the clue to make the story and music work together in harmony?

MLG: It seems that the key is in the melody of the text itself. Firstly you have to tame the text, feel it and look for its internal rhythm and melody. Later, when you are already working with the musicians, it starts taking on shape, colour and dynamics. Before that, however, the storyteller has to know what he wants to tell through the story - only then can the musicians enter and add musical flavour to the tale. The melody arises in the story and in the storyteller; the musicians only develop and complement it, being at the same time an inspiration for the storyteller who enters into a dialogue with them. The perfect situation is when the music forms a part of the story and also conveys the story. That is why I do not treat music in an instrumental way only for interludes or as a background. The story and music are equally important for me. Similarly the musicians’ work is equally important as the words of the storyteller. Music really has the magical capacity to stimulate the imagination and make listening into an experience of sensual pleasure. 

AAK: When you think about the melody of a traditional story, you realise that all the chants, choruses and repetitive formulae are very important. I am not a very musical person and for me the easiest way to the story’s melody is exactly in the recurring elements. In Beata’s tales the choruses not only give order to the story’s rhythm and help you memorise all the elements, they also enhance the story’s structure and have many other functions.

BF: When you are working on the improvement of your storytelling techniques you have got two alternatives. Either you consciously work on the rhythm, doing formal rhythmic exercises when you just take texts and try to change them in rhythmic narratives. The second way is to directly look for the internal rhythm of a given story. Naturally the best option is to successfully combine the two methods. In fact, there usually comes a moment when you start applying formal rhythmic exercises into your story and it does not sound artificial nor awkward any more; rather the rhythm as it were complements the story imperceptibly. 
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The formulae and the recurring phrases are also handy for the listeners as they give a sense of order to the story thus helping the listeners identify the internal structure and follow it. We usually use three-fold repetitions. The second time a phrase or chant appears, it makes everybody comfortable because even if the listeners do not repeat it aloud, they do it internally and do feel more involved in the creation of the story. While the second time builds the contact with the audience, the third (the last time) is like a break-up. And this moment is also very interesting because it comes as a surprise and it feels as if we were entering a new reality where something changes. To experience this change, you first have to build the repetitive structure. 

MLG: Do you remember how we first found the phrases really boring and artificial? They weren’t bringing any life to the story - so we thought they were useless. We thought a summary would do. Beginners usually try to avoid repetitions but this avoidance only lasts until they realise that repetitions work like choruses in songs and may actually work wonders. Isn’t it the case that we can sometimes sing the same song hundreds of times? We do, and we like it just because the song is beautiful. The same thing happens with stories. Take for example the Little Red Ridding Hood and you can make numerous versions of the same tale. The point is to make the story beautiful, intriguing and intense in both sound and image. Music seems indispensable to achieve this. 

GL: It is really good to use the small traditional forms like choruses, riddles or repetitive formulae. Actually they are taken from the oral tradition and since we have hardly any experience of oral culture, the ‘traditional’ way of telling stories is only a kind of modern and in a way more or less sentimental visualisation of what we know about the tradition. 
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Regardless of their origins, we do use the simple oral formulae and they do work. That is the greatest thing about it. When people start repeating your chorus with you it does not really matter if choruses were really used in the oral culture or if we ‘invented’ them - they remain unbelievably effective and form an inseparable part of the oral performance.  

AAK: When I was teaching Turkish children, I learned a counting-out rhyme but I never used it in my stories. And once, when I was having a storytelling spectacle in a Polish school, I decided to present it to the Polish children. There was the language barrier but I made it simpler, repeated it several times and all the children joined in without hesitation. Even when I was leaving the school I could see some of them chanting and moving to the rhythm of the rhyme. It was a very short and abstract thing but they caught it easily and let the rhyme take over.

MGL: The point is that you can have a real fun with storytelling! You can get a real physical pleasure form a counting-out rhyme, a song or a game which makes you enter the fairy-tale world. In Leśmian’s tale ‘About a beautiful Parysada and a bird Bulbuleazar’ there is a moment when the protagonist tries to free statues from spells which have been cast on them. I thought it would be a great idea to make children enact the moment in an enchant-and-disenchant game. That would virtually let them enter the tale, enact the stages of the tale and at one point suddenly convert into statues. That would be the climax and the greatest fun because then they would have to revive the statutes. Children usually gladly go for those kind of activities where we combine words, music and movement – there is nothing better. 
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Orality: Projection-Fascination

MK: What attracts attention is your fascination with oral culture. It is impossible, however, to reconstruct the situation of oral narration. What is your relationship with oral culture, what exactly is happening and where is the suspense? After all it is from your idea of the culture that some sort of project emerges. 

GL: We are not really so naïve as to believe that what we do is a reconstruction of oral culture. I think we are well aware of the feelings we have for traditional culture. We have no doubt that the reconstruction of a kind of orality would simultaneously mean a reconstruction of some extinct (perhaps never existent) type of culture.

It is possible to juxtapose things that are spontaneous and vivid with things that are intellectualised and constructed - we and our project belong to the second category. We invented ourselves and our artistic discipline, and on the other hand the notion of ‘narrative performance’ was invented at the university. 

Nevertheless, what we do may be seen as a spontaneous trend brought on by factors that are difficult to explain. It is just the way the trend itself is, and in fact we do not know its origins. You cannot reduce the interest in practicing story-telling to some intellectual or romantic sentiment. In the majority of the situations that we create during performances we got the impression that audience feedback was lively. The impression we have got is that not only the stories but the very situation of story-telling has value in itself. We do not actually know the reasons, but both we and our audience emphasise the spontaneous nature of this phenomenon. 

Inside of us we have a kind of relationship to traditional culture, we carry an idea of it inside, though that idea may be partly the result of interpretation and may carry a note of sentimentality. Many of our friends working e.g. in the field of traditional music suffer from the same romantic ailment which makes us perceive traditional culture as a culture of direct contact, of a deep relationship with the immutability of myth, a culture of genuine interpersonal relationships, cycles and the slowness of time and people of character. This way of thinking means that everything connected with the oppressive character of the traditional culture seems to disappear, together with the constraints and requirements created by strictly defined social roles - not to mention the fact that it was by no means easy to be an individual in a traditional community. 
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We love traditional culture and the orality which led to epic poems, but no one would like to be a part of it if we did not have the possibility of coming back into the chaos of urban modernity. There seems to be a kind of paradox in all this. We eagerly and frequently refer to the notion of oral culture and everybody has some kind of experience of it - either connected with music or theatre - but at the same time we do not delude ourselves that we belong to the tradition or that we inherit or ‘preserve’ it in any way. The city is a natural scope of our activity. If we are to exist, it is exactly in the urban context that we will live. Managing this urban matter is probably more attractive than reconstructing ways of performing epic poems in the Polish capital. I would even say that we do not give much importance to the notion of ‘reconstruction’ as such in our work. 

MGL: Intuition did not fail us. Our spontaneously chosen direction in which we moved – at first clumsily and awkwardly – turned out to be something very much in correspondence with the world. It seemed that the whole world started telling stories! Storytelling turned out to be exactly the thing that people are looking for - direct contact, listening and telling tales and thus entering new cultures. After all, these days they can choose form among a wide variety of stories – today Creole stories, tomorrow Chinese…

I know the French context where some thirty years ago several people started telling stories regularly and thus marked the beginning of a spontaneous storytelling movement. Later gradually there also started appearing the storytellers from the Maghreb and the Near East who know have storytelling in their blood and also the Third Age University joined with their campaign of stories for grandchildren. After that everything just snowballed. That is how a spontaneous occupation evolved into a profession. At present in France there are some five hundred storytellers and nearly two hundred storytelling festivals with thousands of workshops organised annually. Every public library has a weekly ‘storytelling hour’ and schools are regularly visited by storytellers – which obviously does not exclude teachers from storytelling.
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Where do the storytellers get their stories from? Naturally from books. And what you can observe recently is the increased number of publications of collections of tales, myths, epic stories from various parts of the world as well as professional storytelling literature. That seems to indicate the influence storytelling has exerted on the book market and vice versa. Could it be that the 125 stories for children by Kopaliński represents a landmark in the Polish storytelling movement?

But there is even something more to it than that. Storytelling meetings are an excellent opportunity to listen to and learn new stories and get to know them without text and focus totally on their oral presentation. For if we hear a beautiful story, and if, furthermore, it is well-told, it will strike such a deep chord with us that even years later we will be able to recall it. We encounter a new bazaar of tales, something which pleases me greatly.
AAK: There are also many storytellers in England. Frequently it happens that actors are drawn in by storytelling during journeys to faraway places and subsequently decide to change their career direction. Moreover, in many universities you can find separate storytelling departments where storytelling is recognised as an artistic discipline, a part of the educational process, a part of therapy or language training. Usually the storytellers reach for stories from their native traditions - from Africa to Scotland. There is a whole variety of temperaments, languages and imageries. 

Project

From Reading to Storytelling

The Grupa Studnia O. also includes in its repertoire projects of book-come-spectacles. These projects entail the adjustment of the written language of the original to the oral and spoken form of the adaptation which usually introduces musical elements and a new, overall composition that organises all the parts derived form the original. Also of great importance is the shape of the spectacle which should be open to audience interaction. 

Storytelling and reading are closely connected; in fact, listening to stories is a natural encouragement and an introduction to written literature - may even serve as a form of book promotion - while at the same time literature remains the storytellers’ fundamental inspiration. The French editors’ and artists’ communities are well aware of this interrelation and have managed to develop standards and methods of mutual cooperation. On Polish soil our activity is blazing a trail in the storytelling field. 

Examples of spectacles ‘from a reading to the telling’: The Snakes’ King and other Buddhist Stories based on Rafe Martin’s Hungry Tigress and in cooperation with the ELAY publishing house. In the spectacle there were presented stories (jatakas), together with music performed on traditional ethnic instruments (saz, tempura, bender, ney, kaval)

Jataka – often described as Buddhist stories – have been told, drawn, painted and played out in all Asian countries for the last 2500 years. Some of these stories, however, are of much more ancient origin, and were probably adapted to the Buddhist tradition by later teachers and masters, who perceived their universal message. Jatakas were a source of inspiration for Aesop’s Fables the 1001 Nights, for medieval writers like Chaucer, Spencer, Boccaccio, for Shakespeare and even for Rudyard Kipling’s Jungle Book.    
Mozel contra Shlimazel or: How to be Happy - based on Tales for Children by Isaac Bashevis Singer in cooperation with the Media Rodzina publishing house (premiered at the Good Book Trade Fair in December 2005.) The stories, together with Hasid songs and accordion and dulcimer music, evoke the magical atmosphere of Singer’s prose which is a mixture of wonder at the world, humour and philosophical reflection.  

Both spectacles are aimed at children, as well as adult listeners. 

Project leader: Jarek Kaczmarek

Partnership: Magda Lena Górska

Music: Sebastian Wielądek and Agata Krawczyk

Project

Wallenrod.  A Bard’s Tale.

A Bard’s Tale is a modern interpretation of Konrad Wallenrod by Adam Mickiewicz. The reading was organised with reference to the Homeric tradition of storytelling-singers, the so-called aoids. Magda Lena Górska, the leader of the project, together with Maciek Cierliński and Bartek Pałyga tried to find a vocal form for the Mickiewicz poetics - a form in between singing, semi-recitation and storytelling accompanied by music. Through the combination of various musical motifs and cultural traditions we tried to convey the epic power of a work which deals mainly with despair and extreme methods of fight.
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MLG: Why did I decide to tell the story of Konrad Wallenrod? Not to recite it – though I do use the original Mickiewicz. It was a totally intuitive choice and although there is no logic behind it, there is a childhood story that could have influenced the decision. One summer, when I was around ten, after coming back form a summer camp my older brother was constantly singing Alpuhara’s Ballad to a very simple melody. He had learned it from a friend who was very fond of playing the guitar by the fire. I also absorbed the song immediately although it contained whole sentences which did not make sense for me at that time such as: ‘it hanged on his lips’, ‘fastening his turban to the Spaniard’s feet’, not to mention the mythical ‘Alpuhara beast’. Despite all the unclear elements, I absorbed the text and would sing the song and it stuck in my head for many years in my head until I came across the text on my school reading list i.e. in the form of Konrad Wallenrod. It was a great thing to realise that my favourite text from my childhood playground was actually taken from Mickiewicz! So I had this experience somewhere inside me and probably there it would have stayed had it not been for Bruno de La Salle and his idea of telling epic stories – something he has been doing for some thirty years now. Recently, he has even started a trend in France, but to ell epic stories in Poland? What epic stories? It seemed to me then, that we did not have any medieval epic poem! So I pondered when suddenly I realised that Wallenrod is no less than an epic poem. Isn’t it the case that the text has been learned by heart by many and that it was the text of the conspiratorial community – all of which bears witness to its literal and factual significance. That liberation context is now obsolete and nobody uses those categories any more, but perhaps that is why it is exactly now that the text may become more universal and lose its scholastic label. In fact the story is about despair, total lack of hope, about resistance and struggle no matter what, and that is what makes the story important and valid today.

I presented the Bard’s Tale at the Epic Stories Night in Vendome, France and together with Maciek and Bartek in the Spanish Guadalajara. We have always told the story in Polish, with translation in the form of subtitles. The foreigners were in exactly the same situation as the Teutonic knights who listened to the last Lithuanian bard’s story during their feast. The audience gave into the text’s poetic vibration and was surprised by the protagonist’s endurance and extreme determination. So why should they be so surprised when ‘old Europe’ still today encounters attacks of this kind of ‘determination’ – attacks led not by literature. In the story there is one highly apt fragment when the protagonist Alf Walter states that the older he is, the more difficult it is for him to think of self-sacrifice. When he was young he was ready to give up everything but now with the little life that he has left, the price of ultimate dedication to a cuase seems too high. Which is why all the suicide-fighters are so young. And that is also why, while working on this thoroughly masculine text, I often thought of the Chechnyan women fighters in the Moscow theatre in Dubrovka. 
I love the way African storytellers approach the spoken, living word. They just swing and sway the words as if rousing their words to a fight. I think you should adopt similar attitude and work up the same enthusiasm as Africans. Serving up all the numerous battle pieces in Wallenrod. in the traditional, martyrdom-ridden Polish way is useless. It is the African method that can breathe new life into the scenes - in Africa the warm-up before a fight is a kind of dance with energy that is not necessarily destructive but rather animating. The warm-up unites the body and soul and lets the listeners fall into a kind of trance, prevents them from falling asleep. 
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Memory

We were discussing the notion of memory during The Ocean of Stories. Here we cite Krzysztof Czyżewski from the centre The Borderland of Arts, Cultures, Nations in Sejny:

“For all my respect to written sources, it defies belief how much information you can find stored in human memories. One can also hardly believe in the wealth of oral culture has to offer. And this is in spite of the use of the written word which still tends to impair the spoken word – though it need not. On my numerous journeys, I have met people who could tell and recite memorised stories using hexameters and rhymes all night long. In Kirgistan I have seen people who knew by heart the whole epic poem known as Manas and which was not written down until the beginning of the 20th century having been preserved only in the oral form. And could you imagine that it wasn’t until the beginning of the 20th century when some ethnographers noted down some half million verses of the poem heard form a single person.

There is a great mystery to it… just HOW YOU DO IT? HOW DO YOU MAKE THE WORDS LIVE FOR CENTURIES? Once in Central Asia, that is in the place where Manaa was created, I came across a contest for the manasatshi - the storytellers who tell the Manas. For a long time I couldn’t catch how they decide on the winner as all of them were amazing. I don’t know if you know the film ‘Encounters with Unusual People’ by Peter Brook about Gurdjiev’s journey. At the beginning of the film there is a scene where bards, aoids and manasatshi gather for a word-and-sound combat. Each of them sings and plays the kowal but although each of them sings and plays extraordinarily, one by one they return to their places, defeated. You start to wonder what’s going on? And then suddenly there appears the competitor who brings such a word, such a sound that the mountains around the valley resonate - the voice and the sounds reverberate and the echo travels across the mountain tops. Everybody realises that this is THE WORD and that this is the winner – the one who has woken up a power the likes of which we had not known before.

And I believe that the spoken word has exactly the kind of power!”
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Persian Project 

Be nam-e chodowande dżan-o cherad

In the name of the Lord of life and wisdom ,beyond our farthest imaginings, our food provider, our eternal beacon, the Lord who plays the music of the spheres, who lights up the moon ,the  nahid and the sun,the artist unparalleled, He who is beyond all signs, beyond what can be conceived. 

Invocation to the Persian Shahname

We may take the starting point of our ‘journey’ into the Persian culture as the spectacle The Persian Stories’ Night which we presented in the National Museum in Warsaw during the ‘Persian Days’. We used a whole variety of texts: above all The Royal Book (Shahname) by Ferdousi; The Arabian Nights; ‘Moulan Dżalal od-Din Rumi’ poetry, particularly the invocation to Masnawa ma’nawa; Rubaiata by Omar Chajjama, fragments form the Chosrow and Shirin epic poem in Turkish, Persian and Azerbaijani versions as well as Gulistan by Saadi. 

The Turkish meddah begins his performance by knocking three times with a stick and pronouncing the traditional formula Hak dostum Hak (God is my only support, my God). Similarly, in Arab and Persian culture the Muslim influence can be seen in the opening formula- salawat Allahom sal ila Mohammad (May God send peace to Mohammed and to all his kinsmen) used by the traditional Persian storyteller. In our oriental projects we also turned to the Muslim formula known as basmala: Besmellah ar-rahmani ar-rahim (In the name of the merciful and compassionate God). We also used Persian words and exclamations during the market scene when each of us cries out to announce our wares, as they do in Turkey or Iran. The advertised wares might be: a kind of fabric called kalamkar, peach, perfume and medicines. We organised meetings with experts in Iranian culture and University lecturers. We even managed to find a guide - Rabe Feszoraki - a young Iranian girl and the daughter of a professor of Persian literature at Warsaw University. Rabe was not only taught us folk songs, pronunciation, expressions and phrases in Persian, but also invited us to their house, treating us to superb Persian courses and revealing their recipes. Together with her mother, she taught us how to wear a chador and told us a lot of things about their customs and traditions. Despite initial reservations about individual singing, something banned in the Islamic Republic, she eventually decided to take part in the spectacle. Rabe’s fiancé, Saleh, also got engaged in the project. Saleh used his beautiful preacher-like voice to read out the Listen to the Reed Talking, an invocation to Masnavi-je ma’nawi (Spiritual Masnawi) by Dżalalauddina Rumiego. During one of the last rehearsals, in the confusion of music and recited texts we all suddenly heard an incomprehensible murmur - and thus experienced something directly from that culture: it was Saleh, turned towards Mecca and saying his daily prayers. The extraordinary thing about the moment was that he was praying in Arabic while we were telling the Persian Shahname in Polish thus creating a kind of cultural and linguistic ‘double-voice’.
In Iranian teahouses called Czajhane, you can still meet sahanamehans i.e. the ‘King’s Book storytellers’ who, balancing between semi-recitation and prose, evoke Iranian heroes’ vicissitudes from the distant past. The mythical heroes are still alive on the travelling storytellers’ cloth the so called parde which presents them all: Zal, Rostam, Shrab, Isfandijar and many others. The storyteller creates the story with words and sounds but at times reaches for a colourful cloth with epic scenes on it. Inspired by this history and recorded fragments of living Persian storytellers, we invoked the tradition of telling epics against the backdrop of cloth-illustrations – parde, something still practised in the Iran of today.  
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Every time we work on a given cultural region, we try to gather as many elements as possible which are characteristic of that culture - original objects, special costumes and so on. In the case of Persia, Iranian chadors were bought form a lecturer who used to teach on the Warsaw Iranian Department and who was coming back home. Other objects like pillows and a water pipe were gifts form an Iranian diplomat. Besides many friendly Iranian natives bring us all kind of things form their homeland journeys. We also used typical Persian scents such as rose petals or esfandu – rues which are burnt and offered as a blessing to inhabitants and guests.
The interior design, evoking the café-like atmosphere of the Orient, helps create the atmosphere of a feast and slows down time which has its own pace within the story. We enter the kafan and leave Warsaw’s hustle and bustle behind. Inside there are only comfortable cushions, carpets, water pipes and tea. All this with the masterly improvised music of Yerba Mater humming delightfully in the background.   

Participants of the project:

Agnieszka Ayşen Kaim, Magda Lena Górska, Beata Frankowska, Dorota Maciejuk
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Transformation

MK: Working on a story also means a critical reading of traditional texts, new interpretations of oral culture or some if its images.

BF: What does the transformation of a story mean? Let me answer this question with examples of my experience with two different but similarly cruel stories (experiencing terrible stories is in fact very interesting!) The first experience is connected with the Red Shoes story. Andersen’s version is the most famous and tells the story of a girl who dreamt of red shoes. The dream turns out to be self-destructive as the boots almost dance the girl to death. The girl does not die, however, because at the last moment the executioner cuts off the girls legs which continue the mad dance…Andersen’s version carries a clear didactic message: our longing should not transgress widely accepted social rules and principles. End of story. I could not and I did not want to accept the message of the tale. I felt a strong inner defiance against the story’s stiff and patriarchal model of culture where anything which is ‘too red’ has to be cut off and excluded. I promised myself that I would change and transform the story! I resolved to tell the story from a women’s point of view. I have to admit that as of today, I have not managed to keep this promise. I think I could change the tale into a story about unattainable women’s desire that evolves into obsession and addiction. Still, that would only be a story which served as a warning, a confirmation of the tacit social norms where there is no room for any transgression, only confirmation of the patriarchy. Maybe some stories cannot be changed because their essence lies in speaking of the impossibility of change or transformation? Maybe it is better instead to create new tales, from scratch, instead of mending traditional ones? In any cases, inspired by the story I had myself red shoes made and I am now looking for a new story about a girl - or rather a woman - in red shoes…
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The second experience is definitely more positive and is connected with the tale The Fitcher Bird (the Grimm brothers’ version). It is the story of three sisters seduced by a Sorcerer. Two of the sisters fall victim to the Sorcerer’s actions and like many of their predecessors end up in the famous bloody bowl. It is the third sister who triggers the transformation, she manages to save herself and other women. The first time I presented the story in an oriental restaurant, which made me feel weird – there was such a dissonance between the atmosphere of the story and the place. I felt like I was imposing the cruel imagery of blood-filled pots on the guests who had come to the restaurant to have a nice meal. And yet, after the initial shock, the reception was positive. The secret of this story lies in its ‘taming’ of the ‘hideous’ thanks to the fairytale form of the story, based on repetitions and choruses, leading to a kind of overcoming of ‘cruelty’! There is a healing aspect of the story - in the scene in which the third sister with great love puts the quartered remnants of her sisters together. This makes me cry for joy. That is exactly the kind of stories that I want to share with my listeners! Stories of great transformation! Such stories, I hope are beneficial both for me and for the listeners. Not so much a therapeutic as a transformative story. 
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Pleasure

MK: What is the pleasure in storytelling? What does it consist in? It might be related to the themes of the story, it might be the form of the story as well. I am really curious about the way you sensually experience the storytelling situation; I am intrigued how storytelling be seen and understood as pleasure, a sensuous pleasure?

JK: Every artistic discipline and field has its pleasures - and its curses. What all disciplines seem to share is the common stage of the initial creative delight when the creator’s imagination experiences the thrilling commotion and excitement which works like a chain reaction and triggers the creative process and results in a work of fiction, a movie or a painting. And it is the creative process itself that constitutes the second stage - the more or less painful pleasure of creative effort and production. The third stage is our contact with the audience and the live experience of your work’s reception. 

I do think storytelling is one of the most pleasurable of the arts, above all when it comes to the third stage. A writer never sees the reader’s tears of emotion; the musician is always fenced off from the audience by the equipment and the stage. But storytelling creates a most direct and intimate energy-exchange between the storyteller and the listener. The storytelling situation lies somewhere between an artistic event and a private meeting and thus can successfully combine the creative intensity, the reception of an artistic work with the privacy of an intimate relationship.

BF: For me the greatest moment is when I get the feeling that something unexpected may happen – something which may surprise me. I have got the story prepared, I have assumed that I will be carrying it out as planned but then there may unexpectedly appear additional words, images, sounds, just because something extraordinary is in the air, something happens in me or somewhere between myself and the audience. Realising that this is something which is only going to happen ‘here and now’ is a pleasure beyond words - this is the magic of live storytelling. 

MGL: There is something magical when you realise that by mere talk, whole new realities start to open up. We summon forth things, like a magician casting spells. Something magical happens ‘among’ us - there is no storytelling without the listeners, they play an active part too. 
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Once we were telling the story about the shoemaker Maarufa from the Arabian Nights in very simple conditions without our usual ‘sensual prologue’ (e.g. in the form of food and drinks) but nevertheless I had a feeling we were simply flying - it was amazing! Thanks to the incredibly intense contact with the audience, time stood still that day. And we all – the audience and ourselves - contributed to that experience. As if mounting a horse, you hurl yourself into the story and just get carried away. The flowing experience is like a journey. There are times, however, when you are telling the same story with the same team and you feel stuck on earth, you cannot get into the story. The hardest thing to do in that situation is figure out where the problem lies: have I not ‘got into’ the story or is there something wrong in our contact with the listeners? It is the ability to improvise and the determination to fight till the end that determines the ultimate outcome. On the other hand, there would be no fun, no satisfaction had it not been for that risk. Obviously you have to prepare and to some extent you can control the situation. But only during the storytelling will you find out if you can overcome the distance between you and the audience and carry the listeners away with your story.

BF: To get real pleasure from storytelling – something which attracts attention and lets you immerse yourself in the sensual experience - you need to have a good connection with the listeners. Without the listeners’ response you feel more like running away than talking - so you end up taking short cuts through the story, speeding up without any joy. It is really wonderful when there is no hurry, you can take your time to enjoy the story - hopefully, together with the audience.

AAK: When there appears an unexpected element, the improvisation that results draws the storyteller into the story. It is at such moments that I am more drawn in, come to identify myself with the story. And this unexpected change is undoubtedly sensuous. That is the moment when you can freely stray from the written story and really engage in the story itself, at times even identify with it - not only on the intellectual but also, sometimes, on a sensory level. And it is not even the issue of turning to the first person narration, although undoubtedly you do use your personal sensuous experiences. At times like this, it is not a question of speaking in the first person – this is not a kind of reality show experience – though you do indeed draw on your own baggage of sensual experiences. There occurs what we might call a shift from Brechtian distance to Stanislawski’s identification.  However, when emotions are so high that the spoken word is not enough, then a song in the first-person may tell us part of the story. 
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Re-Telling

BF: The old narrations can be deconstructed but they may as well be re-told, told in a completely new manner similarly to the way the traditional plots and motifs were re-written in the post-modern literature. Among contemporary writers who have creatively put old tales to use are the – popular in Poland - British writers such as Angela Carter, Marina Warner, Jeanette Winterson and A.S. Byatt. In one of her books, Carter rewrites Little Red Riding Hood in such a way that in the end we have an ecstatic story about feminine rite of passage where in the finale, “The girl sleeps safe and sound in her Grandma’s bed nestled in the wolf’s big shoulders.” The question arises if feminine sexuality seen in such a way might be presented an oral presentation. Though it probably could, the result would be a fairytale for adults only. Sometimes, however, a change of perspective alone suffices to make a completely new story. I have always had trouble accepting the wicked witch Jaga’s fate. She ate two little children, so the old hag should just be burnt in the bread oven. Not that I deny the cruelty of her deed, nor the theme of eating which is indeed very appealing to children, but I would like to oppose the subtext of witch-hunt ideology. That is why I experiment with the tale and look at events from the witch’s point of view, her agitation – it is not everyday that children devour your house! Cause enough to get annoyed, don’t you think? Another way to change the story is to search for other traditional tales where Jaga is not only a bad witch but rather embodies the wild feminine power as e.g. in the series of tales about Wasylis. I see this kind of retelling as an attempt to restore the ever excluded characters of traditional narratives. Can one freely change every story and achieve a totally different reading of a well known thing? Can you restore the voice of the girl in the red shoes or the Mermaid?  I did not manage. 

MK: That’s something I cannot understand. Why can’t you change a story? Why it didn’t work with the Red Shoes? 

BF: Well it was easier to question the traditional version than provide new interpretations. It is not enough just to have right assumptions – in fact this can even hamper the creative process. 
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Generally we have here touched upon a deeper question. What is my tradition, my origins as a storyteller? When I was working on the Grimm tales I was particularly interested in their oral, pre-written form. Before the brothers managed to put the stories down, their ‘sisters’ must have told the stories to them. In fact, the majority of storytellers who are the source of oral stories are women. But if you scratch the surface then it turns out that the majority of Bavarian women derived their tales from Perrault - what a disappointment, no sisters Grimm! But if there were no Grimm sisters maybe we should invent them now. On the other hand, there are some anthropological theories according to which the tales like Little Red Riding Hood are much older than we think and do indeed derive from female rites. If you adopt such an attitude you realise that the drastic end of the story is not so much a punishment for a naughty girl but an exciting initiation into adulthood, a rite of passage.

MGL: I also think about my reaction to the tales when I was a child. When I think about the Red Riding Hood, I remember that it was not the horrible end but rather the relationship and dialogue between the little girl and the disguised wolf: “Grandma, grandma why do you have such big eyes? – All the better to see you with...” That was it! The point was that repetition which brought me ever nearer being able to feel, touch, to experience, and to go beyond that experience.
In my favourite folk story, ‘About the Beautiful Parysada and the Bird Bulbulezar’, there is a girl who saves her brothers because she turns out to be the smartest and cleverest of the siblings. She was a girl, like me, and I strongly identified with her. But when I was reading Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, I did not mind at all that the protagonist was a man. I was totally immersed in his story; I said ‘Open sesame!’, then I would get scared and run away as if I were him!

GL: Actually there are many ways of presenting a given story. You can play with the characters show them in a different light each time, so that the grandma may be the evil character or the wolf may take the role of a good hunter, or the good hunter may become bad. The structure is flexible and there are numerous possibilities without any absolute version. The limits, however, consist in the fact that Little Red Riding Hood may not suddenly become green - that would signal the start of a different story and make all the traditional associations invalid. And that would amount to a kind of evasion. I had my best and strongest experiences from workshops on ‘traditional stories’. Usually we come up with new versions of the stories during such workshops. The most important thing is how clear you are about what it is you want to say. Is it going to be a story about a girls who wandered through the forest, got scared and ran away, the whole experience being somewhat unpleasant for her? Or is it a story about the first menstruation? Or about the mysterious rapport that may appear between women divided by a generation (the girl gets on better with Granny than with her own mother)? Or is it about the mother who for reasons unbeknown to us, one day takes a decision to send her daughter on a lonely journey through the forest? Or is it that young girls should not wander through forests, because this can lead to trouble? Those are only a few examples and there exist already many versions of the story.   
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When I take a so-called standard, traditional story - the stories which have a particularly well-known and famous version - I do not focus on conveying my reading, my interpretation of the piece. What interests me is the moment when the versions start to multiply and when eventually other active participants come up with their new versions. The only condition for me that participants know what they want to say and why - to have a kind of personal reason for that particular form of expression. Stories which merely serve to convey one ideological message are not the thing: “And now we are going to tell a story about how the patriarchy/matriarchy is good and just…” – well, this is not creative.
All stories are more or less traditional; they have all originated in a some tradition or other and were understood by not only by the author or a storyteller but also by their readers or listeners. That is exactly what we realised when working on the Book of Esther, Little Red Riding Hood and the Hasid stories workshops. The greatest thing is to finish a meeting with a bunch of expressive new versions of the initial story and see that the most important message of all – if there is such a thing - this is that everyone has his or her own way of expressing and interpreting things.
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The Table

During our first storytelling evening Diabolus in musica, we met around the table. A long, oval table with some sixty persons around it. The table was a direct and secure allusion to the Christmas atmosphere and also to the Greek symposium. Form the very beginning we could not resist the temptation of combining the storytelling art, theatre, music, intellectual discussions with excellent cuisine. Our aim was not only to prepare good food and serve it nicely but to treat it as an equally important element of the spectacle, a part that may considerably influence and enhance the atmosphere of a given region or époque that we alluded to in our performance. Every time Paweł Górski searches out and prepares specialities of the time and place to invoke the ‘spirit of the story’.  

In the following projects, and for practical reasons, the table was reduced to symbolic or virtual pieces i.e. it was either substituted by small, oriental tables or jus symbolised by a spread cloth on the floor. Yet the stories have been steeped in these flavours and tastes, thus it is that they remain with us till today.
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The Storytelling Situation

AAK: When I watch people listening to our stories, I think about the child-like and somewhat naïve atmosphere that surfaces. During the storytelling, there appears a kind of suspension from life and respite from the usual rush when we can dissolve in a time of rest. So, I feel overjoyed happy when people tell us how many wonderful things they learned and realised during the meeting.

JK: The storytelling situation is for me the key to every performance: What is the storytelling situation? How and when does it appear? It is not only the story and the various storytelling techniques that we apply - the situation itself is amazing. Nowadays, we are constantly in a hurry and our life seems to be one big race. While other forms of entertainment like cinema, theatre or concerts seem to have adjusted to the urban way of life, storytelling meetings still appear to be mysterious and magic. The meetings and storytelling seem to defy the urban hustle and bustle as they run contrary to what a storyteller tries to do. Instead of stopping time we sometimes have to stop the meeting because some listeners have to leave to catch their last bus or the caretaker has to go home and close the building.

MGL: Can we find today situations that lend themselves to storytelling? That’s a very interesting question. What I have in mind is not the private situation of lulling a baby to sleep or telling anecdotes in a pub, but rather conscious, deliberate storytelling as an artistic practice that we took to. Modern cities seem to offer limited scope for such activity - unless we happen to have a power cut that would bring all the lights, computers and TV sets to a standstill. Then we could freely spin our yarn. Another dream would be to get stuck in a train for many ours in an open field. These are only dreams, but in fact, at Studnia we make a lot of effort to create these kinds of situation in our lives. 
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We continue without a steady place for regular meetings. I wonder if we will ever manage to have it. Maybe we should stick to this nomadic character of our work and keep on searching for new places to present our stories. As for now, this never-ending search seems to be an inseparable element of storytelling. Sometimes we tell stories in museums or bookstores and then our storytelling serves a kind of complement to the exhibition or a book promotion. When we are invited to a school or a kindergarten then the stories have an educational role. Very often, however, we tell stories in our favourite cafes, clubs or galleries just for the sake of telling without any particular occasion. Yet usually religious holidays, weddings, baptisms and events of that kind determine not only the storyteller’s timetable but even the repertoire. The modern storyteller should also take exhibition openings and private parties into account. 

What we are after is creating such an atmosphere that people do not want to leave but would prefer to stay and share their impressions. That is when it suddenly appears that we are no more so anonymous but that we were in a kind of community. We somehow try to protect it before it quickly evaporates. 

JK: The storytelling situation offers an intensity that is hard to find in any other of the contemporary type of meetings - despite the fact that the majority of entertainment situations are in a natural was also storytelling situations. In Warsaw, all the student clubs’ that were once places for free artistic expression are now commercial music clubs. That is why it is now the private and domestic space that have turned out to be the most story-friendly environment in the modern urban environment.

The feast and - going farther back – the Greek Sympozjum, are for us an archetype we invoke when organising narrative spectacles. Even when we tell our stories in a theatre, we try to remain as close as possible to the audience, to draw them in, to create a ‘home’ for storytelling.
AAK: I think that the attitude of respect towards the listener we find in the East remains should remain a model for us. There the listener is accorded particular respect. The Turkish storyteller in his opening lines emphasizes that he is hear to “serve his honoured listeners,” and at the end of the spectacle wishes his listeners health and good fortune. He reminds to arrive on time for the next session. The storyteller often changes the course of the story, according to the reactions and wishes of the listeners. What is more, storytellers connected with small localities, always begin by stating that any relation of the characters’ names to the names of the listeners is purely coincidental – so that listeners should not be offended. 
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Text – Writing – Story

MK: What is the relationship between the text and storytelling? Is telling a tale the recreation of what was written?

JK: What I do might be called spoken literature. That means that, among other things, I tell original stories which first arose in written form. The telling of the story is a kind of verification of power the written word – it turns out that some fragments work, whilst others do not. Delivering the story changes what was written before. 
Telling written stories, particularly one’s own, is difficult because you end to recall words and phrases which were suitable for the written form, but which do not work in speech. When you are writing a story or a fairy-tale, there are places where you could have a digression, or play with words. It might be that in the spoken version, this becomes unnecessarily long-winded. What worked as writing, can cease to work as live storytelling, may have the wrong rhythm, the wrong structure. 

So, the whole time, I am searching for a way to put fire and water together. One way is to resist writing down the story, but to enliven it first by telling it. With practice I am finding this easier and easier and is becoming natural. 

To give a story lightness and energy, you need to keep in mind not as a text, signs but as imagery. Images play the role of a medium, if they are ordered and really lively in the mind of the story-teller, they will bring up the right words all by themselves. 

BF: I would like to here to add something from my own experience of working with texts. Two examples come to mind. The first example is related to our work on Persian texts, in particular the Epic of Kings or Shahname. When I was looking for themes for my own purposes, it became clear that I was going to have to find my own alternative forms of expression in contrast to the natural language of an epic. I tried to do this by first extracting a narrative line, a sequence of events, and only then building my story with the help of images. From the original texts I took the descriptive names of the heroes and heroines, such as ‘Rudabe the lofty Cypress Tree’ or ‘Tachmine, the one born of the loins of a Lion and the womb of a panther.’ But the overall text was told in a language that only broadly related to the feeling of an epic, rather than being a detailed transcription of that language. What I put together out of these images was something live, my own storytelling. 
The second example concerns Andersen’s tales. In contract to folk stories, they have a specific and definitive textual realisation. So at first I tried to speak with Andersen’s voice, but what resulted was some kind of old-fashioned sounding nightmare, completely inappropriate to the spoken word. The language had aged (perhaps the fault of the translators), but so had the message – sometimes sentimental, sometimes preachy, everything clearly divided into good and bad. When reading the stories one does not have this negative reaction. So I felt what was needed was to make a ‘folk-Andersen’, to verbalise him: to take the narrative line, phrases, images, but retold anew in contemporary language. Of course, we are not alone in such activity – paraphrasing Andersen is a common editorial practice. We may like this or not, but it is very much a sign of the times. 

I have to admit that when constructing a story I make use of writings – I make myself plans, order the sequence of events. On the other hand, I try not to write down the whole story – I have the feeling that it would be difficult to free myself later from this version. It is good to give oneself the space for improvisation. Then the story will grow and mature in the very process of telling – and may yet surprise us…

MLG: I have two main experiences involving stories based on texts, and in both cases they were poetic sources. The first was Klechte sezamowe by Leśmian, which was my favourite in childhood. Being with these stories inevitably makes you absorb Leśmian’s language, its colour, charm and fun. You just want to say fragments out loud, to intone a line, to tap out a rhythm. The lines themselves impose musical choruses and forms. I am convinced that Leśmian was a great storyteller; he has that feeling for the narrative rhythm of the spoken word. Despite that fact, I do not use the whole of his text. I make reference to his motifs, juggle with his phrases, and intertwine them with my own narrative. Because in the end they are stories intended to be read, and live storytelling has it own principles. Besides the element of improvisation which Beata and Jarek mentioned, is very important – it gives you a sense of freedom, of being in the ‘here and now’.

So what happened to that freedom in the case of the second example I would like to mention – the musical recital Konrad Wallenrod? My only interference in the original was to replace the most archaic words with contemporary language. For in general, ‘correcting’ Mickiewicz’s or Homer’s phraseology makes no sense. The power of a spectacle based on such texts turns on that phraseology. My task, as I see it, is to find the right tone of voice for Mickiewicz’s text, which I do feel should be spoken. This process has a lot in common with musical composition, the shifting of emphases – with the difference that here everything issues from the poetic phrases, upon which the rhythm and musical key rest. I this is where my freedom is found. 

I often meet the question how it is possible to remember such a long text. Of course, people have various recall abilities, but the real issue is to find that key that will enable the storyteller to absorb the text, to begin to perceive the text as one’s own, carry it in oneself, be with it. After all, if the text is well written, well composed, if I take to it – then whether I identify with it, or rebel against it, it goes deep into my memory. 
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PROJECT

ARMENIAN STORIES

The search for Armenian stories was related to a larger, open-ended project – ‘Trans-Caucus’ – which we twice organised in Warsaw to present the cultures of Armenia, Georgia, Azerbaijan, and the northern Caucus. The history of an Armenian presence in Polish culture goes back a few hundred years, however, when we began looking for traditional Armenian stories, it turned out that not only are they unknown, they are inaccessible. For this project Jerzy Szokalski translated a few stories by Howhanes Tumanjan, whose writing is doubly connected with folk traditions – he both draws on those traditions and shapes them. Ever since this encounter, the heroes of these Armenian tales have been with us in spirit: among them is Nazar, the foolish failure, who nevertheless always comes out lucky. Through this luck, he conquers all his enemies, who shiver at the very sound of his name. Finally Nazar wins fame and fortune and the hand of a princess. In another story we meet the exact opposite of Nazar – the ever unlucky Panos. Dogged by misfortune, his life is a series of accidents, mistakes and problems. In another story, we go to a wake and mourn the loss of Kikos. Who in fact never existed – but he could have existed. There is a parable about a wise King, a widow’s son and wine which is an excellent story for a toast. Armenian stories are witty and cheeky, they do not preach, they carry wisdom in their treatment of fate, destiny, wisdom and foolishness, bravery and cowardice.    
Our search for Armenian stories was a good opportunity to get to know the Armenian people living in Poland, both those who had lived here for generations, and those who had only left Armenia a few years ago. Margarita Jeremian introduced us to the mysteries of the Armenian alphabet and read David from Sasan to us in the original; Artasz dusted off his accordion and taught us Armenian songs; Mrs Viola showed us what Armenian cooking is all about. Out of these meetings and conversations, there arose the project-exhibition called ‘Bazaar of Storytelling’ – here we no longer sought folk-tales and traditional epics, but individual stories, personal tales from Armenia, about the journey to Poland, about the experience of living in another culture and living in a foreign land.

The Essence of a Storytelling

MLG: When approaching the telling of a story, we should always ask ourselves: What is the essence of the story? What is its most important, most fundamental meaning? - Its centre of gravity, around which the narrative is to be constructed and towards which all its plots lead. 
We may be helped in our search for the essence of a story, by looking for an expression, a saying, which in an abbreviated form may convey the basic meaning (e.g. ‘He who undermines others, shall fall into the hole he has made.’ [Polish saying, close to ‘He who lives by the sword shall die by the sword.’]– in the story of the hyena who by deceit manages to kill various animals of the savannah, until finally it comes to the hare…). After establishing this centre of gravity, this arrival point, we may begin the construction of the narrative. In this endeavour, a simple exercise may be of help, an exercise based on two rules. First of all, we should tell the story to the end, asking oneself at every stage, “Why?”; secondly, sentences should be as sparse as possible. Reduced in this way to a cause and effect chain, our story about the hyena and the hare, goes as follows:
- Why did the tree kill the hyena? (Because the hyena said, “Oh God – a tree that speaks!”

– Why did the hyena say, Oh God – a tree that speaks!? (Because it wanted to remind the hare, what he should say for the tree to kill the hare.)

– Why did the hyena want to remind the hare of this? (Because the hare pretended to have forgotten, to uncover the hyena’s strategy.)

– Why did the hare want to uncover the hyena’s strategy? (Because it sensed a deception, seeing the hyena eat the elephant.)

– Why did the hyena eat the elephant? (Because the tree killed the elephant.)

– Why did the tree kill the elephant? (Because the hyena said: “Oh God, a tree that speaks!”)

– Why did the elephant say: Oh God, a tree that speaks!? (Because the hyena promised the elephant, that if it were to say these words, the tree would grant it a gift.)

(And similarly with the zebra and the antelope and, if we wish, we can throw in a giraffe and some other animals.)

– Why did the hyena promise the elephant that the tree would give a present?

(Because the hyena was sure that whoever says these words will be killed by the tree.)

– Why was the hyena sure that whoever says these words will be killed by the tree? (Because the tree swore to do this.)
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– Why did the tree take this oath? (Because one day, by chance, the hyena itself said the words, “Oh God, a tree that speaks!”, and the tree got annoyed, hit the hyena with a branch and swore that if anyone were to repeat those words, they would be killed.) Humorous stories (including jokes) require particularly strict logic. The essence of witty stories appears together with the punch-line. Every detail of a humorous story should serve the punch-line. We should avoid drowning this punch-line in a sea of unnecessary detail, which only darken the overall picture and blur the final message. This economy of narrative does not mean a poverty of the imagery seen and conveyed by the storyteller. Every place referred to, sometimes only mentioned with one word (house, market, bathhouse etc.), should be spoken about in such a way that this object materialises in the listener’s imagination. This is only possible when the storyteller sees and feels these objects tangibly. Only then is he or she in a position to communicate their feelings to the listener– through a whole arsenal of highly subtle and mostly intuitive turns of phrase – to the listener. That is why experienced storytellers recommend that the less experienced should start their storytelling with locations for the stories which are familiar to the storyteller – where specific feelings are attached to those places. Later on, with practice, we may of course depart from this rule. The ability to be more flexible in this way demands ongoing work with the imagination.
It is a similar situation with characters we speak about. If I say, “My mother,” these words carry a specific world. I do not have to describe her personality with a hundred adjectives, for her to stand before my eyes. Similarly with the words ‘fool’, ‘beautiful princess’, or ‘Genie’ – I try to invoke a specific world without the need for dispensable details. Of course, this requires prior and deep familiarity with the character spoken about – even if it is a bad guy, he has to be likeable in his own way. We should at least be able to answer the questions: What does he look like? What is his voice like? How does he move? Does he smell – in a word, to catch his essence. The pursuit of such an economy of words, whilst preserving maximum sensitivity, recalls the work of the sculptor who carves a form in stone. The more precisely the wheat of the story is told without needless chaff, the more expressive it becomes. This is particularly evident in cases of short stories whose telling does requires considerable artistry. Indeed, the shorter the story, the more carefully must it be worked. 
PROJECT

AN OCEAN OF STORIES

Once upon a time, there was a storyteller, who, once upon a time, forgot all his stories... That is how the narrative spectacle the Ocean of Stories begins. It is the story of Haroun, who sets off on a quest to find the Ocean of Stories, to renew the artistry which he once possessed, and it is a story which acts as a frame for all the other stories in this spectacle. 
These stories included: a wise tale about the search for happiness, recollections from childhood set in the form of a fairytale, a fragment of Konrad Wallenrod, an original story about the search for the Department of the Pinnacle of Joy.

What unites these stories? Each of them is on a different subject and their form differs to the same extent. Songs appeared between the stories, and between the songs – toasts – to seeking, to our ancestors, to love, to untold stories – everything we need to find our own source of stories. The subsequent stories indicate where these sources may be – hints where we may find our own Ocean of Stories. 
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In the end, Haroun reaches the goal of his journey. At this time, there appears the beginning of a story which has not yet been told: the ending of the evening is a shared filling of the Ocean of Stories – each participant offers a story he or she would like to tell and takes a story he would like to work on.

The inspiration for the framework story was the novel by Salman Rushdie Haroun and the Sea of Stories, and the spectacle had its premiere in the Festival of the Word in Warsaw, organised by the Institute of Polish Culture, as the finale of the large European project ‘Animus’.
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IMAGINATION

JK: The art of storytelling is a quest for a power – an intense connection with listeners, achieved with the minimum of theatrical means.
The ideal situation for me is when the storyteller is ‘naked’ – devoid of ‘amplification’ in the broad sense of extensive props, scenography, costumes. Storytelling is a ’poor art’, that is why the story told must have a seductive power- the lack of which cannot be disguised, as it can in the case of cinema, for example – with special effects. And yet it is not all that difficult, because there exists a great need to listen to stories. People are tired of the culture of images, and long for that most direct form of moving the imagination.

GL: Exercising the imagination – and Bruno La Salle always began his workshop in this way – looked more or less like this: we went outside, to a meadow as far as possible, everyone looking for their own place and, however inappropriate this may sound, we dreamt.
“Wait for images which come to you, and then move your lips, speak simple words which don’t require any concentration, say what you see,” Bruno would say. There was nothing mystical in this; it was important simply not to fall asleep.

This is a very easy exercise – it does not require any abilities in principle. And at the same time, it is very difficult – it requires the desire to spend some quiet moments with oneself rejecting the idea that we should go somewhere and do something specific. In order to imagine something, we cannot be somewhere else in our thoughts. TA the same time, it is a state of concentration – we need to see something, allow an image to come, to grasp it and describe it. An exercise to begin each day and to begin each story well. It shows that we need to be careful with our imagination, need to give it time, stories need time to develop. Work on stories is above all inner work, work in silence, and not practicing cries, rhythmic figures or magical forms. This all comes later. 
MLG: Storytelling is a democratic art, regardless whether there is one storyteller (with everyone else listening) or a workshop situation,
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where everyone may contribute. The art of storytelling is democratic in the sense that it is not a total art., like theatrical spectacles or (in a particular) film, which envelopes the cinemagoer completely, imposing specific images and emotions. Storytelling calls on the imagination of the listener. Actually, it is totally dependent on this imagination. Listening to a story is an activity which assumes a great deal of activity on the part of the listener. That’s some storytellers always begin with the request: „Lend me your ears.” Because it sometimes really is a case of goodwill: either the listener is closed off and gets bored, or they get involved. Of course, this depends to a great extent on the storyteller, his or her abilities, presence, openness. But in fact there is no option of force here. When you tell the story, you pull the listener along by a thin thread; she may go along with you or not, but she will anyway take things in her own way. You tell a story, but everyone present sees their own story. The subtler the pull, this ‘seduction’ of the listener, the more effective. There is only the story, there is you, your voice, hands and perhaps some music – all of which also speak to the imagination, they paint something in the imagination.

The skills of the storyteller are an interesting matter, for the art. of storytelling requires a variety of abilities. In fact, it is a interdisciplinary art: the storyteller is usually the author of the text, the scriptwriter and director, the performer, and sometimes the musician and composer. In principle, it would be good to at least have some acquaintance with each of these disciplines. Bu on the other hand, the longer I work on some technical abilities, on your voice and music, the more I have become convinced that the most important thing is work on your imagination. And it is perhaps the most difficult work – in the field of images, reactions, emotions, feelings which order the sequence of the story and set the tone for the whole.

In a word, this is work to take the story inward. 
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I recently prepared one story from the 1001 Nights and head was just exploding – I had to answer so many questions related to the story;, questions which are not asked directly but which sit between the lines, but are important to bring out the story. Before I had had no such difficulty. I could accept the text in question and simply present it somehow nicely, in my own words, like anyone would who has a good memory and the technical ability to distinguish the various voices of the characters. But now, when I approach a story, I have to first know what exactly is happening there, how it looks. For example, in the story mentioned there is a scene where, on a certain night, an efrit [evil spirit] brings the shoemaker Maaruf henna for his/from a faraway kingdom. In telling this section, I usually fit it into two or three sentences, but I need to know how the efrit carries the hen, does Maaruf sleep, is he afraid, is he overcome after the journey, is he cold, does he feel the thrust of the wind, does the Genie set him down gently on the ground, or does he let him drop… and so on. Everything needs to be settled. For here an entire world is opening up. When I can see everything, then I can translate the images into words. And then I can really improvise, because I am speaking of what I can see. The story develops in me together with the telling of it. You are a witness, who relates and allows others to enjoy the images and feelings which the narration evokes. 
AAK: We need to remember that the listening-speaking imagination of the storyteller in a given culture will tend to be similar to that of his local listeners. In oral cultures, this is most evidenced when creating new formulae. Formulae, besides their mnemonic function, serve to confirm the cultural identity of the creator and recipient. The artist, moving among familiar tropes and using familiar mnemonic devices must build something which will reach out to the listeners imagination, something within their horizon of understanding. Then the listener feels ‘at home’ with the story.

At the same time, the imagination of artist and listener differ, just as their knowledge varies on the various subjects touched upon in the story. When the phrase ‘the bird bulbulezat’ is used, each viewer will imagine it differently on the basis of the same description. What happens next with this image on the line of communication between storyteller and listener, depends on the clash of these images. This phenomenon is ephemeral, unique and magical – all the more so, because it appears at the crossroads of two different cultures. I cannot resist the temptation to invoke the term ‘way, journey’ at this point – in Turkish yol – which for Turkish bards had a multiplicity of meanings. The journey is the musical and poetic concert, songs, and song-cycles which have found the right way, the inner structure of the song, the style of its performance, the performance of an epic or destanu as well as the journey of the listener. Where this road leads, we cannot know, just as we cannot know the imagination of our narrator or our listener.
