
Stories and Storytelling

What is a story?

Story [from Anglo-Norman estorie, Old French estoire, Latin historia]
1. A true narrative, or one presumed to be true, relating to important events and famous people of the past; a historical account or anecdote.
5a. A recital or account of events that have or are alleged to have happened; a series of events that are or might be narrated.
6. A narrative of real or (usu.) fictitious events, designed for the entertainment of the hearer or reader; a series of traditional or imaginary incidents forming the matter of such a narrative; a tale, an anecdote; a (short) work of fiction.
(Oxford English Dictionary)


Why do we tell stories?

Some possible answers:
1. We tell stories to pass the time.
1. We tell stories to entertain ourselves and others.
1. We tell stories in order to remember past events.
1. We tell stories about ourselves and our community in order to shore up our sense of having a distinct identity. (Myth, legend, national narratives)
1. We tell stories as a means of ordering our experience and understanding how we got to where we are now. (History)

Some further thoughts on stories and storytelling

‘It is […] only when haphazard happenings are transformed into a story, and thus made memorable over time, that we become full agents of our history. This becoming historical involves a transition from the flux of events into a meaningful social or political community – what Aristotle and the Greeks called a polis. […] When someone asks you who you are, you tell your story. That is, you recount your present condition in the light of past memories and future anticipations. You interpret where you are now in terms of where you have come from and where you are going to. And so doing you give a sense of yourself as a narrative identity that perdures and coheres over a lifetime.’ 
Richard Kearney, On Stories (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), p.3-4.

‘The Great Stories are the ones you have heard and want to hear again. The ones you can enter anywhere and inhabit comfortably. They don’t deceive you with thrills and trick endings. They don’t surprise you with the unforeseen. They are as familiar as the house you live in. Or the smell of your lover’s skin. You know how they end, yet you listen as though you don’t. In the way that although you know that one day you will die, you live as though you won’t. In the Great Stories you know who lives, who dies, who finds love, who doesn’t. And yet you want to know again.
	That is their mystery and their magic.’ 
Arundhati Roy, The God of Small Things (London: Flamingo, 1998), p. 229.

‘Every morning brings us news of the globe, and yet we are poor in noteworthy stories. This is because no event any longer comes to us without already being shot through with explanation. In other words, by now almost nothing that happens benefits storytelling; almost everything benefits information. Actually, it is half the art of storytelling to keep a story free from explanation as one reproduces it. […] The most extraordinary things, marvellous things, are related with the greatest accuracy, but the psychological connection of events is not forced on the reader. It is left up to him [sic] to interpret things the way he understands them, and thus the narrative achieves an amplitude that information lacks.’ 
Walter Benjamin, ‘The Storyteller: Reflections on the works of Nikolai Leskov’ in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zorn (London: Pimlico, 1999), p. 89.

‘To be sure, story and narrative are closely related; but even the most preliminary of investigations reveals that there are three fundamental items which, while they sometimes blend in a most pleasing way, are really separate. These are ‘story’, ‘plot’ and ‘narrative’. […] Put very simply, ‘story’ consists of all the events which are to be depicted. ‘Plot’ is the chain of causation which dictates that these events are somehow linked and that they are therefore to be depicted in relation to each other. ‘Narrative’ is the showing or the telling of these events and the mode selected for that to take place.’
	Paul Cobley, Narrative (London; New York: Routledge, 2001), pp. 4, 5-6.


Aristotle on Plot

· Works of art (stories) are complete wholes consisting of a beginning, a middle, and an end.
· Stories must have an appropriate magnitude; neither too small and simple nor too large and complex.
· All the elements of a story must form necessary parts of a single, unified whole.
· Stories deal with universals: the kinds of things that would happen in certain situations.
· Astonishment: stories should disappoint the reader’s expectations in some way.
· Reversal: an action or event produces the opposite effect to that which was intended.
· Recognition: a hidden relationship between characters in the story is revealed.
· Suffering: an action causes suffering or pain (usually on the part of the protagonist).

Reversal and Recognition: 
A man determines to end his own life by throwing himself from a road bridge. As he walks to the bridge he sees a teenage girl running out into the road after her pet dog. Instinctively, he snatches her from the path of an oncoming truck, narrowly saving her life. The dog is hit and killed. Once he recovers from his initial shock, the man realises that the girl is, in fact, his estranged daughter. His suicidal thoughts are replaced by relief, love, and a new sense of hope.


Shklovsky on ‘Defamiliarization’

· Habitual forms of ordinary perception tend to become automatic and impoverished.
· Art tries to recover fresh perceptions by making objects ‘unfamiliar’ and forms ‘difficult’.
· Through defamiliarization, art makes us see things again, as if for the first time.
· Defamiliarization can be effected by presenting things outside of their normal context.
· Art does not make the strange seem familiar, but actively renders the familiar strange.
