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Forewond

‘ x 7hen I was a young child in a small town in India, there were no bookshops

or libraries — especially not for children. So my mother, a passionate
reader, used to enthrall me by telling me what her books were about on our daily
walks, whether they were novels by Fyodor Dostoevsky, Charles Dickens, Leo
Tolstoy, or crime fiction by Agatha Christie. In this way, I knew many fairytales
and literary classics long before I could read and had books of my own.

But maybe most precious of all was the bedtime story from my mother or father.
The winding down of a day; being taken to the brink of sleep by just the right
story for me. This is the time when the travails of the day can be smoothed
out; when parents becomes storytellers, when they find themselves making up
stories to suit their child. Family stories are passed on and added to, creating
generational continuity and, importantly, the passing on of their own values.

This is the joy of World Tales, so carefully collected by Chris Smith, and honed
down to perfect gems of storytelling. Simple and memorable, they are an
encouragement to all of us to become storytellers.

My mother’s storytelling turned me into a storyteller from a young age. On sea
voyages between India and England I invariably got a crowd of children round
me in some corner on deck, and told them stories — either ones I'd made up, or
others passed on to me. In my aunt’s house in England, there was a curtained
four-poster bed, and my cousins and I used to huddle under the quilt together,
and frighten each other by telling scary ghost stories.

With my Indian background, I became aware of the storytelling tradition. Every
major Hindu festival was marked by clusters around storytellers on the street,
sitting under a tree, or invited into a garden to share the great epics from the
Ramayana or the Mahabharata. We all knew the stories, so we could interject or
add, or know when to clap, or sigh, or weep, or exclaim. I am certain this public
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knowledge of well-known stories is built into Homer’s telling of the Odyssey
or any of the great sagas of the world. They even contain repeated phrases that
everyone knew and could join in with, or at least anticipate: Athena was ‘grey-
eyed’, Odysseus was ‘cunning’, and they sailed on the ‘wine dark sea’.

The stories known as Aesop’s Tales reputedly travelled all the way to Greece from
India and it isn’t difficult to identify the common themes along the routes. When
talking about stories in school, I like to have a map of the world to show the trade
routes: the Spice Route or the Silk Road, that enabled stories to travel — from
China to France, or India to Greece, and of course later, Europe to America.

Although words were being committed to stone, clay, papyrus and ceramics, it
wasn’t until the invention of the printing press that books came to be commonly
available. Until then, it was all word of mouth and storytelling via the three Rs:
rhythm, rhyme, and repetition. But sadly, and gladly, the printing press set stories
in stone, and the possibility to adjust, qualify and embroider, in whichever way
one wanted in any given culture or scenario, was lessened and sometimes lost.

I believe passionately in the value of storytelling. Firstly, it puts you in charge of
how to convey the story; and secondly, there is much value in group storytelling,
with everyone contributing. It is a way of instilling confidence in the most timid
of people, and a great way to learn the core stories which permeate not just
our culture, but the cultures of the world. They are a way of unifying us: the
myths, legends and fairy tales are truly international. Authorship is lost in the
mists of time, passing down from one generation to another by word of mouth.
The storyteller can adapt to the age, nature, and ethnicity of the audience, and
make choices about which element of the story they want to emphasize: jealousy,
rivalry, love, loyalty, ambition. All of those, by the way, are in Cinderella. That’s
why there are versions of this in almost every country in the world, culturally
tuned to specific values: Chinese, Finnish, Egyptian, English, German and, of
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course, the French with the glass slipper — which is the one most of us know.

To tell a story well, you need to know it, understand it, and steer it, which is
precisely what World Tales helps you to do. This wonderful collection of 53
stories, from around the world, is a perfect way to restore confidence: nothing
too long, or complicated and, most important of all, stories that are short, sharp
and unforgettable.

As a writer, [ invariably read my story out loud to get the narrative flow, the sense
of the listener, and to be sure I was holding their interest. Language has rhythm
—and it is rhythm that makes it memorable.

Some storytellers can hold audiences just by their voices, their use of language,
or the pace and intensity of their delivery. Others enact the stories by pacing up
and down, making facial expressions and physical gestures, and using props
like masks, or a musical instrument. It is memorability one is looking for, both
as the storyteller and the listener. You want them to go away remembering the
story you have told them, and to become storytellers themselves in order to repeat
it and pass it on. Remember the three Rs of thythm, rhyme, and repetition!

Sadly, the power of story, that streams effortlessly through the media and
television, has robbed many of the confidence to be storytellers — even to their
own children. It appropriates imagination, creativity, and makes them forget
the sheer joy of being the main storyteller to their young listeners. Whatever
alternatives compete to tell stories: from screens to audiobooks, and professionally
recorded storytellers, nothing replaces you, and those most intimate of bonds;
your voice, your presence at the bedside; you and your child.

Jamila Gavin rrsi, storyteller and author, July 2021.
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