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Know what you’re doing, part 2 - Action 
Action is about what actually happens in a story. It is about the verbs - what the characters of the 
story actually physically do or say…


The dragon scorched the prince to a cinder.

Jack grabbed the axe and started to chop down the tree.

The midwife rubbed her eye with her finger.

The cattle ran into the lake.


The Rigour 
Practice is about rigour. Not in a tense ‘getting it right’ way but as a way of being clear. This clarity   
of intention is a way of paying attention to the chaotic and complex material and form of oral 
storytelling that allows it to start living and breathing in interesting, exciting and believable ways. 
The rigour of action is about just telling the action of the story.


Try this. 
Take a story you are working on and just tell the action and, as you tell, act everything out. 
Everything. The actions of the characters, the weather, anything that is a verb.


Notice what you find challenging. You may find that out of the two modes of telling we have 
looked at so far that you have a marked preference for either Action or Description telling. 
Personally I am very kinaesthetic and I have to be very careful that I don’t ignore the descriptive 
aspects of my storytelling and being clear about which mode I am in helps a lot. Pay attention to 
what is less easy for you and take some time with that mode.


Hardcore action telling 
If you want to go further with action try using these steps


• Use the Active Voice 
A verb is an action/doing word like walking, eating, watching etc

The verb in the active voice is doing something to someone, for example…

She picked up the stone.  He threw the ring out of the window. She spat in the fire.


Have a look at the following and see how different they feel…

The stone was picked up by her. The ring was thrown out of the window by him. The fire was spat 
in by her. 

This  is all in the passive voice and although the information is exactly the same the sense of 
agency is diminished and, when we are working with action, it is precisely that sense of agency 
that we are looking for. 


•   Use transitive verbs. 

A transitive verb is one that has an object. ‘I am eating an apple’. There is something that is being 
done to. 

  
•   Use direct verbs 
Direct verbs have nothing between the subject and the object except the verb (apart from maybe 
the definite or indefinite article - the/a/an). 

For example… She helped the old man to his feet. He kissed the frog. The rain drenched her to 
her skin.


The effect of working with verbs in this way is that you get a sense of clarity, direction, agency 
and purpose that really pulls both the teller and listeners into the action of the story.
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Clarity as a way to Complexity 
Clarity of intervention allows ambiguity to emerge. It’s not about getting it right. It’s about making 
a clear and definite intervention in a complex system (the story) and noticing what effects emerge. 

Clarity implies awareness of what you’re doing and how you are doing it and allows an open 
attention of how you are working with the material which, in turn, allows complexity and surprises 
to emerge. This helps us to work towards a telling that is unique, spontaneous and authentic.


Embodiment 
When we are telling we have the choice about how much we embody what we are doing. When 
you first start working specifically with action I usually suggest working with the maximum amount 
of embodiment. So, lots of sword wielding, leaping on horses, over the top witchy cauldron 
stirring. Really ham it up and have some fun and then start to play with reducing the level of 
embodiment to find what works for you. Occasionally zero embodiment can be an interesting 
option.


Try this 
Once you have a good feeling for action work with a friend to vary the intensity of your action 
telling. You can use a small-medium-large system with only three levels or a more complex 
system with ten gradations from ‘barely visible’ to ‘totally over the top’.


Now try this 
This exercise is a lot of fun. Switch between Description and Action. You can do this on your own 
but it is a lot more fun with others. One of you tells for a given period of time (keep it short!) and 
one of those listening says ‘action’ at any point and another ‘description’. All you have to do is 
change according to the whim of the other people. It’s not about getting right but putting yourself 
playfully in difficult circumstances and seeing how your creativity comes up with great results. As 
with the visualisation exercise that we looked at for Description, giving responsibility to  someone 
else for the simple decision of when to change mode gives you, the teller, free rein to work on 
how you tell, which is the really interesting and fun bit.




About Practice 
For many years I would practice my stories by telling them. This works and you should definitely 
do it. However by having a number of telling tools and using them rigorously it is possible to have 
deeper and more subtle effects on the story and your telling of it. 


Paradoxically one of the most useful tools in storytelling practice is to break its spell on us. While 
preparing material I have often found myself sucked into the story and am no longer conscious of 
how I am dealing with the material and any changes or improvements feel rather random. 
However, by stepping away from the story and approaching it with a specific tool (in this case 
looking at action) I am obliged to take my attention away from the story and onto my treatment of 
it. This makes me slow down and gives me the liberty to break the sequential order and repeat 
sections to see how the same action can be played in different ways and discover what I find 
satisfying. The story you are working on really wants you to tell it and the temptation is to leap 
right in and do just (and only) that. This works but only up to a point. It is much more fruitful to 
play hard to get and earn the story’s respect by not rushing to do the next obvious thing. Sticking 
to one mode, such as action, and working against the story’s natural-seeming momentum will 
lead you into a much more articulate, real and authentic.


I first came across the division of telling into action and description modes when Ben Haggerty 
came to one of the Bleddfa Week of Storytelling workshops. It has since become a core element 
of my telling and teaching practice and we’ll be looking at more storytelling modes in future 
newsletters.
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