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Anyone can tell a story and tell it well. We do it socially all the time and many of the techniques 
that work well in formal storytelling situations are embedded in our social storytelling where the 
appeal of the story is such that we are pulled into the material to the extent that we are not aware 
of how it is done - perhaps the hallmark of any artform done well.


And what are these hidden skills? Well, the clearly articulated difference between action, descrip-
tion, dialogue, information and comment for a start. And then there’s the ability to regulate the 
degree of physical embodiment we use, the incorporation of character, the complexity of gaze 
and interaction with the audience to name but a few things - and in our social storytelling we  
don’t even know we are doing it! 


However once we try to work on material that is not social, not part of our direct experience or 
family or community history things become more complicated and we are faced with the central 
problem of the contemporary storyteller “How do I get material that is outside myself, inside my-
self so I can tell with authenticity and conviction?”. In order to start to answer that question it is 
important to become conscious of the social storytelling skills in order to reapply them to this new 
material. 


The Material 
There are many varied methods of doing this and for this article I just want to look at how the job 
can be done when working with mythic material, specifically the Mabinogion, a collection of 
Welsh stories probably first written down sometime in the twelfth or thirteenth century. The mater-
ial represents part of the repertoire of the ‘cyfarwydd’ or medieval court storyteller and the style of 
the stories clearly demonstrates their oral origins. The stories are divided into those that bear the 
echoes of pre-history (the Four Branches of the Mabinogi and Culhwch and Olwen) and the Four 
Romances which have a more medieval flavour and here I will be concentrating on the earlier ma-
terial, specifically the Fourth Branch of the Mabinogi in the form of the show Dreaming the Night 
Field, developed and toured with Adverse Camber productions.


In this story we have an intense mix of magic, transformation, trickery, war, rape, devotion, and 
nurturing without much context or orientation and at first meeting the stories are challenging in 
their form because we are not the intended audience and do not have the mindset or cultural ref-
erences of medieval Welsh courtly society. We are not given the benefit of a clear linear narrative 
but have to cope with plot holes, seemingly random magical events and untold back stories. But 
still the stories pull us in and invite us outside the lines of the books they are written in into a wider 
weave of landscape and parallel texts.


Storied Landscape 
Treated as a self-contained narrative the stories can appear disconcerting and disorientating but 
looking more closely at the text there are clear signposts into the actual, living landscape of Wales 
that can help root and focus our attention as we grapple with the material. Many Welsh traditional 
stories have a direct and intimate connection with specific landscapes and none more than the 
Fourth Branch where there are a number of locations that you can visit today that are not that dif-
ferent to how they would have been when the stories were being told by the ‘cyfarwyddiaid’ of the 
Welsh court. The locations are too many to mention here but amongst them there is Llech Ronw 
(the stone of Gronw) behind which the character Gronw Pebr hid to shelter from the spear blow of 
the enraged Lleu Llaw Gyffes at the end of the story. Incredibly the stone was discovered only just 
over twenty years ago in the area where the story happened. It is surrounded by three smallhold-
ings whose names still bear witness to the spear blow and the man who was killed. 


Standing in front of the stone is a strange and wonderful experience with the frisson that the story 
actually happened here, however it has none of the feel of a crime scene or a simple piece of 
evidence. There is a constellation of stone, river, hole and the surrounding smallholdings whose 
names form a dynamic weave around the stone so that we seem to step out of the linearity of 
event time into a wider weave. Wide indeed when you consider that several of the characters in 
this story are linked with specific constellations and that some of the back stories also connect us 
with Annwn, the Welsh otherworld, lying in a parallel layer of reality ‘under’ ours.




Making the Show 
Actually making the piece started with a joint commitment to work on this material and a joint ex-
pression as a group and individuals of what made us want to tell it. Then we assembled the ma-
terial, visited the sites, collected parallel texts, music and songs and wrestled with the question of 
scenography. We got other artists involved to help us with vocal improvisation and deepen our 
contact with story and location and spent time in residence in the Felin Uchaf centre in North 
Wales and gradually started showing our work to critical friends and communities of practice until 
we were ready for our preview at Beyond the Border 2016 and premiere at Aberystwyth the fol-
lowing Spring. The work was communal and shared, each of us focusing on our specialism but 
deliberately stepping out of our comfort zones to find new areas of learning and nudging one an-
other out of our habitual patterns and safety zones.


The work of turning narrative into embodied experience so that we can tell with authenticity and 
spontaneity is one that individual storytellers do in their own ways but I use a combination of all 
those elements that are hidden in plain site in social telling plus a few others that I have picked up 
along the way, adapted from practitioners I admire and my time at the 3rd Labo experimental 
storytelling group at La Maison du Conte in Paris. 


If I was going to give anyone embarking on a project with similar material a piece of advice I 
would say “Resist the temptation to rush in and fix things.” This will always give you a result that 
may look ‘ok’ but will never be really inspiring, surprising or real. Instead make clear, articulate in-
terventions in the material and the process using the tools at your disposal  - and only one at a 
time. The work is complex enough already and if we make our way in with clarity and an open 
mind our attention will seep in to the material and we will soon start to resonate with its complex-
ity rather than merely illustrate it. The clunkiness that you are trying to fix is just part of the creat-
ive process and will soon disappear. Believe me, audiences will thank you for this.


Scenography 
This was the first time we had worked with scenography in any really meaningful way and was 
one of the biggest and most satisfying challenges of making the piece. We decided against using 
a backdrop and wanted to use something more dynamic and after a lot of experimentation and 
collaboration with our designer we decided to use sticks that could take on a number of configur-
ations during the show. We attempted to avoid illustration but wanted to change the dynamic on 
stage to allow the audience to see new shapes and make more associations. 


Projection of meaning, feeling and intention onto and into the performance environment is com-
mon in storywalks where nature seems to uncannily participate in the telling and we wanted to 
bring the same phenomenon into our building based work. We were particularly concerned to 
avoid privileging the performance space over and above the auditorium as, for us, it is important 
that the audience and ourselves share the same space, as we would on a storywalk. To achieve 
this we are present as ourselves as the audience comes in and the musicians sing, as themselves, 
before the lighting state goes into show mode. As the audience enters about half the sticks are in 
the auditorium and are moved into the space as the show opens.


Contemporary intrusions. 
We are also part of the process. Culturally and personally we bring things into the room and we 
are affected by the material and enter into a creative resonance with it. Our own impressions of 
the site and the details of what we saw are woven into the introduction of the piece and even 
things that seem, at first sight, to clash with the story, like the nuclear power station that domin-
ates the view from Tomen y Mur, site of much of the action in the Fourth Branch, become presci-
ent and resonant when we remember the undoable nature of the dangerous magic employed in 
the story. A premeditated rape is an essential part of the development of the plot and a cascade 
of events that make up the first half of the show. In the story the victim has a few words of dia-
logue with the king before justice is administered but we wanted to pay more attention to this 
moment and worked on presenting this using an adapted section of the Stanford sexual assault 
victim statement. This was a bold decision and had to be worked on so that it felt true, appropri-
ate  and strong enough.




Performing the Show 
Improvisation is a central part of what we do. Yes, the same things happen to the same people in 
the same order each time and the same songs are sung but within that framework we are always 
looking for how it is going to be different tonight. The lack of script means that the precise verbal 
form and emphasis of presentation is different for each audience and the music and singing also 
have a corresponding intuitive and spontaneous responsiveness. Even our technician is deftly 
tweaking lights and sound as we go along.


A lot of planning and preparation has gone into the moment of being ready to go on stage and 
once we are in front of the audience it is the time to trust that the planning has been done prop-
erly, trust that we are ready and that this particular show will work into a version that resonates 
and sings with the space and the audience and trust that the material will, once again, weave its 
spell over those who tell and those who listen.
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