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“STORIES ARE THE CREATIVE CONVERSION OF LIFE ITSELF INTO A MORE
POWERFUL, CLEARER, MORE MEANINGFUL EXPERIENCE. THEY ARE THE
CURRENCY OF HUMAN CONTACT.”
- Robert McKee

“THE STORYTELLER’S CREED... I BELIEVE THAT IMAGINATION IS STRONGER THAN KNOWLEDGE, THAT MYTH IS MORE POTENT THAN HISTORY,
THAT DREAMS ARE MORE POWERFUL THAN FACTS, THAT HOPE ALWAYS
TRIUMPHS OVER EXPERIENCE, THAT LAUGHTER IS THE ONLY CURE FOR
GRIEF, AND I BELIEVE THAT LOVE IS STRONGER THAN DEATH.”
- Robert Fulghum

“THOSE WHO DO NOT HAVE POWER OVER THE STORY THAT DOMINATES
THEIR LIVES, THE POWER TO RETELL IT, RETHINK IT, DECONSTRUCT IT,
JOKE ABOUT IT, AND CHANGE IT AS TIMES CHANGE, TRULY ARE POWERLESS, BECAUSE THEY CANNOT THINK NEW THOUGHTS.”
- Salman Rushdie
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“...FOR THE STORY TO TRANSFORM, ONE HAS TO FIRST BE IN TOUCH
WITH THE STORY ONE IS TELLING ONESELF AND LIVING FROM. THUS
BEGAN A LONG AND DEEP ENGAGEMENT WITH THE POWER OF STORY
AND STORYTELLING … AND EVENTUALLY, THE POWER OF ALLOWING
THE STORIES TO DROP AWAY IN ORDER TO STEP INTO A FIELD OF ALL
POSSIBILITY...”

EDITOR’S NOTE

SHAHANA DATTAGUPTA
Shirin Subhani and Shahana Dattagupta were inspired to become curators of stories of courageous creativity after experiencing firsthand, the transformative power of creative thinking and
expression that involve emotional risk and personal vulnerability in a collective forum. More about
Shirin and Shahana: www.flyingchickadee.com/about.html
And connect with us on Facebook/flying chickadee.
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EDITOR’S NOTE
Dear Reader,
We all love stories! And we’re always telling stories all the time – each time we speak up to share, even when we think
we’re reporting “objectively” on an event or proposing a plan or a project or a theory.
It wasn’t until I discovered, however, that the story I tell (internally and externally, but even more so the former) creates
my reality that I began to understand the true power of story! And immediately with this, came the realization that for the
story to transform, one has to first be in touch with the story one is telling oneself and living from. Thus began a long and
deep engagement with the power of story and storytelling … and eventually, the power of allowing the stories to drop
away in order to step into a field of all possibility, into uncertainty...
Flying Chickadee is founded on the very idea of uncovering, transforming and ultimately, editing down, shedding or
“giving away” stories. Courageous Creativity is one platform in service of that endeavor – of sharing stories of courage,
creativity and change that people have personally uncovered in their lives. So, time and again, we come back to the
endeavor of storytelling. This time, we present to you, people from all over the world for whom storytelling is the vocation
underneath their “profession” – employed in service of connecting, healing, transforming and creating.
From our featured contributor Jim Brulé, we learn about being a maggid – a cross between a storyteller, actor, griot,
preacher, therapist and spiritual guide – who co-shapes the story’s path in realtime even as it unfolds! Anne Davis Basting and Pie Corbett blow us away with the work they are doing with elders with dementia and children, respectively, one
using theater and the other art, to spark imagination and connection. Poet and Word Coach Carol Burnes, does the same
with people of all ages and stages of writing, performing and presenting. Brian Andreas’s visual art tells stories that come
out of repeatedly remembering and finding Love, and in an interview with StoryCo founders Pallavi Garg and Tirthankar
Dash, we learn how they serve others in finding meaning, purpose and agency through the uncovering of their personal
stories. This issue would be incomplete without the two wise little storytellers in our lives – Shirin’s sons Aadit and Arnav
– who share why they love stories. And finally, everything is tied together with images from photographer Vidyuth Singh,
who has come to understand storytelling as a unique “apparatus for transmission,” with himself as a messenger.
Perhaps 2015 will bring (through) you a new story!
Shahana

FINDING CONNECTIONS IN IMAGINATION
ANNE DAVIS BASTING

Anne is a Professor of Theatre at University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee where she teaches courses
on storytelling and community-engaged arts practices. She is the founder of TimeSlips Creative
Storytelling (timeslips.org) and author of two books, including Forget Memory: Creating Better
Lives for People with Dementia. You can contact her at basting@uwm.edu, and learn more about
TimeSlips at www.timeslips.org

6

“THE PLAYFULNESS AT THE ROOT OF THE TIMESLIPS IMPROVISATIONAL STORYTELLING TECHNIQUE CAN TEACH US TO FOCUS ON
THE PERSON WITH DEMENTIA – TO RECOGNIZE THEIR CAPACITY FOR
GROWTH, MEANING, ENGAGEMENT, AND PERHAPS MOST IMPORTANTLY, THEIR ABILITY TO TEACH US VALUABLE LESSONS ABOUT LIFE.”

FINDING CONNECTIONS IN IMAGINATION
The Golden Guitar
Portia is playing the guitar and singing! No one is listening. She is serenading herself and the
birds. She is in a park in Mount Wilson. There are a lot of trees and leaves. It’s autumn. She
is singing “The Falling Leaves.” Everybody sings, “The Autumn leaves drift past my window,
the autumn leaves of red and gold.” Portia lives there. It’s her sanctuary. She is looking at her
guitar because she is seeing bubbles coming from her guitar. She is hoping to record a longplaying CD. She is worried whether her guitar will keep working. Maybe somebody comes to
teach her to play the guitar. The birds come down and join her. She throws her guitar on the
ground because it won’t work properly. She jumps on it. She feels sad. She goes there to play
guitar and she is waiting for her boyfriend. You can see her friend’s reflection in the guitar. Her
friend steps out of the guitar. She is a fairy godmother who fixes the guitar and everything is
happy again.
This story was created by Mena, Mary, Win and Elvira in the Calvary Rehabilitation Ward on 29 July 2013.
In 1996, I began volunteering on a locked “Alzheimer’s wing” of a nursing home. I had been writing extensively about the
power of theatre to transform the way we perform aging (or “act our age”), and I wanted to test these ideas with people
with profound disabilities. Could theatre have the same transformative effect with people with the symptoms of Alzheimer’s
disease?
After many failed attempts with reminiscence exercises, I shifted toward “making it up” together. This shift toward the
imagination had a sudden and profound impact. My little group went from very little talking or eye contact to laughing,
singing, and communicating in any and every way we could.

“COULD THEATRE HAVE THE SAME TRANSFORMATIVE EFFECT WITH
PEOPLE WITH THE SYMPTOMS OF ALZHEIMER’S DISEASE? AFTER MANY
FAILED ATTEMPTS WITH REMINISCENCE EXERCISES, I SHIFTED TOWARD
‘MAKING IT UP’ TOGETHER. THIS SHIFT TOWARD THE IMAGINATION HAD A
SUDDEN AND PROFOUND IMPACT.”

ANNE DAVIS BASTING
The power of improvisation with people with memory loss was made very clear in those first storytelling circles.
Rather than quizzing someone about what they remember, improvisational storytelling created a common ground
of imagination. When people felt safe to experiment with communication, they were able to express themselves
in new ways and connect with each other. Isolated islands became connected archipelagoes.
Over several years, I worked with care providers and people with memory loss to ritualize this imagination-based
storytelling process until it was clear, concise, and easily replicable. That is how TimeSlips was formed.
TimeSlips exemplifies a participatory approach to creativity. It invites the person with memory loss to be author
of their own imagination. Facilitators are taught to ask open-ended questions based on a prompt (an object, a
question, a song, or most commonly, an image), questions that invite imagination, rather than dictates or guide
it. All responses are echoed by facilitators to demonstrate that they are truly hearing every component of the
storyteller’s answer – tone, emotion, pitch, word, gesture, and facial expression. Facilitators also write down all
responses and read them back as the story builds. A simple approach with considerable impact on all those
involved in the process.
As we offered TimeSlips in various care settings, word of mouth grew quickly.
Roger’s wife had seen a news story about a new storytelling program at Milwaukee day center and quickly called
to see if they had a spot for him. They did, and she brought him in– driving over an hour to get there. Roger
had been a postal carrier – enchanting his family and the residents of his delivery route with stories and jokes
for years. By the time his growing symptoms led to a diagnosis of dementia, he had practically stopped talking
altogether.
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“RATHER THAN QUIZZING SOMEONE ABOUT WHAT THEY REMEMBER, IMPROVISATIONAL STORYTELLING CREATED A COMMON
GROUND OF IMAGINATION. WHEN PEOPLE FELT SAFE TO EXPERIMENT WITH COMMUNICATION, THEY WERE ABLE TO EXPRESS
THEMSELVES IN NEW WAYS AND CONNECT WITH EACH OTHER.”

FINDING CONNECTIONS IN IMAGINATION
On Thursdays however, when he joined the storytelling group, he started to open up again, adding jokes, names,
quips and votes of confidence in the answers of other participants. “That was terrific!” he told Irma when she gave a
particularly witty contribution to the story. He was the life of the story nearly every week.
At the end of our project, we held a celebration in which we read stories and presented hand-made books of stories
to the storytellers and their family and friends. Roger grabbed my arm before the reading was to begin. “You know
why this works?” he asked me with a sense of urgency. “Why, Roger?” “It ain’t cheap.” His meaning was clear. We
took the storytellers seriously. We valued them and their answers. When we handed him the book, which had been
lovingly designed by one of our art students, he turned away his head to wipe his eyes.
Since those early days, the TimeSlips team has created in-person and online trainings to bring the method into the
hands of all those who wrap care around a person with memory loss – including family members, friends, spiritual
leaders, professional caregivers, and students – the next generation of caregivers. In 2011, we created free, webbased interactive storytelling software that enables people to do creative storytelling wherever they live. Over 100
images and questions lead to story pages with open-ended questions that guide visitors through story making.
Storytellers can tell a story themselves, write one as a group, or invite a friend via email to tell it with them. Visitors
can read and be inspired by thousands of stories from around the world.
TimeSlips has also collaborated with a variety of artists to create works based on TimeSlips stories that inspire the
general public to think differently about dementia – to consider and mine the strengths that remain. Our goal is to
make TimeSlips, and the open-ended, person-centered improvisational approach it entails, a standard approach to
caring for and living with people with memory loss. Rather than focus solely on the losses of dementia (and there are
many), TimeSlips invites us to find, share, and build on each other’s strengths to make the present moment deeply
meaningful.

“TIMESLIPS EXEMPLIFIES A PARTICIPATORY APPROACH TO CREATIVITY.
IT INVITES THE PERSON WITH MEMORY LOSS TO BE AUTHOR OF THEIR
OWN IMAGINATION.”

ANNE DAVIS BASTING
At one training session in Saint Paul several years ago, a live web feed of my demonstration session was
screened in the training room where nearly 100 people were gathered. A staff member of the nursing unit arranged the storytellers in a semi-circle and then helped me by echoing some of the answers that I couldn’t hear
from across the circle.
The magic of improvisation flowered yet again – the storytellers were laughing and responding with ease as
they wove a fantastic story. When I met with the trainees, I asked them to tell me what they observed and what
questions they had. One person asked “How do you choose who should participate?” Before I could answer, the
staff member who had helped said “Can I answer that? Pick the names out of a hat.” She explained that she was
embarrassed that before the session she had assumed that some of the people in the group were “too far gone”
to participate and that she didn’t expect anything from the session. “But instead, they were the leaders of the
whole group,” she said, with a tone of astonishment. “I will never look at them in the same way again.”
Over the past 15 years, TimeSlips has touched the lives of thousands of people with memory loss. These easy
to learn approaches have no side effects and existing data suggests that they have a positive impact on improving the entire 360 degree circle of care surrounding the person with dementia, from students, family caregivers,
audience members, staff, and of course, the people with dementia themselves. No pill can do that.
The playfulness at the root of the TimeSlips improvisational storytelling technique can teach us to focus on the
person with dementia – to recognize their capacity for growth, meaning, engagement, and perhaps most importantly, their ability to teach us valuable lessons about life.
In my many years of working in improvisation with people with dementia, I have found a treasured way to be in
the company of people no matter their age or ability. I’m enormously grateful to all those with dementia who’ve
taught me the magic that can happen when you are fully present in the moment.
***Learn more about TimeSlips at www.timeslips.org
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“RATHER THAN FOCUS SOLELY ON THE LOSSES OF DEMENTIA (AND
THERE ARE MANY), TIMESLIPS INVITES US TO FIND, SHARE, AND
BUILD ON EACH OTHER’S STRENGTHS TO MAKE THE PRESENT MOMENT DEEPLY MEANINGFUL.”

“LIKE ME, MY OLD HORSE BREAKS FENCE
WILL NOT BE SHUT IN NOT MATTER HOW BIG THE FIELD
PREFERRING TO WANDER LOOSE
AND FOLLOW HER NOSE
IN SEARCH ALWAYS OF NEW GREEN.”

IN THE END (AND OTHER POEMS)
CAROL BURNES

Word coach Carol Burnes is a poet and storyteller who works with all ages and stages of writers, performers and presenters. She leads them to find their voices and express their truth in
technical, business and creative pieces, both written and spoken. Drawing on a unique variety
of disciplines, she brings creative practices to the business of writing. With three books to
her credit, Burnes has an international reputation as a performance poet and storyteller; her
one-woman show “Suddenly Single,” winning mention in the London Times, has been well
received on both sides of the Atlantic. She coaches and offers workshops in the US, England,
Europe, Australia and New Zealand. She can be reached at: carolburnes@tamingwords.com

IN THE END

Are you like this wine I drink
glass by glass, draining the bottle down?
Shall I savor you slowly
drink you in breathing deeply
the bouquet rolling over my tongue
tingling fingertips
weighing me down –
so that by the time you run out
I will be weary
so weary of the strong rich taste
on my tongue, behind my eyes
the glow hanging heavy as clouds,
thick lids tugging down
my hands grown slow, clumsy
tired of all this holding, and
the quickening again and again
like distant thunder’s roll;
then sleeping, will I slowly spin you
to a dream that fades
to smooth velvet darkness
where lightning has been fades, and by morning is gone?
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FENCES

Like me, my old horse breaks fence
Will not be shut in not matter how big the field
Preferring to wander loose
And follow her nose
In search always of new green.
No one knows where she runs
Nor the places she stops
To feel the wind and
Take in sun.
Sometimes, wild-eyed, she gallops up the hill
As though leaving forever:
But always, finally, she bends back home
To the old familiar stall
The same sweet hay.

COCKTAIL PARTY
He moved his foot, she lit her cigarette,
she lit her cigarette, he moved his foot.
His foot moved, her cigarette lit,
her cigarette, his foot.
He moved, she lit
and no one noticed:
already he knew her touch
and she the star of his need.
Introduced, they spoke brief conversation
politely between them,
bubbles floating,
turning, gone.
All night swirled
apart by the party,
careful eyes never met,
never lingered, but
swept each other like beacons.
Someone introduced them again
and she, keeping
hands to herself
neatly laced,
loosened them only
to reach for the cigarette
he offered.
He moved his foot
and as he moved,
she lit.
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A MAGGID

JIM BRULÉ

Jim is a transformational storyteller, computer scientist, psychologist, entrepreneur, organizational
consultant. The author of two books on artificial intelligence and the way that experts think, Jim
has worked with hospitals, universities, the Air Force, pharmaceutical companies, supercollider
sites, telephone and power utilities, and doctors’ practices, to name a few. He currently performs
and teaches transformational storytelling around the country. Read more about Jim at http://
inspirationalstorytelling.com/ and connect with him at jimbrule@gmail.com

“BEYOND ALL THAT, A MAGGID MUST CRAFT STORIES DYNAMICALLY
WITH HIS OR HER AUDIENCE, WHO ARE REALLY PARTNERS IN THE
CREATIVE PROCESS, WITHOUT REVEALING THE WAYS IN WHICH THEY
ARE SHAPING THE STORY.”

JIM BRULÉ
When I was twelve years old, I ran headfirst into the power of story.
We had just moved to the Philippines from upstate New York, where we would live for the next year and a half.
The island next to ours was the one where Magellan had been killed by savages in his heroic attempt to sail
around the world. Or so the story I had always heard went…
Filipinos tell a very different story. When Magellan, only the latest in a long series of foreign traders, came to
visit Mactan, the chief - Lapu Lapu - greeted him warmly. This foreigner was strange, even for a foreigner, but
nonetheless Lapu Lapu and his people made him feel welcome.
For example, Magellan told them they were now all Catholics. “Fine,” Lapu Lapu told him, knowing he would
never see him again. And, Magellan added, they were now all subjects of the Queen of Spain. “Fine” was the
reply - what were the chances he would ever be back?
And, as subjects, Magellan let them know he would be back the following year to collect taxes.
And so, Lapu Lapu killed him. And became a revered hero throughout the Philippines for defeating the foreign
invaders.
Imagine hearing this with the ears of a twelve-year-old, one whose view of the world was only informed by his
life in upstate New York! It turned my world upside down, and was my first lesson in the power of story.
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“IMAGINE HEARING THIS WITH THE EARS OF A TWELVE-YEAR-OLD,
ONE WHOSE VIEW OF THE WORLD WAS ONLY INFORMED BY HIS
LIFE IN UPSTATE NEW YORK! IT TURNED MY WORLD UPSIDE DOWN,
AND WAS MY FIRST LESSON IN THE POWER OF STORY.”

A MAGGID
Many years later, I had begun my first career as a family therapist, using clinical hypnosis to spark transformations in those I was trying to help. One afternoon, I was meeting with a teenage girl who had suffered more
tragedies and traumas in her short life than many ever see. She was profoundly sad, and in constant danger of
being overwhelmed by that sadness.
I decided to use a standard technique to help her gain power over her feelings. I would first have her imagine a
number of objects, each of which was associated with a particular emotion. In this imaginary world that I wove
for her, she would feel each object’s emotion more intensely as she drew closer to it, and then she would “put it
away” in a closet, so that the particular emotion could subside, demonstrating viscerally that she could control
those strong feelings.
Normally, the first object is something comforting, like a teddy bear. But this time, I was sloppy. I forgot to be
specific, and simply had her imagine an object on the floor in front of her, and encouraged her to feel all warm
and fuzzy as she approached it. As she dutifully did so, she suddenly burst out laughing. Confused, I asked her
what was going on?
“It’s a watermelon!” she giggled.
Drat. “OK, pick it up, carry it to the closet, and put it away. Then let’s try a different object.”
Eager to do well, she quickly put the imaginary watermelon in the imaginary closet and waited for the next round.
This time, I was explicit - a teddy bear waited for her!
Everything was going according to plan. She grew visibly more relaxed, softer, as she picked it up in her mind,
and then per routine carried it to the “closet.” As soon as she opened the door, though, she burst out laughing
again.

“AND IT PROVIDED EXACTLY WHAT SHE NEEDED - THE ABILITY TO
LAUGH, ABSENT FOR SO LONG. HER SPIRIT HAD SEIZED ON THE AMBIGUITY OF MY STORY AND TRANSFORMED IT INTO THE NARRATIVE
SHE REQUIRED - THE PATH BACK TO LAUGHTER.”

JIM BRULÉ
“What now?” I asked, unable to conceal my irritation.
“The watermelon! It’s still there!”
Of course it was. And it provided exactly what she needed - the ability to laugh, absent for so long. Her spirit
had seized on the ambiguity of my story and transformed it into the narrative she required - the path back to
laughter.
That was over three decades ago, but it still reminds me of the power of story, and the role that ambiguity
plays within a crafted story. Stories must have “spaces” in the narrative so that the listeners can craft their own
“fillers” - texture and substance that will speak deeply to them, addressing their own hopes, fears, joys and
despairs.
I truly learned the power of transformation in story when after years of study, I became a maggid. A title unfamiliar to most, a maggid is kind of a cross between a storyteller, actor, griot, preacher, therapist and spiritual guide.
For years, I learned mystical stories from the Jewish traditions of spirituality, struggle, and healing.
It isn’t enough to learn the plot of the stories, to recite them with the fidelity of a griot, so that their heritage is
not lost. It is necessary, but not sufficient.
It isn’t enough to learn the dramatic skills of an actor, to be able to bring emotions quickly and authentically to
the surface, so the audience can share in them. It is necessary, but not sufficient.
It isn’t enough to know the purpose of the encounter, to have a message to be conveyed through a story with
the passion of a preacher. It is necessary, but not sufficient.
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“A TITLE UNFAMILIAR TO MOST, A MAGGID IS KIND OF A CROSS
BETWEEN A STORYTELLER, ACTOR, GRIOT, PREACHER, THERAPIST
AND SPIRITUAL GUIDE.”

A MAGGID
Beyond all that, a maggid must craft stories dynamically with his or her audience, who are really partners in the
creative process, without revealing the ways in which they are shaping the story. It’s like leading others across a
rich, challenging terrain toward their new home, but allowing the path to bend and twist - and divert! - according
to the unspoken needs of the moment. By being able to sense these invisible forces, a maggid can help others
discover the territory that will be most fertile for them - for their growth and their healing.
I tell a classic story of a couple who are happy, except they are unable to conceive. They consult with a seer, who
sends the man on a quest to another, more powerful seer, where he is reminded of an engagement he broke precipitously years before. If he can obtain the forgiveness of the spurned woman, all will be well. But when he finally
discovers her, she requires that he give all his money to her destitute brother - then, and only then will she know
his repentance is genuine.
After another search, the man finds her destitute brother and tries to fulfill his oath. But the brother refuses the
money, demanding to know why the man took so long to pay the debt. “But it’s been only days!” the man cries.
“Liar! She’s been dead for ten years!”
It’s a dramatic moment, and the pause that I almost always insert lets many questions and thoughts deepen. But
once I told it with a twist: the brother spits out his hatred for his sister, who abandoned him long ago, presumably
as a child.

“IT’S LIKE LEADING OTHERS ACROSS A RICH, CHALLENGING TERRAIN
TOWARD THEIR NEW HOME, BUT ALLOWING THE PATH TO BEND AND
TWIST - AND DIVERT! - ACCORDING TO THE UNSPOKEN NEEDS OF THE
MOMENT. BY BEING ABLE TO SENSE THESE INVISIBLE FORCES, A MAGGID CAN HELP OTHERS DISCOVER THE TERRITORY THAT WILL BE MOST
FERTILE FOR THEM - FOR THEIR GROWTH AND THEIR HEALING.”

JIM BRULÉ
Two men wept as that moment was told. And the story took on a richness that it never had before. Why did I do
that? It wasn’t in the original story, and it certainly hadn’t been planned by me!
The storytellers of southern Africa have a dictum: “You must tell the story that pursues you.” To tell a story in
this way, to be pursued by it, means immersing yourself in a dynamic territory that is simultaneously familiar
and strange, well-known and undiscovered.
At that moment, I was in the story. I knew this about the brother, and so I had to tell it that way. And that knowing came from wells deeper than my conscious mind travels - thank God.
And so I live my life as a maggid, not only telling Jewish stories now, but stories of many faiths and traditions.
I open myself to those deeper wellsprings of truth, but am always careful never to lose my grip on the bucket’s
rope. It has brought me untold blessings, which I strive to share every day.
Come and join me on this wonderful quest!
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“THE STORYTELLERS OF SOUTHERN AFRICA HAVE A DICTUM: ‘YOU
MUST TELL THE STORY THAT PURSUES YOU.’ TO TELL A STORY IN
THIS WAY, TO BE PURSUED BY IT, MEANS IMMERSING YOURSELF IN
A DYNAMIC TERRITORY THAT IS SIMULTANEOUSLY FAMILIAR AND
STRANGE, WELL-KNOWN AND UNDISCOVERED.”

WHY I LIKE STORIES

AADIT AND ARNAV VALLURI
Aadit is eight years old and goes to a school called APL in Seattle. He likes to play with cars,
read books, sing Hindi songs and most of all, he loves to watch Bollywood movies.
Arnav is almost five and loves to tell stories through his art. Most times at home, he can be
found playing with cars, singing, dancing or drawing away!

AADIT VALLURI
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WHY I LIKE STORIES

ARNAV VALLURI
What do you see? A bunch of
scribbles? Look closer! Can you see
the ship, the two guys, one rescuing
the other with a rope? Can you spot
the artist’s signature?
Arnav makes a minimum of 10 such
picture stories every day and is
completely lost in his world of paper
and color and lines while he is drawing. His scribbles make perfect sense
to him; he tells his mother the most
wonderful stories while she quietly
watches his messy squiggles suddenly come alive!
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CULTURAL FABLE

BRIAN ANDREAS

Brian has been telling stories and speaking about creativity & making art for over 37 years now.
Strangely enough, it took him almost that whole time to see what his work is all about. That
every moment is a gift of Love. It feels to him like now is another one of those times we need
to hear that clearly, anew. That Love truly is all there is. His stories have always come out of
remembering and finding Love again in the world.

“BECAUSE THE REAL ART, IN MY MIND, IS HOW YOU CAN TAKE
THE MINIMUM NUMBER OF WORDS AND LEAD SOMEONE BACK
TO THEIR OWN EXPERIENCE.”

BRIAN ANDREAS

Cultural Fable, mixed media
26

CULTURAL FABLE
I was the parent on duty at a homeschooling collective when my boys were younger. We
were supposed to share some of our skills, sort of an ad-hoc show & tell about your work.
I said I was a writer and a storyteller. Two of the older girls were at that age of queen-beeedness where they smirked (a teeny, tiny bit), and said, So, if you’re a storyteller, make up
a story.
This is the story I wrote right there with them. The boys all went coooool. The girls went
Ewwww. I just laughed and laughed inside, because, without knowing it, I had completely
sketched out the playground that my art was taking place in.
Because the real art, in my mind, is how you can take the minimum number of words
and lead someone back to their own experience. It’s one of the highest and best uses of
storytelling in my experience: using a story to give people a new way of looking at their
experience that is much more nuanced than a simplistic Here. This is what it means.
Our own experience doesn’t always open its heart to us right away and I think we can
easily overlook that in our rush to have an answer RIGHT NOW. I had a friend once in
college who told me, I don’t care if it’s wrong. No one else is going to remember that later
anyway. The funny thing is that I still remember that because while other people may
forget we have this irksome habit of remembering in the dead of night those times when
we rushed to a conclusion and someone was hurt. Or in the case of this story-art-piece,
eaten, without ever being seen for who they actually are…

“YOU HAVE TO CARE FOR EACH WORD, AND WORDS ARE SO
CLOSELY LINKED TO OUR THINKING AND BEING THAT WHEN WE
CARE FOR THE WORDS, WE CARE FOR OURSELVES.”

OUT OF ART INTO STORYTELLING

PIE CORBETT

Pie is a storyteller, poet and educational consultant. His work has taken him round the world,
working with schools and teachers. The last 15 years of his life have been devoted to developing talk as central to learning. He is co-founder of the ‘storytelling schools’ movement.
More about ‘talk for writing’ on talk4writing.com, and for more on case studies including
children’s storytelling and writing, see the National Gallery’s website: http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/learning/teachers-and-schools/teaching-english-and-drama/out-of-art/out-of-artinto-storytelling
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OUT OF ART INTO STORYTELLING
Several years ago, I received an interesting invitation. The education officer at the National Gallery in London
at that time, Ali Mawle, approached me to devise and take part in a storytelling project based on some of the
pictures in the gallery.
For many years now, art galleries have provided schools with the opportunity to take guided tours round their galleries; this project would take that one step further. Our aim was to work with primary school teachers, providing
experiential training that would then give them confidence to use great works of art with their classes.
Why start with art? The idea at the heart of this project was that an image would provide every child with a visual
starting point – it is accessible to any child. Beginning to write from a blank page and a blank mind can be tough
going. Good paintings act as a stimulus – there is always something to say – what is happening, what happened
before and what might happen next?
There is something about the richness, depth and power of old paintings that draw children in. With a skilled
guide, such as one of the gallery’s professionals, children can be taught how to engage with an image – how to
look carefully and imagine. Drama makes a painting live – emotions and ideas can be developed and the world,
of the image inhabited. Storytelling allows the imagination to develop from the image into new possibilities. The
painting becomes the spark that fires the imagination.
One of the things that struck us most was the moment when a child realized that the National Gallery was owned
by the state. “Do you mean that I can bring my Mum and Dad here? For free?” There was an audible gasp at the
answer, “Yes.” “Wow, it’s really ours. We sort of own it?” Perhaps for the first time, the children had an insight into
what we can achieve collectively and, that many of us believe that art matters.
My role in the project was to work on storytelling as a precursor to children writing. I began by working with
the teachers as writers. We looked at paintings and I showed the teachers how to write short poems that either
described the image or used the image as an imaginative springboard into playful writing.

“WHY START WITH ART? THE IDEA AT THE HEART OF THIS PROJECT
WAS THAT AN IMAGE WOULD PROVIDE EVERY CHILD WITH A VISUAL
STARTING POINT – IT IS ACCESSIBLE TO ANY CHILD.”

PIE CORBETT
To write playful list poems, we explored how to use a simple opening phrase such as – in this image/ in this
painting/ in this idea/ in this moment/ in this creation/ in this imaginative world, etc. All the writer then has to
do is to make a list of intriguing details and bring them alive, so that the image becomes an imaginative springboard. This example is based on a surreal painting:
In this other world –
Corn sprouts from the earth’s skull,
A cello rests its tune
By a bedstead of golden dreams,
Grains of time slip by,
As distant towers pollute the skies,
Stars glitter in the sunlight
Like diamonds beside
A shattered face …
When trying to describe what is in a painting, it helps to make a list of the key details that can be seen. In the
painting of an owl, you might see – the head, eyes, beak, legs, feathers and wings.
The writer stares carefully at each detail and writes descriptively, trying to capture the essence of the image:
Rain-soaked,
the tawny owl waits;
head up, fed up.
Its eyes are dead planets,
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“I BEGAN BY WORKING WITH THE TEACHERS AS WRITERS. WE
LOOKED AT PAINTINGS AND I SHOWED THE TEACHERS HOW TO
WRITE SHORT POEMS THAT EITHER DESCRIBED THE IMAGE OR
USED THE IMAGE AS AN IMAGINATIVE SPRINGBOARD INTO PLAYFUL WRITING.”

OUT OF ART INTO STORYTELLING
the thin beak curved like a coin.
Cold legs in furry tights
and talons that grip the stone wall.
Ruffling its freckled feathers,
the owl scowls,
dangling its damaged wing;
out to dry its damp sighs.
One of the things that struck us most was the moment when a child realized that the National Gallery was owned
by the state. “Do you mean that I can bring my Mum and Dad here? For free?” There was an audible gasp at the
answer, “Yes.” “Wow, it’s really ours. We sort of own it?” Perhaps for the first time, the children had an insight into
what we can achieve collectively and that many of us believe that art matters.
This sort of writing is ideal for younger children because it is short-burst and focuses on generating fresh ideas
and words before crafting them into a pleasing shape.
We looked at key paintings that related to well-known tales. For our purpose, we chose three key paintings ‘Bacchus and Ariadne’, ‘Perseus turning Phineas into Stone’ and a lesser-known story that is found in the bible,
‘Tobias and the Angel’. Standing in front of that painting, I told the teachers the story of Tobias so that they could
experience the power of a tale told, almost as if they were in the shoes of the children.
Back in the gallery’s classroom, we used story mapping to visually portray the story that I had just told. The maps
helped them retell the tale in their own words. Then I modeled how the teacher could use shared writing (writing
in front of the children) to further finesse the retelling when moving into writing. Writing slows language down so
it can be more consciously crafted.

“THIS SORT OF WRITING IS IDEAL FOR YOUNGER CHILDREN BECAUSE
IT IS SHORT-BURST AND FOCUSES ON GENERATING FRESH IDEAS AND
WORDS BEFORE CRAFTING THEM INTO A PLEASING SHAPE.”

PIE CORBETT
We then moved on to looking at other paintings that were not related to any known story but might be used
as a starting point for creating a new narrative. I showed them how to turn the image into a paragraph almost
as if the painting was a scene from a story – an illustration perhaps. We then decided what scene might have
happened before and after. In this way, three part stories began to develop. The teachers had 3 key scenes –
the next step was to stretch the tale further and find out what else had occurred. They drew their 3 scenes as a
story map and decide where the scenes occurred in the bigger picture of a story – was this the beginning, the
middle or the end?
Once they had drawn and retold in pairs, refined their retelling, everyone had their own fresh story that had
been retold orally and could be shaped into a written piece, as desired.
As we started working with children and their stories developed and came into being, seemingly out of nowhere,
I could see that we had opened up the possibilities. All we had to do was to reach out and a story began to attach itself. Every so often a child would find a metaphor, an idea that attaches itself so deeply for it is concerned
with their own life.
For me, the link between the image and the words became crystallized. I realized that the paintings were catalysts to the imagination but for the images to work their deep magic, time was needed so that the children knew
how to look, how to enter the artist’s imaginative world, how to make something out of the possibilities that
were offered. Again and again, there were glimpses of the dormant talent that humans possess.
The first project that we ran ended with teachers coming together to celebrate their work in classrooms. Ali and
the gallery’s team set up an exhibition of children’s work. At the evening launch, one 10 year old pupil told the
story of Perseus and held us all spellbound. The fact that her retelling was in her second language made it all
the more special. Story binds us all together as one human race – we may look different, sound different or live
in different places but everyone loves and needs story.
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“ONCE THEY HAD DRAWN AND RETOLD IN PAIRS, REFINED THEIR
RETELLING, EVERYONE HAD THEIR OWN FRESH STORY THAT HAD
BEEN RETOLD ORALLY AND COULD BE SHAPED INTO A WRITTEN
PIECE, AS DESIRED.”

OUT OF ART INTO STORYTELLING
One interesting point that arose from the project for me was that children love the old masters – the great works
of art from centuries ago still speak powerfully to the modern child whose main visual diet is probably the cartoon
world of TV and computer games. Experiencing art deeply is part of developing the inner world, deepening the
imagination and opening up possibilities.
Working with children is always a salutary experience. They come to the business of creativity with an open mind
- anything is possible. Take this extraordinary poem written by two 10 year old children:
Masterpiece.
As a lemon drenched in sweet plum juice,
Draws down an artist’s eye,
She in the canvas of the afternoon
Sits down in the fruit bowl of simplicity.

In the steeple chase past the white satin,
A bottle of bonza fell upon the fair lemon,
The artist’s brush swept across her heart,
As their eyes met.

Her hands as white as lychee’s flesh
With strawberry tips pressed against the table,
Her body draped in white satin,
Crowds of men.

An upturned glass in plaudits,
The peddler’s peaky face,
Paler than the canvas,
Clamped to his chair.

A pompous orange,
A fruit of great commodity,
A useful thing,
Mouth pouting with lips prized out.

Viscid paint sweeps
across the sleek outer coat of the lemon’s charms,
The satin cloak of men wander off on business,
But the artist’s paintbrush still sweeps
across the canvas of the afternoon.

“WORKING WITH CHILDREN IS ALWAYS A SALUTARY EXPERIENCE.
THEY COME TO THE BUSINESS OF CREATIVITY WITH AN OPEN MIND ANYTHING IS POSSIBLE.”

PIE CORBETT
What are we to make of this extraordinary poem? Such writing is humbling but a reminder of human potential.
Watching poems and stories grow, I realized how the classroom can often be a place where creativity withers.
Taking children beyond the comfort of a classroom takes them into new places. As one boy said to me, ‘I felt like
someone different today’.
At the same time, it is the creative ingredient itself that stops the classroom from being an ordinary place and
transforms it into the most serious of games; a time when we are no longer teacher and pupils but all briefly
suspended in a moment when our minds are liberated, to enter a place beyond a fear of failing; a new world
where words and images stalk out of nowhere and we wander into a territory where we become truly intelligent
and our imaginations stalk the earth.
I remember one of my children seeing a broom for the first time and telling me that it was a giant’s toothbrush!
As we grow older, our language increasingly fossilizes and the deadening hand of cliché makes our speech
formulaic and predictable. But children are different. In a sense, it is a special moment in time when language
is used to bring oneself and the world into being. Each new word is tasted and precious – little ones often just
repeat words to hear and savor their sound.
I remember one of my children seeing a broom for the first time and telling me that it was a giant’s toothbrush!
As we grow older, our language increasingly fossilizes and the deadening hand of cliché makes our speech formulaic and predictable. But children are different. In a sense, it is a special predictable. But children are different. In a sense, it is a special moment in time when language is used to bring oneself and the world into being.
Each new word is tasted and precious – little ones often just repeat words to hear and savor their sound.
Stories and poems are little distillations of humanity and should be cherished. They are a journey which the
reader and writer share, where the reader peeks into part of the writer’s imagination and in doing so, into a part
of their own inner world. And why should all this matter?
Well, in good writing, you have to care for each word, and words are so closely linked to our thinking and being
that when we care for the words, we care for ourselves. A poem says – “Hello world, this is me and this is my
life and my imagination and this is what I experienced.”
© Pie Corbett 2014
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“THE HERO’S JOURNEY DEFINES THE BALANCE BETWEEN SEEKING AND BEING. AT EVERY POINT IN THE JOURNEY ONE IS BALANCED BETWEEN TWO ASPECTS OF SELF - THE ASPECT OF
AWARENESS (BEING) AND THE ASPECT OF PURPOSE (DOING).”

IN DIALOGUE WITH

STORYCO : PALLAVI GARG & TIRTHANKAR DASH
Pallavi serves non-profit organizations and individuals by co-exploring, uncovering and rewriting
organizational / personal stories, so life and action come from a space of meaning and purpose.
Her own storytelling occurs through theater, ceramics, glass art, textural visual art and allegorical
poetry. See more at OnePartArtist.com and write Pallavi at pallavi@story-co.com
Dash is a ‘storycrafter’ -- mining insight, meaning and purpose from within the intersections of
diverse human behaviour and complex data patterns, at the levels of individual, organisation or
greater community. “What makes my life meaningful?” is a question every human must ask, he
says. See more at AskingMyself.com and write Dash at dash@story-co.com

IN DIALOGUE WITH...
Shirin – Hi Pallavi and Tirthankar, thank you so much for joining us at Courageous Creativity!
Dash – Thanks for inviting us into your world.
Shirin – Let’s get started with the story of StoryCo; tell us how it all came about.
Dash – The story of StoryCo. started one day in 2006. I call it my WTF (What the *%&$) day. Probably there had
been a buildup to that day, a long buildup of anxiety and stress. That one day, in Madras, I woke up, looked at the
man in the mirror and it suddenly struck me - the man there was going nowhere with his career, with his health,
with his relationships. I saw a man in denial of himself.
I looked at myself in the mirror asked myself some questions - Who are you? What’s your story? What do you
want to do with your life? What makes you really happy? What kind of job do you really want to do?
…An endless stream of questions but no answers.
Being a guy who leans a lot on data to find answers to questions, I realized I didn’t have much data about myself
to work with. So I gave myself a year to gather data about myself.
And what a journey what was!
…to objectively look at the data stream appearing in front of me. The data was telling me so many things about
myself.
...and that’s how StoryCo. started unofficially - a data analytics project on myself.
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“I LOOKED AT MYSELF IN THE MIRROR ASKED MYSELF SOME QUESTIONS - WHO ARE YOU? WHAT’S YOUR STORY? WHAT DO YOU
WANT TO DO WITH YOUR LIFE? WHAT MAKES YOU REALLY HAPPY?
WHAT KIND OF JOB DO YOU REALLY WANT TO DO?…AN ENDLESS
STREAM OF QUESTIONS BUT NO ANSWERS.”

STORYCO : PALLAVI GARG & TIRTHANKAR DASH
Pallavi – Fast forward to 2012, a year after we reconnected after a long gap of 13 years. While I was exploring a
project for the Creativity Workshop offered by Flying Chickadee (with Shahana facilitating), Dash and I discussed how
we both had relied so heavily on journaling through some of our own struggles. The idea of exploring what makes life
meaningful started to grow as we observed how we were able to support others informally through the use of data
gathering and design-thinking approaches. Over the past three years, we’ve worked with a few people to test out our
ideas and approaches and are now excited to take our work to the next level.
Isn’t it cool how you’ve played a part in our story?!
Shirin – Wow, that is amazing and delightful for us – Thank you! Share more about why you think it is important that
we become ‘self-aware’ of our story.
Dash – I am reminded of this story where a man was riding away on a horse and someone stopped him to askWhere are you going? And he replied - Ask the horse!
Being self-aware is about holding a compass as you hike through a terrain - Imagine being on an amazing and
adventurous hike through the wilderness. At any point you can pull out that compass to know where you are vis-a-vis
where home is.
The other thing about self-awareness is clarity. Life takes us to crossroads all the time, leaving us with riddles and
dilemmas - Should I do this or that, Should I go here or there….and being self-aware helps you navigate those
dilemmas better. You can look at data about yourself, and then make a more informed, objective decision.
Lastly and probably the best reason to be self-aware is to celebrate who you really are. Living your authentic self.
Imagine yourself telling the world - This is who I am. Take it or leave it. That feeling of authenticity is liberating.

“WHAT’S MEANINGFUL TO EACH OF US IS DIFFERENT. AND IT IS ROOTED
IN THE ESSENCE OF WHO WE ARE, WHAT WE STAND FOR. IT IS CRITICAL
TO GET IN TOUCH WITH THIS SIDE OF OURSELVES BEFORE THE ANGST
BUILDS TOO FAR, BEFORE THE DAM BURSTS.”

IN DIALOGUE WITH...
Pallavi – So many of us seem to go through life in semi-automatic mode – the eternal cycle of waking up-going
to work-some social activities-sleep ... and repeat. Not only does this get monotonous over time, it also leads to
an immense build-up of angst and stress.
And this is where the idea of a Meaningful Life comes in. What’s meaningful to each of us is different. And it is
rooted in the essence of who we are, what we stand for. It is critical to get in touch with this side of ourselves before the angst builds too far, before the dam bursts. Just like a business makes plans to address an emergency
before one occurs, finding our own Story can move us from angst and anxiety to awareness and authenticity,
from confusion to clarity, from paralysis to purpose.
Shirin – What are some of the ways in which StoryCo helps people connect with their stories?
Dash – All StoryCo. methods are rooted in the playful introspection and self analysis. It’s essentially a design
thinking process for the self, where you immerse in the data about yourself, dig out patterns from there and fill
maps to know yourself better. More specifically, we use techniques like A) Projective journaling – where introspection is guided through question-answer sessions with yourself
B) Self-ethnography – where active self-observation and recording yields rich data about yourself
C) Referencing - where patterns are derived from this data and from other sources who know us well
D) Storytelling - where narrative processes help you gain insights for yourself to define your own meaning maps
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“ALL STORYCO. METHODS ARE ROOTED IN THE PLAYFUL INTROSPECTION AND SELF ANALYSIS. IT’S ESSENTIALLY A DESIGN THINKING PROCESS FOR THE SELF, WHERE YOU IMMERSE IN THE DATA
ABOUT YOURSELF, DIG OUT PATTERNS FROM THERE AND FILL MAPS
TO KNOW YOURSELF BETTER.”

STORYCO : PALLAVI GARG & TIRTHANKAR DASH
Pallavi – And these techniques can be applied in various settings – from mini-workshops of 2-3 hours, to weekend
retreats, to longer engagements directed at the workplace. With the ‘work’ we do defining a large part of our identity,
it becomes crucial to cultivate workplaces that engage employees meaningfully.
Shirin – It was interesting to read about ‘The Meaning Mind’ on your website, can you please share with our readers?
Dash – Metaphorically speaking, The Meaning Mind is what sits at the point where the yin meets the yang. It is that
source point from where your creative side and your potential side manifest themselves.
A meaning mind is a mind that is peaceful, tranquil, creative and in state of ‘flow’.
Imagine the mind of a music composer composing music, a painter painting, a dancer dancing, a singer singing where one using her highest strengths for a purpose that interests her the most.
Pallavi – And how you get there is by creating your own meaning maps. We think of this ‘Meaning Mind’ being
centered within a mandala made up of four aspects - your inner identity, your passions, your competence and finally,
a goal that you’d like to work towards that benefits more than just yourself. The idea is to take the journey towards
understanding how each of these apply to you and your life, to uncover and get in touch with that authentic, creative
space within and let it loose to express itself.
Shirin – Taking that one step further, do you think there is a balance between chasing the search for meaning and
purpose and simply being?

“METAPHORICALLY SPEAKING, THE MEANING MIND IS WHAT SITS AT THE
POINT WHERE THE YIN MEETS THE YANG. IT IS THAT SOURCE POINT FROM
WHERE YOUR CREATIVE SIDE AND YOUR POTENTIAL SIDE MANIFEST
THEMSELVES.”

IN DIALOGUE WITH...
Dash – If you look around yourself you will find two kinds of people - Livers and Seekers. Livers live life like the
river flows... they do not feel the need to ask questions, to introspect about where they are headed. They live life
as it Is. ‘Being’ in that state is blissful and beautiful. I know many people who are Livers. And they are very happy
in that state.
But some livers, when faced with some fundamental questions or life-changing events, eventually feel the need
to seek some answers. They become Seekers. Buddha, Superman, Jesus….They all became seekers at some
point.
The Hero’s Journey defines the balance between seeking and being. At every point in the journey - one is balanced between two aspects of self - The aspect of Awareness (being) and the aspect of Purpose (doing).
Pallavi – Exactly! It is like riding the bicycle. Once you have learned, you don’t constantly think about whether
you’re tilting left or tilting right, you just ride to get to where you’re going.
So too, once you’re in touch with your Story, there’s no need to keep questioning if you’re ‘simply being’ or chasing or anything else – you follow your heart and keep walking the path you’ve chosen.
This is a journey we’ve both taken, so this is all coming from wanting to share our own experiences. This work
with StoryCo. is the path of meaning for us, and we’d love to be co-travelers with others who wish to explore this
space of ‘a meaningful life’ for themselves.
Shirin – Sometimes, our stories might end up defining us and even limiting us in some ways. What are your
thoughts on ‘giving away your story’ once you have found it?
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“AND HOW YOU GET THERE IS BY CREATING YOUR OWN MEANING
MAPS...[WITH] FOUR ASPECTS - YOUR INNER IDENTITY, YOUR PASSIONS, YOUR COMPETENCE AND FINALLY, A GOAL THAT YOU’D LIKE
TO WORK TOWARDS THAT BENEFITS MORE THAN JUST YOURSELF.”

Dash – The Story is not a point. It is a path. And that’s how we see the Story. When you find your Story, you find your
path, and you can choose your destination without limitations.
Let me tell you a story to explain that better - a child is bored and wants to entertain herself. She finds a ball and
then decides to play with the ball. Finding the ball is one story.
Sometime later, as she is growing up, she sees a bicycle. After seeing the bicycle, she finds the idea of playing with
the ball boring. What does she do? She drops the ball and moves on to play with the bicycle.
And that’s the point of movement, of evolution, of growth and play. We move from one story to another. We move to a
higher path, a more entertaining state of play.
As you look at the universe ballooning infinitely, you will realize how it moves form one story to another. From one
state of play to another. In infinitely limitless ways.
As the universe, so the human.
You don’t have to give away your story. You will find a bicycle and the ball will go away.
Shirin – Lovely! Thank you, and all the very best with the evolving story of StoryCo!

PHOTOGRAPHY
VIDYUTH SINGH

Vidyuth tells stories through photography, graphic design and writing. His professional photo
and design work typically involves tourism and heritage ventures. In both the visual and the
written, he has come to understand storytelling as a unique “apparatus for transmission.” With
no regard to the medium it may be afforded, from a quotidian crack on a bathroom mirror to
the spectacle of a shooting star, everything is already a story waiting, wishing, pushing to be
transmitted. Artists or storytellers are mere messengers. What a thrilling postal service it is!
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