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You don’t repeat stories!

-Peri

So what is it that attracts children to stories? | remember my Ajji telling many stories of fishes. One of it |
still remember is a story of Bangude and Boothai (mackerel and sardine). This is a beautifully woven story
where the newly wed fish couple come out to see and enjoy the village and a lot of things happen.
Different fishes are brought into the story as different characters. | remember my Amma telling the same
story to my daughters and to my surprise new characters were included by my mother. | found that my
daughters too enjoyed this story and asked Amma to tell this story often. Now, | can say that it was not a
very old story since Ajji’s story had patel and someknown caste names. When my mother narrated the
same story to my daughters, police had appeared in the place of patel. This always made me think. This
was an ordinary story, nothing ground breaking appears in this story. What is it that attracts children?
Nothing great happens, no twist and turn, no great imagination . ... It was not boring for me to retell this
story to children of my younger friends. To them it was not boring! So what is it that attracts us to stories
and telling of the stories?

This thought further enhanced when | was visiting the story telling stalls of Kathavana. As | moved from
one stall to the other | found a lot of effort on the part of the story teller to tell the story. They use all
sorts of aids. Their body, voice, properties, color, puppets, and what not? My Ajji, then my Amma, and for
that matter most of the folk story tellers, do not appear to be struggling to tell the story. It is very easy
and unfolds seamlessly without any effort. They hardly use any aids. How is this done? | have no answer
except that story is a part of their personality and life. Now, then the question is how can story become
part and parcel of you and your life? Difficult one to answer. The way the story is said and unfolded looks
like it has not been rote learnt . And it was recalled as and when needed. This looks different. The folk
story tellers are very dynamic and the process of storytelling is very organic. So today it might be different
than yesterday. Today there might be a different twist, a different turn, and new characters are
introduced. Some characters are edited. By and large the frame will be the same. Hence, each day it is a
different story! Each time it is a new story, and created by the story teller based on the mood of the teller
and the listener and the whole context. They do not repeat stories. They tell stories and each time it is
original. And each time it is different.

The other thing that | found in Kathavana, was that the story tellers here were not satisfied till they made
meaning for the children. It could be anythi, things like driving home the value or repeating the learning,
or it could be any other thing. The story tellers are not satisfied till the children repeat! And | see children
hating repetition. They hate the most when they are made to repeat or worst is when the story teller
repeats many times for the child to understand. This is horrible since child has understood the moment
you have uttered the sentence. If it was not understood, any amount of repetition would not help the
child to understand. Something else might help, but not repetition. It makes the situation boring and
miserable. For that matter, if you say that a large tree fell . . . DHUDUM! The child can imagine that, you
don’t need to show a small illustration of a tree falling. You leave the child to imagine and the child will
imagine! The small cut out picture limits the child’s imagination. Hence the aid that we use becomes a
distraction for the child! We do that thinking that this aids the child’s imagination not knowing that it
curtails imagination of the child. Krishna kumar has written about this and there are plenty of studies
around the world on this. Folk story telling has never focussed on values or forced meaning making. Some



of the folk story telling is in the community where everyone will not understand 100% of the story. But,
folk forms have scope for this. They seem to be hinting that you understand as much as you can. You will
understand it later when you can. And the story is in the air for you to pick up.

| was under the impression that story telling with aids was better than plain storytelling till | did an
experiment of storytelling with puppets in 1985. | had 2 stories with a lot of puppets and | went on a Jatha
to primary schools performing the story telling. 3 to 4 shows per day for four and a half months. After
the story telling | used to talk to children. | did different things in these four and a half months. Using lots
of puppets, using less puppets, storytelling with no puppets, and plain story telling. | found children
fascinated even when it was plain storytelling. This has really made me think. | was disturbed by this
observation and struggling for an answer. | had no specific views on this till | read Krishna kumar and other
studies and later during Rohit Dhanker’s workshop on Foundations of Education course. There | found
similar experiences which helped me to understand this phenomenon. Performance you can do if you
want, aids too you can use, but if you wish to help the child to imagine and think, then probably plain
story telling is better than anything else.

| feel our Ajji, our Amma and the folk story tellers, have found this truth of storytelling with trial and error
process. Just story telling without mixing Values or not coating the ‘do’s and don’ts’ with sugar has been
their approach and that is what makes stories listenable and interesting. The studies too say that it is the
element of sincerity and simplicity that ultimately wins. Can we just say stories to our children, interesting
stories, good stories which help them imagine, which help them build their own stories, and then are we
ready to listen? Any story teller will tell you that story telling needs an audience, a listener! With nobody
to listen to you cannot tell a story! Can we at least become good and active listeners to our children? So
that they can create stories to tell, so that they start thinking, so that they create their own stories . . .
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Wish childhood was shorter
-Shilpa

For that clueless child that | was, everything was perfect for most of the childhood. Being guided by
experienced adults, at every step, | never had to worry on what | needed to do next. | was always told
what had to be done, and how.

What and how,

What and how,

That’s how it all went,

My childhood somehow. (wah, wah, wah, kya baath hain. Shukriya)

‘Why’ was never on the horizon and hence did not exist. Every single mistake, every single flaw of mine
were pointed out. Feared doing mistakes and being scolded or punished even before | started to do
anything. | conformed to everything and was in line with my adults. Particularly remember wetting my
uniform in nursery days, every time my class teacher raised her voice. Teacher was clueless as to why and
shared her concern with my adults, who were clueless too. Even today, it is tiring for me to listen to loud
volumes. My first seven years were spent in constant fever and was fed so much antibiotics that my milk
tooth were yellow. Guessing it was fear fever. Remember the cold wave that used to go down my tummy,
every time mother looked at me in anger.

Studies and marks were as simple as a blink, all the way till engineering, because, | was supposed to. And
with a mammoth memory that | had and which | dearly miss now, it was all a cake walk. Am sure, my poor
little brother hated me for this, for he had a memory of a dog and was constantly pointed out for not
studying as well as me. Boy, he was a rebel and totally ‘out of line’. He was my hero, when he broke open
the glass square of our bedroom door and freed us from ropes. Both of us had toppled dad’s scooter while
playing and were tied up with ropes and were not fed for a day. After all, grandfather was a police
constable and dad learnt a thing or two, maybe he was punished as a child too. Both me, and my younger
brother grew up with different flavours of fears.

It was all perfect and went according to our experienced adult’s wishes and hopes, until, | started to think
on my own, which was quite late in my life, given our conditioning. Thanks to my introduction with nature,
| felt loved going back into forests every weekend. That quiet time did wonders to me, although, | was
looked at as a black duck in the family for doing so. Being a girl of ‘marriageable’ age, | was interested in
only one thing — getting away to mountains. | would take off on Friday evenings with which ever trek
group was on its way. Was totally ignorant of the many different ways, those fears had manifested in me.
Maybe some of them still do and am yet to learn to heal out of them. | had now tasted blood. | wanted
more of this quiet time. Weekend treks grew into weeks of travel. Eventually, moved away from adults.
With some breathing time, read ‘no instruction time’, reflections began. Like a flashback, my whole history
until then, played all over again in the theater of my mind. This time, connecting the dots and making
meaning. ‘Why’ started to rise above horizon and | started to see and understand ‘why’. | stopped
screaming back and blaming my adults for what happened. | understood that, they loved me and they
gave me their best. For their best, they only knew so much.
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