Storytelling and RoundTable Theatre Improvisation:

the Already-Told and the Waiting-to-be-Told

Storytelling is an archetypal mode of communication—all peoples have engaged in it in a multitude of ways since the beginning of human communication.  “Let me tell you a story…” or “Once upon a time” are the signals that inform the listener that something is about to be passed to him or her.

The Already-Told

 And this something that is passed on has been usually fully or partially planned out and/or maybe received from still another source.   We may call these stories virtually- or already-told or scripted narratives; they may take a multitude of verbal and written forms--from ritual stories told at transition times to everyday gossip to the recounting of day and nocturnal dreams; from autobiographies or journals to emails about what happened to the corporate product to phone calls telling the boss why we are going to be late or not coming to work at all. 

And many of these virtually- or already-told or scripted stories are not linear with a straightforward beginning, middle and end; for you may find stories openly within stories and stories hidden by other stories; stories with no endings, multiple endings, and endings that circle to the beginning; and stories with different beginnings, such as those told by the members of a couple in conflict, each of whom starts his or her rendition at a different chronological point.  Moreover, beyond the verbal and the written forms of story are other media for virtually- or already-told or scripted stories, such as song, dance, business presentations, comedy routines, soap operas, and other dramatic venues.  Given all these forms and forms-within-forms of storytelling, it is clear not only that stories live in us, but also that we live in stories. 

The Waiting-to-be-Told

But there is still another kind of story, that waiting-to-be-told, such as that implicit in a simple list of the day’s activities or a grocery or dry-cleaner’s list; in the notes on a scrap of paper a supervisor makes about applicants for a job; in certain emotions rarely if ever expressed; in a person’s clothing or daily habits or even his or her trash; in a picture of a 100-year-old house; and in the aches and pains of the body.  Some of the elements of these stories-waiting-to-be-told are already very loosely organized; but many are not and are open to very different kinds of integration.  If any of these stories comprising these elements are finally told, orally or in some of the other forms noted above, many of the elements will be carefully structured and restructured into narratives, each of which follows a plan.

However, in other situations, these story elements may come together without either an outline, or an overview of the interrelationship of the elements, or an anticipated ending or any other preconceived arrangement.  In most of these situations, the story elements may not even be available or present beforehand in any conscious way.  In such situations, the story is improvised, made-up “on the fly,” guided initially only by a couple of randomly chosen parameters whose relevance to the matter at hand is not apparent (possibly because even the “matter at hand” is not readily apparent).  Moreover, the improvised story is not edited, “cleaned up,” or “polished” as a scripted story would be.  Instead, the only “going-back-over” that is done is called “reincorporation,” the spontaneous bringing back of one or more previous story elements several times in the course of the story-making to make manifest the emergent connections among the pieces of the story.

Connections Between the Already-Told and the Waiting-to-be-told

The spontaneous core of improvisational storytelling would seem to distance it greatly from the more planful kinds of storytelling mentioned earlier.  Nevertheless, improvisation has been an essential part of many if not all virtually- or already-told or scripted stories.  Any storyteller will tell you that each time he or she tells an already conceived story, it changes in the moment, as the storyteller is inspired to add, delete or otherwise change a detail here and there; or the storyteller may give the story a new emphasis or purpose though change of tone and/or, if it is orally told to a viewing audience, through a change in the teller’s body language.  In fact, for some storytellers, it is almost an obligation to add to the received story in order to make one’s “mark” on the tale, to show that one is connected and has affected and been affected by a community of other tellers. 

But even in the creation of a story that will be told or enacted again and again, improvisation occurs frequently as the author abandons an outline and tries out different paths for the story or lets the characters “take over” and tell an unfolding story from the essence of each of them.  Furthermore, just like professionals, we all tell stories daily, albeit informally; and when we do, we rarely tell a particular story in the same way, given that each of us is affected by his or her immediate environment: none of us is likely to tell exactly the same story to both his or her lover and the corner grocer.  Perhaps the only time we do keep to virtually the same story occurs when we are being defensive, rigid or manipulative.

Another way improvisation affects even already written or scripted stories is in the use of it by acting teachers, particularly Stanislavski, Strasberg, Meisner, Adler, and Book, in preparing actors to stage a play.  Quite often, for instance, Stanislavski would begin rehearsals by having his actors avoid memorizing the lines of the play (story).  He was trying to solve the problem actors had every time they did the play: how to act in each performance as though the lines were said with the proper emotion for the very first time.  The only way was to be the character in the moment.  To help the actors really know in their bones the essence of the characters they would play, he would have them improvise in rehearsal the way the characters might act in circumstances not part of the written play.  In effect, the actors would be improvising new stories, about, for instance, the sources of a character’s emotional wound.  This activity helped the actors transform, not the play itself, but rather the actors’ approaches to the play, as well as the actors’ preconceived and thus stultifying “stories” about the characters.  Only after they had succeeded in knowing the characters in this way would they be allowed to memorize the received dialogue, which then took on a fresh, immediate energy it would not otherwise have.  Actors would therefore be saying the dialogue, not simply by remembering it, but rather by feeling it as a spontaneous expression in every moment in reaction to the environment.  The words would not change, but the immersion of oneself in the character in the moment would make the words spontaneous and fresh.  In such cases, the scripted story and the improvised in-the-moment story of the character’s experience in and of the world come together in a novel way.

The Uses of the Already-Told and the Waiting-to-be-Told
in RoundTable Theatre

RoundTable Theatre in one way or another makes use of many of the story forms listed above, including the virtually- or already-told or scripted stories, as well as those improvised from waiting-to-be-told stories.

Warming Up for Improvising the Already-Told

By doing improvisation exercises that involve voice as well as movement, participants in RTT spontaneously unfold many stories waiting to be told.  This phenomenon is expressed, for instance, in many movement exercises, including the one that invites participants to move aimlessly around the room, swinging arms and legs and twisting torsos until the facilitator stops and freezes them and then randomly asks each of them, “What are you doing?”  The answer is usually the seed of a story that will further unfold unpredictably.  Or participants explore the stories-waiting-to-be-told in one TransActor’s sculpting the body of another who then begins to enact a story from that stance.  Other stories-waiting-to-be-told unfold in the variations of an exercise like One-Word-at-a-Time, where two or many more participants tell a story as each person in turn says only one word at a time.  Or one sub-group may present a minute-long ending to a story, whose waiting-to-be-told middle and beginning will be improvised soon, possibly in several variants, by other sub-groups.  Among many other prompts to improvise stories-waiting-to-be-told are those found in the many scenarios set up between various sets of two or three characters in particular locations.  From the multitude of story elements implicit in their unfolding interaction, the characters make moment-to-moment choices in enacting one or more narrative patternings of those elements.  Sometimes the warm-up exercises involve improvised characters, whose main traits or attitudes are spontaneously provided by the other participants.  To paraphrase Roethke, the characters learn by going where they go and learn who they are as they become themselves.

One other important storytelling technique used as a warm-up is Long-Form Improvisation.  Many versions of this form have developed since the emergence of the “Harold,” created by Del Close and Charna Halpern in the 80s.

But all of them share common traits.   There is first a series of presentations, stimulated often by audience input, of very un-related, improvised scenes.  Soon, however, as these scenes unfold further and still more scenes are added, all the scenes start to connect through a growing list of shared elements (e.g., characters, themes, locations, objects).   At this point, either the Long Form ends or the scenes start once again to lose their connectiveness, only to reconnect once more within a short time.  What transpires in this process, among other things, is the constant re-storying (through new scenes) of the already-told (the initial scenes), as though the already-told had transformed, at least in part, into the waiting-to-be-told.

Such improvisation exercises help participants restore their ability to re-story later in an RTT session the narratives that have been ruling their lives.  These are rigidly scripted stories about themselves and their environments that become more stereotyped as the stories are repeated many times over without improvised changes.  In gestalt terms, these are stories that have become permanently figural, stuck, unable to be refreshed and re-energized by being restored (re-storied) periodically to the spontaneous ground or background from which they once emerged.  These stories have become closed systems, subject to entropy, the deadening sameness that is a living death.  In still another scientific metaphor, the storytellers of dead stories have closed off the quantum potential of those stories.  According to one version of quantum mechanics, every thing or event (or story) is first a bundle of possibilities (called a quantum wave), only one of which gets actualized by the consciousness of the observer (the storyteller).  One theory is that the other possibilities for the evolution of the event/story “collapse” and are forever lost.  But another theory, one that improvisers might well embrace, is that these other possibilities are actualized in parallel universes (with parallel stories and storytellers) that may be accessed in altered states and thus refresh the current universe (and its storyteller and story).   In any case, the warm-up improv exercises establish the notion that possibilities are waiting to be discovered in reified stories.   

Re-Storying the Already-Told in RTT Scenarios
Usually after these exercises in a RoundTable Theatre session, one or more participants, called Seekers, are given a chance actually to transform confusing, confining or otherwise harmful, already-told stories into ones that might entertain, inspire, solve problems or otherwise benefit the storyteller and the audience.  They do so with the help of other participants, called TransActors.  The re-storying or restoration begins with an enactment of a rigidly scripted story that has become “stale,” without “juice” or inspiration, but whose “truth” at first appears immutable.  However, because only the barest of data is allowed to be provided by the Seeker, the enactment by other TransActors is basically an improvisation.  We are reminded here a bit of how Stanislavski and other acting teachers had actors improvise aspects of scripted plays, a technique which ultimately brought freshness to the acting of written scenes.  In addition, since the Seeker does not usually participate in the improvisation beyond giving essential data, but instead gives over his or her story for re-telling to his or her fellow TransActors, the process may also reminds us of the way storytellers tell stories a little bit differently every time they present them.  This improvised enactment of a central scene in the Seeker’s story thus begins the opening of new possibilities, for the story comes alive through the energy and nuances of the TransActors’ perceptions.  Moreover, almost inevitably, the improvisation begins to unfreeze whatever frozen emotions grip the Seeker, who often emotes as he or she actually moves physically as an observer into the acting space and thus “through” his story.  This three-dimensionality of the presented story also weakens the previous rigidity by providing the story with additional depth and emotional texture.

Next, as TransActors develop their collective intuitional connection to the story and to the storyteller, they improvise new versions of the Seeker’s story.  In this way, the already-told becomes the waiting-to-be-told.  This occurs, for instance, when, given a few more details by the Seeker, a group of TransActors enact a childhood scene that mirrors the present one and which, when perceived by the Seeker, gives the present story a different meaning and shape.  Or several TransActors may enact a scene that might have occurred prior to the present one, a scene that is completely intuited without any more detail from the Seeker, and that offers a perspective different from that of the Seeker on how the present scene might have come to be.  Or a TransActor or several small groups of TransActors may in turn extend the present scene into the future in various ways in order to release new possibilities of perception and action.  Or, among still many other techniques, the other TransActors might follow a guided imagery provided by the Leader and intuit many possibilities of how the story of the Seeker might unfold in a year, five years, etc.   (In addition, during workshops focusing on using improvisation as a spiritual practice, the Seeker is helped by his or her fellow TransActors to improvise those already-told, but also waiting-to-be-told stories called “past lives,” “future lives” and “parallel lives,” improvisations that can enliven and redirect the current life…but that is another newsletter.)

In all of this re-storying, what Paul Costello has said becomes true once more, “My story becomes your story become our story.”  What we find during a RoundTable Theatre process is that the already-told story each of us presents 

becomes through improvisation the story of each other TransActor and the group as a whole.  Inevitably, during a debrief of the improvisational drama, one TransActor (or more) will say that the Seeker’s story is also his or her story and that, in helping the Seeker improvise new ways of framing the Seeker’s story, the TransActor re-storied his or her own.


In short, RoundTable Theatre is a significant tool for telling, enacting, and 

reframing old stories and old ways of being in the world, of giving new life to the already-told by tapping through improv what is waiting-to-be-told.   With often uproarious fun and deep seriousness, we respond to one story with new stories until aliveness re-emerges in all the storytellers and their tales.  For more information on RoundTable Theatre and its offerings, visit www.roundtabletheatre.com. 
