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T 
HE NOTION of storytelling as an intimate 
experience for both teller and listener 

conjures the image of a cosy atmosphere within 
the confines of an enclosed area, relatively free of 
distractions. When storytelling moves outdoors 
though, a whole host of factors, some not within 
the teller’s control, come into play. 
 
Generally if you’re asked to do storytelling at an 
outdoor venue, chances are it’s a small part of a 
larger event like Australia Day celebrations in a 
park, a Festival, or other community events. The 
main issues you will be dealing with are weather, 
noise and other distractions. 

 
Some helpful tips..... 
 
Liaising with Organisers: 
This is absolutely crucial as it can save you lots of 
unpleasant surprises on the day itself. Assume 
that busy organisers may not realise what would 
be obvious to storytellers, for example, that we 
should be nowhere near any loud music . 
   
Setting:  
Ask about your set-up.  
Are you out in the open or under a tree? If so, are 
there contingency plans in case of rain?  
 
Are you in a tent or marquee? Check whether it’s 
open all around or has some closed sides.  
 

Competition:   
If there is going to be a main stage, check how 
far away you are going to be from it. Main stage 
often equates to bands, dance items, all of 
which will use loud music. You may ask to have 
a slot on the main stage too. Otherwise, ask to 
be as far away as possible. If not, make sure 
you have your very own sound system so you 
can be heard without straining your voice too 
much. 
 
Sound System :  
At the recent Penang International Kids 
Storytelling Festival in November, storytellers 
were in four tents. We quickly realised while 
doing sound checks that if we used the sound 
systems provided, we’d drown each other out! 
We quickly agreed among ourselves that we 
weren’t going to use the mikes. 
 
Shared Space :  
Are you sharing the space with another act?  
At one event in Malaysia, I was clearly told that I 
was sharing the space with two face painters 
and that they would be there before and after 
my performances.  
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At an Australia Day celebration in a park, I shared 
the area with children doing art and craft. Although 
I had asked for my own space, I arrived to find I 
had to improvise, because tables and chairs took 
up most of the available room. 
 
Audience Seating :  
Ask about your space and what kind of seating 
there would be for the audience. Some chairs for 
the adults would be useful.  
 
Liaison Again :  
Also, even though you may be performing 
repeatedly for the same organiser (for example at 
an Australia Day celebration), committees with the 
organisation do change so you have to go through 
the whole liaison process afresh each year.  
 
Weather: 
There’s not much you can do about the weather 
but you can dress comfortably to suit temperature 
conditions and humidity levels. Have sun-block on 
and adequate water supplies, especially in 
summer. If you are in the open with no shade 
whatsoever, (as Guild members were in Darling 
Quarter every week in term 4 last year), you may 
need to arrange yourself and your audience 
according to the sun’s angle so it doesn’t hit either  
you or them directly in the eyes. Wearing 
sunglasses is NOT an option for tellers. The 
audience needs to see all of your facial 
expressions clearly. 
 
Having said that, I believe that the audience’s 
comfort should come first. During Book Week in 
an outdoor location, I gave the audience this 
consideration and ended up briefly having to 
contend with the sun in my eyes for twenty 
minutes while keys to a room in the sports field 
were being located. 
 
 
Distractions: 
In indoor venues, generally though not always, the 
audience has come specifically for your 
performance (for example during Book Week or 
regular storytelling events). At outdoor venues, 
however, there might be other activities for people 
to enjoy also. I usually bring a loud noisemaker 
and walk around announcing my storytelling five  
or so minutes before I start. This has worked well 
in gathering children and families into my space. I 
also take the time to urge the littler ones to sit in 
front. I also endeavour to arrange my audience so 
that they are facing away from distractions and 
concentrating on me.  

Be prepared for many other distractions during 
your performance, mainly people walking in and 
about. I sometimes welcome them quickly if I’ve 
just started, and may even repeat the start of a 
story and then continue. 
Distractions can come from insects too, as I 
discovered while performing at the Botanic 
Gardens in Darwin in August 2010, so have your 
insect repellent handy. 
Be prepared for the unexpected. I’ve had an 
alarm go off towards the end of a story and  had 
to wrap up very quickly. I’ve also seen a child 
about to throw up when I had to stop and call for 
help. 
 
Choice of Stories: 
In an outdoor venue, chances are you’ll get a 
family audience with children of mixed ages. 
What works best is to have a wide repertoire of 
stories, using props, and including elements of 
participation, and keeping it short; say between 
five and fifteen minutes. 
 
The Odd Venue: 
Storytelling on the Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) in 
Singapore over the past few years has always 
been interesting. Special carriages are arranged 
and safety issues become more paramount. 
Storytellers need good balance to stand in a fast 
moving train. They also need to contend with 
train announcements. I am looking forward to 
telling stories on the train from Sydney Central 
on Jan 15th for the Illawarra Folk Festival. 
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