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J a y  O I C a l l a h a n :  A H a s t e r  C l a s s  i n  S t o r y -  
t e l l i n g .  P r o d u c e r s :  R o b e r t  a n d  M a r j o r  y  

P o t t s .  D i s t r i b u t e d  by  V i n e y a r d  V i d e o  P r o d u c t i o n s ,  
E l i a s  Lane ,  West T i s b u r y ,  M a s s a c h u s e t t s  02575 .  ( 6 1 6 )  
6 9 3 - 3 5 8 4 .  3 0  m i n u t e s ,  ~ o l o r ,  v i d e o c a s s e t t e .  

R e v i e w e d  b y  G a r r y  W .  B a r r o w  

To some f o l k l o r i s t s ,  " r e v i v a l i s t l '  i s  a  f o u r - l e t t e r  
word .  To o t h e r s  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  f o l k l o r e  as  a  c o m m u n i c a t i v e  
p r o c e s s ,  l f t r a d i t i o n a l i t y l l  i s  n o t  i n  i t s e l f  e s s e n t i a l .  T h i s  
v i d e o  p r o d u c t i o n ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  i t  o n l y  t a n g e t i a l l y  c o n c e r n s  
t r a d i t i o n  as  s u c h ,  c a n  b e  i n s t r u c t i v e  f o r  f o l k l o r i s t s  o f  
e i t h e r  v i e w p o i n t  as  t o  t h e  p a r a m e t e r s  o f  n a r r a t i v e  p e r f o r -  
mance, and  t h e  n a t u r e  and  v a l u e  o f  t h e  r e v i v a l i s t  i n t e r p r e -  
t a t i o n  and  p o p u l a r i z a t i o n  o f  f o l k l o r i c  m a t e r i a l s .  

J a y  O 1 C a l l a h a n  i s  an u n a b a s h e d  r e v i v a l i s t ,  a  "mas- 
t e r  s t o r y t e l l e r 1 I  whose p e r f o r m a n c e s  d r a w  u p o n  t h e  o r a l  t r a -  
d i t i o n s  o f  many c u l t u r e s ,  as  w e l l  as  upon  o r i g i n a l  and  h i s -  
t o r i c a l  m a t e r i a l s .  As t h e  t i t l e  i n d i c a t e s ,  O ' C a l l a h a n  i n -  
t e n d s  h i s  v i d e o  t o  s e r v e  a s  a  w o r k s h o p  f o r  t e a c h e r s ,  li- 
b r a r i a n s ,  camp c o u n s e l o r s  and  o t h e r s  who h a v e  o c c a s i o n  t o  
p e r f o r m  n a r r a t i v e s .  To t h i s  i n t e n d e d  a u d i e n c e  I recommend 
t h e  v i d e o  h i g h l y .  I t s  f o r m a t  i s  t h a t  o f  a  c a s u a l  i n t e r v i e w  
w i t h  O ' C a l l a h a n  c o n d u c t e d  a m i d  t h e  b o o k s h e l v e s  o f  t h e  West 
T i s b u r y ,  MA F r e e  P u b l i c  L i b r a r y  b y  p r o d u c e r  R o b e r t  P o t t s .  
T h i s  a r r a n g e m e n t  p r o v i d e s  O 1 C a l l a h a n  w i t h  a  f o r u m  f o r  demon- 
s t r a t i n g  h i s  a r t ,  e x p o u n d i n g  t h e  v a l u e s  o f  i t  a n d  a n a l y z i n g  
h i s  t e c h n i q u e ,  w h i l e  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n s  o f  t h e  i n t e r v i e w  s i -  
t u a t i o n  h e l p  t o  i n v o l v e  t h e  v i e w e r  a n d  t o  p r e v e n t  wha t  i s  
e s s e n t i a l l y  a  one-man show f r o m  d e v o l v i n g  i n t o  a  l e c t u r e .  
The camera,  u s u a l l y  l o o k i n g  o v e r  P o t t s '  s h o u l d e r ,  v a r i e s  
i t s  f r a m e  enough  t o  m a i n t a i n  v i s u a l  i n t e r e s t ,  b u t  i t  i s  
O ' C a l l a h a n 1 s  a n i m a t e d  way o f  s p e a k i n g  ( e v e n  h i s  e x p l a n a t i o n s  
a r e  p e r f o r m a n c e )  t h a t  c a r r i e s  t h e  b u r d e n  o f  s u s t a i n i n g  t h e  
v i e w e r ' s  a t t e n t i o n .  



A 15-page booklet supplements the videocassette 
with additional comments and suggestions for classroom exer- 
cises. Together the materials successfully demonstrate 
that storytelling can indeed by an excellent innovative 
technique for teaching. In the course of the video, O I C a l -  
lahan professes several objectives which he hopes to achieve 
through storytelling. The foremost of these is to restore 
to a people immersed in printed and electronic media the 
appreciation of and capacity for oral narrative and for 
creative language use in general. OtCallahan argues that 
through storytelling people can discover their own untapped 
capacities for imaginative and expressive language; this 
can be an exciting and liberating experience. Ideally, 
students are also led to a deeper appreciation of the "soul" 
of other cultures by listening to the oral traditions of 
other lands. Likewise, the oral traditions of our own land, 
from Native American tales to Jack tales, are essential 
to our self-understanding: "If you would be a part of this 
land you should know something of what made it, and part 
of it is the oral traditions." 

OICallahan is very conscious of the dynamics of 
his art as communication, and it is his insider's view of 
storytelling that would be of most interest to folklorists. 
In discussing the unique qualities of storytelling events, 
O'Callahan displays an awareness of the subtleties that 
folklorists concerned with the rhetorical aspects of perfor- 
mance in context often remark upon. OtCallahan stresses 
repeatedly the importance of the auditor's subjective, ima- 
ginative response in the decoding of a performance. He 
observes that storytelling is a very personal medium which 
by its very spareness invites the imagination of the listen- 
er to share in the creative process: "the listener pulls 
out his own message." Also, in discussing narrative tech- 
nique, OtCallahan explicates the functional roles of several 
paralinguistic and kinesic features of performance, inclu- 
ding intonation, rhythm, repetition, gesture and facial 
expression. 

Because storytelling for OtCallahan and other re- 
vivalists is a self-consciously dramatic act, folklorists 
will notice the ways in which these performances differ 
stylistically from traditional performances. Of course, 
traditional formulaic, paralinguistic, and structural con- 



v e n t i o n s  a r e  l o s t ,  b e c a u s e  O I C a l l a h a n  r e c r e a t e s  t h e  s t o r i e s  

i n  t e r m s  o f  an a e s t h e t i c  t h a t  i s  p e r h a p s  b e t t e r  s u i t e d  t o  

t h e  n o n - t r a d i t i o n a l  c o n t e x t s  i n  w h i c h  he p e r f o r m s .  F o l k l o -  
r i s t s  who f i n d  t h e m s e l v e s  w o r k i n g  i n  p u b l i c  s c h o o l  p r o g r a m s  
a r e  on o c c a s i o n  c a l l e d  u p o n  t o  p e r f o r m  t r a d i t i o n a l  n a r r a -  

t i v e ;  t h e y  m u s t  a l s o  d e a l  w i t h  t h i s  q u e s t i o n  o f  how b e s t  
t o  r e n d e r  t h e  m a t e r i a l .  S h o u l d  one s t r i v e  f o r  f i d e l i t y  
t o  t r a d i t i o n  o r  f o r  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  f o r  a  n o n t r a d i t i o n a l  

a u d i e n c e ?  O I C a l l a h a n  o p t s  f o r  t h e  l a t t e r  a p p r o a c h ,  and  i s  

p e r h a p s  s p a r e d  t h e  f o l k l o r i s t ' s  m i s g i v i n g s .  B u t  h e  i s  t o  

b e  commended f o r  a v o i d i n g  t h e  f o l k s y  a f f e c t a t i o n s  o f  many 

r e v i v a l i s t  s t o r y t e l l e r s .  However ,  o u r  f i n a l  r e s p o n s e  t o  

t h i s  v i d e o t a p e ,  a n d  t o  t h e  i d e a l i s t i c  o b j e c t i v e s  O I C a l l a h a n  

p r o c l a i m s  f o r  r e v i v a l i s t  s t o r y t e l l i n g ,  m u s t  b e  t h a t  t h i s  

makes u s  aware  o f  t h e  e v e n  g r e a t e r  v a l u e  o f  e x p e r i e n c i n g  

t h e  g e n u i n e  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  o f  v a r i o u s  p e o p l e s ,  w h e t h e r  
f i r s t - h a n d  o r  t h r o u g h  e t h n o g r a p h i c  f i l m .  




