Kay Stone 

Interview Questions


Describe your parents.  What were they like?  What did they do?  On your website, it says you became interested in storytelling after hearing your father tell tales of animals in the everglades.  How has your father inspired you throughout your lifetime?

I was born in Detroit into a working class family. My mother was a “professional housewive” who knew what she was doing. I didn’t appreciate it when I was growing up, but I do now. In Detroit she was busy with five children between the ages of 2 and 14. Later, when we moved to Florida, two more were born. She told stories about her own childhood growing up in a small settlement in North Carolina, and her adventures when her family moved to Windsor, Ontario in 1919. She was a quiet woman, not an extroverted storyteller, but she loved stories. This has stayed with me, and it was a great joy and privilege to share mine with her later I life.

My father managed gas stations the entire time I was growing up, first in Detroit and then in Miami. He was an extroverted teller, stories of his own life and fantastic tales that he created for my sister and I when we were too young to doubt their veracity. He also read us bedtime stories -- and I’m sure he added to them. He was an inspiration once I began, as an adult, to actually tell stories to audiences outside of my university classes. But before that, it was only the males in my family (my father and two brothers ) who entertained us all with their adventures. And my brothers are still at it.

Both of my parents encourages me (and all of my five siblings) to be curious about the world and to follow our own interests. This is a priceless legacy.

What is something that you are very proud of, and why?

Many things, one of them being my early work on exploring the place of women in folktales (the good, the bad, and the ugly). Several years of academic work eventually transformed into telling stories instead of just studying them, and now I am considerably more of a tale-teller than a scholar. Now that I’m retired my attention is on encouraging storytelling to Winnipeg. This began innocently with a single appearance before a single sixth grade class in 1975, meant as a one-time-only experiment on my part. It was an entirely unexpected success that led me into a second career that I’m still very much involved in.

That same year, I learned of the so-called “storytelling revival” that was sweeping North America in the 1970s, and at a friend’s suggestion agreed to teach a non-credit class in storytelling at the University of Winnipeg (where I was already teaching full-credit courses in folklore).

The dozen people who took that class decided that we should create an informal group, Stone Soup Stories, named for the popular folktale. That was 28 years ago, and much to the surprise of all of us, it is still going on. 

This happened again in the 1980s when I taught a three-year training program for seniors at Creative Retirement Manitoba. Again, they wanted to create an informal group where they could meet and exchange stories, not only among themselves but also at seniors homes and in the schools. We had our last meeting on May 10th, after several years of good storytelling.

These are things I’m proud of, not for myself but for everyone who’s been involved, and who shared my idea that storytelling was more about sharing than about performing.

What are some of the changes in our society that you have seen over your lifetime?  How have these changes impacted your work?

Oh my, changes in our society. Where do I begin? Certainly the television/computer/cellphone/gaming, etc. evolution has had a deep impact on how we interact with the world around us, but in my experience it has not discouraged people (children AND adults) from appreciating live storytelling. For example, on May 6 and 7a friend and I told the first part of the lengthy Chinese epic of The Monkey King (Journey to the West) to an adult audience that included some children. I can only say that for the 1 1/2 hours of the story, the listeners were truly transported -- time and place were irrelevant. That has been my consistent experience with storytelling in the schools (elementary through high school), despite the inevitable warning from adults that children can’t sit still long enough to listen. Not so, anymore now than it was generations ago. I do not use anything but the told story – no puppets, props, costumes, or dramatic techniques. For me the voice is enough, though not all tellers would agree.

I know one thing for certain – the mouth-to-ear connection of oral narration is still effective and evocative for contemporary listeners.

Do you have a philosophy of life?  What is your best advice for living?

Now that leads me easily into my “philosophy of living,” as much as I’m able to articulate such a concept. Looking backwards I can see that what led me into storytelling, and into everything else in my life (including marriage) was a deep and abiding curiosity about the world around me and inside me. Curiosity is a resource that we cannot live without, all the more so as we age in our opinions and experiences. You might say that it’s a use-it-or-lose-it resource, but as a persistent optimist I don’t think we ever can entirely lose our curiosity or our imagination, even if we never learn to do much with them. They can always be awakened -- and a good story well told can do exactly that. Believe me, I could say a great deal more, but for me curiosity and imagination are central to our everyday living. The protagonist of my story, “The Curious Girl,” would agree most enthusiastically. 

I won’t get into my Buddhist life path here, but certainly I find that the basic concept of being in the present moment and paying attention to it is also basic to the best of the folktales I know and tell.

You are currently working on a collection of your own stories.  Do you find that the stories you have written tend to have overarching motifs or common themes?

Yes of course, and they’ve arisen from my life and performance experiences over the years, not because I’ve consciously developed them. Curiosity is a strong theme, of course, but so is the evocative power of transformation from animal to human and back again, in folktales and sacred tales everywhere in the world. And also important is the theme that our old friend/enemy ego is of no use to the protagonists of many folktales. It’s often the youngest and least promising child that in the end achieves success, precisely because they were not searching for it. And I am still deeply intrigued by female figures who used wits and resourcefulness to find their own paths. 

Earthstory fascinates me.  How did you three establish the group?  Do you have any specific objectives through your work in the organization?

If you mean Earthstory, that was a trio that I brought together in the early 1990s (me, Jane Cahill, Mary Louise Chown) to tell stories and myths (Jane, a colleague. is a classics scholar at the University of Winnipeg).  We performed for several years in a variety of venues, for adults and for children. My personal objective was simply to create a different dynamic by working with these other tellers – different voices, different interests, different styles. It was a delightful and educational experience.

If you mean the group, Stone Soup, that I discussed earlier, we came together to share stories informally and to encourage others to join us. Our very strong  objective is to remain informal and accessible to all – we have been able to function (not always efficiently) by having no formal structure – officers, meetings, or fees. We are still managing!

How have you seen your work impact your community?  What impact do you foresee your work having on society as a whole?

I think I’ve said about that already, so I’ll just add that my personal commitment is to go on presenting oral stories to anyone who will listen (whether they pay or not) because people are hungry for real storytelling, more than just amusement. But I have no illusions about this – stories are important to me, but I realize that they are quite irrelevant to many others. This doesn’t bother me. I’m not an evangelist.
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