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Story as imagination – an aesthetics of listening

This paper explores the centrality of imagination in the dialogic process of telling a real life story.  The provocation for this paper arose out of the author’s actual experience of an older woman who relayed her dramatic life story for the first time and on reading the transcription, was upset to find that the essence of her story had not been captured.  The question arises: What ingredients need to be present for a story to live on? It is presented here that story lives in the imagination – not the imagination that is surreal or more than real, but the imagination that is more than the sensory; that has a life; that is real for the one experiencing it.  The way that a story is told such that it then takes on a life in the imagination of the listener is questioned. 

This is a story of two stories: the first was inadequate, the second satisfied the teller. It is the story of this author in relationship with a storyteller whose story took on a life in my imagination. It is further a story of this author in relationship with you, the reader, relating both story and the experience of listening to that story, to you, in the hope that some aspects of all of these stories will take on a life in your imagination. You are invited into that empathetic level of engagement which occurs when a story is told effectively. 

In the light of the narrative told, it is significant that this paper was originally given at the Art of Management in Organisations Conference, Krakow (2006).

The old-fashioned room is cluttered with piles of books, papers and paper folders atop every possible surface, one of those rooms that was thoughtfully furnished many years ago and dominated by a king-size bed. Lying beneath white bed covers, the small figure of a pale ageing woman is barely propped up by many cushions, her hair pinned back in a bun. She looks up, peering over her reading glasses and in the sweetest, high-pitched, lilting, if slightly breathless voice, greets me warmly. A tube dangles from her nose and hangs onto her chest like a lanyard. She expresses her gratitude for my presence. The oxygen pump quietly beats in the corner below a huge television set. I glance down at the myriad papers stacked on her bed and notice that she has been working on her will and scribbling many calculations on a tissue box. I look around for a place to sit and she suggests that I move the pile of books and papers off a stool and onto the far side of the bed. I set up my tape recorder, and so begins a relationship that will cram a whole lifetime of experience into a few short months. 

The following is one incident from Irina’s experiences. The words are hers but distilled for this paper. She was from Sosnowiec, Poland, a town that, like Krakow, is within 60 kilometres of Auschwitz. In 1942, at the age of 18, Irina found herself walking: 
The day came when they decided to evacuate the ghetto and all the remaining Jews were gathered. We were walking on the road to the station. We didn’t really know where we were going but I knew we were being taken to Auschwitz; Sosnowiec went to Auschwitz.  It was the closest camp to us. 

There must have been a row of about 10 people across, or more, but there were soldiers every few steps.  There were many rows behind us. I promised myself that I won’t go to Auschwitz, never. I’d rather be shot or hung or whatever they want to do to me, but I won’t go to Auschwitz.

I knew already then that in the camps they used Jewish manpower as long as they have the stamina to work and then they put them into ovens. I promised myself not to do them the favour of working for them.  I decided, ‘No, I am going to fight for my life, whatever, but I’m not going to give in’.  

We were on the way to the station. I knew it was pretty close to the station because I knew the area very well as my primary school was in that area.  Behind the school was the station so I knew that it was not far to go. 

In the row was first my brother on my left, then me, my girlfriend and her mother, and my girlfriend’s younger brother and one or two others. We passed some bushes on the side of the road and I told my brother and my girlfriend and her mother that I was going to run away. On my left, I was holding my brother by the hand.  I said to him, ‘I’m going to run away.  You’d like to join me?’  And my girlfriend said, ‘Don’t talk about things like that, don’t even ask him.’  She called to me and made me feel uncomfortable by saying, ‘Do what you want,’ then she brushed me off and I went along the row, holding my brother’s hand. I said to him, ‘You must run with me,’ and he didn’t say anything.  I walked past others to the end of the row and came to the German soldier. I had a little ruby ring from my grandmother and I showed him. I said, in German, of course, ‘Look’ – I took it off and held it up to him, ‘Take this because you might have a daughter or girlfriend.’  He was quite young.  ‘I’m going to run away and I don’t need it any more.’ 

I was holding it up to show him.  I wanted to give it to him.  And I said, ‘I’m going to run away and I know you are going to shoot me.’ I knew this because the minute before I planned to run, maybe four rows back, they had shot my girlfriend, Renee, because she was trying to get away. She was such a beautiful girl, with beautiful long black hair.  She was so lovely. The soldier came behind her on a horse.  In my mind I can still see how they grabbed her by the hair in one hand, and with the other hand, he shot her. This actually gave me the energy then to run at that moment too.  Or soon after… the tragedy of it was still before my eyes when I ran.

I just said to the German, ‘ I’m not going to need the ring’, and he said to me, ‘Girly,’ which is softer than woman or you, sympathetic, ‘I don’t need it.  You keep it.  You might need it when you run away, you should have thought about it before.’ 

I kept the ring and put it back on my finger. I also then told him, ‘I know you have to shoot but shoot so that you don’t hurt me.’  Somehow, after he told me to keep the ring, I had the guts to tell him that.  

I ran and there were many shots. I just ran and ran.

My brother had left hold of my hand.  You know Michelangelo’s painting of the end of the fingers of one hand outstretched and touching the fingers of another hand outstretched?  The feeling of my brother letting go of my hand was just like that. I bought ‘ that painting’. I can still remember this feeling.

He vanished. He vanished.

Over the following months I witnessed and engaged with a story that was being exposed for the first time. This was, I realised, a woman whose brilliant linguistic abilities, being fluent in German, Ukrainian, Russian, Polish and English, linked with her spirited and quick-witted nature, had saved her life many times. Her war years were a series of the most unbelievable escapes, disguises, sickness and hunger, meetings with some kind souls, some good fortune and the determination to survive against extreme and devastating odds.

In telling her story, her emotions were deepest expressed and overflowed when moments of human kindness were remembered: when the German soldier shot to miss; when someone risked their life for her; when a woman allowed her to have a bath and lovingly washed her hair; when a young boy on a bicycle gave her a lift. Her prodigious memory and pedantic drive for accuracy in expression of her history, coupled with the stories filtering through her fibrosed lungs and weakening voice, resulted in our lengthy and increasingly intimate relationship. 

At the completion of Irina relating her story, the tapes were transcribed and minimally edited by myself. The process of editing was a further layer of being present to and listening to the storyteller. I carefully extracted my voice from the text and reworked the syntax to create a continuous story. Knowing that this was her sole testimony, I maintained every detail as precious; the raw, the bare, the warm and momentous were each upheld. Every scene played out distinctly in my imagination. Knowing Irena’s pedantic drive for exact grammar, I constantly juggled between correcting her English expression whilst striving to maintain her distinctive and nuanced migrant expression. Eventually, with some sense of satisfaction, I presented her with a copy to read. 

She phoned me a few days later, quite distraught, and told me that the text had not captured the complexity of her experience. Furthermore, she maintained that many events were either incorrect or inaccurate. She was so disappointed that she could not bear to continue our mission and felt that all our work had been in vain. 

I was puzzled as to how this could be possible. I read the script through again and again and knew that whilst there may be some inaccuracies, the many incidents related were powerfully communicated. Her story had now taken on a life of its own within my imagination and I felt determined to find a way for this story to be told to the satisfaction of the teller.

It had taken over 60 years for Irina to feel ready to tell her story. Her three adult daughters had never been privy to the information. She now wanted her entire life story and her life learning that had transpired as a result, to be published as a book and every detail had to be both correct and precise. She told me that the reason she wanted her story told was twofold: firstly, so that humankind would know of the struggle that people who were on the outside of the concentration camps endured and secondly, to reveal her insight into the human psyche.  From her experience she had come to realise that we do not know ourselves until faced with a challenge, which is how we reveal ourselves to ourselves and to humankind. Irina wanted her story to be known and, more than that, she wanted her lived experience to be understood and its characteristics appreciated. 

It became apparent to me that for Irina, reading her words on paper was remote from the story that lived within her imagination. Whilst she obviously recognised the details of the narrative, she did not feel that it matched the power and poignancy of the stories that she held within her memory. Irina had no doubt revisited these events a thousand times in her imagination but for her they were two different stories and the difference between the two was like a deep wound. With her life nearing completion and her identity tied into her past, it appears that Irina was too subjectively charged to recognise the magnitude of her story in the words on paper. 

The difference between the oral and written versions of a story is well documented
. The detailed description of the protagonist as actor had not yet been written into the story; it was still a series of events. The editor within me knew that the story had been well transmitted and even had the makings of an excellent book.  I wondered what I could do to remedy the situation.

It became apparent that the experience of opening herself to her story for the first time, made Irina want to shut down again, as shown in her denying the veracity of the story.  I sensed that she needed to be ‘emotionally held’ to create a safe way for her to open herself to her story; perhaps this meant even to open her story to her self. Telling her story was both a physical and an emotional strain for her and had required great courage. 

Kornblatt (2007), a documenter of stories, speaks of the burdens that victims of genocide and other atrocities carry. These include:

1) the need to be a perfect witness for countless victims;

2) the struggle to record in spite of familial and cultural injunctions to stay silent; and 

3) the encounter with an internal silencer who fears the writer will be either punished or emotionally destroyed by her memories and the act of recording them. 

I sensed that within our dialogical relationship, Irina effectively managed to tell her story. To appease her and ensure her absolute satisfaction, I suggested that we begin recording her life story again, except that this time, because of her ailing health, I would read and retell her story to her. This would allow her the opportunity to make any needed adjustments and corrections. With a look of relief, she agreed.  Consequently, we commenced another series of sessions.  

Irina became more emotional listening to her story than she had ever been in the telling of it. She often nodded, saying ‘yes, yes’, as if in agreement with what she had heard, as if she were hearing an anecdote for the first time. Interestingly, there were not many radical changes made, simply a few adjustments and particular details added that became apparent through revisiting some of the events. We slowly and methodically went through her entire story and by the time we reached the end, she expressed that her story was told and that she felt satisfied. She did not ask to review the new transcript. We completed our work together on a Friday. Irina died the following Sunday, two days later. This momentous event happened over a year ago. 

In order to create a climate of context for the process I have described, I would like to fill in some personal background. Over the last number of years, I have been researching lived experience in a range of contexts and worked with the stories of various groups, including Holocaust survivors, migrants to Australia and members of corporate organisations. With each group, my process is similar: listening deeply and responsively, developing the story, and drawing the transcribed text into an appropriate form, depending on individual need. The phenomenon that I strive to achieve is a particular kind of engagement with the other (interviewee), my goal being to capture the essence of the story. This engagement arises out of and is a function of the relationship established. How each story is worked with and retold differs according to the context.  

It is useful to look more closely at the subtle nature of this relationship for the essence of each story seems to almost escape out of this complex relationship. The interviewer and interviewee are present to one another, a slightly awkward, unnatural meeting, an intimate and potentially threatening situation where each will feel somewhat vulnerable. The unfolding relationship is as potent with possibility as the impending story may feel unsettling. The story to be told will range through varying states of the teller’s and the listener’s lived imaginations. The nature of the resultant story will, to some extent, be a function of both. 

There is a spectrum of possible ways in which experience can be related. The teller may engage with the details of their experience as it is relived in the moment of the interview or it can be told through the memory of the details without any reliving. It requires a sensitive interviewer to sense the difference. The teller will often move between the two modalities, engaging directly with experience, then bringing understanding to the details of the experience, and then reengaging with the actual experience again. This means that although one is drawing on memory and emotions in constituting the conversation, essentially the conversation is being constituted and constructed simultaneously. When the telling is a direct reporting from experience, as though the events were unfolding in that moment, then an imaginative engagement is present that affects both teller and listener. This is an appeal to presence; a readiness to imagine into experience and report from that position. Events told through memory without this imaginative engagement may become imbued with more intellect or more emotion than were part of the original experience. 

The difference between the two ways of telling can become apparent through reading the consequent text. This may not be clear to a reader who does not have the initial familiarity with the narrator and the story told. When a story has been conveyed with an immediacy, presence and therefore aliveness, on reading one can experience a visceral sensation in the body. John Shotter (1997) refers to the idea of ‘responsive speaking’ as the ‘moment by moment emergence of “words in their speaking”’ through which we ‘can begin to create with others, in joint action, a sense of the unique nature of our own inner lives …’. And further, that a responsive understanding of this uniqueness is facilitated through ‘our utterly unique and novel uses of language …’. It is as though that powerful inner imaginative knowing that was present in the speaker transfers to the imagination of the reader through the use of ‘responsive’ language, also called by Shotter ‘withness-talk’. This languaging is expressive and is spontaneously created in during the actual conversation. 

The complexity of memory and the impact of imagination in its recollection have been controversial topics for phenomenologists (Kearney, 1991). Heidegger asserts the importance of appreciating the finite nature of one’s existence as it brings an inner obligation to recollect oneself. Such an action brings a renewed sense of time as one’s own. The recollection is then a gathering of one’s past, both one’s personal past and cultural past. Making sense of and finding an order in the past, which happens by narrating what has been, brings and achieves a strong sense of one’s identity. The narration of a life story is therefore much more than a simple recollection of events; it is a preserving and meaning-making process. It stretches back into the past and forward into the future, thereby preserving the meaning of that which has happened and making meaning for that which is still possible. Such a process recollects the horizons of possibilities that have presented themselves in one’s life.

Not all phenomenologists agree with this interconnection of memory and imagination. Sartre (Kearney, 1991) suggests that memory is simply the recollection of past events. It is an act of perception and can be relied upon to provide an accurate historical account. He separates memory, as perception, from the act of imagination, which he considers to be the work of fiction and therefore unreal. Ricoeur expands this view with the idea that imagination has two functions: the first is to take us outside the real world into the unreal or possible worlds, and the second is to bring memories alive, ‘before our eyes’ (Ricoeur, in Kearney, 2004 p. 155). He states that memory is a virtual quality that has to be brought into consciousness as image. History is thereby made visible through image. Similarly, for Husserl, imagining is a productive act of consciousness, not a mental reproduction. It involves a synthesis of mind and body and acts as an instrument of the truth by expressing the reality of memory. Imagination can be seen as the living, creative building of the events of history into an individual’s story or testimony. Ricoeur (Kearney, 2004) thus develops the idea of imagination as a productive, innovative and meaning-making process. 

In light of these considerations on imagination and memory, it is of interest again to wonder what happened in Irina’s experience of reading the words about her lived experience. She read the text with great anticipation and expectation however it seemed bland and ordinary in relation to her actual experience. The level of detail or the particular language nuances on the page did not realise her intention and carry the message she wanted to convey. It was as though that fluid linking of imagination and memory was not present, at least, in her perception. 

What is it that needs to happen in order for a text, a piece of writing or performance to carry the experience such that the reader or listener is touched or the text makes an impact? Any text requires a renewed and imaginative engagement in order to bring the life of the words from an interview into their full expression as a piece of writing. It required the skills of a writer to capture this. Yet, when I read the same text back to her, slowly and with expression, she ‘got it’. It appeared that the fullness of the story that she had held inside for so long, was incomplete when merely black words on white paper. Her satisfaction seemed to require the emotion of our relationship, the intimacy of voice and recognition, and the credibility that comes through feeling heard, to be present for her to feel that her story, which was after all even more than her life, to be sufficiently honoured. 

Remarkably, Irina carried no bitterness towards any group of people. She had managed her life obstacles and was filled with a great love of humankind and its possibilities. Within her imagination, the horror of many situations had transformed into events that could be powerfully imbued with meaning. She wanted to feel the strength of this meaning-making process conveyed in her story as she told it and imagined it to be heard. 

Bachelard (Kearney, 1991) describes imagination as an interaction between the person imagining and the image itself.  The process of telling various incidents is more than the simple telling of events that were somehow already there. It is a creative act of imagining into and building a picture through words and including the particular expression of those words. Reality is thus being made through the imaginative re-telling.  Bachelard speaks of a dialogical interpretation of the image, for the imagination is not a thing in consciousness but rather an action with an intention and an origin. The image can therefore react on other minds and hearts. 

Imagination is seen as a free expression coming out of an alive and inventive mind. Whereas for Sartre the image was a monologue between the world and itself, for Bachelard the image offers a world of dialogue between intentional subjects, with listening itself being a creative act. Imagination is thus a constant recreation of reality and as incarnation, is a commitment to the real.  His model of the imagination is fuelled by the dynamic movement between projecting out onto things and returning to subjectivity, between speaking and listening. 

When communicating verbally with another, the language used expresses more than the power of the words. Words find their additional expression through the bodily layers of facial expression, emotional tone and voice inflection. These evocative layers of the discourse animate the communication and support the more abstract and conventional meanings. They also ensure the communicability of the imagination and thereby a shared imagination in engaging with the story. Hence the teller is not alone in their story. The listener has a direct perceptual experience and the reality of the story is recognised through the presence of the other.

When reading the story on paper, in isolation, Irina may have experienced her aloneness and within that, perhaps questioned the reality of her story, as she wanted it told and as it existed in her imagination in the telling. The dialogic aspects of the imaginative process became integral to what transpired in my experience of working with Irina. After keeping a story inside for many years, the relationship and shared imaginative journeying of narrator and scribe appeared to provide a means of validating the reality of her experience.   

Furthermore, the story of my relationship with Irina is instructive in relation to telling a story twice. The first time I listened, each new moment of the story was dramatic and presented to me with a sense of the ‘shock of the new’. The powerful events that were almost beyond credibility, unfurled in my imagination like those of a thriller! I believe it required the absorbing time of rereading the transcript and dwelling deeper into those events to open myself as an empathic and ‘responsive’ listener to Irina. Perhaps it was only in the second dialogical telling that my listening capacity was sufficiently receptive to hold those events completely in my imagination and thus Irina felt the safety of leaving the story ‘in my hands’.  

There is a further level of story-telling that needs to be questioned. This regards the relationship of this author with you, the reader. What aspects of this whole story will remain in your imagination? Since imagination is not a faculty that simply derives images from experience but rather includes the capacity whereby meaning is made and understanding reached:  What meanings have you, the reader, carried forth within yourself?  What has been the nature of your listening to this story? What have you learnt and what do you carry with you through your imagination, into your world? 

Bachelard (in Kearney, 2004) says that to meditate on an image is to dream and to dream of an image is to surpass it. The deep image rises and endures. I am convinced that Irina’s story will in time be written into a book. To fulfil her dream, it will require the profound imagination of an author to live into and take on the being-of-Irina in order to make her story sing. It will surely require at least two readings for author and reader to imaginatively hold her story such that it will ‘live on’. 
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� This difference is  finely highlighted in Tales of the Hassidim (Buber, 1947), in which editor Martin Buber was taken to task for his particular style of polishing the stories for the publication. He defends himself in the introduction by explaining how many of the somewhat peculiar features of these stories evolved through their oral transmission. In order to do justice to both the legend and the lived ‘truth’ of the stories, he rewrote them without expanding or colouring them, but through the process of projecting himself into the life and times of the Hassidim, as writers would to create a character in a novel. By using this imaginal way, he recreated the anecdotes incorporating occasional phrases or language nuances from the original stories. He remained true to his felt sense of the essence of each story and presented each anecdote bare, without embellishment or explanation, which the original Hassidic tales frequently offered. He therefore wrote from an inner living truth which had developed within him, without relying on oral-based trimmings that were passed down through the generations. In reading these stories, the reader is obliged to make the effort of applying their own imagination to achieve an understanding, and through that effort, the stories achieve a greatness and personal flavour.
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