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Long before we had alphabets, books, or smartphones, we 
had stories. They were etched onto cave walls, shared around 
campfires, and passed down through generations. Storytelling 
was how we made sense of a wild, unpredictable world. It was 
how we survived, connected, and found meaning. It wasn’t just a 
way to communicate—it was the way to communicate.

It’s nothing new.

In The First Language, we’ll explore the origin and evolution of 
storytelling. From ancient myths to modern marketing, from 
griots to Mad Men, we’ll uncover why stories remain our most 
powerful tool for connection and influence. Along the way, we’ll 
delve into the science of why stories stick, the art of crafting 
narratives, and the timeless ways they shape our world.

Storytelling isn’t just entertainment—it’s fundamental to the 
human experience. And as you’ll discover, it’s not just our first 
language—it will be our last one, too.

‘‘Man finds himself living in an aleatory Man finds himself living in an aleatory 
world. His existence involves, to put it bluntly, world. His existence involves, to put it bluntly, 
a gamble. The world is a scene of risk. It is a gamble. The world is a scene of risk. It is 

uncertain, unstable, uncannily unstable.uncertain, unstable, uncannily unstable.
John Dewey, American Philosopher/Psychologist
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ORIGIN
Chapter 1Chapter 1

Picture this.

Thousands of years ago, a small group of early humans huddles around 
a flickering campfire. The night presses in, thick and still, broken only by 
the crackle of flames and the distant sounds of the wild. One person starts 
speaking, not with formal words, but with sounds and gestures. The group 
leans in as the story unfolds—a tale of the day’s hunt. They hear of tracking 
a wild boar, a close call with a predator (everybody’s favorite part), and 
the victory of bringing food back to the tribe. No written language, no 

Cave paintings at Lascaux, France are estimated to be around 17,000 years old.
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alphabets—just the power of shared experience in the glow of firelight.

This was storytelling in its purest form. Before alphabets, there were 
stories. Painted on cave walls, whispered through myths, and passed from 
one generation to the next. Storytelling wasn’t just a communication 
tool—it was the way we made sense of the world.

Early humans understood what we still know today—our 
existence depends on forces beyond our control. The wild was 

full of dangers they couldn’t predict or tame. Stories were 
their way of building shared meaning from this chaos, giving 
order to the uncontrollable, and passing on what might keep 

the group alive another day.

The cave paintings of Lascaux, France aren’t just drawings of animals. They 
tell stories—stories of survival, of the connection between humans and 
nature. The people of Lascaux didn’t paint for fun. Their images passed on 
knowledge, preserved memories, and gave meaning to a world that was 
unpredictable and wild. When we look at those painted walls, we aren’t 
just seeing animals. We’re seeing echoes of shared experience.

Or think about the oral traditions of early societies. Long before books or 
scrolls, entire cultures survived by telling stories. People knew when the 
seasons would change, which plants were safe to eat, how to navigate the 
land, and how to live together—all through stories. These tales were how 
people shared lessons learned from danger, celebrated victories, and then 
exaggerated those victories. Without stories, there would have been no 
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way to connect with ancestors, no way to survive, and definitely no way to 
figure out who got the best fishing spot.

Storytelling wasn’t just how we shared information—it’s how we 
communicated our needs, fears, and hopes. It built trust. It created a 
framework for understanding who we were and our place in the vast, 
uncertain world. And all of this happened without a single written word—
no Wi-Fi, no problem.

Today, we have smartphones, laptops, video cameras, and an entire digital 
world. But our core motives aren’t different from those early campfires and 
cave walls. We’re still trying to connect, to make sense of our experiences, 
and to share them in a way that means something.

When we talk about storytelling in modern marketing or branding, it’s easy 
to dismiss it as a trend—a tool businesses use because it’s fashionable. But 
storytelling is no gimmick. It’s a return to what has always worked. Stories 
speak directly to our emotions, to the way we’re wired to understand the 
world. It’s what made us human in the first place.

Before there were words, there were stories.
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CHEMICALS
Chapter 2Chapter 2

Why do stories move us so deeply? Why do we remember them long after 
facts and figures fade away? The answer lies deep within our brains—we 
are wired for stories. When we hear a story, our brains don’t just process 
words—they light up. We visualize the scenes, feel the emotions, and 
connect with the characters. Neuroscientists have found that listening to a 
story activates multiple parts of the brain, not just the language centers but 
also those tied to emotion, senses, and even movement.
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It’s as if our brains can’t help but treat stories
like real-life experiences.

When we experience a story, our brain releases a cocktail of chemicals that 
make the narrative stick with us long after it’s told.

Start with cortisol—the stress hormone. It activates when a story 
introduces conflict or tension. This is the chemical that keeps us riveted 
when stakes are high or things go wrong. Every great story has a moment 
of adversity, and it’s cortisol that compels us to keep watching, listening, or 
reading to find out what happens next. In messaging, tension doesn’t have 
to mean drama—it can be as simple as presenting a problem your product 
or service solves, pulling your audience into the resolution.

Next comes dopamine, the “feel-good” chemical. This is the reward your 
brain serves up when suspense resolves or a mystery is solved. It’s why 
we feel a rush of satisfaction when a story delivers a surprising twist or 
a fulfilling conclusion. In messaging, this means keeping your audience 
intrigued and rewarding them with something unexpected or delightful. 
It’s your brain’s way of saying, “I want more of that.”

Finally, oxytocin—the “love hormone.” This one fosters empathy, trust, 
and bonding, and it’s released when a story tugs at our heartstrings. It’s 
why we connect with characters, root for them, and feel their emotions as if 
they were our own. In messaging, oxytocin is what helps audiences form an 
emotional connection to your brand. It’s the secret ingredient that makes 
them trust, support, and engage with you.
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All these chemicals—oxytocin, dopamine, cortisol—work together to 
make storytelling a full-brain experience. Unlike plain facts, stories engage 
multiple areas of the brain, including the ones responsible for emotions, 
sensory experiences, and memories. This is why stories stick with us long 
after we’ve forgotten a list of features or benefits. It’s why we remember 
the hero’s journey from a movie long after the product ad fades from 
memory.

If you want your message to resonate, to be memorable,
and to inspire action, you need a story.

Sure, facts and figures appeal to logic, but stories move the heart—and 
in the end, it’s the heart that drives decisions. People don’t just buy 
products—they buy the stories behind those products. They buy the 
emotions, the journey, and the vision that a brand offers.

Good messaging is more than just conveying information. It’s about 
tapping into what makes us human—the emotions, connections, and 
experiences that shape us. Stories engage the brain’s natural chemistry, 
making us feel, care, and act.

When you understand how the brain responds to a story, you hold the key 
to creating messages that truly move people. Storytelling isn’t just an art or 
a science—it’s a base element of humanity, the chemistry in our minds, like 
the enduring imprint of a great alchemist.
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CONNECTION
Chapter 3Chapter 3

I once heard a story that stuck with me.

It’s about a small business owner who lost everything in a fire. In fact, the 
entire city burned down in a single night.

Forced to pack his family’s belongings into a steamer trunk strapped to 
his back, he hiked out of the city with his wife and young children, leaving 
behind his livelihood as it went up in flames. With nowhere else to go, they 
made their way into the rural countryside. He found work as a farmhand, 

Several Kwakiutl people dance in a circle around a smoking fire during a lunar eclipse. 
Photographed by Edward S Curtis, 1914.
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toiled for years, saved every penny, and eventually bought his own tractor 
and a small piece of land. He rebuilt his life from scratch.

That man’s name was Andrew Magnus Larson, a Swedish immigrant who 
lost everything in the Great Chicago Fire of 1871.

Andrew’s story didn’t end there. He and his wife, Rebecca, would have 11 
children. And the 11th became the foundation for the family that would one 
day include my wife.

We named our son Andrew in tribute to him.

I keep a framed reproduction of a newspaper ad for his shoe shop in my 
office. He was a cobbler, and probably thought he would be a cobbler for 
the rest of his life.

It’s a reminder of the resilience it took for him to start over. It’s not just a 
keepsake—it’s a symbol of what stories can do. And let’s be real—it’s also 
a reminder that no matter how bad my day’s going, at least I’m not hiking 
out of a burning city with all my belongings strapped to my back.

Stories carry us forward, remind us who we are, 
and shape the generations that come after. 

Stories like Andrew’s stick with us, not because of the facts, but because 
they make us feel something real. They bridge the gap between generations 
and bring people closer. And that’s the power of storytelling—it doesn’t 
just pass along information, it builds connection.
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From the beginning, storytelling was key to survival. Early humans 
didn’t have manuals or written instructions. Instead, they passed down 
knowledge through stories. Picture an elder explaining which berries were 
safe to eat or how to avoid predators. These weren’t casual tales—they 
were survival guides, as essential as any tool.

Anthropologists often call storytelling one of humanity’s first technologies. 
When early humans gathered around a fire, they shared their fears, 
triumphs, and mysteries of the world. Through these stories, they built 
trust, created community, and, sure, probably exaggerated a lot. 

It was storytelling that transformed a group of individuals into a tribe.

Native American myths and stories, for example, were not just for 
entertainment—they held meaning, wisdom, and lessons about the 
natural world. These stories explained why the seasons changed, taught 
respect for nature, and offered a moral compass. In these narratives, people 
found their identity. Each person knew their place, understood the values 
they were expected to live by, and felt connected to those who came before 
them. Storytelling wove them into the fabric of their culture.

Today, the tools may have changed—smartphones, social media, 
podcasts—but our need for connection hasn’t. We still crave the belonging 
that storytelling offers. Modern technology allows us to share stories 
instantly, across the globe, but the purpose remains the same—connection. 
A good story breaks through the noise and says, “I see you. I get you.”

The reason storytelling works so well in messaging is the same reason 
it worked around the fire thousands of years ago. Stories make us feel 
something. They invite us in and make us part of something larger. They 
don’t just present facts—they create meaning. And when people connect 
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with a story—when they see themselves in it—they’re more likely to act, 
care, and remember.

Behind every shared narrative, there are real humans and universal 
experience. Just like those early humans gathered around a fire, we’re 
still wired to listen, connect, and respond. In a world where connections 
feel fractured, storytelling offers a path to understanding, empathy, and 
healing.

Fred Rogers was famous for carrying quotes around with him. One he 
especially loved was from Sister Mary Lou Kownacki: “There isn’t anyone 
you couldn’t love once you’ve heard their story.”

An anthropologist might say that storytelling is a communicative act we 
use to affirm our own subjective experience of reality.

I’ll say it this way—Storytelling is not just something we do. It’s something 
we need to do.
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KEEPERS
Chapter 4Chapter 4

It’s 1885.

In a colonial West African village, the night hums with anticipation. Voices 
gather under the stars, forming a circle around a single traveler illuminated 
by the flickering firelight. The griot. The voice of the people. The keeper of 
their culture. 

In a time when their land is ruled by foreign powers, when their way of life 
is under siege, the griot stands as a shield—guarding the past, protecting 

“The Storyteller” by Kathleen Atkins Wilson
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the truth. With each word, they breathe life into history, weaving the 
stories of ancestors, battles fought, victories, and losses.

This is no ordinary storyteller. The griot is the living memory of the 
community, the one who ensures that, even in the shadow of colonization, 
their culture, their language, their identity endure. For a people 
whose history is at risk of being erased, the griot is the bridge between 
generations. Through spoken word, music, and poetry, they pass down the 
soul of a people, unbroken, unchanged. The griot doesn’t just tell stories—
they preserve a way of life, a truth no oppressor can take away.

Griots were more than just historians. They were entertainers and teachers, 
bringing history to life with rhythm, emotion, and drama. This wasn’t just 
about entertainment—it was about preserving the soul of the community. 
Through the griot’s stories, people learned about courage, loyalty, and the 
consequences of choices. They found comfort in the tales of their ancestors 
and felt connected to something much larger than themselves.

The griot tradition is a powerful reminder of the importance of storytelling 
in creating identity and belonging. In a world without written records, the 
griot’s voice was the community’s archive. History stayed alive not through 
books, but through the hearts and minds of listeners. The griot’s stories 
were living, breathing things, adapting to the times while staying relevant 
across generations.

Brands today can learn a lot from the griot’s role. In a world of quick, 
snappy content—designed to grab attention in an instant—there’s 
something powerful about deep, meaningful storytelling. Just like the 
griot, brands have the opportunity to be more than sources of information. 
They can become storytellers, helping their audience see where they fit into 
a larger narrative.
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The griot’s role wasn’t just to inform—it was to foster a sense of 
community and shared values. Brands that embrace this approach can 
create the same kind of connection. Instead of simply pushing products, 
they can share stories that speak to their audience’s identity, that reflect 
their values, and that build loyalty and trust far beyond a transaction.

In the griot’s tradition, storytelling is about connection, 
identity, and continuity. It’s about being the bridge between 
past and future, and about reminding people of the stories 

that shape who they are.
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MYTH
Chapter 5Chapter 5

The epic myths of ancient Greece or the wild tales of Norse mythology 
weren’t just about gods and monsters—they were the threads that held 
communities together, explained the mysteries of life, and gave meaning to 
struggle.

In ancient Greece, myths of gods like Zeus, Athena, and Apollo were 
woven into everyday life. They explained natural phenomena—why 
thunderstorms struck or why the seasons changed—and delivered moral 
lessons through the triumphs and failures of gods and heroes. Zeus, for 

“Olympus: The Fall of the Giants” by Francisco Bayeu y Subías, 1764
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instance, wasn’t exactly a role model. Picture a powerful monarch with 
control over the weather, who also has a habit of turning into animals and 
stirring up drama—usually assaulting women or dodging responsibilities. 
The Greeks didn’t just listen to these stories for fun. They used them to pass 
on values like bravery, wisdom, and justice—basically, their way of saying, 
“Don’t be like Zeus, unless you want a lot of trouble.”

Norse mythology worked similarly, offering insight into the harsh realities 
of life in Scandinavia. The stories of Odin, Thor, and Loki were thrilling, but 
they also taught about the inevitability of conflict and the need for courage. 
Take Ragnarök, the prophesied end of the world—it’s not just a tale of 
destruction. It’s a reminder that even if the world’s going down in flames, 
you can still go down swinging. Myths didn’t just teach survival—they 
taught people how to face challenges with grit and dignity.

These myths were deeply embedded in the cultures that 
created them, providing a shared sense of identity and 

purpose. And they weren’t static. They evolved with the 
people, adapting to new times and circumstances.

Passed down through generations, myths kept cultural values alive, 
making storytelling a communal act—a way to bring people together, 
create shared meaning, and strengthen bonds.

Just as myths brought people together and gave them a sense of belonging, 
modern storytelling can do the same. When a brand creates a narrative that 
resonates—whether it’s about overcoming obstacles, celebrating values, or 
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making a positive impact—it builds a cultural connection that goes beyond 
a simple transaction.

Think of brands like Nike. They don’t just sell shoes—they sell the belief 
that, with enough grit, you could outrun a thunder god (at least in spirit). 
Their campaigns often tap into the hero’s journey, reminding you that the 
real adventure is pushing through obstacles and emerging stronger.

It’s fascinating how little has changed in the way we visually celebrate 
strength and triumph. Look at the artwork of ancient Greek gods and 
battles—the drama, the intensity, the larger-than-life personas. Now 
compare it to a modern Nike ad, where athletes are depicted as powerful, 
almost mythic figures. Despite the millennia of world history separating 
these images, both evoke awe and admiration, using striking imagery 
to tell stories of courage, struggle, and victory. From a storytelling 
perspective, nothing has changed—greatness is still a story worth sharing.

When done right, storytelling becomes more than marketing. It becomes 
the foundation of a shared culture, an identity that people want to be 
part of. So take a lesson from the Greeks, the Norse, and those wild stories 
about thunder gods and world-ending prophecies—people don’t just want 
products. They want to be part of a story worth telling.
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PARABLE
Chapter 6Chapter 6

It’s a hot afternoon on the dusty road to Jerusalem.

Jesus is surrounded by a crowd, his disciples close by. A lawyer stands up, 
testing him. “Who is my neighbor?” Instead of a lecture or a sermon, Jesus 
tells a story.

The crowd leans in as he speaks of a man beaten and left for dead on the 
side of the road. A priest passes by. A Levite does the same. But it’s the 
Samaritan—the outsider—who stops, cares for the man, and ensures his 

“Il Buon Samaritano (The Good Samaritan)” by Pietro Aldi, 1880s
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safety. By the time Jesus finishes, the crowd isn’t just listening—they’re 
questioning what it means to be a neighbor.

Parables are storytelling gems—short, vivid, and packed with meaning. For 
thousands of years, religious figures and philosophers have used parables 
to teach, challenge, and inspire. And no one mastered the parable quite like 
Jesus.

A parable isn’t just a story. It’s a story with purpose. The Good Samaritan 
was not a story about random kindness—it was a powerful lesson in 
compassion, and a redefinition of who deserves care. It didn’t just tell the 
crowd what to think—it invited them to reflect, empathize, and apply its 
message. It was an answer to the lawyer’s question, but more than that, 
it was a total dismantling of the question’s very premise. In a few simple 
lines, Jesus accomplished much more than a lengthy debate ever could.

Buddhism offers its own parables, like The Blind Men and the Elephant. 
Each man touches a different part of the elephant and reaches a different 
conclusion about what it is. The story illustrates the limits of perception 
and the value of seeing from multiple perspectives. The lesson isn’t 
hammered home—it’s gently revealed, and that’s why it sticks.

Modern brands can learn a lot from the power of parables. 

People don’t want to be told what to think—they want stories 
that let them discover meaning on their own. Stories that 

invite them on a journey. When brands communicate 
their values through parables, they convey a 

message without preaching.
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YETI, a manufacturer known for ultra-durable coolers, gets this. Their 
products are famously tough—so tough, they’ve even showcased 
bears failing to destroy them. But instead of hammering us with product 
features, YETI tells understated, evocative stories about their customers in 
a campaign titled YETI Presents. One such story features Tootsie Tomanetz, 
an 88-year-old pitmaster in Texas. The video follows Tootsie as she rises at 
midnight to tend her barbecue pits, carrying the weight of tradition with 
unmatched resilience and grit. While you catch glimpses of YETI products, 
they’re never mentioned. The focus remains squarely on Tootsie, her story, 
and the values she embodies.

This subtlety is why YETI’s approach works so well as a modern parable. 
The story leaves space for viewers to reflect on their own connection to 
hard work, legacy, and tradition. Parables succeed because they don’t 
dictate—they suggest. That space allows audiences to apply the lesson to 
their own lives and internalize the message in their own way.

In marketing, this approach is incredibly effective. Instead of cold, hard 
logic, you’re letting people see themselves in the story, guiding them to 
their own conclusion. When brands tell stories like parables, they don’t 
just communicate—they connect. They show rather than tell. They guide 
rather than push. In doing so, they build trust and loyalty—not because of 
what they say, but because of how they make people feel.

Parables remind us that sometimes the simplest story carries the biggest 
lesson. Whether you’re sharing a timeless truth or a brand message, there’s 
incredible power in the art of parable.

https://www.yeti.com/stories/watch/yeti-vs.html
https://www.yeti.com/stories/watch/tootsie.html
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SCRIPT
Chapter 7Chapter 7

It’s 2100 B.C. in the bustling city of Ur, nestled in the heart of ancient 
Mesopotamia.

A scribe crouches over a slab of damp clay, his reed stylus poised in his 
hand. The flicker of an oil lamp casts shifting shadows on the walls, 
illuminating the precise movements of his fingers. Each wedge-shaped 
mark he presses into the clay carries weight—a story passed down through 
generations, now preserved for eternity.

An 1873 illustration of tablet fragments giving an account of the Epic of Gilgamesh.
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This is no simple record of trade or inventory. It is a story of gods, kings, 
and the pursuit of immortality. The Epic of Gilgamesh has lived as an 
oral tradition, shaped by countless voices around fires and in bustling 
courtyards. But tonight, it takes on a new form. In his steady hand, the 
story transforms into cuneiform—an ancient writing system of wedge-
shaped characters etched into clay, designed to endure the test of time. The 
stylus presses down again, shaping the symbols that will survive long after 
the oil lamps have dimmed and the voices have stilled.

Imagine a time before books, before libraries, before written language. 
The ability to write transformed human societies in ways that would alter 
history forever. With writing came new power—the ability to preserve 
knowledge accurately and consistently. Oral traditions were effective but 
fluid—each telling could shift, shaped by memory or the need to impress 
listeners. Writing created a fixed record, enabling humans to build on each 
other’s discoveries, creating vast systems of law, literature, science, and 
philosophy that shaped civilizations.

Think of the ancient Greeks. Their oral traditions were filled with gods and 
heroes, but it was the written word that allowed philosophers like Plato 
and Aristotle to share their ideas with the world. Writing transformed 
fleeting conversations into texts that could be studied, debated, and passed 
down for millennia. Knowledge became something greater than individual 
thoughts—it became part of the historical record.
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The shift from oral to written storytelling didn’t just change 
how stories were told—it changed what stories could do. Oral 
stories had to be simple and memorable, relying on repetition 

and vivid imagery to survive. Writing freed stories from the 
limits of memory, allowing for greater depth, 

complexity, and nuance.

For modern brands, this transition offers valuable lessons. When we 
communicate orally, we rely on emotion, repetition, and simplicity—
much like early storytellers. But with written content, we can go deeper, 
providing layers of meaning and detail.

This is where the power of video storytelling comes in—a medium that 
bridges the gap between oral traditions and the visual depth of modern 
technology. At Storyteller Studios, we create videos that draw from the 
rich history of oral storytelling. Like the elders who once gathered their 
communities around a fire, we use visual narratives to captivate, connect 
emotionally, and deliver powerful messages. In many ways, our videos are 
a modern form of oral history—stories told through images, voices, and 
music that evoke emotions and build shared experiences.

Cinema, too, is an evolution of storytelling that blends oral and written 
traditions. Filmmakers are modern-day griots, using visuals, dialogue, 
and music to create immersive narratives that resonate with audiences. 
Whether it’s a blockbuster film or a short marketing video, the goal is the 
same—to connect, inspire, and leave a lasting impression.
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The stories we help our clients tell are not intended to be fleeting content 
for content’s sake. We think of ourselves as griots—keepers of the culture. 
When clients hire us, they entrust us with stories that matter deeply. 
These are not just moments to entertain or attract attention. They are 
contributions to the historical record, narratives designed to endure, to 
inspire, and to connect.

The transition from oral to written storytelling wasn’t about replacing 
one with the other—it was about adding a new dimension to human 
communication. Today, we use both. We tell stories orally through 
podcasts, videos, and speeches, and we write them in blogs, articles, and 
social media posts. Together, these methods allow us to connect with our 
audiences in ways that are both immediate and enduring.

The Epic of Gilgamesh may have started as a spoken tale, but it became 
immortal through the written word. And in the same way, the stories we 
tell today—whether spoken, written, or filmed—have the potential to 
leave a lasting impact.
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PRINT
Chapter 8Chapter 8

In the dim glow of an oil lamp, a German metallurgist leans over a wooden 
contraption of levers, screws, and a heavy flat plate. His fingers deftly 
arrange rows of tiny metal letters, each carefully cast and aligned to form 
words on a flat tray. Beside him, ink-stained tools and sheets of parchment 
await their turn. The air smells of ink and warm wax, mingling with the 
faint creak of the machine’s joints as he prepares for the next step.

This device is unlike anything most have seen—a machine designed to 
transfer words from metal type onto paper by pressing them together with 
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even, powerful force. It’s not just a new tool—it’s a revolution waiting to 
happen.

The man places a blank sheet of paper carefully over the inked type and 
slides it beneath the flat plate. With a firm turn of the screw, the press 
exerts pressure, imprinting the words onto the page. When he releases 
the handle and lifts the paper, black letters stand bold against the white 
surface. For the first time, he sees his creation brought to life, ready to be 
repeated a hundred, a thousand times.

He steps back, holding the page up to the flickering light. This is more 
than a printed sheet—it’s a doorway to a future where stories, ideas, and 
knowledge flow freely. His name is Johannes Gutenberg, and his invention 
is about to change the course of history.

Before Gutenberg’s printing press, books were treasures—rare, fragile, and 
painstakingly created by hand. A single manuscript could take months or 
even years to complete, meaning knowledge was locked away, reserved for 
the privileged few who could access it. Written storytelling belonged to the 
elite, while the rest relied on oral traditions to share culture and preserve 
history.

The printing press shattered those barriers. With this invention, books 
could be reproduced quickly, accurately, and affordably. The written word 
became accessible, spreading ideas and stories farther than anyone could 
have imagined. Literacy rates soared as everyday people gained access to 
knowledge that had once been out of reach. The world began to change—
not gradually, but rapidly.

Take the Reformation, for instance. Martin Luther’s 95 Theses, initially a 
local document, found an audience across Europe thanks to the printing 
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press. Copies spread like wildfire, fueling debates, challenging institutions, 
and reshaping society. It wasn’t just that ideas were shared—it was how 
quickly and consistently they reached people, unaltered and impactful.

The press also transformed what people could read. It gave rise to 
newspapers, scientific journals, novels, and philosophical treatises. 
Communities connected through shared stories and events, while new 
perspectives and knowledge challenged old ways of thinking. The press 
made storytelling a tool for connection on a scale humanity had never seen.

The digital age offers us tools just as transformative. Social 
media, blogs, and video platforms are our modern presses, 

enabling stories to travel the globe in seconds. A single post, 
video, or image, can spark a movement, uniting people across 

borders in shared understanding. Like Gutenberg’s press, 
these tools democratize storytelling, amplifying voices that 

might otherwise go unheard.

The lesson for modern storytellers is clear: accessibility matters. Stories 
that are shared widely and authentically have the power to inform, inspire, 
and ignite change. Whether through a meticulously crafted video or a 
compelling blog post, the goal remains the same: to connect with people 
where they are and to ensure the story resonates.

Gutenberg’s invention was more than a technological breakthrough—it 
was a revolution of human connection. It ensured that ideas could outlive 
their creators, traveling across time and space to inspire generations. That 
same spirit drives us today. Whether through digital platforms or visual 
storytelling, we aim to create and share stories that matter.
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‘‘Let us break the seal which seals up holy things Let us break the seal which seals up holy things 
and give wings to truth in order that she may winand give wings to truth in order that she may win
every soul that comes into the world by her word,every soul that comes into the world by her word,

no longer written at great expense by a handno longer written at great expense by a hand
easily palsied, but multiplied like the windeasily palsied, but multiplied like the wind

by an unwearied machine.by an unwearied machine.
Johannes Gutenberg

The printing press wasn’t just a machine—it was an invitation. An 
invitation to share knowledge, amplify voices, and build bridges between 
people and ideas. Centuries later, we’re still answering that call.

PostScript: Johannes Gutenberg died in 1468. He never truly prospered from his invention, nor 
did he live to see the profound impact it would have on humanity. A reminder, perhaps, that 
the seeds we plant today may flourish far beyond what we can imagine.
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NARRATIVE
Chapter 9Chapter 9

The summer sun beats down on the Lincoln Memorial. Over 250,000 
people fill the National Mall, their voices murmuring in anticipation. 
Martin Luther King Jr. steps to the podium, his gaze steady as he looks 
out over the sea of faces. He begins to speak, his words painting a vivid 
picture—a convicting vision of equality and justice.

Six years later, billions of people watch Neil Armstrong descend onto 
the moon. His words, “That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for 
mankind,” capture the imagination of a world yearning for progress and 

Martin Luther King Jr. waves to the crowd gathered at the Lincoln Memorial on August 28, 1963.
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hope. The moon landing isn’t about technology alone. It is a triumph of the 
human spirit.

These aren’t just events on the historical calendar. They are stories that 
resonate deeply because they tap into universal truths. They spark action 
and give people a shared sense of purpose.

The most powerful narratives do more than entertain. They 
inspire. They connect. They change everything. This is why 

we repeat them to each other so often.

But not all stories unite. Storytelling can also divide. Stories have been 
used to dehumanize, to stoke fear, and to justify harm. Propaganda is 
the cautionary tale of storytelling turned weapon. The same techniques 
that can inspire hope can also inspire hate. The same tools that create 
connection can fracture societies.

In the early 20th century, propaganda became a calculated art form. 
Leaders like Joseph Goebbels weaponized stories to spread ideology and 
manipulate entire populations. Narratives that vilified, scapegoated, and 
simplified complex realities became tools of oppression. One of the most 
infamous examples is Triumph of the Will, the 1935 Nazi propaganda 
film directed by Leni Riefenstahl. With its sweeping visuals, orchestrated 
crowds, and choreographed speeches, the film painted a glorified image of 
the Third Reich, distorting reality to serve an agenda.



32

The techniques employed in Triumph of the Will demonstrate how 
storytelling—when used irresponsibly—can dehumanize and divide. 
What made the film so dangerous wasn’t just its message but its mastery of 
visual narrative, which captivated and convinced its audience. Stories that 
should connect us were instead weaponized to fracture societies, showing 
the dark side of narrative power.

This should be a cautionary tale for us. The power of storytelling lies in its 
ability to move people—but with great power comes great responsibility.
King’s “I Have a Dream” speech didn’t rely on scapegoating or fear. It 
shared a vision. It told a story that called people to believe in something 
bigger than themselves. His words reached across time and continue to 
inspire generations. The moon landing did the same. It showed what 
courage and collaboration could achieve.

The stories that change everything do more than inform. 
They touch the heart and remind us of our potential. 

But they also require careful stewardship to ensure they 
connect us rather than divide us.

The same lesson applies today. Brands that resonate tell stories that 
matter. Dove’s “Real Beauty” campaign went beyond selling soap. It 
challenged stereotypes and connected deeply with people’s values. 
Apple’s “Think Different” campaign didn’t just describe product features. 
It invited people to see themselves in a larger narrative about creativity and 
innovation.

https://www.dove.com/uk/stories/campaigns.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Think_different
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These campaigns worked because they focused on the audience. They 
weren’t about the storyteller. They were about the people listening.

But now, we stand at the edge of a new storytelling revolution. Artificial 
intelligence, capable of generating lifelike images, video, and entire 
narratives, introduces a challenge unlike any we’ve faced before. The same 
tools that help creators tell stories with breathtaking clarity can be used 
to distort reality. AI doesn’t just produce—it persuades, often blurring the 
line between fact and fabrication. Stories generated by AI could manipulate 
emotions, fabricate events, and deepen divisions with startling precision.

In the past, propagandists like Joseph Goebbels and filmmakers like Leni 
Riefenstahl used carefully crafted visuals and narratives to influence entire 
populations. Now, AI can replicate those efforts on an individual scale. It 
can create stories that feel personal, tailored to the preferences, fears, and 
beliefs of its audience. The techniques that once required orchestrated 
rallies or sweeping visuals can now be automated, making it harder than 
ever to separate truth from lies.

Propaganda pretends to be about the audience but is ultimately about 
control. Authentic storytelling, by contrast, seeks to elevate and connect 
rather than manipulate.

The stories we tell have the power to inspire others and create change. 
Whether it’s a small business overcoming challenges, a nonprofit 
transforming lives, or a brand inviting people to join a mission, great 
stories make people feel seen. They connect us to one another and remind 
us of our shared humanity. King wasn’t thinking about politics when he 
wrote, “I Have a Dream,” as much as he was thinking about his ancestors, 
griots, and parables.
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The stories we tell today will shape tomorrow. But for storytellers, the goal 
must extend beyond the moment. It’s not enough to win an argument or 
trend for a day. True storytellers think beyond the political and cultural 
fray. They strive for a separate peace—a place where human dignity and 
connection transcend the conflicts of our time.

The stories we tell have consequences. They can lift us higher or tear us 
apart. This is the scary power of narrative.
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ERAS
Chapter 10Chapter 10

The Mad Men era—advertising’s golden age. A time when marketing 
wasn’t just about products. It was about crafting stories so compelling, 
people bought cars for freedom, not horsepower, and soda for world peace, 
not bubbles.

The 1960s were all about big ideas. Advertising agencies realized facts 
alone wouldn’t always sell a product, but a compelling story would. 
Campaigns from this era didn’t sell facts or features—they sold lifestyles, 
dreams, and occasionally, outright fantasies that made people feel part of 

A Madison Avenue advertising executive walks to a client visit, New York, 1950s.
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something bigger.

Take Schweppes’ “Schhh… You Know Who” campaign. In the 1960s, 
Schweppes wasn’t just advertising tonic water—they were selling 
sophistication. With minimal dialogue and the sound of a bottle opening, 
Schweppes positioned itself as the drink for those in the know. It wasn’t 
about the product—it was about feeling like you belonged in a James Bond 
movie.

Another standout was Coca-Cola’s “I’d Like to Buy the World a Coke.” 
It wasn’t about ingredients, flavor, or packaging—it was about unity 
and harmony, all inspired by a fizzy drink. Coca-Cola tied its brand to a 
hopeful message that resonated deeply in the context of the time, creating 
emotional connections far beyond the product itself.

Today, storytelling remains the secret sauce. Taylor Swift’s Eras Tour is 
proof. Like the admen of the 1960s, Swift knows it’s not just about the 
songs—it’s about the stories. The Eras Tour isn’t a concert. It’s a journey 
through her career. Each era is a chapter, and Swift fans? They’re the co-
authors of her success. (And they’ll fight anyone who speaks ill of her.)

Swift sells connection. Her storytelling weaves narratives 
that transcend music, proving that the core motive of 

storytelling—whether in marketing, music, or even your 
uncle’s exaggerated fishing tales—remains the same.
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No matter the era, the tools, or the platform, the best stories won’t just 
inform—they will invite, inspire, and remind us of our shared humanity.

Storytelling, in all its forms, is not only our first language. It will be our last 
language, too.



38

GRAFFITI
Chapter 11Chapter 11

In the dead of night, a figure moves through a sprawling train yard on the 
edge of New York City. Spray can in hand, he approaches a towering train 
car. The soft hiss of paint breaks the silence as bold strokes form his tag—a 
signature that will ride the rails by morning. Before anyone can spot him, 
he vanishes, leaving his art behind—fleeting, but alive.

This was the birth of graffiti art in the 1970s. What began as simple tags 
marking territory evolved into a movement that turned New York’s streets 
and subway cars into an open gallery. 

Halvdan’s mark at Hagia Sophia in Constantinople reads, “Halvdan was here.”
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Graffiti wasn’t just art—it was rebellion. 
For the city’s youth, often overlooked, it was a way 

to leave a mark on a world that ignored them.

But the act of leaving a mark? That’s nothing new. One of the 
earliest known examples of graffiti comes from an unexpected place: 
Constantinople, over a thousand years ago.

There, in the Hagia Sophia, a Viking named Halvdan scratched his name in 
runes on a marble banister. It’s a simple declaration: Halvdan made these 
runes. The carving is a timeless statement of existence, a way of saying, I 
was here, I lived, and I mattered. Halvdan’s inscription reminds us that the 
human urge to leave a mark is ancient, transcending time and culture.

Another iconic example comes from World War II: “Kilroy Was Here.” 
You’ve seen it—a doodle of a bald man peeking over a wall with those 
words nearby. It appeared on ships, in barracks, and across battlefields. 
The story goes that it started with a shipyard inspector marking riveted 
sections of warships. But Kilroy took on a life of his own as soldiers 
began tagging the phrase everywhere they went. It became a symbol of 
camaraderie, levity, and survival.

By the 1980s, graffiti was no longer just about claiming space—it became a 
form of high art. Artists like Jean-Michel Basquiat and Keith Haring turned 
the streets into canvases, creating raw, vibrant works that spoke to the 
struggles and dreams of their city. Fast-forward to the 2000s, and Banksy 
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elevated street art to a global phenomenon. His provocative stencils—
simple yet loaded with meaning—challenged capitalism, war, and social 
justice, leaving a lasting impression.

Graffiti, like all great art, is storytelling. 
It’s about finding a voice in places where voices are often 
unheard. The walls, subways, and alleys become pages, 

and the artists? They’re the storytellers, sharing tales of 
resistance, struggle, and hope.

From Halvdan’s runes to Kilroy’s doodle to Banksy’s stencils, graffiti shows 
us that the human need to leave a mark is timeless. Sometimes, the most 
powerful stories aren’t told with words. They’re painted, carved, scratched, 
and left behind to speak for themselves.
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JOKES
Chapter 12Chapter 12

Good jokes don’t just make us laugh—they stick with us, retold around 
tables, golf courses, and text threads. Ever wonder why? 

It’s because a good joke is really just a good story in disguise. 
And like any good story, a joke is built to connect, 

surprise, and leave an impact.
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Every joke starts with a setup—a small narrative that plants the seed. It 
gives us just enough context to feel grounded but leaves a little gap for our 
brains to fill. That gap creates curiosity, the same “What happens next?” 
feeling that makes us lean into a great story. Take this classic example:

“Why don’t skeletons fight each other?”

The setup is simple. There’s a premise (skeletons in a fight) and an implicit 
question: Why wouldn’t they? It’s just enough to hook us.

Just like in storytelling, tension is key. The best jokes create a sense of 
conflict—not a dramatic one, but enough to keep us guessing. Think about 
the skeleton joke. It presents a situation that doesn’t make immediate 
sense, and that little inconsistency sparks curiosity.

In storytelling terms, this is the moment where the stakes rise, where the 
hero faces a challenge or a twist. Our brains love resolving that tension, 
whether in a novel or a one-liner.

Then comes the punchline, the resolution to the story. It answers the setup 
and, ideally, flips the narrative in a way that surprises us.

“Because they don’t have the guts.”

The punchline delivers the “aha” moment—the same kind we get when a 
great movie or novel ties everything together in a satisfying way. The twist 
is what makes it funny, and the resolution brings the story full circle.
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Jokes, like stories, follow a structure that our brains are 
wired to love. Setup, conflict, resolution—it’s a narrative 

arc packed into a sentence or two. And like a good story, a 
joke’s ultimate purpose is to connect.

When you laugh at a joke, it’s because you’ve understood it, you’ve made 
the connection. That shared moment of understanding is what makes jokes 
so universal. It’s why we tell them at parties, on first dates, or in stand-up 
specials.

Great jokes—like great stories—stick with us. They’re told and retold, 
subtly evolving as they move from person to person. And at their best, they 
do more than entertain. They make us think, surprise us, and even teach us 
something.

Want proof? Think of the best joke you’ve ever heard. Chances are, it’s one 
you remember not just for the laugh, but for the story.
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MAGIC
Chapter 13Chapter 13

Great magicians and great storytellers are cut from the same cloth. They 
may use different mediums, but their techniques are strikingly similar. 
Both craft experiences that captivate, connect, and leave us marveling long 
after the story is told or the trick is performed.

My son and I have been watching Penn & Teller clips on YouTube, 
dissecting their tricks like amateur detectives and rating them on a scale 
of 1 to 5. One of our favorites is the timeless “cups and balls” sleight 
of hand—a trick performed across centuries and cultures. Historical 

“The Juggler” by Hieronymous Bosch, 15th century
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references trace the origins of the trick back to ancient Egypt, with 
depictions of similar routines appearing in Roman times. Over the 
centuries, it has become a staple of magic performances worldwide, 
evolving through various cultures while retaining its fundamental sleight-
of-hand principles. It’s one of the oldest known magic tricks still performed 
today.

But it’s not just the mechanics that captivate us. It’s Penn’s larger-than-life 
persona, his charisma, and the way he frames each trick like a masterful 
narrative. 

The magic isn’t just in the trick. It’s in the way it’s told.

Great magicians, like great storytellers, know how to build suspense. They 
set the stage, open loops, and tease the audience with questions: How did 
the ball vanish? What’s under the cup? The audience is hooked, waiting for 
the reveal, just as we are when a storyteller leads us to a climactic moment.

Timing is everything. Storytellers and magicians alike know when to pause 
for effect and when to accelerate. A magician’s well-timed gesture mirrors 
a storyteller’s carefully chosen word or silence. The rhythm draws us in and 
keeps us there, hanging on every move or line.

Then there’s the emotional connection. A great story makes us feel deeply, 
whether it’s joy, suspense, or wonder. A magician’s trick taps into the same 
emotions. We gasp at the impossible, laugh at the unexpected, and feel a 
sense of childlike wonder that connects us to the performer and each other. 
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The cups and balls, for instance, wouldn’t hold the same magic without the 
humor and showmanship Penn brings to every performance.

Both disciplines rely on misdirection. A storyteller uses red herrings and 
shifts in perspective to surprise us, while a magician distracts us with a 
flourish or a joke, guiding our focus away from the mechanics of the trick. 
In both cases, the audience is delighted by the reveal because they never 
saw it coming.

And finally, the ending. A story’s resolution is what makes it memorable, 
tying together themes and leaving an impression. A magician’s finale—the 
final twist or reveal—is no different. It’s the moment that makes us lean 
back in our chairs and say, “How did they do that?”

Magic, like storytelling, connects us. It’s a shared 
experience that transcends language and culture. 

Whether you’re under the stars listening to a griot’s tale or in a theater 
watching a magician perform, the effect is the same. You’re part of 
something bigger, a moment of connection and wonder.

The next time you watch a trick, think about what’s really happening. 
Someone is inviting you to marvel, to feel, to connect—if only for a 
moment. 

It’s a spark of shared wonder. Just like a memorable story.


