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This is an approximate transcript of the text oflesture at the 2005 GDC. | present it in this fdoecause the
nature of the material does not lend itself tottiaglitional paper format. Also, because the lectisreaformal
and to some extent ad-libbed, this is not a verbakbcument.

Introduction
Good afternoon. This lecture is “Interactive Nawas Revisited: Ten Years of Research.” I'm Eratams.

I’m going to begin by giving you the background a$ fecture. Ten years ago at this conference | gaeeture
called ‘The Challenge of the Interactive Movidt that time there was a great deal of excitetradrout
interactive movies. The CD-ROM had recently beemitted and there was room for a lot more conteatim
games, so the notion of making an interactive meg@med obvious. Interactivity is cool, moviesavel,
therefore interactive movies musftortiori be cool squared. Everybody was talking about cayersze, and Trip
Hawkins was running around yelling about the Newlywwood, which was going to make his new machihe, t
3DO Multiplayer, a colossal worldwide smash megabhit

Ahem. Yes. Well, we’ll try not to dwell on that taouch.

Looking back at the situation at that time, textexttures had already died as a commercial gentgraphical
adventure games were still the biggest, richest-loeking games around. They had held this paositieanks
largely to the work of Sierra On-line, for mostaflecade.

Some of the hottest games of that period were regttheenture games or contained large story eleméhtgve
you a few examples as a reminder.
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If anybody needs convincing about the seriousnkEs“interactive movie” stuff at the time, nateat Wing
Commander llfeatured Mark Hamill and Malcolm Macdowell, abdder a Killing Moonincluded no less than
James Earl Jones, Margot Kidder, and Brian Keith.

One of the conclusions | arrived at, looking atvheety of games that were being called “intergctnovies”at
the time, was that it's impossible to tell whatiareractive movie is supposed to be by lookingegtesentative
samples. So many different kinds of things gotethfinteractive movies” at the time that they haagtically
nothing in common.

My lecture contained a critique of the whole cona#pnteractive movies, and in fact | ended upilsgyhat |
didn’t believe there was any such thing as an attiare movie at all, a remark which produced prgkeh
cheering in my largely techie bad-attitude gameettgper audience. The challenge of the interactiogie) |
concluded, was to make decent computer gamesta @fpihe fact that the marketing department waglist on
sticking this idiotic label on your box.

So | abandoned interactive movies as a design poroecause | couldn’t figure out what they werppsased to
be, and looked at interactive narratives from agtrabt, theoretical point of view. In that lecturéentified
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three key problems that | felt made it difficultdoeate interactive narratives. So the idea bethmisdecture is to
look back and see how things have changed sinaméd those problems... to see if, perhaps, any of tieve
been solved.

Before | go any further, though, | need to issuksalaimer. When | proposed this talk to the sébect
committee, it was my intention to try and readiladl papers on interactive narrative that have peéfished
over the last ten years. Well, five or even threarg ago, that would have been easy. Since theng, ias been
an explosion in research, and | simply haven't kedga to keep up with it all. For example, | kndvatt Chris
Crawford has written a new book on the subject, ldral/en’t even gotten around to it yet.

So I'm sorry to say that this talk is not as conmgrresive as | would have liked it to be. It's neee$yg going to
be a personal and somewhat haphazard look baaekehtt had the time to research it in the detait thwould
like.

Three Problems for Interactive Storytellers
These were the problems as | identified them atithe:

The Problem of Internal Consistency:How do we make sure a story is logically, emotibnalnd narratively
coherent when the player is out of our control? Whihe player is controlling Superman as his avabut
wants to do something very unlike Superman: killi@pple at random, for example? Or, using anotkemele,
how could you possibly let a player modify the ppdCasablancawithout destroying its emotional power?
Casablanceands the way it must end; if you could simply gokband change it, Rick’heroic sacrifice becornr
meaningless.

The Problem of Narrative Flow: How do we make sure the player is prepared fodtheatic climax of the
story when it arrives?

The Problem of Amnesia:What do we do about the fact that story charactederstand the world they live in,
but the player is amnesiac about that world? Whasdbe player have to spend time at the beginrfiegery
game exploring what is supposed to be his own ab&mvironment?

| also identified a number of possible solutionsdme of these problems, but | decided that moteyh
weren’t very satisfactory.

The Problem of Internal Consistency, solution 1aDon’t give the avatar enough depth such that taggpcan
violate his nature. In other words, don't let thayer play Superman. Only let the player contraheone
without a personalityObjection: this is hardly good storytelling! Bland, neutrabfagonists are not a hallmark
of great literature.

The Problem of Internal Consistency, solution 1bCreate a story so bland that there are no emotions
activities that caeinconsistentObjection: Ditto. It's not good storytelling.

The Problem of Internal Consistency, solution 2Don’t give the player any actions to perform tat allow
her to violate the avatar’s nature. In short, lithé interactivity Objection: this is hardly good gameplay!
Placing limits on the player so that she canniatrfare with our nice story is not what players ecim games
for.

The Problem of Narrative Flow, solution 1:Limit the player’s interactivity so she can'’t rigaget off the path.
Tell a linear story, or force the player by someangeor other to stay on the right paithjection: Again, limitec
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interactivity are not what games are for, and bacdhthat players don't like being chivvied alonfixad path.

The Problem of Narrative Flow, solution 2:Let time go on around the player, and if she’sreatly for the
dramatic climax when it comes, too b&bjection: This turns all such games into a race against firhe
player loses repeatedly and has to reload allitine. t

The Problem of Narrative Flow, solution 3:Tie advances in the plot to advancement by thgepld his is the
classic adventure game approach. The game onlysriomsard as the player does, so the player isaguieed t
be ready for the dramatic climax when it arriv@bjection: This feels mechanical. You can tell that nothing is
happening unless you make it happen. There’s neesefurgency.

The Problem of Amnesia, solution 1Make games in which the protagonist characterhasesiaObjection:
This is not a major genre of literature. The nundfdsooks and movies about a character who has sienise
vanishingly small. This solution is at best a paorkaround.

The Problem of Amnesia, solution 2Tell stories of a type in which it is reasonalblattthe protagonist does
not know what is going on. Two classic typestaeoic questandmysteriesNot surprisingly, many games,
especially adventure games, fall into these categi@bjection: Although this solution works, it limits the
kinds of stories we can tell rather sharply.

So because none of these solutions really work wedime to
the conclusion that there’s an inverse relationbleifpveen
interactivity and narrative. The more control yoeekise as the
author, the less freedom you give the player, acel versa.
You can’t really maximize both. At best you cankst®estrike

a satisfactory balance between them.

| ended that lecture with what might almost be aered an
anti -narrative manifesto. | gave a pean of preoshe wonders |yTERACTIVITY NARRATIVE

of interactivity, and then | concluded: e e

“It's not our job to tell stories. It's our job to create worlds

in which stories can happen. To build playgrounds for the Vo q
mind.” |

The Road We've Travelled

So that was the state of things in 1995, as | s&amt | now want to take a look at some of the thiwgve done
since then, starting with the game industry itself.

The most obvious change is that stories have begareep into other genres, and in fact those gesme
enlivened and enriched by them.

Role-Playing Games
RPGs have had stories for a long time, but theesaibnes weren’t very good. They started with camig-

generated dungeons and completely trivial storgliaad the introduction of richer stories has m®aooth and
gradual. Thd=inal Fantasyseries is well-respected for its stories, althoungimy opinion,Planescape: Torment
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is probably the best example to date in terms @fjmality of the writing.

Shooting Games

Since 1995 we’ve invented the rail-shootdetal Gear SolidHalf-life, and
S0 on. In some respects these are the most suddesshuse they map the
linear story onto the physical space. Howevertybe of story they’re able
to tell is quite restricted. It's consistent anovik properly, but it is
necessarily about, well, shooting things. To paragd another saying, if all
you have is a BFG9000, then everything looks like@demon.

Action Games

' One of our most important achievements has begwémted the action-

' adventure, a genre somewhere between the mindéssy/fof the traditional
action game, and the slow, deliberate puzzle-sgleirthe traditional
adventure gaméndiana Jones and the Infernal Machiisean early examp
of an action-adventure, abandoning the classictfaoid-click approach of
the earlier LucasArtthdiana Jonegiames.

Like RPGs, action games started with completelyatistories, but have

' gradually been including more and more story mailtefinis is partly due to
the growth of storage space on our mediums, amdpalgly due to a desire
 appeal to larger markets. Old-time hardcore gastdrdutton through the
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story aspects as fast as they can so they catrgighs into the killin’, and
many of them decry or sneer at the introductiostofies in action games. They also complain thabagames
are getting too easy. But old-time hardcore garagrsa dwindling percentage of the overall marksttife
goes on, they will be reduced to a niche.

Strategy Games

We have begun to add stories to strategy gamasddalie missions togeth
with varying successNarcraft 11l also introduced hero characters, and w
you have characters you tend to have stories.répigsents a cross-genre
merging with role-playing games.

Vehicle Simulators

Interstate 768wnas a vehicle simulator with a story. The storgwaentionall
corny, but effective.

In all these cases, story has remained secondggneplay. The story
provides motivation and reward, but it is not th@mthing the player is the
for.

Adventure Games

And then of course there are the traditional adwengames -- the ones that
used to be the biggest, richest games on the m&d&etof the major
publishers build them any more. It's not as if theylead, as many people
claim. It's just that the market for them didn’ogr at the same rate as the
market for all the other genres, so as a percertathe total, they’re pretty
small. It was the invention of the 3D acceleratmdcthat caused this huge
growth in the other genres. The 3D accelerator s@ancan provide more
adrenaline, and entertainment through adrenalieasger to achieve than
entertainment through either logical challengezfjmrs), or narrative
experience.
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So, as we can see from these games, story is clomgpelthat’s why we’ve begun introducing it instrategy
games and vehicle simulators. We have a desiredatories in our games; it makes them feel ridBietr for the
most part it remains a backdrop. It's not the npaimt of the game.

What About the Problems?
And what about the three problems | described Iad995? Well, for the most part, we' avoided facing thel
The Problem of Amnesia

We're still making games with a lead character Wwhe amnesia, to try and cover up the problem. Wase
still mostly making mysteries and heroic questsat®all well and good -- it gets around the prable but
we’re never going to fulfill the potential of thisedium if we limit ourselves to those two genresitefature.

However, | have realized since then that evengteaies need an introduction of some kind, everéquires
the reader to work a bit to understand what's gaingReally well-crafted novels or movies have vauptle
introductions in which the introductory materiabis cleverly woven into the plot that you don’tinetthat you
are being introduced to the characters and sitstio

We have to learn how to craft better introductidbgmping a lot of expository material on the reaolethe
player is bad practice in any medium. We need tdhmiplayer in environments or situations whegytbannot
or don’t feel a need, to pick up everything theg.dehink if we spent more time crafting good attuctions,
rather than just treating it as a nuisance to ladt eath shortly before shipping the game, we waoct¢have such
a problem with player amnesia.

The Problem of Narrative Flow

Narrative flow is still a problem for us: how do weake sure the player is ready for the dramatroat wher
the dramatic climax occurs? For the most part, svstill using Solution 3: advance the plot in syméth the
player’'s advances. And it still feels mechanistgpecially when the player arrives “just too lateprevent
something, and no matter how fast they play theegdhey’re always “just too late.”

To some extent we have also switched to Solutidy Inaking the games more linear. Adventure gamess a
now more linear than they once were. Rail-shoa@szf course linear. What we do is map physicatsmnto
the plot -- onto time itself -- and then force filayer to traverse the physical space. And theesbéthat space
has become more linear than it used to be.

The Problem of Internal Coherency

With respect to the Problem of Internal Consistemay have arrived at a sort of compromise. $ etnsider twi
types of people:
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Soldiers in the trenches during WWI.

On the left we have soldiers in the trenches dwifggld War I. They have a role to play in the wauit no
freedom to decide what they will do or how. Thedperience is not unlike playing a rail-shooter:th#y can do
is shoot, and advance if it is safe to do so.

On the right we have a wealthy businessman in Benng World War I. He has complete freedom to c®olbis
actions: the war does not constrain him in any W@ythe other hand, he has no power to influeneewvr,
either. His experience is analogous to the sandimde of Grand Theft Auto Ill: you can do what ydee| but
what you do doesn’t have any effect on the story.

One group of people is totally constrained by tkerumstances -- the story they’re in. The othexspn is
completely unconstrained, but he’s not in the sadrsll.

In between these two types of people is someoherrapecial. Someone like a commando, a resistagider,

or a spy. Someone who is involved in an importanaton, but has some freedom (but not total foeepto
choose his own actions.
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Sidney Reilly, “Ace of Spies ”

These kinds of people make good compromise heavestdrytelling games, because they have a ceatamunt
of freedom, but not unlimited freedom, to influeribe situation they’re in.

Another thing that I think we have realized is thktyers don't really want to violate a charactessential
nature anyway -- at least, not if they’re seriouskolved in the story. Sure, if you get to be Supen, the first
thing youre going to do is see if you can kill a lot of peput if you really want to experience the stahen i
won't bother you that Superman isn’t allowed totkese things.

The Resurgence of Linearity

| said earlier that | think we’ve gone back, somatylo telling linear stories. There are multiplays of
approaching the issue of branching stories -- ywuareate fully-branching storylines, with (posgjbhultiple
endings; you can create stories that branch lees,and tends to remain within a few distinct file¢s; or you
can have what Charles Cecil calls “multilineadrgts, in which the main plot has particular notied the
playermustpass through, but there is a certain amount efifsen in between these nodes.

The game industry has largely abandoned the nasafforts to create fully branching, or even pzdit-
branching interactive narratives. They're too exgpemto make, and it’'s not certain that players vwaameed
them anyway. And they still present design and bgveent difficulties. Unfortunately, & easy to create stor
with logical inconsistencies in them if you haveamplicated branching plot.

In short, | think the industry hasn’t solved theet problems for interactive storytellers so mugls@ught
workarounds for them. Rather than face them hea#veive improved the quality of our storytelling by,large

part, abandoning our efforts to be interactive altodVe have gone, unapologetically, back to kalkidinear
stories. Interactivity earns you progress throdghdtory, but it doesn’t have much effect on thieame.

Why We've Had So Much Trouble

| now want to take a look at why, | believe, we édad so much trouble with these problems. It tsegwith
what | believe is a failed analogy between nareatimd gameplay.
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"Conflict" versus Dramatic Tension

Hollywood screenwriters use the term “conflict’refer to the essential problem of a story. In thisulation,
there are three kinds of conflict: interpersonaiftiot, conflict between a person and their envimamt, or
simply internal conflicts among a person’s emotionslesires.

Unfortunately, games are often seen in terms afflat” also -- whether it's immediate and direa in a war
game, or more theoretically, as in a conflict aénests between players in an economic simulakiofarmal
game theory, a “game” is defined as a situatiomhich there is a conflict of interests.

The fact that we use the same words for both eagasrus to think that they are analogous, andghads us int
error. | think the Hollywood formulation is too litad. Maybe it works for movies, but | don’t thiitkworks for
all literature. | prefer to use a term that | lesdnn junior high school English clagsamatic tensionDramatic
tension is more general than “conflict” and it al®this spurious emphasis on the opposition oefrghere is
no “conflict” in wondering whether that cute guygsing to ask you to the prom or not, but therdréamnatic
tension.

Gameplay Tension

At the same time, there clearly is such a thingameplay tension as well. Gameplay tension arrees the
player’s immersion in the game, his commitment to advareceniis desire to win. There is gameplay tengi
wondering whether the roulette ball is going topdio slot 17 or not. Even in chess, a game of perfe
information with no element of chance, the gamepdsgion arises from wondering what your opponent i
planning to do, and wondering whether she is serartigh to figure out what you're you're planningltn

The Disanalogies

Both dramatic and gameplay tension involve a cantarthe future, worrying about the unexpected: tBere
are significant disanologies.

First is therepetition disanologyGameplay tolerates repetition, and narrative doésWwhen you are playing a
game, you are willing to tolerate a certain amafrrepetition -- often quite a lot, in a game liResk-- because
you have a vested interest in each maneuver, éwdn identical to an earlier maneuver. In a gtdrowever, no
event should ever occur twice, unless there’s sextremely good reason for it, and even then, itld/te very
unusual.

The second disanalogy between gameplay tensiodrancatic tension is thandomness disanalogéameplay
tolerates random chance, and narrative does ngulfe playing backgammon, you're about to lose gou
happen to throw double-sixes and thereby win tmeegdhat’s perfectly acceptable: it’s the actiorciofnce.
However, if you wrote the same scene in a stogy/réader would consider itd@&us ex machindt’s not
acceptable for the hero of a story to be saveditl. [Everything in a story should happen for aoeas

This is why traditional adventure games work, ydttan any other genre of computer game, as stdfig®y’re
well designed, adventure games contain neithetitigmenor randomness. Every puzzle is differentirevery
other puzzle, and every puzzle has a logical, mowalom solution. Raghooters have this quality too. By forci
you down a rail, the game can guarantee that yearnmen into the same situation twice.

These two disanalogies lie at the heart of theendtfe expect different things from narratives tiagndo from

gameplay. Narratives ar®t a simple recounting of events. They elide irrefeies like getting dressed, using
the toilet, and eating. Games elide some of theskevancies also, and a lot more besides. Buatiags also
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elidebacktrackingfalse startsanddead endsGames dmot elide these elements; they are part of gameplay.
They are essential to gameplay tension, and tharisof the reason that the analogy is faulty.

In hisGamasutraarticle, ‘Formal Abstract Design TogfsDoug Church makes a reference to the “storya of
hockey game. Although my respect for Church is lodess, | think he’s got the wrong end of the shieke. If
you relate the events of a hockey game, it would bad story, including every blocked shot and epéayer
who falls down and then gets up again. Most oféh®sents, while exciting in a game context, arénigoand
irrelevant in a story context.

The central point here is that stories reqdin@matic novelty Things must change constantly, and they must
never repeat. In games, there can be periodsgiiaian, when nobody gains any ground, and thardea
circumstances in which you end up in exactly thaesaituation that you were in once before. Gamesie
exciting in spite of these things because gametglasion is not the same as dramatic tension. Tthak, is
part of the reason that we’ve had so much trouldeging storytelling and gameplay: because theyateas
similar as we think they are.

| would even venture a hypothesis -- and | havennog, zero evidence for this -- that the partwflrain that
we use process stories is in fact different fromghrt of our brain that we use to play games.

The Academy Earns a B-minus

| now want to take a look at what has been hapgenithe academic world in the last ten years. Jihgle
biggest difference between 1995 and now has beegrttundswell of academic researGames have gone fr
being beneath its attention to the hot new mediuabibut three years flat. Game education and resear
programs are starting up at academic institutitinsvar the country and indeed the world. Muchlo$twork is
straightforward teaching of game design and deveéoy as training for industry, and that’s valudideause it
means we will have to do less on-the-job training.

With respect to interactive narratives specificatlgwever, the situation is a fearsome muddle. &bex lack of
a common vocabulary; a lack of a common approackl. tAere are turf wars. Literary theorists of néawea--
“narratologists” believe that narrative is rightheir turf, so it's up to them to decide wiatieractivenarrative
will be. Theorists of gameplay -- “ludologists’believe that interactive entertainmenthsir turf, and only the'
can properly decide what interactive narrative il These two camps are somewhat divided betvineen t
United States and Europe, with the narratologistié USA and the ludologists in Europe. Regardbésehere
they are, they’re not progressing as much as | avike.

The academy’s ability to progress is limited byesaV different things, which I'll look at next.
Politics

A certain amount of academic literary debate isethin political and meta-political issues. A goashbof
literary criticism is written from a particular ptital perspective: Marxism, feminism, post-coldism (the
study of works written in post-colonial nationgg.e African and Southeast Asia), and so on. Ambegheta-
political issues is the question of Structuraligmp(esumption that the world is organized accortiingpme
objectively identifiable principles) versus posttfturalism (a presumption that the world is a abconstruct
with different ideologies competing for control).

None of this is terribly useful for developing irdetive narratives. Although analytical, it tendsvards criticisr

rather than creation, and it's largely about naesiactive narratives in any case. When debatest attevactive
narrative get bogged down in political issues, theynowhere.
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Quality

In creating literary theories, academics don't telke account the quality of the storytelling. Atit’s quite
appropriate: they’re not allowed to. Quality is mabive, and theorists of literature are tryingatave at
objective rules that apply to all narratives withoegard for quality. If you incorporate a subjeetelement into
the theory, then it opens everything up to question

That's OK for them but not for us. We need to eeegtodstories. We'e entertainers and our primary concer
to leave people feeling entertained. Whatever thebmteractive narrative we use, it has to praoot any old
story, but stories that our players believe in aadt to be a part of. Academic theorists of of atiwe aren’t
usually worried about credibility or entertainmeatue. But adding interactivity and gameplay taays
introduces elements which disturb the credibilitg ahe quality of the story -- as | described abovey three
problems. So because they’re not allowed to contemselves with quality, the academy isn’t abladdress
my concerns.

Postmodernism

Finally, many academic theorists are approachiegssue from a postmodernist perspective in whesrlg
anything can be a story. Some people see nariateeerything. There’s currently a vogue for apptyi
narratological principles to almost anything; it& buzzword du jour. Steve Jobs has been heandke
remarks in the press about hovsittnportant to define the next generation of ustarfaces for the Macintosh
storytelling terms. One has to wonder exactly vihet means: “Once upon a time there was a hapysy fiie
that lived all by itself in a pretty folder in tmeiddle of a huge hard drive?” This is not helpful.

Jacques Derrida, the inventor of deconstructionigas once asked, “What is a text?” And he replned t
anything can be a text. Well, if anything can lexd, and narrative can be applied as a metaphamytthing,
then any effort to formulate an intellectually sdutheory -- in such a way that it can’t be refutedyther words
-- ends up being hopelessly vague.

We have a similar problem with defining “gameplay’our industry. There are so many different kionéls
gameplay that it's almost impossible to defineniterms that are genuinely useful. Sid Meier, faraple,
famously defined it as “a series of interestingices.” Dino Dini has defined it as “interaction tleatertains.”
Both these definitions are hard to argue with, tad vague to be useful in ordinary practice. leaiching
purposes, | use a definition which | know to beoimplete, but which gives people something to boridMy
definition is that gameplay consists of the chakesnthe player is confronted with plus the actgmesis allowel
to take to overcome those challenges. | know tafsidion isn’t complete because it doesn’t incluteative
play, or the role of imagination in gameplay. Howe\t gives people something to start with.

So, to the extent that a given professor or screrahins mired in a philosophical search for idesdfutable
definitions, its work is unlikely to be useful te.u'm interested in the creation of good fictioot in navel-
gazing about the meanings of terms.

Now For the Good News

This is not to say thatll the academy’s work has been useless. There ageat@cademics whose work has
been directly helpful to us in the game industriieve interactive narrative is concerned. Janet 8y iof
Georgia Tech, of course, the authoHafimlet on the Holodeclenry Jenkins of MIT has done some work on
issues to do with the use of time and space imantee storytelling, among many other things; re& one of
our most fearless defenders when the Congressattaak dogs are on the prowl. Joseph Bates ledya ve
important project called Project Oz at CarnegieidtelUniversity. Project Oz is now closed down, boine
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important work has come out of it. I'll talk abahgat later.

Most of these people have been working not on pwestract theories of narrative, but examiningxg
computer games, trying to analyze them, and loofongvays to make them better. In some cases, iénying
to actually build running software that could befusin games.

In addition the academy is doing plenty of valuaktek that is unrelated to interactive narrativéd\k-human-
computer interaction, augmented reality and VRpation techniques, and so on.

Lindley’s Paper

| want to talk for a minute about an extremely usggaper | recently read by a guy name Craig Lindlendley
lives on an island in the Baltic Sea off the cads$weden, in an ancient medieval town. His papealled
“Story and Narrative Structures in Computer Gafraawd it's a very interesting survey which proppseme
new ways of thinking about these things.

Lindley’s paper discussed the concept of Strudmaln narrative theory, the idea that narrativagena
generative substructure that can be identifiedeNwat this is different from the political Strutism that |
referred to earlier, although there are some relakeas. Structuralism is not a new idea, and eatto me
either, but he explained it in a very lucid way.

Back in the 1960’s, a researcher named Vladimipprerote a pioneering work callddorphology of the
Folktale.In it he presents an analysis of the structurakgaive system underlying a genre of Russian falkst
Lindley writes, “Within this system, a typical faide is built around seven types of character. Adraes of the
characters containing these functions differs ftala to tale, but the type of actions they perfana always the
same.” Propp determined that these charactersaan3i different types of plot functions in thediteonal
Russian folktale. This is an example of narratitre@&uralism, and a number of other people followad.
Joseph Campbell’s work on the hero’s journey issitaStructuralism.

To describe how structuralism works, Lindley inadda diagram in his paper, which | am going to slassly
steal from him.
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His diagram requires a slightly different use ahmology. Thestory is a raw sequence of events icorrect
chronological order. Theplot is those events with certain elisions, emphasis and de-emphasis, and perhaps re-
ordered for dramatic purposes. As Lindley puts it, “Its [the plot’s] function i® emphasize or de-emphasize
certain storyevents, to interpret some and to leave othersfémance, to show or to tell, to comment or to ra1
silent, to focus on this or that aspect of an evemharacter.” Thearrative instantiates the plot in a particula
text.

He goes on to say, “The reason for separatingttrg as a different level of meaning from the naves that
express it is the fathat the same story may be expressed in manyehtfearratives, either within the same
medium or across different medigEmphasis mine.]

Now all of a sudden, v've got something we can work with! For those ofn® are trying to create automated
story-generation systems, | think this is a vergfulsway of thinking about it. We might be ablebioild a
storytelling system that uses templates to genstatees (in Lindley’s sense of a sequence of ejettien uses
heuristics and other rules to turn the story inpdcd, and finally some kind of languageneration mechanism
narrate the plot into words.

It's not as if narrative Structuralism is somethimgw -- in fact, modern-day narratologists consitield-

fashioned for the purposes of analysis, and imitwdd of literary theory, it has largely been reqgd by post-
Structuralism and postmodernism . One of the er@ggjof Structuralism is that it privileges the pahview of
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the analyst: you cannot yourself stand outsidesyis¢em that you are investigating. But in our casedo have
privileged point of view: as game designers, wecaeating the system in the first place. Structsnal even if
it's out of fashion, is something that we in thergaindustry should give serious thought to as yécticreate
generative systems.

This ties directly into my next topic.

Embedded versus Emergent

At the 2000 Game Developers’ Conference, Marc, haBlgave a lecture calléEmergent Complexity,
Emergent Narrativé He introduced the idea that narrative can emé@a complex automated systems rather
than from pre-written blocks of material. He mad#istinction between what he called “embedded” and
“emergent” narrative. Embedded narrative is prestmcted, and the player encounters and experienicethe
course of gameplay. Emergent narrative arises fatiegorocess of playing.

This is not a completely new idea; people have lsaging that the experience of playisghe story of a game
for a long time . However, LeBlanc provided us vathelegant formulation.

As | read this, | came to an important realizatioat two of my Three Problems for Interactive Stelters --
Internal Consistency and Narrative Flow -- are pgpis caused by embedded narrative. Theablanca
problem is essentially a problem of embedded naerathe whole storgs toldfits together so tightly that any
fiddling with it would make it fall apart. But it were emergent, it wouldnhave a fixed structure of any kind
would be about llsa and Victor showing up in Cagabé, and the characters would have to work out for
themselves what was going to happen. That mighk wdyut it also might not produce as emotionally sgiingf
a conclusion as the one that was deliberately naetsd for the movie.

That “playgrounds for the mind” phrase from my leetten years ago, was, in effect, anticipatingregerd
narratives.

Emergent narratives, which can avoid the probledestribed, offer exciting possibilities for theéute of
interactive narrative. However, here are a lotpgroquestions about them.

Tricky Issues for Emergent Narratives

It is a basic principle of game design that playiesto be told what to do. They always need sihing that
they’re supposed to be working towards. This is fruall genres, not just narrative ones. Becausergent
narratives lack embedded blocks of narrative maltdhey tend to be less specific about what thgey ought t
be doing. | think it's important to realize thatsandbox mode” in a game is not really the sama&nasmergent
narrative. Sandbox modes let you do what you lik wo repercussions (generally). In an interactigerative,
your actions should have narrative consequences.

During his lecture, LeBlanc pointed out severakotbroblems as well:
Emergent properties don’t necessarily support thedntasy you're trying to create.One of the
characteristics of emergence is that it's diffidolpredict. The very complexity that gives rise to
emergence also means that events will occur thata®the designer, did not specifically intendogeh
events may not be consistent with the fantasy-éxpee you are trying to create for your player.

Sometimes you get absurd fantasie§Vorse yet, you may get results that are narratisbgurd -- non-
credible plot lines and so on. The system doesrotkit’s trying to tell a story, so it has no idéthe
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story it tells is any good.

Because they're based on mathematical models, gbsiagne familiar problemstegenerate strategies,
unintended feedback loops, and so on.

Some people have characterized the pencil-and-palgeplaying gameDungeons and Dragonsas a system f
generating emergent stories. Unfortunately, mogh®ftories that D&D generates are poor. Like rogagnes, i
includes large quantities of randomness and répetito turn a D&D campaign into a decent narrgtav@uma
is needed to convert the raw sequence of evemts&intedible plot, then to narrate the plot inteeajoyable tex

The MMOG Approach

Many people have argued that online games arentheea to interactive storytelling. Among other thgrthey
enable players to experience emotions that itfcdit to inspire in the single-player context. Fotample, I've
long pointed out that most videogames inspire émty emotions, “Yahoo!” and “Damn!”, along with penbs
frustration. Massively-multiplayer online games aaspire envy, jealousy, grief, ambition, greed] aven lust
if you use them for cybersex. They can do this bsedhey involve interactions with other real peapither
than simply with a simulation or an embedded story.

However, the ability to inspire emotion is not #@me thing as the ability to narrate successfaklyl said
earlier, one of the problems for interactive naveais the author’s lack of control over the playdiMOGs dont
just have one player w’s out of your control; they have tens of thousands

In practice, it has proven difficult to create gttike gameplay for individual online players. Istory-like
activity (a quest, for example) is available to@dlyers, then the outcome of the quest is alwagsep on on-
line bulletin boards and well-known to all the may in advance. And in any case, undertaking at qoasshas
already been undertaken by thousands of other @&ops it of most of its meaning. A real hero isn&que
individual facing unique circumstances. You cammetningfully be a hero among thousands of otheydseiat
least in the literary sense of the term.

Large-scale events, rather than individual quegtsk somewhat better. You can cause the populati@m
MMOG to experience a war, a plague, a droughtporesother cataclysmic event that affects all ofrthe
Stressful circumstances tend to produce storiesydrere each player was and how she reacted wvdrg may
be different. However, they aren’t guaranteed tmlpce a story-like experience for every player.

It seems clear to me that MMOGs do in fact livetpny stated goal from 1995: they are worlds inclirstorie
can happen. The question is, are those storieg@y? One reason thairi’not very fond of MMOGs is the fe
that they’re full of other players who tend to rdie fantasy for me. If | take the game’s markeahface value
and try to immerse myself in its fantasy world, tfext thing that happens is a guy named Lord Bidgjukus
comes along and kills me for no reason. A shortdsappointing story, to say the least. Of counsed are
games in which player-killing is not permitted; thenay even be games in which you cannot call wiurerd
Biggus Dickus; but the fundamental problem is stidre. MMOGSs are not actually fantasy worlds htFantas
worlds are inhabited by characters who behave dowpto the conventions of the fantasy. MMOGs aad r
worlds that just happen to have no physical matafes, and they are inhabited by real people, et
unfortunately, under no constraints to behavestosy-like manner.

It's my belief that MMOGs are not realtiie answer regarding interactive narrative. Thegnenswer, and that

answer is perfectly acceptable to the thousangeople who play them. But they're clearly not tleedd and
end-all. They don’t satisfy my desire to experieandnteractive narrative, nor that of a lot of pkeo
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What Do Players Want?

Lindley makes the point that we have to ask whayeis really want, and in fact that question hearaety of
different answers. He takes a look at several @iffetaxonomies of player types in MUD and liveiactRPGs,
by Bartle, Yee, and others, and arrives at his taxonomy.

Audience -- a player who is content to be toldaaystthis player doesn’t mind linear stories andalias
the cut-scenes.

Performer -- a player who seeks to act out a cherata game world, creating that character’s
performance there.

Immersionist -- a who seeks to identify with a givaharacter and immerse herself fully in the world.
Interestingly, Toby Gard, the inventor of Lara Grofakes a distinction between two types of playaracters:

Theavatar, which he sees as a sort of neutral puppet foplidnger to manipulate; it has an appearance but
not much personality of its own. Gard says, “Thet#av is simply a visual representation of the playe
presence within the game world.”

Theactor, a more fleshed out character who strikes a balaetween the needs of the story and the needs
of the player. Gard says, “The Actor is a charagdistinct from the player, with its own personality
characteristics, and, to some extent, mind.”

So we might expect Lindley’s performer players tefer Gard’s Avatar characters, while his immerst:n
might prefer Gard Actor characters, just because those are theatgp degrees of characterization and co
that they want.

| can suggest an even simpler taxonomy: therehasetwho press the tab button to interrupt thescahes, and
those who don’t! In any case it seems as if st@@sge at least two functions in games: story-avaion and
reward, and story-as-experience. These are fundaityedifferent. In the former, the story serves titameplay.
In the latter, the gameplay serves the story -s@me would argués the story. In short, it looks as if we’re not
going to arrive at one right way to create intak@charratives, because what players want fromatiger in their
games varies so widely.

A Few Disturbing Tendencies

Having arrived at the conclusion that there’s ne oght way to make interactive narratives, | noamnivto look
at what | see as a few disturbing tendencies imdnewe’re approaching the issue these days. évekve’re in
some danger of getting stuck in a rut.

Too Much Emphasis on the Aristotelian Three-Act Res  torative Structure

For years we’ve told students, based on Aristtitiat stories must have a beginning, a middle, anehal. This
is fine as far as it goes, and it satisfies audieaxpectations, but | think we emphasize it so nthahwe risk
giving the impression that it's the only right wiywrite a story. Some of our greatest literatwglieitly
eschews this structur€he Grapes of Wrathyy John Steinbeck, for example, has a beginningnduan end, at
least, in the sense that the end provides anyutsiolof the problemA Hundred Years of Solitudey Gabriel
Garcia Marquez, does not have a central “confbetsingle point of dramatic tension. It's a longgandering
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narrative through the lives of a large number afpte. In the seafaring novels of Patrick O’Brigdme tauthor
often sets up the preliminary conditions for a kegnt, then skips the event itself entirely, amajpdy tells you i
succeeded or failed afterwards.

This raises a point that someone mentioned at migshiop on narrative game design. She said, “S@$gu
we're creating novels, aren’t we?” | had neverlyetlought about it: are narrative games analogousovels,
short stories, myths, folktales, or what? This vehmlocess would be an awful lot easier if modesphssticated
storytelling hadn’t been invented. If we're contémtell folktales for ever, then we dariave to work very har
but on the other hand we’re not exploring the mexduery thoroughly either. Storytelling has movedsarce
then. People like James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, &aubrick and Peter Weir have raised the bartywern
high for us.

But | think that's a good thing. We need somethimgim for. And | think we risk trivializing oursegs if we
insist on the traditional three-act structure.

Too Much Emphasis on Joseph Campbell

This is something I've been guilty of myself, besaihe book | wrote with Andrew Rollings containsiag
summary of the hero’s journey, and that's sometttiag | intend to correct when it goes into a selcedition.
I’m going to leave it in, because Campbell’'s wakundoubtedly valuable, but I'm going to de-emphadi
somewhat.

It's important to remember that Campbell’s worklescriptive and noprescriptive. He never said, “This is the
correct way to write a story.” Campbell talks sfieaily about heroic quests, and heroic questsialésuited tc
videogames because, as I've already stated, thd theproblem of amnesia, and they tend to mapgress
through the quest onto progress through physi@despvhich easy for us to model. But heroic quasgsot the
only kind of story by a long shot.

Paint-by-Numbers Approach to Emotional Manipulation

I’'m all in favor of games that explore emotion méneroughly than they currently do. Goodness knthas we
could do with some more emotional sophisticatiooungames at the moment. But there is an unforguna
tendency these days to see this as a simple prot&ssking on particular scenes or events in otdgroduce a
particular emotional effect. When this is done imaan-fisted way, it absolutely annoys the hell @utne,
because it's so obvious. “Oh, look! They’ve jusatgitously killed the protagonist’s wife, and halsbroken up
about it. Well! I'm really rooting for him now.”

Whenever | see this, it tells me that the auth@sdd really have a serious commitment to his atat
characters. They're just mechanical parts to beed@round in an effort to manipulate the audietioey’'re not
people to be understood and cherished. Sophiglichi@racters are capable of having complex respdnse
subtle situations, and | think that's a goal wawibrking towards.

Trivial Themes or Messages
It's kind of a new idea for game stories to have aressage at all, apart from maybe, “Skill and @ezsance
will triumph in the end!” Wefe starting to explore the possibility that games/have a theme, but unfortuna

in the vast majority of cases these themes aréypiatn trivial. “Be yourself,” “Love conquers dland so on.

| would like to see some more difficult and comple&gmes explored, some ideas like, “For evil tortyph all
that is necessary is for good men to do nothing;Man creates the gods he needs,” or even “Thel ltiaat
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rocks the cradle rocks the world.” If you're goitigspend ten million dollars developing a game, yoght as
well have something worth saying.

Some Stakes in the Ground About Quality

Having listed these concerns, | now want to pudva $takes in the ground about quality. | said eathat it's no
good enough for us to be able to create any inigeaparrative; we have to make good ones, and¢ laafew
criteria that I'd like to discuss. I've got no maight to do this than anybody else apart fromfdot that | have
the microphone, so you can consider this a vergqrel view.

1) Introduction through exposition is inferior.

This is both obvious and self-explanatory.

2) A character in an interactive narrative should ¢ arry no more junk around with him than the
same character would carry in a non-interactive nar rative.

The basic adventure game situation: players catigutous amounts of stuff for the purpose of ttarys
That’s not a good enough excuse. Rewrite the story.

3) Dei ex machini are no more acceptable in interactive narrativest  han they are in ordinary
ones.

Again, obvious and self-explanatory.

4) Player-avatar identification is not an acceptabl e excuse for shallow protagonists.
It is not necessary to create a shallow avatartguiselp the player identify with him. Real autharanage
to write books in the first person whose protagisnese both appealing and richly characterizetdet t
same time.

5) No non-player character should ever say the same sentence twice unless either:
a) It is an expostulation, e.g. “Oh my God!”, or
b) He is explicitly asked to repeat himself.
Obvious and self-explanatory. Nothing kills suspem®f disbelief faster than repeated dialog.

6) No story event (other than player action) may ev  er occur the same way twice.
Dramatic novelty is a fundamental requirement gbad story. No story should contain two of the same
event. However, because we don’t have control theeplayer, a little flexibility is required herelayer-
initiated events, e.g. repeatedly trying to opémc&ed door without the key, may produce repeagsdlits

the door doesn’t open.

7) Any NPC response to a player action that would n ot be credible in a conventional narrative is
also not credible in an interactive narrative.
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You don't get a free ride just because your NPGsAlt up to the job.

8) Every interactive narrative with pretensions to Art or Literature must have a theme or
message.

Obvious and self-explanatory.

9) If an interactive narrative has multiple endings  , each possible ending must reflect player
actions and decisions in a way that is meaningful t o the player.

That is to say, a story must have a moral; mutgslding stories must have multiple morals.
10) The bottom line is: Interactivity is not an exc  use for bad writing!

That’'s what all of the foregoing really amount to.

Options For the Future

| now want to take a look at what some people areglon the cutting edge of interactive narratiesearch.
There are several groups trying completely diffeteimgs.

The Erasmatron

This is a long-term project by the famous gamegtesi Chris Crawford. It has been through sevesahitons
and has now been patented; he’s a bit vague abeuletails. Crawford is a master of simulation pagiand
algorithm-directed play, and as far as | can tedl Erasmatron is a sort of story simulation engainghich story
fragments, or substories, may be parameterizedised to generate a story-like experience. Butiiaeer seen
the thing in operation myself.

For details visitvww.erasmatazz.com.

Zoesis

Zoesis is a company that grew out of Project Q2aahegie-Mellon. One of the founders is the aforeimaed
Joe Bates. These guys are sort of doing an endraumd the commercial game industry; they’re cotre¢ing
on creating believable characters for businespesiftcally websites. According to their own weksithey’re
creating characters for companies like McDonald'd Eeinz.

Seewww.zoesis.com.

Extempo

This is another company that was formed as a resalkademic research. It was founded by Barbaseesta
Roth, a Senior Research Scientist at Stanford, fws$tagoresented her work here at the Game Devesdper
Conference, just ten years ago. They're workingmart interactive characters called “intelligentatg.” They

have managed to commercialize this to create trgiagents for businesses and websites. Extemper éitiiids
things directly as a service, or offers an authptoolkit that enables businesses to build thein.ow

The Value of Drama
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This work on artificial characters is not alwaysedtly on point with respect to interactive nawas, but it is
nevertheless valuable, because in the futuredcti®e narratives will require ever-more intelligémeractive
characters. Some people are working not on naesfer se, but on drama, or at least dramatictisinga Let’s
take a look at drama for a minute.

Drama is of course very ancient; we can tracedkha the ancient Greek plays and beyond. There’s a
continuous chain that runs from Aeschylus to usnia starts with plays; plays connect to improviseti
theater; improv theater connects to live-actioe4@hying; LARP connects to tabletop role-playiregngs;
tabletop RPGs connect to computerized RPGs. At siaghwe get farther from Aeschylus, and his infaeeis
weakened. Nevertheless, there’s an essentialoesdtip there.

One of the interesting things about drama is thait takes place on one stage. Of course, thgestan be raset
between scenes to represent many different pl&cgsne-act plays are different: the stage reminesame
throughout the experience. What this means isdiadétg alone must carry the story. The drama canragt
space onto time the way we do in adventure gamegbeR it maps conversation (or action) onto tihpeople
stop moving or talking, the play stops.

Dialog is an area that we haven't really done mwolk on in the last ten years, apart from simplstuding
more audio. The standard dialog tree sentaebdection mechanism in games is just about the samadvays h:
been. Of course, natural language parsing andaldéunguage generation are two of the very hartlpros in
artificial intelligence research, but in the lonmn believe they will be two of the most fruitfidr us.
Ultimately, stories are about characters and ih&ractions, and at the moment, this is one oftieas in whic
we are weakest. If we want to be able to do whatcAglus did -- tell stories about real people,dritin a
confined space -- we need to study interactive dradnd two people are in fact doing this.

Facade

Facadeis a project being undertaken by Michael Mateasy at Georgia Tech and formerly of Project Oz, and
Andrew Stern, who worked on tidogz Catz andBabyzartificial-life projects at p.f. Magic. I a good examg
of an interactive one-act play. You play a chanaateo is the friend of a couple whose marriagereaking up,
and you're visiting them in their apartment. It'@stly dialog. You can type whole English sentertogtem,

and they will respond, talking to you and to eattten How you interact with them affects how theteract

with each other. The whole thing takes about twemtyutes to go through, and it has different enslingsed on
what you do and say.

Facadetries to do about six very hard things at onceaddition to parsing English, it’s trying to creasalistic
conversations , simulate emotional states in ayilegaelationship, and show emotion through boahglaage
and facial expressions at the same time. It's aeenpitious, and I'm really glad to see them putognuch
effort into it.

For more information aboutfagade visit www.interactivestory.net.

My Vision of Interactive Narratives

My own vision for interactive narratives is evenmmambitious thafracade.l would like to create an artificial
intelligent dungeon master.

If you have played a tabletop role-playing gamey kpnow that a good dungeon master makes all thereifce.
A good dungeon master sets up the situation angtsiddo the characters in the party, then, iedffcreates a
story on the fly as the players play. Most impattigrhowever, a good dungeon master can reactaoghg
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situations, and adjust the story as necessaryctwuat for them. He can create new non-player cheraand
weave them in seamlessly, so it seems to the @ageif they have always been there.

An Al dungeon master would be able to do the sdtweould be capable of generating stdilge experiences o
a continuing basis. It would knows the rules of@)storytelling, and simply would not generate a btaaly. It
would know the rules of characterization, and bmiliar enough with human psychology to be abledoeyate
credible human-like responses.

Conclusion

You might think from all this that I'm implacablyoltile to interactive narratives. Actually, jusetbpposite is
true. It is the hard problems that are the mostr@sting, the most exciting ones, and often the omast worth
solving.

Personally, I think embedded stories will continoi@xist and to work well for players who don'tistson

having too much freedom. Embedded stories are doeapte and they allow us to bring all our creatpower:
to the fore. At the moment, human beings can €aafbetter narrative experiences than any automated
storytelling system. We understand stories. We kntat makes them good and bad; we know how to make
people laugh and cry. Players who like the expegest being part of a story will continue to enjbgm.

Emergent narrative is the great challenge of theréu-- the Star Trek Holodeck. Somehow we will déw
encode the principles of storytelling into a maehiinat can generate narratives. And they mustdxdiie,
coherent, and above all entertaining narrativésgliing to be a long, hard, enormously fun job.

We may actually get the physics of the Holodeckregl out before we get the software written for it.
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